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8. Restoring Relationships 
 
FOCUS:  There are three Biblical “macro-stories” that 
shape the whole of the Biblical narrative: Bondage and 
Liberation, Exile and Return, Sin and Forgiveness. Each 
representing a different facet of the human condition, they demonstrate what is 
necessary for the restoration of relationships on a variety of levels.  
 

 
Re-Ligio-ed 
Rootless. Alienated. Estranged. Meaningless. The human condition can be a 
desperate mix of questions about the basics of “being.” In fact, the longing for a 
sense of connection is at the root of the English word, “religion.” The Latin re-ligio 
means to re-link; to reconnect. To help reconnect, re-link, and restore people to 
relationship with one another and to the Divine is at the heart of religion’s 
intended purpose. Our stories, rituals, ceremonies and traditions grow out of our 
collective effort to systematize our understanding of just what it takes to be “re-
ligio-ed.”  
 
At the heart of the Biblical tradition is the notion that truth doesn’t come to us 
primarily as fact, creed, or scripture. It is best conveyed through story. As our 
spiritual ancestors endeavored to sort out the process of reconnection, they did 
so by developing three major themes – what Marcus Borg calls Biblical “macro-
stories.” For the ancient Hebrews enslaved in Egypt, the problem was bondage. 
Since what was needed was liberation, the tale of the Exodus became one of the 
most important stories for ancient Israel. For those removed to Babylon after the 
destruction of Jerusalem, the problem was exile. The solution was maintaining a 
sense of identity in a foreign land, and if possible, a journey of return. For those 
grounded in the institution and rituals of the Temple, the problem was sin and 
guilt. The solution was forgiveness. Individually and collectively, these stories 
serve as the thematic wellspring from which stream the major stories of the 
Biblical tradition.  
 
Bondage and Liberation  
  

“If the problem is bondage, then the solution is liberation – It means 
leaving Egypt and the dominion of Pharaoh. It involves passing through 
the sea to the other side – a passage from one kind of life to another.”   

– Marcus Borg    
 
While liberation from bondage for the Hebrews was a practical matter of getting 
away from the Pharaoh, bondage today is no less real: political, economic, 
religious, psychological, and spiritual bondage is the stuff of everyday struggle for 
countless millions.  
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While the temptation is to let this story be something that happened long ago 
about which the facts are worth knowing, the true power of the story is in what it 
is saying right now about each of our lives, what it says to the deepest part of our 
being. “Everyday” kinds of bondage in our lives take on many forms: grief, 
anxiety, ego, guilt, regret, addictions, religion, legalism, apathy, destructive 
relationships, destructive jobs, issues of identity – or just being in a rut.  
 
That’s in part why Fr. Richard Rohr says that Christianity is not so much a 
spirituality of addition (where you add this skill and that achievement) as it is a 
spirituality of subtraction. Peeling away the things that don’t matter or that keep 
us in bondage is the solution to much that ails the human soul.  
 
Toward the Promised Land 
Following the American Civil War, newly freed slaves in the South had no place 
to go. Many returned to plantations to work for room and board – and no pay. 
They’d been “liberated,” but not much had changed. “Where do we go from 
here?” is a question the Torah asks repeatedly. The whole of Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers, and Deuteronomy is about the subsequent journey of the children of 
God – a journey of trials and tribulations, learning how to survive, and journeying 
toward the “promised land.”    
 
This spiritual journey toward a land of promise has been expressed in countless 
ways. From personal pilgrimages to holy places to the highly personalized notion 
of being “born again” to focusing on doing whatever it takes to guarantee a 
spiritual future in heaven, the Promised Land is finally none of these. It is best 
thought of as a way of being where there is peace, understanding, and justice – 
and not just for one, but for the whole community. Jesus called it the Reign or 
Kingdom of God. 
  
Moses may have never made it to the Promised Land; Martin Luther King, Jr. 
may have never made it to the Promised Land, but the vision of it inspired them 
towards doing everything they could in achieving it. As two tourists admired the 
spectacle of Disney World, they talked about the genius of Walt Disney. “Too bad 
he isn’t here to see it,” said one. The other replied, “It wouldn’t be here if he 
hadn’t seen it.”  
 
With Canaanite Eyes 
As appealing as “promised land theology” may at first seem, it can also be a 
quagmire of competing claims. The same Biblical texts some interpret as 
messages of saving hope and promise are seen by others as condoning 
conquest and genocide. The Native American theologian, Robert Allen Warrior, 
reads the Exodus and Promised Land stories “with Canaanite eyes.”  He says, 
according to the Biblical text, the Canaanites:  
 

“…are not to be trusted, nor are they to be allowed to enter into social 
relationships with the people of Israel. They are wicked, and their religion 
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is to be avoided at all costs. The laws put forth regarding strangers and 
sojourners may have stopped the people of Yahweh from wanton 
oppression, but presumably only after the land was safely in the hands of 
Israel. The covenant of Yahweh depends on this.” 

(From "A Native American Perspective:  
Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians," in Voices from the Margin: 

 Interpreting the Bible in the Third World. Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1991) 
 
Likewise, the early success of the American economy was made possible by the 
forced labor of millions of African slaves. Civil rights leader Malcolm X was said 
to have claimed that his people didn’t land on Plymouth Rock, but that “Plymouth 
Rock landed on them.” Similar claims can be made against the Afrikaners in 
South Africa, Spaniards and Portuguese in South America, Belgians in the 
Congo, and the Dutch in the East Indies.  
 
In adopting the story of the Exodus as their own, African-Americans are but one 
group to have acknowledged the continuing power of the Biblical story to inspire 
people in bondage with the hope of liberation.  
 

"We need not always weep and mourn, let my people go;  
and wear those slavery chains forlorn, let my people go. 

Go down, Moses, way down in Egypt Land,  
Tell old Pharaoh, 'Let my people go . . .’"   

        –  African American Spiritual  
 
Be it Peasant vs. Oligarchy in Central America, Palestine vs. Israel, indigenous 
aborigines vs. the “white fella” in Australia and New Zealand, or countless other 
conflicts, stories of bondage and liberation continue to play out on a national 
scale.  
 
Exile and Return 
 

“By the rivers of Babylon – there we sat down and there we wept when we 
remembered Zion. On the willows there we hung up our harps. For there 
our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, 
saying, ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ How could we sing the LORD’S 
song in a foreign land?” 

–  Psalm 137 (NRSV) 
 
Perhaps one of the most important and least acknowledged events contributing 
to the shaping of Western Culture was the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem in 
587/6 B.C.E. The brightest and best of Jewish leadership was taken into exile in 
Babylon where they served the courts and needs of the Babylonians for 
generations. This was not only a political defeat, but also a crisis of faith: 
Babylon’s victory was perceived as a victory for Babylon’s patron god Marduk 
over Yahweh of Israel.  
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Deprived of all the trappings of Temple and Promised Land, the exiles took to 
writing down their stories of faith in order to prevent assimilation into the 
Babylonian culture. This “resistance literature” promoted hope in the assurance 
that Marduk’s apparent victory was not the last word and that captivity would 
come to an end. The traditions that were cared for and the writings of this time 
period contribute significantly to what we now know as the Torah. After several 
generations in captivity, a remnant was allowed to return to rebuild their culture 
and eventually, the Temple.  
 
This, however, is not the only Biblical story with the theme of exile and return. 
The authors of Genesis explored exile and return in the story of Eve and Adam’s 
banishment from the Garden. The newly self-conscious humans were not only 
evicted from Eden, but were cast into a world of anxiety and alienation from one 
another and the Divine. The journey of return is then played out over the length 
and breadth of the Bible as human beings seek to reconnect with the idyllic vision 
of life in Paradise.  
 
Sin and Forgiveness 
One of the sound bites used to promote Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ 
was, “Dying was his reason for living.” But for Gibson, God’s reconciliation with 
the world is based not on Jesus’ death alone. As is evidenced by the movie’s 
excruciatingly long and drawn out scenes of torture, abuse, and humiliation, the 
suffering of Jesus seems to hold a peculiar fascination. And he’s not alone. Much 
of Christianity has understood that in order to redeem the sins of the world – 
past, present and future – Jesus had to suffer an awful lot.  
 
The theological concept that describes the healing of the once-estranged 
relationship between God and humanity is called “atonement.” Said to be 
achieved for Christians through the “work” of Jesus (not his life and ministry, but 
his self-sacrificing death) the idea of atonement has a long and convoluted 
history.  
 
In the ancient world, it was not unusual for religions to restore relationship to their 
god or gods with animal sacrifice. Judaism practiced animal sacrifice for 
countless years. Since the first New Testament writer, Paul, didn’t have any 
Gospels to go on to describe Jesus’ life, he went with what he knew, which was 
“Christ crucified.”  
 
Consequently, in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, Paul wrote, “Christ died for our sins.”  But 
there’s a problem: in both Greek and English, there are two ways to interpret that 
phrase. The first, most popular understanding is, “Christ died to save us from our 
sins.” However, an equally acceptable reading of the passage has very different 
implications: “Christ died because of or on account of our sins.” Early Christians 
picked up on the first idea of Jesus’ death as sacrifice. The first evangelist, Mark, 
devoted the first half of his gospel to Jesus’ life, and the whole second half to his 
suffering and death. By the time the writer of the Gospel of John was writing, the 
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idea of Jesus as sacrifice had gained so much influence that the storyline was 
changed: John even changed the day of Jesus’ death so it could be said Jesus 
was slain at the exact moment the Passover lambs would have been slain.  
 
To top it off, The Letter to the Hebrews takes it to the next level, setting Jesus’ 
death against the backdrop of another Jewish holiday, Yom Kippur, or Day of 
Atonement. In a sad irony, the Jesus of the Gospels, who overturned the tables 
of the money-changers in the Temple, protesting not only economic corruption, 
but the cult of animal sacrifice itself, is simultaneously portrayed in Hebrews as 
the High Priest that offers the sacrifice and as the perfect animal whose blood is 
spilled in order to satiate God’s need for blood.  
 
Clearly, even the early church struggled with the “meaning” of Jesus death in 
relation to Sin and Forgiveness. Over the centuries, many attempts have been 
made to make sense of the Biblical assertions regarding God’s bloodthirsty 
expectations before forgiveness can be meted out. Not the least of these are 
theories of the atonement fashioned by the late twelfth-century theologian, 
Anselm. Leaving out the notion of grace altogether, Anselm constructs the 
system that resonates in our churches and psyches to this day: in order to satisfy 
God’s having been insulted by human sin, it is necessary for the perfect God-
man, Jesus, to die. This almost purely legal argument eclipsed earlier ideas of 
Jesus’ death symbolizing God’s victory over Satan, and has itself experienced 
nearly a millennia of revision. Two thousand years of fevered speculation on 
exactly how sinners can receive forgiveness from God is proof of the hunger 
human beings have for reconciliation with the Divine. The notions of 
“Substitution,” “Satisfaction,” and “Ransom” are among the theories of atonement 
that will be explored further in Living the Questions Session 11: The Myth of 
Redemptive Violence.  
 
All this, of course, is a distraction from the very real need of seeking forgiveness 
from our own fellow human beings. A fixation on sin and the need for divine 
forgiveness creates an obsession about a vertical relationship at the expense of 
relationships with those around us. Over-spiritualizing sin and forgiveness makes 
it a higher priority to seek God’s forgiveness than the forgiveness of one’s 
neighbor. After all, it is often easier to kneel at the altar over and over again than 
to knock on a neighbor’s door and seek practical resolution to a 
misunderstanding.  
 
 
Just Do It 
We are people in need of forgiveness. But we also need liberation and a sense of 
belonging. The Biblical witness offers us diverse solutions to our diverse 
problems. Remembering that truth comes as story and that different stories may 
speak more powerfully to people at different times, we are presented with 
multiple ways of understanding the quest for reconciliation. To be fixated on one 
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story at the expense of the others diminishes the richness of what the Bible has 
to offer. 
 
What is important, then, is to begin to live in the stories of reconciliation and 
make them our own, being present to the immediate and legitimate needs of real 
people. Together we can continue to move in the direction of reconciliation, 
restoring relationships with one another and with the Divine.  
 
 

 
 

DVD Discussion Questions 
(Note: Chapter 1 of each DVD session is the introductory story) 
 
DVD Chapter 2:  

Describe some of the characteristics of the Exodus story and how it 
speaks to the human need for liberation from bondage. 
 
 
 
What are some of the “isms” and concrete expressions of bondage from 
which Carcaño has been liberated?  
 
 
 
How does the Passover Seder affirm that the Exodus story is “true” about 
us?    
 
 
 
List some of the cultural messages that, as a matter of course, subject us 
to bondage.  
 

 
 
DVD Chapter 3:  

Describe some of the characteristics of the story of the Babylonian exile 
and how it speaks to the human need for a return from exile. 
 
 
 
How do the “Priestly” story and Temple sacrifice speak to the human need 
for forgiveness from sin?  
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In what ways might the dominance of the Priestly story and the doctrine of 
the atonement diminish the broader Biblical message?  
 
 
 
 
Bill Nelson claims that Jesus was against the sacrificial system of the 
Temple Cult of Israel. Explain.  
 
 
 
 
As described by Borg, list the function and benefits of the three different 
stories in speaking to the diversity of the human predicament.  

 
 
 
 

SpiritPractice:  
Reconciliation and Forgiveness (with Sr. Helen Prejean, author of Dead 
Man Walking: An Eyewitness Account of the Death Penalty in the United 
States.) 

 
 
 
 
 
Questions for Personal Reflection: 

What do you find most helpful/interesting so far from the material?  
 
 
 
 
 
What are the implications of this material for you personally? For your 
local fellowship? For the wider Church? For Christianity as a whole?  
 

 
 
 
Consider the following questions as a group:  

What has this session challenged or changed about the way you think 
about the Divine? People? The Church? Yourself? The relationship of all 
these?  
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Practical Application:  
For your Personal Journey: Forgiveness Day 
The modern practice of Yom Kippur (the Jewish Day of Atonement) has many 
advantages over the rote prayers of forgiveness recited in many Protestant 
congregations. One element is the period of time set aside the week before the 
holiday to seek out those with whom you’ve had a disagreement in the previous 
year and seek to make amends.  
 
Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:23ff may very well be an amplification of a similar 
practice already taught by the Pharisees:  

“So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your 
brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there before 
the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then 
come and offer your gift.” (NRSV)  

Short of instituting a celebration of Yom Kippur in your congregation, integrating 
an annual day of forgiveness may be a helpful tradition in assisting people to 
restore relationships. The Worldwide Forgiveness Alliance 
(http://www.forgivenessday.org) is dedicated to demonstrating the power of 
forgiveness across cultural and national boundaries. Part of their mission 
includes establishing the first global holiday, International Forgiveness Day, to be 
celebrated on the first Sunday of every August. The Alliance website has ideas 
and contact information for those interested in organizing local observances of 
International Forgiveness Day, both in religious and non-sectarian settings.  
 
In our Institutional Journey: An example of making reconciliation real 
In an effort to recognize and begin to deal with the rift between Aboriginal and 
European Australians, a draft “Declaration for Reconciliation” has been circulated 
since the late 1990s for discussion and possible adoption on a national level. In 
part, it reads:  

• "Speaking with one voice, we the people of Australia, of many origins 
as we are, make a commitment to go on together recognising the gift 
of one another's presence.  

• Our nation must have the courage to own the truth, to heal the wounds 
of its past so that we can move on together at peace with ourselves.  

• And so we take this step: as one part of the nation expresses its 
sorrow and profoundly regrets the injustices of the past, so the other 
part accepts the apology and forgives.  

• Our new journey then begins. We must learn our shared history, walk 
together and grow together to enrich our understanding.” 

You can find out more by visiting the websites of groups like Reconciliation 
Australia: www.reconciliation.org.au. The National Assembly of the Uniting 
Church in Australia issued a detailed apology to the Indigenous people in 1994 
and continues to work toward reconciliation through its “Covenanting” process 
(see http://assembly.uca.org.au/resources/statements/covenant.htm). Such 
efforts develop strategies to advance reconciliation that can be adopted in many 
other situations – even your own.  
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Living it Out                  Session 8 

  Places in the Heart 
 
 
We often think that spiritual practices or spiritual disciplines are limited to Bible 
study and prayer. Did you ever consider a movie and popcorn for your spiritual 
practice? That is exactly what is on the menu for this session’s “Living it Out.” 
 
Rent (or perhaps you know someone with a copy) the movie “Places in the 
Heart” and invite friends to watch it with you.  
. 
After the movie: 
 
Share with your movie partners what it was like to witness communion in the 
movie. 
 
Why do you think Jesus often used mealtime for teaching and for relationship 
building? 
 
About Communion: 
 
Depending upon your church’s practices, a prayer known as the Great 
Thanksgiving may be used in preparation for communion. This prayer tells/retells 
bits of the biblical Story and helps worshippers remember God’s action and love 
made visible in journey, liberation, salvation, forgiveness and community. In 
conjunction with remembering the faith story is the opportunity for confession and 
reconciliation. Prior to receiving communion, everyone is encouraged to offer 
people with whom they are worshipping signs of peace and reconciliation. In 
other words, just like our ancestors, before we receive this meal, we reflect upon 
our lives and actions and seek to get right with others. 
 
Reflection, Prayer and Action 
 
Spend time in prayer, reflecting on your words and actions that unintentionally or 
intentionally hurt another person.  
 
Is there someone with whom you have a strained or broken relationship? 
 
Find a picture of that person or write their name on a piece of paper. Place it in 
space where you will see it frequently. Pray for that person and yourself.  
 
Consider steps toward reconciliation. If possible, you might invite that person out 
for coffee or to share a meal.  
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Prayer of Confession 
God who is made visible to us in the breaking of the bread, we sit in the Upper 
Room and wonder “is it I, Lord, who have and will betray you”? Is it I Lord who 
would sell you for thirty pieces of silver? For the money in my bank account? For 
any pleasure in this world? For gadgets and policies that promise security? At the 
expense of others? Please forgive me for any way I have acted as Judas when 
he betrayed you. Forgive me for any way I have acted as Peter when he denied 
you. Forgive us all, O God, for we are not so different than these two men – 
capable of love and capable of betrayal. We claim your table promise that the 
cup of forgiveness is poured out for each of us. Let us drink deeply and live fully 
to honor the One in whose name we pray.  Amen. 
 

– Cynthia Langston Kirk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Living the Questions 2.0 © 2013 livingthequestions.com, LLC 
Licensed for use for one year from date of purchase 

 

Page 11 

9. The Prophetic Jesus 
 
FOCUS: Jesus was a troublemaker. He said and did  
things that were upsetting to agents of the political and  
religious domination systems that oppressed the weak and downtrodden. In this 
way, Jesus stood firmly in the tradition of the prophets of Hebrew Scripture – 
those who offered a clear and challenging “alternative script” to the status quo. 
 
 
 
 
Like a Prophet of Old 
It’s no accident that the words most frequently recorded in Hebrew Scripture are: 
“Do not be afraid.” Neither is it an accident that the second most frequently 
recorded passage in Hebrew Scripture is the admonition to “care for the orphan, 
the widow, and the stranger.” The prophets tell us that the duty of the people of 
God is to care about and be the advocates for the poor and powerless. It should 
be no surprise, then, that according to the Gospels, Jesus’ first concern is for 
those in the community who are most vulnerable and have no voice. This 
compassion Jesus exhibits is hardly original – the same passion underlies all of 
the Hebrew Scriptures.  
 

“[Jesus] opened the book and found the place where it was written, ‘The 
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good 
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and 
recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 
to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.’ And he closed the book, and 
gave it back to the attendant, and sat down; and the eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him. And he began to say to them, ‘Today this 
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’" 

–  Jesus quoting Isaiah in Luke 4:17b – 21 
 
Yet speaking out on behalf of people who have no power or advocates has never 
been popular with respectable society. While it’s clear that the prophets and 
other Biblical sources make care for the downtrodden the duty of the people of 
God, it has always been much easier to make the spiritual life about following 
specific rules and embracing whatever priorities the community deems as 
reputable. Confronting the shortcomings of one’s culture or society has never 
been a popular path.  
 
A Stranger in the Midst of his Own People 
For this and many other reasons, Jesus is a stranger in the midst of his own 
people. Even according to the Gospels, nearly from the moment he proclaimed 
the call of Isaiah fulfilled, he has been misunderstood and discredited for his 
most prophetic statements.  
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Jesus said: "A prophet is not acceptable in his own country, neither does a 
physician work cures upon those that know him." 

–  Gospel of Thomas 31 
 
Today, Jesus has been misused so often by so many, it’s no surprise that many 
of the priorities, practices, and teachings of the Jesus represented in the Gospels 
are ignored or intentionally contradicted by the institutional church. Jesus has 
become so lost in so many churches that to talk about the radical implications of 
what’s really in the Gospels often triggers howls of “revisionism.” Despite the 
varying witnesses of the Synoptic Gospels, one characteristic is consistent 
throughout: Jesus raised a prophetic voice that critiqued, questioned, and 
confronted the status quo.  
 

“If the dominant script in the Old Testament has to do with the priests and 
kings in Jerusalem and if the dominant script in the New Testament has to 
do with the Roman Empire and the collusion of the Jewish leaders with the 
Roman Empire, then the dominant script in both Testaments has to do 
with centralized power and the power to tax and control and mobilize 
armies and defend oneself and make oneself secure. Then the alternative 
script of the prophets and of Jesus and the apostles is that the juices of 
life are running loose in the world below the radar and the visible 
leadership can neither manage, nor control, nor resist them. They’re 
simply out there doing new things.”  

–  Walter Brueggemann in LtQ’s 
Countering Pharaoh’s Production/Consumption Society Today 

 
The bottom line is that in the eyes of the first century authorities – both religious 
and political – Jesus was a troublemaker. He was simply “out there” saying and 
“doing new things” that were upsetting to the established order. He offered a first 
hand relationship with the Divine that bypassed the religion of ritual that was the 
Sadducees’ bread and butter. He ignored the Pharisees’ interpretations about 
what was acceptable to do or not do on the Sabbath. He flew in the face of the 
Deuteronomic Code of divine earthly retribution and forgave people’s sins. And 
most troubling of all, he not only associated with the wrong kind of people – 
sinful, impure, disreputable – he even ATE with them! 
 
The teachings and the example of Jesus had the effect of undermining and 
subverting the prevailing religion and politics of both his time and ours. People 
forget that not only is Hebrew scripture full of the stories of violently rejected 
prophets but even Christianity’s foremost leaders were so threatening that they 
were executed by the government. Jesus, and most likely Paul, were done away 
with by the political authorities they confronted. While the circumstances of Paul’s 
death are unclear, we know that Jesus was killed because his notions of justice 
and community were so intimidating to the powers that be that they felt it 
necessary to eliminate him. 
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Best Ignore Him 
If you haven’t been made uncomfortable by the teachings of Jesus, you probably 
haven’t understood them. Truth be told, despite efforts across the centuries to 
tame him, Jesus is still controversial. Beware of all greed, he said, because our 
true life is not made up of what we own – no matter how much we have. Blessed 
are the peacemakers. Those who live by the sword will die by the sword. Do not 
forget the humanity of even your enemy. Be compassionate with all people just 
as God is compassionate. If you are not able to forgive, you will not be forgiven. 
Let the one of you who wants to condemn and to judge be sure you yourself are 
sinless before you cast the first stone. Do not worship power and status and 
prestige, and do not aim for those yourself; instead, learn to be a servant.  
 
In a culture where greed and domination are worshipped, talk of the “common 
good” is suspect, and the media obsesses on the sensationalized exploits of 
celebrities, the prophetic words of Jesus are countercultural and subversive. 
Even in the Lord’s Prayer, when Jesus teaches his disciples to pray for God’s will 
to be done and for God’s kingdom to come on earth, it has to be admitted that 
any serious attempt to realize that prayer can only be seen as revolutionary. 
Biblical scholar Raymond Brown says that Jesus is so unknown to us and is so 
troubling to conventional religion and conventional life even to this day, that if he 
came back today, the first thing we would do is kill him. The Jesus of the Gospels 
is a cultural prophet, undermining any culture that worships affluence, 
appearance, and achievement. It’s basically safest to just not take Jesus too 
seriously – best to do what the culture and institutional church have done for 
generations: just ignore him.  
 
So, it should be no surprise that Jesus saved his harshest words for the 
comfortable – those who think they belong in the inner circle with God. He saw 
them becoming self-righteous and narrow and thinking that the circle of God’s 
family was pretty small. Jesus earned their wrath because he drew the circle 
wide. 

 
“The Jesus of history is one who was passionate about the least of these. 
But I think the church has sometimes, maybe more often than not in its 
history, used the story of Jesus not to include people and not for the sake 
of the least of these, but has frequently used the story of Jesus to judge 
people, to exclude people, even to beat up on people, especially infidels, 
the non-Christians throughout the middle ages and so forth; but, also it 
continues in our own time. Jesus’ passion about the love of God for the 
least of these gets transformed into, ‘You’ve gotta believe the following 
things about Jesus’ (and those are usually doctrinal things) or, ‘God’s 
gonna get you in the end, and in the meantime you’re not welcome here 
either.’”   

–  Marcus Borg in Living the Questions 
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More often than not, we let the culture around us form us into its mold and then 
are troubled or even shocked when the Bible contradicts our beliefs or biases 
about how things should be. But reading the Bible closely – and Jesus’ teachings 
in particular – will be uncomfortable at times. As we listen carefully, we will hear 
both the prophets and Jesus attempting to move us beyond ourselves and our 
own concerns. We will find Jesus talking not only about personal change but 
social change – and their words may cause us to squirm and re-examine our 
priorities.  
 
Making it Real 
  

"We must also preach the whole Gospel which not only calls people to 
love Jesus but to bring his justice into the political and economic arena in 
which we live."  

 –  Tony Campolo 
 
This prophetic Jesus not only challenges our person-to-person relationships but 
our social and political involvement as well. This is where things become more 
complicated and more emotional for some people. What may need to be done 
may be more controversial. Catholic Bishop Dom Helder Camara of Brazil 
experienced this phenomenon firsthand when he began to speak out for social 
reforms in his country. He said, “When I gave food to the poor, they called me a 
saint. When I began to ask why there were so many poor, they called me a 
communist.” 
 
Southern Baptist pastor and scholar, Clarence Jordan, lived in Georgia and 
started an interracial farming community called the Koinonia Farm. It was here 
that Millard Fuller came for a retreat and formed the idea for Habitat for 
Humanity. Before Dr. Jordan’s community gave birth to Habitat, he was a pioneer 
in the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s. He would often preach as 
a guest in little Baptist churches and would usually not get invited back because 
of his message of equality for all people of all colors. On one occasion he had 
given a sermon that called for our country to stop the practice of segregation. 
After the sermon, a lady came up to him and said, “My granddaddy was an 
officer in the Confederate army and he would not believe a word that you just 
said about race relations.” Clarence Jordan smiled sweetly and said, “Well, 
ma’am, your choice is very clear then. You can follow your granddaddy or you 
can follow Jesus.”  
 
Clarence Jordan was a lot like Jesus. He was willing to let people hear the hard 
demands of his message and to let them walk away if they found his words so 
troubling or offensive. 
 
In the Uniting Church of Australia, Rev. Dorothy McRae-McMahon has been an 
outspoken prophetic voice for justice for many years. From standing up to racist 
Neo-Nazis in the late 80s to her prolific work in re-working the liturgical resources 
of the church, her voice has been heard loud and clear among those who would 
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otherwise lobby unopposed for the status quo. Although officially retired, her 
prophetic voice has now taken on a new and vibrant form. Attending the local 
Uniting Church in Redfern, a Sydney suburb rife with crime and poverty, Dorothy 
became frustrated at the lack of positive community efforts in the neighborhood.  
 
Along with her pastor, partner, and a variety of volunteers (including journalism 
students looking for experience), Dorothy and the South Sydney Uniting Church 
began publishing a free monthly independent newspaper with the intent of 
holding government & business leadership to account, building pride in the 
community, and reporting positive news. Now with a circulation of over 22,000, 
The South Sydney Herald (www.southsydneyherald.com.au) is a force to be 
reckoned with in the city. It’s not unusual for the Lord Mayor of Sydney or other 
community leaders to call Rev. McRae-McMahon to complain about how their 
positions or actions are portrayed in the newspaper – along with the promise to 
mend their ways. From an otherwise small and eminently ignorable Uniting 
Church in a voiceless, backwater neighborhood, the voice of the prophetic Jesus 
is heard.  

 
“God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house. 
God is in the silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus 
that will end both their lives. God is in the cries heard under the rubble of 
war. God is in the debris of wasted opportunity and lives, and God is with 
us if we are with them.”  

–  U2’s Bono, National Prayer Breakfast, 2006 
 
 
Justice, Kindness, & Humility 
Most of us don’t really know who he was. His priorities, practices and teachings –  
even his humanity – have largely been lost to the community of faith that should 
know him best. Partly out of tradition, partly out of apathy, but mostly because to 
truly embrace the political, economic, and religious implications of his message is 
threatening, the prophetic Jesus has been de-emphasized by many.  
 

Jesus the Jew, Jesus the historical figure, Jesus of Nazareth was 
concerned about economics, was concerned about politics, was 
concerned about justice.  

–  A-J Levine in LtQ’s Saving Jesus 
 

The prophetic Jesus was interested in economic reform, politics, and justice for 
the poor to the point that it’s fair to say we truly can’t make sense of our 
discipleship as followers of Jesus if economics, justice, and the needs of the 
outcast are not part of our discipline and practice.  
 
Although Jesus doesn’t ask people to admire him and (in the Synoptic Gospels, 
at least) never asks people to worship him, Jesus has many millions of admirers 
and worshippers. Yet those inclined to worship him would do well to note how 
Jesus always points beyond himself. He invites people to follow him, to imitate 
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him in his commitment to the least and the last, and in his passion to put the 
Mystery of God at the center of one’s life.  
 
While uncomfortable at first, the call of the prophetic Jesus is to move people 
from being admirers to followers – to help people sense that the respectable 
values of the status quo may not be so important after all. It reminds us – no 
matter how hard we try to make it about personal piety alone – that the Kingdom 
of God has always and will always be about politics. 
 
Micah 6:8 puts it succinctly: “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, 
to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” Jesus followed in this 
prophetic tradition and put the obligation to fulfill this call squarely on the 
shoulders of those who call themselves disciples: “As you have done it to the 
least of these my brothers and sisters, you have done it to me.” (Matthew 25:40) 
 
 

 
 

DVD Discussion Questions 
(note: Chapter 1 of each DVD session is the introductory story) 
 
DVD Chapter 2:  

In claiming the mantle of the prophets, Jesus claims a variety of ministries 
and actions. List and discuss some of these prophetic characteristics. 
 
 
 
According to Varghese, what are some of the traits of Jesus’ ministry that 
set him apart from the prophets of old?  
 
 
 
How do anger and righteous indignation play into the expression of a 
prophetic voice?  
 

 
 
DVD Chapter 3:  

How do the admonitions of the Sermon on the Plain characterize the 
prophetic life?  
 
 
 
How does Ehrlander’s cartoon sync with your experience?  
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According to Flunder, it is essential for the “personal piety piece” and 
“justice work” to be brought together. Explain.  
 
 

 
 
 
DVD Chapter 4:  

Describe the observations and practices of Mahatma Gandhi that have 
been influential to Mel White.  

 
 

 
 
 

SpiritPractice:  
“No More Deaths” (www.nomoredeaths.org) with Rick Ufford-Chase 
 
 
 
 

 
Questions for Personal Reflection: 

What do you find most helpful/interesting from the material in this session?   
 
 
 
 
 
What implications does this material have for you personally? For your 
local fellowship? For the wider Church? For Christianity as a whole?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions as a group:  

What has this session challenged or changed about the way you think 
about the Divine? People? The Church? Yourself? The relationship of all 
these?  
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Living it Out                       Session 9 

  Truth Teller, Change Seeker, Life Bringer 
 
 
Truth Teller, Change Seeker, Life Bringer 
 
Galilean truth teller 
Propelled by raw, unswerving boldness - 
The way of the prophet. 
Articulated world reality, 
With a “once upon a time” approach. 
Jesus held a mirror before the people, 
Reflected crises of individual and corporate soul, 
Turned their lives inside out and upside down. 
Left this question hovering overhead, 
Is God the center of your life 
Or simply the center of your religion? 
 
In parable and paradox 
Rabbi placed pairs on the scales of justice: 
Money and God 
Religious practices and God 
The Sabbath and God 
Culture and God 
Family and God 
Family and work 
Asking, challenging “how is it with your soul?” 
 
He called each person Godward. 
“Turn toward the Deliverer – 
That your vision be refocused 
And your lives exude meaning. 
With each option, in every opportunity, 
Choose, revere, offer Life.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
A prophet is, first of all, a keen observer of human nature and cultural/societal 
choices. Jesus was such an observer, able to reflect the disconnections of his 
day in ways his audiences understood and in ways that continue to teach at 
multiple levels.   
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Sometimes we consider the Creator on the Sabbath only and do not allow 
spiritual teachings and relationships to impact the whole of our lives. Prophets 
call people to live with integrity, integrating their faith beliefs with their practices 
each day. 
 
For Your Spiritual Practices: 
 
If a prophet such as Jesus were to look at your bank account, what story would 
he or she tell in response? What would your life’s mirror reflect? In what way 
might you be called back toward God?   
 
Ask the same three questions of the following: 
 
Television/movies (content and time spent)? 
 
Books/Magazines (content)? 
 
Time/money spent on leisure? 
 
Care of/advocacy for the environment? 
  
 
Prayer 
Spirit of Life, so often we desire to live an authentic life, but fall short. We come 
to you know and ask you to help us. Open us to see the ways that our beliefs and 
practices are incongruent. Place the needs of the world on our hearts. May the 
mark of our lives be generosity. We pray in the name of Christ whose life was 
authentic and whose generosity changed the world. Amen. 
 
 
 

– Cynthia Langston Kirk 
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10. Evil, Suffering,  
& a God of Love  
 
Focus: If God is all-powerful, all-loving, and all-good, how do you explain and 
respond to the existence of so much suffering and evil in the world? 
 
 
The Problem of Evil 

 

“Whatever the status of evil in the world, I know that the only God in whom 
I can believe will be a God found in the midst of evil rather than at a safe 
distance from it; suffering the evil rather than inflicting it."  

– Robert McAfee Brown 
 

Ever ask, “What did I do to deserve this?” or “I wonder what she did to deserve 
that?” Perhaps you’ve heard someone claim that, “The poor are poor because 
they’re lazy!” or “AIDS is a punishment from God” or “so-and-so is suffering 
because of…fill-in-the-blank.” The problem is, no matter how many people repeat 
them, these statements are still false.  
 
The truth is, life is hard. If we look at the way the world really is, we see that bad 
things happen to good people and good things happen to bad people. That’s just 
the way it is. And that’s probably why struggling with the reality of evil and 
suffering in the world has been one of the foundational questions of existence 
from time immemorial.  
 
If God is all-loving, all-good, and all-powerful, how can evil exist?  For some, the 
reality of evil is the best argument against God's existence. "With all the evil in 
the world, how can you believe in God?"  How can it be so? Libraries of books 
have been written on the problem of evil, the source of evil, and why the innocent 
suffer. Out of all this effort, one thing seems clear: God cannot be all of anything. 
As grating as this is to the spiritual sensibilities of many, perhaps it is time for a 
paradigm shift recognizing that which seems painfully obvious: rather than all-
loving, all-good, and all-powerful, understanding the Divine simply as loving, 
good, and powerful will have to be enough.  
 
The Greek word for evil, kakos, suggests a lack of something, of being not quite 
whole. Yet at times, evil seems to be anything but lacking. Even the most faithful 
have cried out in despair, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" It's not 
evident when you're in the midst of the pain, struggle, and injustice how anything 
good could ever come of it. But time and again, the evidence suggests that often 
even the most horrific evil can be redeemed – even in some small way. Suffering 
is transformed into endurance, mourning into dancing, and darkness into light. 
But despite the glimmer of hope, the problem of evil endures. Each new disaster, 
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abused spouse, or ruthless injustice brings with it the painful questions of God’s 
absence in the midst of tragedy and why the innocent suffer.  
 
Suffering  
In his book Night, Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel, recounts life in the Auschwitz death 
camp.  

"One day when we came back from work, we saw three gallows rearing up 
in the assembly place, three black crows. Roll call. SS all around us, 
machine guns trained: the traditional ceremony. Three victims in chains – 
and one of them, the little servant, the sad-eyed angel. The SS seemed 
more preoccupied, more disturbed than usual. To hang a young boy in 
front of thousands of spectators was no light matter. The head of the camp 
read the verdict. All eyes were on the child. He was lividly pale, almost 
calm, biting his lips. The gallows threw its shadow over him. The three 
victims mounted together onto the chairs. The three necks were placed at 
the same moment within the nooses. 
'Long live liberty!'  cried the two adults. But the child was silent. 
'Where is God?  Where is He?' someone behind me asked. 
At a sign from the head of the camp, the three chairs tipped over. 
Total silence throughout the camp. On the horizon, the sun was setting. 
'Bare your heads!' yelled the head of the camp. His voice was raucous.  
We were weeping. 'Cover your heads!' 
Then the march past began. The two adults were no longer alive. Their 
tongues hung swollen, blue-tinged. But the third rope was still moving; 
being so light, the child was still alive. . . 
For more than half an hour he stayed there, struggling between life and 
death, dying in slow agony under our eyes. And we had to look him full in 
the face. He was still alive when I passed in front of him. His tongue was 
still red, his eyes were not yet glazed. Behind me, I heard the same man 
asking: 'Where is God now?' And I heard a voice within me answer him: 
‘Where is He? Here He is – He is hanging here on these gallows . . .’.” 

 
Where is God at moments like this?  Jeremiah discovered the answer in his own 
suffering, as he took on the suffering of his people, as he wept and cried out for 
them. Jesus discovered it in being faithful even to death. Rabbi Abraham Joshua 
Heschel calls it "divine pathos." Derived from the Greek, “pathos” means 
"suffering."  Combined with the prefix "sym" (meaning "with") we have the notion 
of sympathy, "to suffer with." The God of the Jews is understood to have suffered 
their ordeals with them, giving them strength and hope to endure. Alfred North 
Whitehead calls God the "fellow sufferer who understands." 
 
The Psalmist sings: 

"Where can I go from your spirit? 
Or where can I flee from your presence? 
If I ascend to heaven, you are there; 
if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.” (139:7,8, NRSV). 
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In the days of the Psalmist the Jews had no understanding of hell. However, they 
did speak of a place of the dead called Sheol. Yet the Psalm proclaims that even 
there one cannot escape God. Such spiritual convictions have bolstered the 
Jewish people through thousands of years of collective and individual suffering. 
Despite hatred, oppression, pogroms, and holocaust, they have endured.  
 
While the concepts of pain and suffering are often lumped together, it’s helpful to 
be aware of their distinctiveness: pain is something we can't escape and 
suffering is what we do about the pain. Suffering is the work we do with the pain. 
We don’t know what the Apostle Paul’s "thorn in the flesh" was. But when Paul 
prays to have this "thorn" removed, the divine response is, "My grace is sufficient 
for you, for power is made perfect in weakness."  Paul then was able to boast in 
his weaknesses: "I am content," he writes, "with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 
persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then 
I am strong."  Individually or collectively, the Divine experiences pain, suffers it, 
and out of the wreckage helps people rebuild their lives – even though things 
may never be the same as they once were.  
 
Where is God When Bad Things Happen? 
Rabbi Harold Kushner's son Aaron was born with progeria, a rare and incurable 
disease that causes rapid aging. When Aaron was three, the doctors explained to 
the Kushners that Aaron would never grow much beyond three feet in height, 
would have no hair on his head or body, would look like a little old man while he 
was still a child, and would die in his early teens. At the age of 14 Aaron died – of 
old age.  
 
Aaron’s illness and death forced Kushner to reconsider his view of God as an all-
powerful force who controls everything with a master plan that humans simply 
don’t understand. When Bad Things Happen to Good People was Kushner’s 
response, emerging with what was hailed as a new understanding of God but 
what was really ancient wisdom. Often misquoted as "Why Bad Things Happen 
to Good People" Kushner says he doesn’t know why any more than the rest of 
us. Sometimes people make bad decisions. “Laws of nature and simple bad luck 
could also be the culprits,” he says. There aren't always reasons why bad things 
happen. 
 
There's no question that our choices have consequences – sometimes severe 
consequences. But are we to understand all consequences as God's 
punishment?  And what are we to make of evil when clearly no one is to blame?   
 
As Jesus and the disciples pass by the Pool of Siloam, they come upon a blind 
man. The disciples ask the standard question of conventional wisdom, "Who 
sinned, that this man was born blind?" Jesus answers that it was no one's fault. 
His blindness has nothing to do with his sins or his parents' sins. The parents 
were no more responsible for their son's blindness than the Kushners were for 
Aaron's condition. Bad things happen – often without explanation.  
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In Luke 13, two calamities had just occurred that were the talk of Jerusalem. The 
Roman governor Pilate had slaughtered a group of Galileans, and a tower near 
the same Pool of Siloam had collapsed, killing eighteen people. One, an atrocity, 
an act of political violence. The other, a tragedy, a whim of fate (what insurance 
companies call an "act of God"). Were those killed at the hands of Pilate worse 
sinners than all other Galileans?  Were those who perished in the tower 
catastrophe worse sinners than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? Jesus 
essentially says, “Look, they were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  Bad 
things happen – often without explanation. 
 
In December 1982, the 21-year-old son of William Sloan Coffin, then pastor of 
Riverside Church in New York City, drove off a bridge into Boston harbor and 
drowned. Trying to comfort him, a woman said to Coffin, "I just don't understand 
God's will."  Angry, Coffin shouted back at her, "I'll say you don't understand 
God's will, lady. Do you think it was the will of God that Alex never fixed that 
lousy windshield wiper, that Alex was probably driving too fast in such a storm, 
that Alex had probably had too much to drink?  Do you think it is God's will there 
are no street lights along that stretch of road, no guard rail separating the road 
and Boston Harbor?" 
 
Coffin later commented, "For some reason I can't get it through people's heads 
that God doesn't run around the world pulling trigger fingers, clenching knives, 
turning steering wheels. God is dead set against all kinds of unnatural deaths. 
This is not to say there are no unnatural deaths. There are. But the one thing that 
should never be said about any violent death like Alex's death is that it is the will 
of God. My own consolation lies in knowing that it was not the will of God that 
Alex died – but that when the waves closed in over the sinking car, God's heart 
was the first of all hearts to break." 
 
As the waves receded from 2004’s South Asian tsunami, leaving hundreds of 
thousands of dead, religious leaders of all faiths struggled to speak to the “why” 
of such incomprehensible disaster. American television evangelists voiced 
repugnant and arrogant opinions from, “God was punishing those Muslims and 
Hindus for the way they treat Christians in their countries” to “God was using the 
tsunami to warn the rest of us to mend our ways or else.” Likewise, 2005’s 
Hurricane Katrina inspired Billy Graham’s son, Franklin, to claim that God 
targeted New Orleans because of its being a “wicked city” full of sexual 
perversion and satanic worship.  
 
These shockingly offensive attempts to offer superficial answers in light of 
catastrophes of such magnitude made it clear to many that in order not to be 
declared “dead,” any post-tsunami, post-Katrina, post-any natural disaster God 
was going to need to be understood differently.  
 
Rev. Glynn Cardy of New Zealand wrote that to suggest that God intentionally 
held back, “allowing the (tsunami) in order to teach a moral lesson, makes God a 
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monster.” (www.stmatthews.org.nz) He’s not the only one to suggest that the 
time has come and is long-since past to change metaphors. In the aftermath of 
the tsunami, the idea that God is “in control” is so troublesome as to be utterly 
useless. But to think of the Divine as that power called love, the one who “suffers 
with” and comforts the afflicted regardless of the outcome, has spiritual integrity 
born of real life experience.  
 
In another Kushner book, The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the 
Twenty-Third Psalm, the rabbi notes that “in times of trouble, God does not 
explain, God comforts.” Through grace, suffering makes compassion possible, 
and what is more central to the life of faith than striving to be more 
compassionate?  
 
Since 9/11, Americans have joined the rest of the world in trying to deal with the 
pain of confronting random evil on a massive scale. Within days of the attacks, 
some church leaders and websites were celebrating the story of Stanley 
Praimnath, the man who was allegedly saved because his Bible was sitting on 
the desk under which he sought shelter. “See? God will protect you!” was the 
message. However, his story may have been manipulated by naïve (or 
unscrupulous?) religious people. What he really thought was:  
  

“So here I am, running, screaming, like everybody else. And here I am, got 
delivered, and I'm angry. Angry because all of these good people who 
were there, the firefighters, the cops, the EMS workers, all of these good 
people who were left in this building…, that couldn't come down from the 
81st or 82nd floor because of all of this debris. They perished. So I'm 
angry.”   

(Frontline: Faith and Doubt at Ground Zero: PBS transcript – 
www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/faith/questions/911.html) 

  
Where is God amidst suffering and death – especially the death of the virtuous? 
In Psalm 23, the psalmist suggests that God is our strength and our comfort. “It 
doesn’t say I will fear no evil because evil only happens to bad people,” Kushner 
relates. “It says there is a lot of evil out there, but I can handle it because God is 
[with me].” 
 
There are those who continue to blame people with AIDS for their own 
predicament. "It's their own fault. They shouldn't have messed around or they 
shouldn't have shared a needle." Before actor Anthony Perkins died of AIDS-
related complications, he said, “I believe AIDS was sent to teach people how to 
love and understand and have compassion for each other.” "I know their 
sufferings," God declares in Exodus 3:7. In all their affliction, God was afflicted. 
 
So, where is God? There, as an adolescent child dies of old age. There, broken-
hearted, as a child of yours drowns. There, as the victims of terrorism perish in 
violent deaths. There, as hundreds of thousands are overwhelmed by the waves 
of a tsunami. There, as the messenger dies on a cross. 
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There’s a lot of pain and suffering in the world – and the Divine is there. Our call 
as compassionate people of faith is to work toward overcoming evil and injustice 
in whatever forms they manifest themselves and to be there as witnesses to the 
presence of God. As we do all we can to facilitate healing and reconciliation, 
offering comfort in a hurting world, we become the embodiment of an answer to 
the question, “Where is God when bad things happen?”   

 
“The world is a dangerous place to live, not because of the people who 
are evil, but because of the people who don't do anything about it.”   

– Albert Einstein 

 
Satan Gets a Bum Rap 
Martin Luther mocked him, Milton immortalized him in Paradise Lost, and Dana 
Carvey’s “Church Lady” taunted him on Saturday Night Live. To Saint Paul, he 
was “the god of this world,” who, along with his helpers, figure in the New 
Testament nearly twice as often as the Holy Spirit. He is the Devil, Beelzebub, 
Mephistopheles, Satan – next to Jesus the most familiar figure in Christian lore 
(and despite efforts at using inclusive language for God, the effort to refer to the 
embodiment of evil as anything other than male has been sorely lacking).  
 
Although Christianity has made “Satan” the proper name for the archenemy of 
God and the personification of evil, the character only appears in all of Hebrew 
scripture a few times in just four books. In fact, the Hebrew word “satan” is not a 
pronoun but appears with the definite article "ha.” The phrase "ha satan" (like the 
earth creature "ha adam" in Genesis 2) can be more faithfully translated into 
English as “the adversary” and can be used to refer to anyone playing an 
opposing role. When Jesus calls Peter, “Satan,” he's not suggesting that Peter is 
possessed by Satan or influenced by Satan, but calling Peter what he is – his 
adversary. 
 
In what is probably the oldest book in the Bible, Job characterizes "ha satan" as 
a legitimate member of God's council. After the opening two chapters, “ha satan” 
is never mentioned again. Although the snake in the garden is often referred to 
as Satan, it’s just theological “spin.” The snake is simply a clever creature that 
generations of theologians have associated with the devil. Likewise, nowhere in 
the Bible is Satan cast down into the fiery pit for rising up against God. The 
"lucifer" or "day star" that is cast down (i.e., put out of power) in Isaiah is the ruler 
of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar. The angels that disobey are not sent to “hell” but to 
Sheol, a place understood in Hebrew as simply "nothingness." Satan’s supposed 
dominion over a place called hell is not Biblical, but Greek mythology and 
medieval fantasy woven together by Dante, Milton, and others. 
 
The idea of demons and Satan entering into human beings to incite evil deeds 
was developed by New Testament authors. They even cast the radical 
monotheist Jesus as a dualist, operating as though there were a secondary “evil” 
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god in opposition to the “good” God. Luke’s Jesus is said to have claimed seeing 
Satan descend like a lightning bolt (Luke 10:18). But when read in context, it is 
clear that Jesus is simply referring metaphorically to the work the disciples are 
doing casting out demons. This Satanification of the New Testament reached its 
zenith when the author of Revelation merged ancient dragon and beast myths 
with the Christian story in order to achieve a memorable finale to his story.  
 
Satan is one of the most misunderstood concepts in our culture. The 
Enlightenment made it possible to begin explaining evil in ways that didn't include 
a mythological being – but the imagery and concept is so primal and powerful, 
that the idea of battling a literal Satan is still one of the primary motivating factors 
for many Christians today. 
 
Evil is. But it has no unique identity shaping and defining it, it is only the 
embodiment of choices for the not-good over the good. The Devil, Satan, or 
demons are not objects, things, or persons. They are conditions of hatred, spirits 
of injustice, attitudes of jealousy, structures of destruction. Little demons with 
pitchfork tails running around are not necessary to explain evil. The power of the 
demonic is the power of us – the power to reject God and to thwart the 
emergence of life, love, and what is possible. 
  

“If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil 
deeds and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and 
destroy them. But the dividing line between good and evil cuts through the 
heart of every human being…” 

– Alexander Solzhenitsyn 
 
The "Lord's Prayer" specifically asks God to "deliver us from evil," but what that 
deliverance looks like depends on us. Not just an individualistic deliverance from 
pious notions of holiness, but an awareness of our complicity with the complex 
systems of the world and the evil and suffering they cause as a matter of course. 
In the midst of the pain and suffering in the world, Christians remember the pain 
inflicted on a man of compassion, truth, and integrity. In his suffering we see our 
call as people of faith to work toward having the strength to resist evil and 
injustice in whatever forms they manifest themselves. Wherever and whenever 
we can, our call is to do all we can to help alleviate suffering and pain and to not 
stand idly by. And there, in the midst of real life, we may not find the “why,” but 
instead see “what to do next” while juggling evil and suffering with a God of love.  
 

"We are called to fight evil, but we are also called to know how to fight it. 
Evil is not effectively resisted with hatred and with guns. Evil cannot be 
defeated with evil, negation with negation, terror with terror, missile with 
missile. The process of negation must be reversed. Only affirmation can 
overcome negation; evil can be integrated only by good; hatred can be 
laid to rest only by love. The only response to evil that has ever worked is 
the response of Jesus, and that is to lead a life of love. That means what it 
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has always meant: visiting the sick, giving to the poor, helping those who 
need help."  

– Jeffrey Burton Russell, The Prince of Darkness 
 

“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”   
 

     – Paul, Romans 12:21   
 

 

 
 

DVD Discussion Questions 
(note: Chapter 1 of each DVD session is the introductory story) 
 
DVD Chapter 2:  

Describe the characteristics of the “conventional wisdom” or the 
“domestication of reality” represented in Deuteronomy and Proverbs.  
 
 
 
 
Describe the characteristics of the voice of protest found in the book of 
Job and Ecclesiastes.  
 
 
 
 
What can you say about the “wildness and the splendor and utter 
magnificence of undomesticated reality?”  
 
 
 
 
Varghese says for one to claim the “luck of the world – wealth, prosperity, 
comfort, power” as a sign of God’s love is profoundly heretical. Explain.  
 
 
 
 
 
What is the “price of good” that Cobb describes?  
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DVD Chapter 3:  
According to Brueggemann, what is the “metaphorical benefit” of 9/11?  
 
 
 
 
 
In what ways might our organizations – the principalities and powers – be 
compromised by a tendency to expediency?  
 
 
 
 
 
“Han” can be relieved through a variety of practices. Explain.  
 
 
 
 
 
Reflect on Brueggemann’s statement: “Voiced pain becomes a public fact 
that requires the re-arrangement of social power.”  
 
 
 
 
 
Parker says that God is “the power of life, the power of creativity, the 
power of the Spirit in community, the power of justice…”. To what end?  
 
 

 
 

 

SpiritPractice:  
“Journaling” with G. Lynn Nelson 
With inspiring stories of spiritual growth and personal transformation through 
journaling, Dr. Nelson shows how writing can heal the past, claim the present 
and chart the future in Writing and Being: Embracing Your Life through Creative 
Journaling G. Lynn Nelson (2004: Inner Ocean Publishing, Inc.). ISBN# 
1880913615.  
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Questions for Personal Reflection: 
What do you find most helpful/interesting from the material in this session?   
 
 
 
 
 
What are the implications of this material for you personally? For your 
local fellowship? For the wider Church? For Christianity as a whole?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions as a group:  

 What has this session challenged or changed about the way you think 
 about the Divine? People? The Church? Yourself? The relationship of all 
 these?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Practical Application:  
Reclaim the ancient roots celebrating All Hallow’s Eve in your faith community. 
Many churches have sworn off Halloween as the "Devil's holiday" and made it a 
bully pulpit from which to condemn a manufactured Satanism and the occult. 
People are whipped into a frenzy of fear that has them seeing demons behind 
every bush. Raising well-balanced, whole, thinking children is made virtually 
impossible when they’re taught that "the devil is everywhere and his demons are 
waiting to pounce on you and ruin your life at any moment!" It creates 
unnecessary anxiety and stress and gives credence to something that isn't there. 
While often effective in the short-term, using fear to manipulate and "scare" 
people into believing in God seldom makes for a healthy long-term relationship 
with the Divine.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Living the Questions 2.0 © 2013 livingthequestions.com, LLC 
Licensed for use for one year from date of purchase 

 

Page 30 

Living it Out                      Session 10 

  Haiku Trilogy 
 
 

Theology of Evil and Suffering 
Haiku Trilogy 

 
 
Lines in the sand 
Deaths in the Sonoran Desert 
Divine lament 
 
 
Child sentenced to death 
Dying slowly in Auschwitz 
God on the gallows 
 
 
Rage upon anger 
Exploded at Virginia Tech 
Come Holy Comfort 
 
 
 
Prayerfully consider your view of evil, suffering and God.  Express your theology 
in a haiku poem.   
 
 
 
 
 
Spend time in prayer about the evil and suffering in the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
About haiku:   
This poetry is three lines long and typically five syllables for the first line, seven 
syllables in the second line, and five syllables in the third line.  Free form haiku 
can be three lines with a short, long, short pattern not exactly adherent to 5-7-5.     
 
 
 

– Cynthia Langston Kirk 
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11. The Myth of  
Redemptive Violence 
 
FOCUS: The most potent religion in Western culture is not 
Christianity, but a belief in the redemptive power of violence. Although Jesus 
inaugurated a new order based on partnership, equality, compassion and non-
violence, his example and teachings have been eclipsed by an emphasis on a 
human unworthiness that demands and defends the need for Jesus’ violent, 
suffering, atoning death.  
 

 
Red in Tooth and Claw 

  
“We are going to deal theologically with the problem of violence forever 
because it is intrinsic to our inheritance. The question for God for all of us 
who follow this God is whether we can resist that stuff that is intrinsically 
present in our existence.” 

–  Walter Brueggemann in Living the Questions 
 

Tennyson wrote that despite any love we may profess of God, despite our claims 
to revere love as Creation’s final law, we, and nature along with us, are “red in 
tooth and claw.” After countless generations of ruthless competition for survival, 
it’s our nature as human beings to carry within us the primal urge to act out in 
violent ways. We are a violent species – and as a practical matter, violence more 
often than not “works.” So if a turn to violence can get the desired result, why 
bother with any namby-pamby alternative?    
 
According to Bill Nelson, myths are not “true” or “false.” The question one must 
ask of a myth is, is it alive or dead? In 1966, John Lennon was vilified for 
claiming that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus. While he was probably 
right, he could have also said that the Myth of Redemptive Violence is more 
popular than Jesus. From even the most cursory evaluation, it’s clear that the 
Myth of Redemptive Violence is not only alive and well, but has completely 
eclipsed Jesus’ teachings, example, and the basic principles of Christianity. In 
fact, the Myth of Redemptive Violence managed to infiltrate the writings and 
teachings of Christianity from such an early date, that many people are unable to 
separate one from the other.  
 
In his seminal article on the subject, The Myth of Redemptive Violence, Walter 
Wink describes how violence essentially functions as a god, enjoying faithful 
obedience from its followers and seeming to come through when all else fails. 
First captured in writing around 1250 B.C.E., the Myth of Redemptive Violence is 
at the heart of the Babylonian Creation epic called the Enuma Elish. The epic 
tells how the very order of the universe is established through “god on god” 
violence with the defeated female deity being dismembered and her corpse 
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strewn about to create various elements of the cosmos. 
 

“The simplicity of this story commended it widely, and its basic mythic 
structure spread as far as Syria, Phoenicia, Egypt, Greece, Rome, 
Germany, Ireland, India, and China. Typically, a male war god residing in 
the sky fights a decisive battle with a female divine being, usually depicted 
as a monster or dragon, residing in the sea or abyss (the feminine 
element). Having vanquished the original enemy by war and murder, the 
victor fashions a cosmos from the monster’s corpse. Cosmic order 
requires the violent suppression of the feminine, and is mirrored in the 
social order by the subjection of women to men and people to ruler.”  
  

–  Walter Wink, The Myth of Redemptive Violence 
 
As opposed to the Biblical witness of Yahweh creating human beings from the 
dust of the earth and animating them with the very breath of God, our Babylonian 
origin is owed to an extreme act of violence. In order to create servants for the 
gods, the god Marduk executes a fellow god to use his blood to create human 
beings. Marduk then establishes a divine hierarchy in which a strict adherence to 
order is upheld through violence and the threat of violence. Obedience is the 
supreme virtue and is enforced in the daily ordering of human relationships: 
women subdued by men, slaves subdued by masters, peasants under kings, 
people under rulers, laity under the priests (pardon that visual image).  
 
Essentially, the Myth of Redemptive Violence is what Wink calls, “the original 
religion of the status quo.” It not only exists to legitimate power and privilege, it 
perpetuates the value of ideas like peace through war, security through strength, 
and the notion that fear can only be overcome through domination.  
 
The Art of War 
  

“Compared to war, all other forms of human endeavor  
shrink to insignificance. God, I love it so!”  

–  General George S. Patton, Jr. 
 

Since 1250 B.C.E., only the names have changed. The virtue and superiority of 
violence are gobbled up by young and old alike in our cartoons, comics, video 
games, and movies. We absorb violence through sports, foreign policy, 
nationalism, militarism, and judging by the popularity of Lao Tzu’s Art of War 
among business people, in our corporatism, as well. Violence is entertaining, 
exhilarating, and as Chris Hedges has said so poignantly, it gives us meaning (cf 
War is a Force that Gives us Meaning, Public Affairs Books, 2002).  
 
And then there are the televangelists and the religious right. They not only use 
Christianity to perpetuate the Myth of Redemptive Violence for their own benefit, 
but do so with barely concealed glee over the anticipated violent fate of those 
with whom they disagree.  
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The Myth of Redemptive Violence has so infiltrated our culture, that even our 
language is overwhelmed with a continual drumbeat of violence. From seemingly 
innocuous phrases like, “Shoot me an email” to the “war on poverty” to “He’s da 
bomb” and even the “Fight for Peace” are simply “to die for” in our culture. Even 
expressions like “to beat a dead horse,” meant to convey futility, imply that if the 
horse were alive, violence would lead to success. 
 
We spank children to teach them not to hit one another. We sanction the killing of 
killers. We advocate the arming of citizens to promote personal safety. Is it any 
wonder that people are being deluded into complying with a system that allies 
them with violence, not compassion – with death, not life? We are a wholly 
compromised culture that can’t even imagine the existence of any alternatives. In 
short, Wink says the Myth of Redemptive Violence “is the simplest, laziest, most 
exciting, uncomplicated, irrational, and primitive depiction of evil the world has 
ever known.” 
 
But our complicity is not our fault. Really.  
 

Original Sin 
 

"Father, bless me for I have sinned, I did an original sin… 
I poked a badger with a spoon."   

–  Eddie Izzard 
  
We're only human. Flawed, full of selfishness, omissions, laziness, half-truths, 
rebelliousness, and willfulness. Many Christians might explain the shortcomings 
of being human with a vague reference to something called “original sin” (along 
with it having something to do with sex). But beyond that, original sin just lurks 
around as one more of those Christian ideas lots of people recognize but can't 
explain. Surprisingly to many, original sin is nowhere in scripture (explaining in 
part why the idea of original sin never developed in Jewish theology). 
 
Out of his own sense of guilt and self-understanding, St. Augustine cobbled 
together the idea of  "Original Sin" in the 4th and 5th centuries. Part of Augustine’s 
reason for going into the priesthood was to seek absolution for his early 
uninhibited sex life. So, it's not surprising that he would connect sex as the primal 
transmission of sin from one generation to the next. He suggested that since 
Adam sinned, all of his descendants are inheritors of this "stain” of sin.  
 
To make his point, Augustine looked to Romans 5. There Paul sets up an 
argument that Adam’s sin necessitated Jesus’ sacrifice in order to appease God. 
“Adam did it, Jesus undid it” is one of the foundations of the idea of blood 
atonement. Our inherent sinfulness was so great that our profoundly offended 
God could only be appeased by the violent spilling of blood. Although our blood 
being spilled was deserved, Jesus’ blood would suffice.  
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Here the crucifixion falls right into the hands of anyone wanting to prove the 
efficacy of redemptive violence. Although “Christ crucified” was Paul’s primary 
message, it is clear from his multiple attempts to explain its meaning that even he 
wasn’t exactly sure how it all “worked.” Whether describing it as “expiation,” 
ransom, or redemption, Paul’s efforts have left a lot of room for multiple theories 
to emerge.  
 

Satisfaction Theory: Derived from ancient Jewish ritual practices 
(including the Day of Atonement) where animals were sacrificed to satisfy 
God’s need for blood. Jesus becomes the ultimate sacrifice to appease a 
God who is so offended by human sin, that only the spilling of his own 
son’s blood will bring satisfaction. Incidentally, Canaanite religions were 
not the only ones to sacrifice their children to appease Baal and other 
gods. There are a number of Biblical examples of Judean kings and 
leaders who also ritually sacrificed their children, much to Yahweh’s 
displeasure.  
 
Substitution Theory: The death of Jesus is NOT a sacrifice, but a pay-off 
to God. Human beings are so sinful that each of us deserves a horrible 
lingering and bloody death sentence. However, Jesus loves us so much 
that he was willing to step in and be our substitute. God would just as 
soon kill us for our sins, but the slaughter of the innocent satiates the 
Divine’s blood lust. 
 
Ransom Theory: If through sin, humanity is now stuck in and operating 
on the Devil’s “turf,” God had to pay off Satan in order to win our freedom. 
How? By paying with Jesus’ death.  
 
Victory Theory: NOT a payment to the devil (which is the equivalent of 
giving in to terrorists), but a defeat-in-principle of the power of evil. 
Through Jesus’ “obedience unto death,” he showed he could take 
anything that the Devil could dish out.  
 
Moral Theory: Embraces the idea that the real point of Jesus’ obedience 
and death was to provide an example for humanity to follow –  to stay 
faithful to one’s convictions even in the face of injustice, brutality, and 
ignorance. The universe is structured to deal with consequences – and 
consequences are not punishment. They’re just consequences. Jesus had 
to deal with the consequences of his actions and so do we.  

 
These theories offer VASTLY different “cosmic” dynamics. The first two are 
directed toward God by appeasing or compensating God for humanity’s 
trespasses. The second two are aimed at Satan and mark the end of “demonic 
control” through two diametrically opposed methods –  did God “pay off” or 
“punch out” the Devil?  The last “moral” theory suggests a change of disposition, 
not of God or Satan, but of humanity itself.  
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The satisfaction theory has tended to be the most popular. It is reflected in 
Campus Crusade’s “Four Spiritual Laws,” the Roman Catholics’ sacrifice of the 
Lamb of God on the altar, and in the hymns of American Protestantism (“There is 
a fountain filled with blood,” “Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?” and 
“What can wash away my sins? Nothing but the blood of Jesus.”). Though Jesus 
was still executed, the theory that is least dependent on justifying the violence 
done to him is the Moral Theory. Not surprisingly, it has also been the least 
popular among orthodox theologians. Instead of glorifying the redemptive power 
of violence, it suggests that the virtue in the story comes from Jesus’ obedience, 
even as he suffers the violence inherent in all things human. Those who are 
convinced of humanity’s Original Sin find this theory unsatisfactory, for if 
humanity only needed an example to follow, it must not have been so sinful after 
all.  
 
The existence of all these mostly violent theories of atonement and their lack of 
any uniform understanding of what happened on the cross is due to the Biblical 
witness being unclear. Paul vs. the Gospels vs. Hebrews suggest different ways 
of grappling with a mystery. Since the theories of atonement are so confusing, 
have never been made uniform in scripture (let alone Christian theology), and 
lurk in a mishmash of imagery in each of our own religious upbringings, it’s no 
wonder that we have ideological pandemonium in the streets.  

 

Original Blessing 

The opponents of the idea of the vague and inherited guilt of Original Sin have 
been numerous and clever in their critiques, from Franz Kafka’s The Trial  to 
Matthew Fox’s Original Blessing. Bishop Jack Spong puts the question in 
everyday language when he asks,  
 

 “What would be the influence on a child's life if the parents, seeking to 
improve their parenting skills, purchased a book that instructed them 
everyday to inform the child that they are a horrible person?  ‘You are 
incapable of doing anything about your destiny.’ ‘You are not even good 
enough to pick up the crumbs under the family table.’”    

 

Would that create a healthy adult? Yet this is the message the Church has given 
people for centuries. Why portray God practicing parenting skills that would be so 
clearly unhealthy for our own children?   

 
History is rife with the evidence of human beings’ capacity for evil. Be it the 
holocaust, Islamic terrorists, or "Christian militias" praising the carnage of the 
Oklahoma City bombing, anyone’s faith in human goodness and the idea of 
progress can be shaken. But to spend energy concentrating on how sinful and 
hopeless human beings are is to fail to appreciate the incredible good that 
human beings are capable of – wonders of science and symphonies, art and 
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generosity, the gentle touch, the healing word. Evil is not hard to find in human 
life, but neither is it the ultimate and defining characteristic of humanity. Perhaps 
it’s like a roadside accident that attracts the morbid attention of passersby, but 
we spend an inordinate amount of time dwelling upon and struggling with the 
mystery of evil when the real mystery is where goodness comes from. It should 
come as no surprise that irrational urges toward violence and evil are part of our 
primal being. But the true wonder is in human beings showing signs of 
transcending those patterns with mercy, compassion, and forgiveness.  
 
In Original Blessing, Matthew Fox recovers an ancient, Biblically-rooted tradition 
in Christian spirituality in which the Creator takes great delight in creation – 
including humanity. Likewise, Bishop Spong suggests that in a post-Darwinian 
age, it doesn’t make sense for us to continue wallowing in the notion of our 
having once been innocent garden dwellers, now exiled. Far from being “fallen” 
creatures trying to return to a mythical Eden, human beings are “emerging” as a 
species from more primal and baser instincts to become more responsible and 
mature beings. Granted, our “emergence” has included a knack for ever-
increasing efficiency in killing one another, but alternatives have also emerged.  
 
Satyagraha 

 

 “Truth is God;  
 Non-violence is Love in Action; and  
 Peace, the result of enduring conflict resolution, is the Fruit of 
 Satyagraha.” 

–  Mahatma Gandhi 
 
Gandhi believed that at the root of every conflict there is untruth, and that the 
only permanent solution was truth. In an effort to systematize his belief, Gandhi  
conceived the practice of Satyagraha. Combining Satya (Truth) with Agraha 
(Firmness) Gandhi advocated the Unwavering Search for the Truth. He was 
convinced that the only way of getting to Truth is through love, and that the only 
practical definition of love is when the security and well-being of the other person 
becomes as important as your own. It followed that the Unwavering Search for 
the Truth would be characterized by non-violence. Following its success in the 
Indian sub-continent, the principles of Satyagraha were adapted and successfully 
utilized in affecting change in the United States by Civil Rights leaders like Martin 
Luther King, Jr. And while this ideal of non-violence is overshadowed by the 
dominance of the Myth of Redemptive Violence, the practice of  “relentless non-
violent resistance” continues to be used today by groups like Soulforce (www. 
Soulforce.org). Carrying on Gandhi’s teachings, Soulforce reminds its adherents 
that the nonviolent movement seeks justice and reconciliation, not victory – and 
that refraining from violence is not only a discipline of the fist, but of the tongue 
and heart, as well.  
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Saving Work?  
 

“Those who take up the sword perish by the sword.” 
–  Jesus, Matthew 26:52 

 

Our culture has been and will continue to be awash in depictions of and the 
practice of violence as the ultimate solution to human conflicts. But the witness of  
Jesus’ life, teachings, and death model a different paradigm. Jesus inaugurated a 
new order based on partnership, equality, compassion, and non-violence. His 
teaching carries us beyond pacifism, beyond just war theory, beyond domination 
and its spiral of violence to the remarkable possibilities of non-violence and 
understanding.  
 
For 21st century Christians, God’s “saving work” in Jesus makes more sense 
being about integrity rather than suffering and satisfaction on a cosmic level. To 
say “Jesus died for our sins” is not substitutionary or ransom-based, but Biblical 
shorthand for Jesus having died as a result of our collective sin; that is, from the 
normal operating procedure of unjust, oppressive, insecure, and violent human 
beings. Yet despite who and what we are, the grace of God is modeled in Jesus’ 
“obedience to death,” obedience to remain forgiving and gracious even in the 
face of misrepresentation, humiliation, and extreme violence. Being faithful to 
convictions like justice, non-violence, and the needs of the poor and the 
downtrodden are ways not only to take atonement out of the musty halls of 
speculative theology, but to actively counter the Myth of Redemptive Violence in 
the world. 
 
 

DVD Discussion Questions 
(note: Chapter 1 of each DVD session is the introductory story) 
 
DVD Chapter 2:  

What are some of the characteristics of the “radical community” Jesus 
inaugurated?  
 
 
 
According to Crossan, “substitution” or “suffering” is not the point, sacrum 
facere is. Explain.  
 
 
 
What was Anselm’s rationale for “coming up with” substitutionary 
atonement?  

 
Is there such a thing as “good violence”? Discuss. 
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DVD Chapter 3:  
What’s wrong with the image of “Jesus, the Divine Invader” dying for our 
sins?  
 
 
 
What part does love play in communicating the message that there’s 
nothing you can ever do or be that will separate you from the love of God?  
 
 
 
Hauerwas describes God overwhelming us not with violence, but “with a 
beauty that is so deep, it’s frightening.” Explain.  
 

 
 
DVD Chapter 4:  

According to Scott, what is the definition of “death” in the New Testament? 
What are its consequences?  
 
 
 
What rationale does Crossan give for the radical claim that God is non-
violent? 
 
 
 
How does the “postponed violence” of God betray our hope of wholeness?  
 
 
 
 
Hauerwas claims that Christians should be committed to the heart of the 
Gospel: non-violence. Explain.  
 
 
 
 
What are the implications of Christians actually practicing non-violence? 
 
 
 
 
How is the violent execution of Jesus a warning about our behavior in the 
21st century?  
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SpiritPractice:  
“I was in prison and you visited me.” (with Sr. Helen Prejean) 
 

 
Questions for Personal Reflection: 

What do you find most helpful/interesting from the material in this session?   
 
 
 
 
What are the implications of this material for you personally? For your 
local fellowship? For the wider Church? For Christianity as a whole?  

 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions as a group:  

What has this session challenged or changed about the way you think  about 
the Divine? People? The Church? Yourself? The relationship of all  these?  

 
 
 
 
 

practical application:  
Blood-free zone 

If you are part of a faith community, do a “blood survey” of the liturgy, 
music, and worship in general. Then determine where you can change the 
blood metaphor to reflect the meaning behind the rote words. It’s 
remarkable how easily the word “love” can replace “blood” in many hymns 
and prayers and sound like that was the way it was supposed to be in the 
first place. Making communion a “blood-free” celebration requires using 
words that express what the metaphors of blood and body have always 
meant, but which have traditionally been taken to literal extremes. 
Transitioning is as simple as replacing Jesus’ “blood” and “body” with 
sharing the “cup of God’s mercy” and the “bread of new life.” For 
theological justification, one can point to the Moral theory of atonement 
and its consideration of Jesus’ life, teachings, and practice of mercy and 
inclusion.  
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Living it Out                Session 11 

  Redemption, Violence, and Salvation  
 
 
To redeem means to “restore the honor or worth of something”; “to save.”  
 
Jesus lived fully and faithfully. His life was full of redeeming acts and teachings. 
In the face of violence, he stayed true to who he was and the gifts he could 
share.  
 
Read the following scriptures and contemplate redemption, violence and 
salvation. 
 
Luke 4:14-30 
 

Can you think of a time you focused on the gifts God has given you and 
the work you are called to do instead of being sidetracked by those who 
sought to do you harm in some way?   

 
Matthew 26:47-56 
 

What are the ways God has saved you, even from yourself/your own            
actions? 

 
John 8:1-11 
 

What does wisdom have to teach us about response to threat and 
violence? 

 
As part of your spiritual practices, consider: 
 

Mentoring an at-risk child or youth or becoming a Big Brother or Big 
Sister. 

 
Volunteering to help at a domestic violence shelter, a rape crisis 
center or become part of their work of advocacy against violence. 
 
Making or commissioning bags to be made for Child Protective 
Service. When children must be removed from their home, their 
belongings are often placed in a garbage bag. Individuals and groups 
in Tucson, Arizona and other cities are donating magnificent 
drawstring bags for social workers to use and children to keep. 
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Prayer 
God of new beginnings and second chances, what would you have us learn from 
such small and seemingly insignificant things such as a cradle, a donkey, and a 
loaf of bread? What would you have us learn from those who live on the 
margins? Teach us what we can do to break the violent cycle of hunger, 
homelessness, neglect, abuse, and living in any desperate situation. In the midst 
of all our work, keep us diligent in preserving the dignity of others. In the name of 
Christ who lived peace and restored wholeness. Amen. 
 
 

– Cynthia Langston Kirk 
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12. Practicing 
Resurrection 

 
FOCUS:  While much has been made of Jesus’ literal and physical resurrection 
being the core historical event of Christianity, the Biblical texts themselves 
present conflicting evidence. For many today, the resuscitation of Jesus’ body is 
less important than the idea of resurrection as a credible and meaningful 
principle for living.  
  

 
 
Resurrections of Jesus 
 

“…and if Christ has not been raised, then our proclamation  
has been in vain and your faith has been in vain.” 

–  Paul, 1 Corinthians 15:14 
 

Even as Jesus’ virgin birth and healing miracles are embraced as metaphor, the 
resurrection remains for many the one core, non-negotiable, and historical fact at 
the heart of Christianity. Yet the only way one can maintain an unquestioning 
literal interpretation of the events surrounding that first Easter is by steadfastly 
avoiding the reading of the Bible.  
 
Paul, author of our earliest New Testament writings, tells us nothing of the third 
day’s events jumbled together later by the gospel writers. Instead, he opts for 
trying to explain the “idea” of resurrection to the Corinthians with a tortured 
discourse on its importance. Evidently having been asked how a body is raised, 
Paul bursts out in response with “You fool!” before explaining that “It is sown a 
physical body, it is raised a spiritual body.” (1 Corinthians 15:44) Nowhere does 
Paul speak of Jesus’ body having been resuscitated or of his having interacted 
with the disciples as he is portrayed twenty to fifty years later in the gospels. He 
does, however, proclaim that regardless of the details, the events of Easter 
reversed the outcome of humanity’s actions and character. He attributes 
knowledge of this to Jesus having appeared in visions to select witnesses – 
himself included.  
 
As Paul died before any of the gospels were written, he never had a chance to 
read any of the various accounts. If he had, he would have undoubtedly written a 
letter of protest over their many inconsistencies.  
 
Starting with our earliest gospel, Mark, the Risen Christ fails to make an 
appearance. Mark’s abrupt and unexpected ending verges on the anti-climactic: 
the women find the tomb empty, are instructed by a young man to tell the 
disciples to go to Galilee to meet Jesus, but instead scatter in fear and tell no one 
anything. That’s it. The end. No angels, no soldiers and no Jesus appearances. 
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Such a cliffhanger was simply too much for later writers, so over the years a 
variety of new endings were written to “flesh out” Mark’s unsatisfactory finish. 
Several of these now appear in most Bibles as footnotes or as the “shorter” and 
“longer” endings of Mark. So we’re left with the account written closest to the 
action being woefully short on any of the details we’ve come to associate with 
Easter.  
 
As Matthew and Luke wrote their gospels some fifteen to twenty years later, they 
each had a copy of Mark in front of them. We know this because they copy much 
of Mark almost verbatim. What is interesting is what they choose to change about 
the stories to reflect other information they might have had or to fit into their own 
theological agendas. 
 
Even a casual reading of Matthew and Luke reveals a number of changes: 
Mark’s young man is transformed into a supernatural angel in Matthew – and two 
angels in Luke! Matthew has the women embracing the resuscitated body of 
Jesus at the tomb and appearing to the disciples out of the sky on a Galilean 
mountaintop. Luke places the action in Jerusalem and not in Galilee. Although 
Luke’s Jesus can appear and disappear seemingly out of thin air, he also does 
his best to prove he is not a ghost by eating, teaching, and having the disciples 
investigate his wounds. Matthew doesn’t feel a need to explain how the risen 
Jesus, at some point, is no longer with the disciples. But Luke, still centered in 
Jerusalem and in a dramatic preparation for his sequel, Acts, introduces the story 
of the Ascension. But even Luke is inconsistent, placing the Ascension on Easter 
itself in his gospel account but forty days later in Acts.  
 
The moving account in John enhances the physical nature of Jesus’ body even 
further with Mary mistaking him for a simple gardener and Jesus having to insist 
that she not “cling” to him. Jesus ascends at this point only to appear to the 
disciples later that night in the Upper Room. A week later he appears to the 
disciples again, this time to upbraid “doubting” Thomas (and any readers of like 
mind) for their lack of faith. In a much later Galilean appearance, the disciples 
have returned to their nets. Jesus materializes to direct them in a great catch of 
fish and ends by empowering Peter to be on about feeding his lambs. John ends 
by assuring readers that: 
  

“… there are also many other things which Jesus did; were every one of 
them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the 
books that would be written.” 

–  John 21:25 
  
The above seems especially true when considering the resurrection accounts, 
according to which Jesus did many things and events transpired that were 
mutually exclusive of one another. As we become familiar with the texts 
themselves, it’s obvious that stories developed over time and that none of the 
accounts can be claimed as definitive – or historical.  
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Yet something happened in the days following the crucifixion that transformed 
the disciples from uncertain followers to heralds of the Jesus message, evidently 
willing to die for their convictions. While we will never know the details of how the 
Jesus of their daily lives became the Christ presence of their future, the gospel 
accounts are testimony to people’s hunger to know more.  
 
Although painfully obvious, the inconsistencies of the gospel accounts have 
proven oddly insignificant to generations of believers. Through willful ignorance 
or just plain not paying attention, the stories of this supposedly ultimate and 
defining moment of the faith have been synthesized into supporting various 
notions of resurrection as a physically resuscitated body. Looking back through 
the lenses of time and tradition, it’s clear to see how even Paul is now almost 
impossible to read without the influence of the later gospels distorting and 
redefining his original meaning.  
 

"...Thomas did not believe the resurrection [John 20:25], and, as they say, 
would not believe without having ocular and manual demonstration 
himself. So neither will I, and the reason is equally as good for me, and for 
every other person, as for Thomas." 

–  Thomas Paine, Age Of Reason 
 

Whatever happened in the days following the crucifixion, the followers of Jesus 
were propelled into a new way of living and relating to this Galilean peasant they 
had been following. They were compelled to re-evaluate their Jewish heritage in 
ways that accounted for their experience of Jesus, both in his temporal life and 
as a spiritual presence in the present.  
 
With only the gospel accounts as our guide, we, too, are left to re-evaluate our 
heritage in ways that account for the clearly non-historical resurrection stories 
and our experiences of a spiritual presence we call the Christ.  

 
Seeing Easter Through   

 
“You can’t go on seeing through things forever. The whole point of seeing 
through something is to see something through it. It is good that a window 
is transparent but the point is that we should see the street or the garden 
beyond.” 

–  C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man 
 
On a side street in Jerusalem, a garden tomb is maintained as an example of 1st 
century tombs and a destination for pilgrims. It is hewn out of rock with a track for 
a disk-shaped stone to be rolled over the door. A rolling stone was important, 
because burial in those days was not what we practice today. At most, the body 
was in the tomb for a year or so as nature reduced it to bones. The bones were 
then removed and placed in an “Ossuary,” or bone box. Much has been made in 
recent years of the discovery of such bone boxes tied to Jesus’ brother, James, 
and other family members. But ossuaries and stones aside, what do we do with 
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the image of an empty tomb? With five different Biblical interpretations of 
resurrection, we STILL don’t know what really happened. 
 
Bertrand Russell said, “Easter is a fiction to comfort the faithful. It is a courtesy of 
the church for the gullible.” With all the discrepancies and differences in the text, 
there is ample evidence for those of similar temperament to look at Easter and 
easily see through it all. For many of these folks, it’s OK to see the stories as 
simply stories. 
 
But the vast majority of believers are conditioned to embrace only the most 
simplistic and superficial view of Easter. The whole story is an inconvenience 
getting in the way of the triumphal and happy ending. For those whose faith is 
dependent on a literal, physical resuscitation of Jesus’ body, any suggestion to 
the contrary is tantamount to heresy. In fact, those teachings about loving 
enemies or returning good for evil aren’t really that attractive, either.  
 
But wherever one finds oneself, seeing through it all or seeing only what is 
convenient, the question remains: can we see it through? Regardless of how 
transparent the stories are as stories, regardless of any fixation on just the happy 
part of the story, what do we see “beyond?” What do we take with us into our life 
and relationships?   
 
Jesus’ parables are rarely about religion. They’re not really about the next life 
either. They’re more about everyday life and relationships. They seem to suggest 
that God intends us to take one world at a time, and make something of it. A “see 
it through” Easter faith is one which grapples with daily life, which brings Jesus 
back to life by caring about what happens to others. Not just to a spouse, a child, 
an aged parent, or a colleague, but to someone whom we don’t know – better 
yet, to someone we don’t like at all.  
 
Practicing Resurrection 
While many limit resurrection to a miraculous event that happened to Jesus long 
ago and that will in some distant future be the fate of true believers, as well, such 
literal interpretations have ceased to have meaning for many rational, faithful, 
and even mystically oriented Christians today. The followers of Osiris, Attis, 
Mithra, and the many other resurrected gods have recognized and celebrated 
resurrection in various ways over the centuries. Today, the metaphor of 
resurrection stands for many Christians as a symbol of the call to new life, as an 
appeal to practice resurrection here and now. 
 
The reality of the human condition leaves many “entombed” by their attitudes, 
circumstances, or life choices. Metaphorical “rocks” are everywhere: the rock of 
disappointment, of insecurity, of poverty, or of guilt. We’re often sealed in by the 
rocks of arrogance, confusion, addiction, or indifference. Our eyes adjust to the 
darkness of the tombs we choose. Almost anything that stands between a person 
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and the transforming presence of the Divine can be seen as a stone in need of 
being rolled away.  
 
Perhaps one of the largest stones in need of being rolled away is the popular 
Christian notion of what life after death means for the individual believer. The 
idea that worthy believers will somehow be resuscitated in another, more 
paradisiacal life is the conventional wisdom expressed at most every funeral in 
Western culture. With roots in ancient mystery religions and beliefs developed by 
the Pharisees, grieving loved ones, those preparing to die for “a cause,” or those 
who are forced to endure hardships in this life are assured that there is a better 
life somewhere beyond this mortal coil.  
 
As the Jewish sect of the Saducees did not hold to a belief in a general 
resurrection, Matthew casts them in a story proposing a hypothetical resurrection 
question to Jesus: If a woman is married multiple times in succession because 
each of her husbands dies, whose wife will she be in heaven? In dismissing the 
question, Jesus seems clear that any of our earthly categories of identity or being 
cease to have meaning beyond this life:  
 

“For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but 
are like angels in heaven.” 

–  Matthew 22:30 
 

Regardless of how little Biblical evidence there is for popular ideas of life after 
death, many people take comfort in the simplistic idea that they will somehow “be 
with” their loved ones in the next life. This idea has become so fixated in the 
minds of many faithful that it could often be perceived as the primary reason 
people claim an allegiance to Christianity. As such, it becomes a major obstacle 
in understanding any deeper meaning of resurrection – and to the living of one’s 
life in the present.  
 

Whatever perspective one has on life after death, the eternal is not something off 
in some vague, unknowable, distant future. Whatever the eternal might be, it 
begins here as part of who we are today. The message of resurrection is new life 
now.  
 

“Practice resurrection. 
Part of who you are is who you will be.” 

–  Wendell Berry, Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front 
 
Don’t Be Afraid to Live 
As motivation to live every moment to its fullest, Socrates exhorted his followers 
to practice dying as the highest form of wisdom. Such immediacy can radically 
change one’s world and teaches the importance of reevaluating priorities. In his 
book, A Year to Live: How to live this year as if it were your last, counselor 
Steven Levine put his experience with hospice patients to the test. His daily 
encounters with those who had been given a terminal diagnosis revealed to him  
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people with transformed lives. Their perspective on life changed, their priorities 
were re-ordered, and many of the circumstances and choices that had crippled 
them before their diagnosis evaporated into new life. Levine set a date for his 
own death and lived as if he would die on that day. His book is the record of his 
radical experiment to get a glimpse of that transformation for himself. In so doing, 
he gave himself permission to address his unfinished business and enter into a 
new and vibrant relationship with life. He gained a new appreciation for the need 
to live each moment mindfully, as if it were all that was left.  
 

“The message of the resurrection is not simply, ‘don’t be afraid to die.’  
Surely it is that. And all of us when we lose someone we love, or on our 
own day of dying will need the comfort of the resurrection. But I believe 
the message of Easter is not simply ‘don’t be afraid to die,’ but ‘don’t be 
afraid to live.’” 

–  DeWayne Zimmerman 
 

Life is precious. It’s to be shared with generosity. The gospels are clear about 
this. What should also be clear is that resurrection isn’t just limited to the 
experience of Jesus or to however we understand a life after death, but in 
passing from death to life here and now. The message of resurrection and of 
Easter hope is that we can live fully in this life, giving of ourselves, and risking for 
love's sake.  
  
Help someone who's hurting. Open the eyes of love for someone who is blind. 
Free a captive. Heal a wound. Feed someone who is hungry. Give the gift of 
yourself – for the gift of who we are was given to us in order to be given away.  
 
An aging pious man, Rabbi Susya, became fearful as death drew near. His 
friends chided him, "What! Are you afraid that you'll be reproached that you 
weren't Moses?" "No," the rabbi replied, "that I was not Susya. " 
 
The secret to practicing resurrection is in giving who we are and what we have 
completely, wholly away to something greater than ourselves – in escaping from 
the circumstances and choices that entomb us and entering into new life here 
and now. In life and in death, Jesus modeled this generosity and transformation 
for followers then and now. As we embrace resurrection as a credible and 
meaningful principle for living, we, like Jesus, may become more than anyone 
around us – or even we ourselves – could have imagined.  
 

“You can live it, you can embody it. As Gandhi used to say, ‘Embody the 
change you seek.’  Embody it.” 

–  Helen Prejean,  
LtQ’s Questioning Capital Punishment 
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DVD Discussion Questions 
(Note: Chapter 1 of each DVD session is the introductory story) 
 
DVD Chapter 2:  

What evidence points to the physical resurrection of Jesus being a 
legendary, late-developing tradition? 
 
 
 
How would making the resurrection about believing “some extraordinary 
thing that’s against all natural laws” not make any sense to pre-
enlightenment pagans?  
 
 
 
How would Paul have demonstrated the benefit of the resurrection to his 
listeners?  
 

 
 
DVD Chapter 3:  

Why is the resurrection of Jesus “the most radical idea that humans have 
ever come up with?”  
 
 

 
DVD Chapter 4:  

The disciples have to 1) put together the message of the kingdom with 2) 
the experiences of Jesus’ appearances before what could happen?  
 
 
 
According to Varghese, how does the resurrection support the work God 
calls us to do?  
 
 
 
Why does the power of resurrection “upset entrenched authority of any 
kind?”  
 
 
 
How is resurrection more than simply victory over death – or even the 
spiritualized notions of sin and evil?  
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When considering Jesus’ death and resurrection, how does the notion of 
the spirit of Jesus dwelling in us strengthen us for new life in the here and 
now? 
 
 
 
How is “the expenditure of our life for the community” a form of the 
resurrected life?  
 

 
 

SpiritPractice:  
“Spiritual Autobiographies” 
 
 

 
 

Questions for Personal Reflection: 
What do you find most helpful/interesting from the material so far?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are the implications of this material for you personally? For your 
local fellowship? For the wider Church? For Christianity as a whole? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions as a group:  

What has this session challenged or changed about the way you think 
about the Divine? People? The Church? Yourself? The relationship of all 
these?  
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Living it Out                      Session 12 

  Coming to Life  
 
 
The Christian life begins with baptism, with being named and claimed as God’s 
beloved.  Expressed by word and ritual, baptism is a re-enactment of dying and 
being raised to new life in Christ.  Does a person literally die? No, but the ritual 
reminds us that it is only by letting go (dying) of that which keeps us apart from 
God that we can live fully.  And it is only in dying to the aspirations and worldly 
matters that shackle us that we can offer the gifts of our life passionately and 
completely.  It is only by dying to our perspective that we are God and 
acknowledging The One who brings life and calls it good that we can live into that 
goodness.   
 
For generations followers of Christ have not depended solely upon the one time 
act of baptism to serve as a reminder of this coming-to-life process.  Many have 
practiced praying the divine offices, prayers at set hours during the day and 
night. The two times of day when those prayers bring us closest to that dying and 
being raised to new life are the morning and evening prayers. To give our life to 
God as we go to sleep each night and to behold, with gratitude, the gift of a new 
day and God’s love first thing in the morning is to practice resurrection. 
 
The following is a modified form of morning and evening prayers to participate in 
each day this week.  
 
Evening Prayer 
 
 Scripture – Psalm 141 
 
 Song – “Day Is Done” by James Quinn, SJ   
 

Prayer 
Holy One, I give my life to you for that is where it belongs and where it 
thrives. I give my life to you for that is its beginning and end. Into your 
care, I place my family, friends, work and the world. Grant me rest, O God, 
that the days of my life may be lived intentionally with you. In the 
confidence of resurrection I pray. Amen. 

 
 
Morning Prayer 
 
 Scripture – Luke 1: 68-79 (also known as the Canticle of Zachary) 
 
 Song – “Morning Has Broken” by Eleanor Farjeon 
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Prayer 
Fresh is the gift of life and new is your creation. I praise you, O God, for 
the wonders of this day. Be my guide and strength for the hours before 
me. Come, God Incarnate, that your compassion and hope will find 
expression in me this day. Amen. 

 
 
Many prayer books offer guidance and resources for morning and evening prayer 
and more. You might want to try one of the following edited by Elise S. Eslinger: 
 

 The Upper Room Worshipbook: Music and Liturgies for Spiritual  
  Formation, 1985. 

  The Upper Room Worshipbook, 2007 
 
 Or one of Phyllis Tickle’s many books of prayer: 
 
  The Divine Hours 
  The Night Offices: Prayers for the Hours from Sunset to Sunrise 
  The Divine Hours: Prayers for Autumn and Wintertime 
  
One retreat model where participants can practice spiritual rhythm, be fed 
deeply, and encouraged to be in ministry in the world is the Academy for Spiritual 
Formation. The two-year retreat meets five days per quarter for two years. Five 
Day Academies are frequently offered. For more information, visit 
http://www.upperroom.org/academy/ 
 
 

– Cynthia Langston Kirk 
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13. Debunking the Rapture 
 
FOCUS:  Failing to understand the message of hope  
offered in the Book of Revelation, many Christians have  
been misled by 19th century doomsayers and modern-day apocalyptic preachers 
who proclaim their vengeful god’s impending extermination of the apostate 
masses. Just what part of “love your enemies” doesn’t their god understand? 
 

 
Requiem for the Rapture 

 
“The Rapture is a racket. Whether prescribing a violent script for Israel or 
survivalism in the United States, this theology distorts God’s vision for the 
world. In place of healing, the Rapture proclaims escape. In place of 
Jesus’ blessing of peacemakers, the Rapture voyeuristically glorifies 
violence and war. In place of Revelation’s vision of the Lamb’s vulnerable 
self-giving love, the Rapture celebrates the lion-like wrath of the Lamb. 
This theology is not biblical. We are not Raptured off the earth, nor is God. 
No, God has come to live in the world through Jesus. God created the 
world, God loves the world, and God will never leave the world behind!”  

—  Barbara Rossing,  
The Rapture Exposed: The Message of Hope in the Book of Revelation 

 

Over the last 150 years, countless millions have been caught up in various forms 
of Rapture theology. Scripture, torn from its context, is manipulated as a weapon 
of fear and intimidation. An offended God is portrayed as being out for 
vengeance – and people are encouraged to embrace a self-centered satisfaction 
in being personally “saved” at the expense of the suffering and death of family, 
friends, and neighbors. Barbara Rossing writes, “The Rapture vision invites a 
selfish non-concern for the world. It turns salvation into a personal 401(k) plan 
that saves only yourself.” Meanwhile, a ravaging warrior Jesus is preparing to 
return to violently punish those who aren’t the right kind of believers. So best get 
right or be “left behind.”  
 

While this belief system seems too abhorrent to be the obsession of anything but 
a few fringe thinkers, Time magazine discovered that fully 59% of respondents to 
their poll said they believe the events of Revelation are going to come true. 
("Apocalypse Now," June 23, 2002) In fact, despite a record of having never 
been right on anything, the sensational prognostications of Rapture promoters 
have, in our day, fueled what can only be called its own end times “industry.”  
 

The pastors, teachers, and authors who have visited this indignation on so many 
trusting people are either conniving, snake-oil salesmen (and don’t forget 
Rexella!) who should be ashamed of themselves or poor sots who actually 
believe their own foolishness and are in need of our pity. Regardless of their 
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motives, they have struck fear into the hearts of innumerable innocents with 
elaborate constructs of immanent cosmic destruction. Their shameless schemes 
have ruined lives and raked in millions worth of profit, while the original purpose 
of apocalyptic literature and the true context and meaning of the book of 
Revelation have been buried behind un-biblical Nostradamus-esqe prophecies.  

 
The Coming of Darby’s Second Second Coming 
 

"It's the end of the world as we know it." 
-REM 

 

Little did 19th century evangelist John Nelson Darby know, that when he 
conceived of what was to become “premillinarian dispensationalism,” his musings 
would one day capture the imagination of millions and become the foundational 
cosmology for millions more. According to the scriptures Darby cobbled together, 
the Bible sketches out a cosmic calendar of events leading to the end of time. 
Before the end comes, Jesus returns to spirit away all true believers into heaven 
in an event dubbed, the “Rapture.” Never mind that the word never occurs in 
scripture – according to adherents, the event is clearly described in the text. After 
seven years when those who have remained behind suffer great “tribulations,” 
Jesus returns a second time (the second second coming) to exterminate the evil 
forces gathered at Armageddon. After the battle, there will be a thousand years 
of peace and prosperity.  
 
To anyone outside the Rapture cult, the sheer fabrication of the idea is painfully 
obvious – and because its sources are disparate and unrelated texts, everyone in 
the clique claims and argues over a different story. Be it Dispensationalism, 
Postmillennialism, Historic Premillennialism, Dispensational Premillennialism, or 
some variation on one of the above, the texts cited by Dispensationalists are 
taken completely out of context and have absolutely nothing to do with one 
another, let alone the make-believe Rapture. Unconsciously drawing on the 
dualism of Zoroastrianism and the Manichaeism declared a heresy by the early 
church, Rapture proponents believe that the world is evil and that the righteous 
must escape before a vengeful God destroys it. The message of Revelation has 
been warped to sensationalize the death and destruction of masses of people, to 
prop up fundamentalist Christians’ own prejudices, and sanctify the status quo.  
 
Many of the primary doctrines of modern fundamentalist Christians, including the 
Rapture, have their primary source in the relatively recent Scofield Reference 
Bible of 1909. This “Reference Bible” includes section headings and margin 
notes that support Darby’s theology and the investigations of earnest prophesy 
sleuths. The Moody Bible Institute is just one of the schools and other institutions 
that have raised up generations of Rapture-anticipating Christians who promote 
their message through local churches, conferences, publications, radio and TV.  
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One of the best sellers of the genre has been Hal Lindsey’s Late Great Planet 
Earth published in the 1970s. Continually updated to recast the current political 
landscape as the definite proof of the Rapture’s immanence, it has paled in 
significance with the popular success of Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins’ Left 
Behind novels. First published in the late 1990s, they are now cross-promoted 
through a variety of media, including movies, DVDs, and video games.  
 
It would be one thing if this were just bad theology embraced by harmless kooks. 
But in fact, it has become so influential that it is affecting public policy and 
international relations. Rossing contends that a side benefit of the Left Behind 
novels is its having established a “power platform” for the Religious Right. In the 
course of the story, readers are not-so-subliminally influenced “on a whole range 
of conservative political issues including anti-abortion, anti-homosexuality, anti-
environmentalism, militarism, and Middle East policy, as well as opposition to the 
United Nations.” The faithful are relieved of any need to be concerned for the 
environment or any other aspect of the world; for in the course of their personal 
salvation, the earth and all the evils therein will be destroyed.  
 
But sociologist and Baptist preacher, Tony Campolo, has argued to the contrary, 
saying Christians would  
 

"…never leave suffering people behind or we couldn't call ourselves 
Christian. What the Bible makes clear is that we are to stay here in this 
world struggling against the powers of darkness. No wonder America spits 
on the UN — and they put down what government can do. I think that we 
need to challenge the government to do the work of the Kingdom of God, 
to do what is right in the eyes of the Lord. That whole sense of the rapture, 
which may occur at any moment, is used as a device to oppose 
engagement with the principalities, the powers, the political and economic 
structures of our age.” 

—  comments by Tony Campolo to the Baptist Press, 
 www.umcornet.com, June 2003 

 

Doomsday is Coming…NOT! 
 

“So we keep waiting; waiting on the world to change.” 
—  John Mayer 

 

When Revelation was written, it was not unique. The genre of apocalyptic 
literature was popular with both Jews and Christians. Apocalypse simply means 
“unveiling.” The form was originally intended to reveal a hopeful vision for people, 
for the idea of gradual change wasn’t a common concept in the ancient world. 
Progress was seen as a series of ages, one after the other, that changed with 
suddenness. In Hebrew thought, there are three “ages”: 1. Original paradise, 2. 
The cursed world, and 3. The Messianic kingdom. An “apocalypse” was therefore 
the Hebrew way of expressing hope for the victory of God and the triumph of 
righteousness.  
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As Christians entered the story, they took over that phrasing of expectancy and 
aimed it squarely at the oppressive rule of Rome. While the New Testament is 
aglow with "Christ is coming!" the notion of the second coming was for the early 
Christian a very specific way of expressing hope in overcoming their suffering 
under the heel of Empire. It was essentially “resistance literature” hiding the 
promise of triumph in fantastical images and language. The “end,” as announced 
in Revelation, is not the end of the world, but the end of the Roman Empire (take 
heed, present-day imperial powers!). 

Unfortunately, the historical and political are lost on present day Rapture 
proponents. "Christ is coming!" seems to be the central message of the Gospel 
for many Christians. They either sit still and do nothing and expect the world to 
grow increasingly chaotic until Christ comes – or worse, they intentionally do 
what they can to achieve what they think will promote or hasten the end.  
 
A group of über-Christian Texas ranchers have been doing their part to “bring it 
on” by helping fundamentalist Israeli Jews to breed a pure red heifer, a 
genetically rare beast that must be sacrificed to fulfill an apocalyptic prophecy 
found in the Book of Numbers. 
 
At www.raptureready.com, you can track how many weeks you have left to get 
your affairs in order. The "Rapture Index" tracks all the latest news in relation to 
biblical prophecy. Among its leading indicators of Apocalypse are oil supply and 
price, famine, drought, plagues, wild weather, floods, and climate.  
 
After Sept. 11th, there’s been yet another wave of Apocalypticism in American 
culture: Christ is coming literally, externally, on the clouds of heaven, to make 
things right and set up his literal Kingdom here.  
 

"Mark it down, take it to heart, and comfort one another with these words. 
Doomsday is coming for the earth, for the nations, and for individuals, but 
those who have trusted in Jesus will not be present on earth to witness the 
dire time of tribulation."  

—  John Hagee, pastor of the 17,000-member Cornerstone Church in San Antonio,  
quoted in Barbara Rossing's The Rapture Exposed 

 
“No Sign Will Be Given” 
It’s a scenario that always seems to pop up when frightening circumstances arise 
and people’s only hope seems to lie in divine intervention. But even in Greek 
tragedies, such plot twists were mocked as cheap. Called Deus ex Machina (God 
on a Machine), it is used only when the plot and circumstances of the play 
become impossibly complicated and irresolvable. Then, at the last minute, an 
actor playing a god is lowered by a crane into the midst of the action to rescue 
the righteous and save the day. Questionable plot and slapdash exegesis 
notwithstanding, the Rapture starts at the end with a Christian Deus ex Machina 
and leaves befuddled Bible readers to work out the circumstances that trigger the 
crane’s descent.  
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Despite the Gospel of Matthew’s warning that only “An evil and adulterous 
generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of 
Jonah,” (Matthew 16:4) whole denominations of people are totally absorbed with 
the minutiae of Biblical prophecy and second-guessing the unfolding of history. 
The sign of Jonah, as Bill Nelson says, “…is not about a dumb fish!” Ironically, 
the “sign of Jonah” is a reminder of God’s unpredictable grace. Jonah 
experienced firsthand how God short-circuits any legalistic understanding of rules 
or events that force the Divine to behave in a prescribed manner or show 
favoritism to one particular tribe or another.  
 

“To let the gospel work on us is to overcome the prejudices and fears that 
close the mind. It is to allow common sense and prudent judgment to 
prevail. To live by this sign is to learn to laugh as the author of Jonah did 
at the silly, chauvinistic behavior of himself and his people, so certain that 
God preferred them over the Ninevites.”   
 

—  Robert Jewett, Jesus Against the Rapture, pg 83  
 

And yet, a vast amount of intellectual energy is spent combing the scriptures for 
passages that support the shallow and chauvinistic tenets of fundamentalist 
Biblical prophecy. Devotees have convinced themselves that the Hebrew 
prophets, the writers of Christian scripture, and Jesus himself were in on secret 
knowledge that is waiting just for the uncovering – if only they can tease out the 
clues.  
 

“One of the appealing aspects of Dispensationalism is its apparently 
systematic and comprehensive explanation of Scripture. Everything in 
Scripture fits together to form a consistent picture. Moreover, the 
dispensationalist system assumes that every word in the Bible comes 
directly from God. Like fundamentalists, dispensationalists do not allow 
that there are any errors in the Bible, but insist that God inspired the 
human authors to record exactly what we have.” 

— Perry V. Kea 
 “The Theology Behind Left Behind” in The Fourth R Nov.-Dec. 2006 

 

But no matter how it’s “spun” through a very narrow reading of scripture, the 
apocalyptic vision set forth by televangelists is of a god restoring justice through 
divine retribution — what one scholar calls "divine ethnic cleansing." This 
ideology, espoused so dramatically by the Left Behind series, has essentially 
hijacked Jesus’ message, taken advantage of a culture of fear, and rationalized 
voyeuristic primal urges that enjoy wrath and war. Indeed, it has been said that 

 
 “Today’s Christian fixation on Armageddon and war is a sickness…”  

—  Barbara Rossing,  
The Rapture Exposed: The Message of Hope in the Book of Revelation 
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“Jesus is Coming. Look Busy.” 
Some believe Jesus was an apocalyptic preacher. Indeed, there are passages in 
the gospels that paint such a portrait. But if Jesus was an apocalyptic preacher, 
he was wrong, since the end of the world didn't come in his lifetime (nor has it 
since). But the question isn’t whether or not Jesus was wrong. Nor is it whether 
he preached divine retribution — on occasion the gospel writers certainly put 
such words on his lips. The real question is, wasn’t Jesus' message the Kingdom 
of God, an inclusive realm marked by justice and divine love? 
 

There are many strands in the fabric of scripture, and apocalypticism is certainly 
one of them. But it's not the only one. Simply put, the apocalyptic image of Jesus 
returning in power on a majestic white horse with sword in hand to slaughter the 
evil masses absolutely contradicts the Jesus who taught us to love our enemies, 
the humble Jesus who rode into Jerusalem on a donkey and would later tell his 
disciples that "those who live by the sword will die by the sword." How could one 
who practiced non-violence and compassion denounce his core values and 
embrace brute force, violence and vengeance?  It is simply inconceivable that 
the God revealed to us in Jesus Christ would resort to retribution. It is more than 
inconceivable; it is unbelievable.  
 
In her book, The Rapture Exposed: The Message of Hope in the Book of 
Revelation, Barbara Rossing asserts that Revelation’s true message is a “vision 
of hope for God’s healing of the world.” A divine plan to dramatically and violently 
enter into history and remake the world is a lie. The literal “second coming” will 
never happen – and yet we are called to participate in the coming of the Kingdom 
here and now. Slow it may be, but the will and principles of a just and gracious 
God are being worked out in human life and institutions – in us! We are the 
second coming, called to manifest a message of hope to a world in fear.  
 

“Revelation calls us to ‘come out’ of the beast’s realm of violence and 
injustice so that we can participate in the beloved city of God. That call … 
is the key to Revelation’s ethical imperative. The book wants us to follow 
the Lamb in a life-changing exodus.”  

—  Barbara Rossing,  
The Rapture Exposed: The Message of Hope in the Book of Revelation 

 
Insofar as one perceives the mystery of the Divine as the benevolent ground of 
all being and that Mystery to have been revealed in Jesus, then there is certainly 
nothing to fear from the ravings of apocalyptic preachers and authors. Our call 
continues to be one of offering an alternative to the fear and violence embraced 
by so much of the Church. The message of Revelation is but one facet of the 
disciples’ overall responsibility of bearing hope and reconciliation to a troubled 
world — doing our part to bring healing to the nations, one person at a time.  
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DVD Discussion Questions 
(Note: Chapter 1 of each DVD session is the introductory story) 
 
DVD Chapter 2:  

Describe the origins and meaning of the idea of “eschatology.”  
 
 
 
 
What is apocalyptic eschatology?  
 
 
 
 
 
Crossan points out the heart of Christian teaching is that the Kingdom 
“has already begun.” How did the Biblical authors get it wrong?  
 
 
 
 
 
Why did Paul’s eschatology change over time?  
 
 
 
 
 
According to Rossing, what would a good “warning label” be for the Left 
Behind books?  
 
 
 

 
DVD Chapter 3:  

Highlight some of the history and creators of the notion of the so-called 
“rapture.” 
 
 
  
 
What part of Darby’s theology is anything more than fantasy?  
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Describe the origin and influence of the Scofield Reference Bible.  
 
 
 
 
According to Rossing, why do we have to counter this fictional Biblical 
timeline?  
 
 
 
 
Theologically and psychologically, what does the rapture mentality foster?  
 
 
 

 
DVD Chapter 4:  

What does the God revealed in Jesus suggest about his character?  
 
 
 
How does the vision of a violent apocalypse sync with that character?  
 
 
 
What does Crossan suggest is our “great Christian treason?”  
 

 
 
DVD Chapter 5:  

What is the appeal of the Left Behind stories?  
 
 
 
What are some of the possible elements of the “different story” Rossing 
sees a need for?  
 

 
 What is the significance of the Greek word, epignosko? 
 
 
 
 If Jesus doesn’t come to us through violence, death, war, and disaster, 
 where will we find him?  
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SpiritPractice:  
Discerning “Thin Places” with Marcus Borg 
 
 
 
Questions for Personal Reflection: 

What do you find most helpful/interesting from the material so far?  
 
 
 
 
 
What are the implications of this material for you personally? For your 
local fellowship? For the wider Church? For Christianity as a whole? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions as a group:  

What has this session challenged or changed about the way you think 
about the Divine? People? The Church? Yourself? The relationship of all 
these?  
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Living it Out                                   Session 13 

  The Healing of the Nations  
 
 
 
For Your Spiritual Practice: 
 

What is one biblical story of hope and peace that you believe the world 
could benefit from hearing? 
 
What is one biblical story that depicts overcoming worldly power with the 
power of peace and healing? 
 
Try to convey one of these stories in a new way for many people to 
experience. You might write it in the lyrics of a song, sculpt an image from 
clay, write it in calligraphy, write a play, a comic routine or a puppet show. 
Let your imagination be woven with God’s peace.  
 
For inspiration, especially for calligraphy, you may want to visit 
www.saintjohnsbible.org. It is a site with images that can be soul food on 
any Christian’s journey.  

 
And/Or: 
 

Write a poem or song that expresses “the leaves of the tree (of life) are for 
the healing of the nations.”    Revelation 22:2b 

 
Prayer 
God who is love, help us bear witness to your goodness. Empower us to speak 
and stand against violence. Equip us to bear witness to hope in a fear-filled 
world. Help us get caught up in your purpose of hospitality, wholeness, and new 
life and not be seduced and undone by terror and trepidation. We pray in the 
name of the one who came, lived and will always come as the Prince of Peace. 
Amen. 
 

– Cynthia Langston Kirk 
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14. Honoring Creation  
 
Focus: While human beings have been gifted with a  
beautiful and complex world in which to live, its systems and  
resources are being stressed by our behaviors, lifestyles, and arrogance. Care 
for the environment is not only deeply biblical and practical, but increasingly 
critical – for both the present spiritual life and for our collective future.  
 
 
 

The Heavens are Telling 
In no small part due to 19th century Native American leader Chief Seattle, 
traditional Native American spirituality is often associated with honoring the 
sacredness of all creation. Seattle was heard to say, “Our religion is written in the 
hearts of our people. Every part of this country is sacred…every hillside, every 
valley, every plain and grove….” For Chief Seattle, the divine reverberates from 
every corner of creation, a perspective not absent from the heritage of 
Judeo-Christians:  
  

1 The heavens are telling the glory of God; 
 and the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork. 
2 Day to day pours forth speech, 
 and night to night declares knowledge. 
3 There is no speech, nor are there words; 
 their voice is not heard; 
4 yet their voice goes out through all the earth, 
 and their words to the end of the world. 

–  Psalm 19 
 

When reading Genesis 1, it is helpful to note that the Hebrew word translated as 
"created" is not in static past tense. It can also be interpreted as "In the 
beginning, when God began to create the heavens and the earth...,” suggesting 
that God initiated a creative process that continues even to this moment. The 
God of Genesis is a creating God. As we are made in God’s image, we are made 
not only to bring order out of chaos but also to be creators. We are not shameful 
“fallen” creatures, redeemed only by some cosmic and violent act beyond our 
control. We are emerging beings, blessed to be a blessing, and bearing special 
responsibility toward the creation in which we live and move and have our being. 
 

Praying with Open Eyes 
 
“Never lose an opportunity of seeing anything that is beautiful for beauty is 
God’s handwriting – a wayside sacrament. Welcome it in every fair face, in 
every fair sky, in every fair flower, and thank God for it as a cup of 
blessing.”  

–  Ralph Waldo Emerson  
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Although many Christians feel duty-bound to talk about morality and sin, these 
are not the only themes in scripture. “I don’t think morality is the basic theme of 
the Bible,” writes author Katherine Paterson. “I think its theme is closer to … 
beauty. By itself, morality is not beautiful enough.” When God saw everything 
that God had made and declared it “good,” it wasn’t a moral judgment, but an 
aesthetic one. Creation was beautiful, delightful, and even “awe-ful.” Emily 
Dickenson remarked that one commandment she’d never broken was, “Consider 
the lilies of the field.” More than a simple “stop and smell the roses” sentiment, 
it’s a call to cultivate a deeper sense of awareness and awe – an appreciation of 
the beauty and mystery that transcend the mundane. Barrie Shepherd was 
stirred to awe while observing porpoises lunge through the surf: 
 

“And so I caught the deep and dreadful brushing-by of mystery, 
Exulted, silent, in the moving, living presence of an alien world 
That swept along our shores, just as it does, and is,  
In each and every moment, whether we watch or pray or wake or sleep. 
Consider the lilies of the field, and the porpoises of the seas.” 

 

Perhaps praying with one’s eyes open is more a part of the spiritual life than 
many have considered. St Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuit order, 
encouraged an attitude of seeing “God in all things and all things in God.” Not to 
be confused with the “God is everything” of Pantheism, theologians have dubbed 
the subtle yet very different understanding of “God in everything” as 
“Panentheism.” Although most recently popularized in the “Creation Spirituality” 
writings of Matthew Fox, this sacramental embracing of creation has its roots in 
the earliest expressions of Christianity, the practices of mystics, and by the first 
“Process” thinkers, Alfred North Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne. Embracing 
a consciousness of the Divine in everything and everything being enveloped by 
the Divine counters the dualistic idea of God being somewhere “out there” with a 
profound and immediate awareness of the divine presence here and now. 
 

 “And it is a strange thing that most of the feeling we call religious, most of 
the mystical outcrying which is one of the most prized and used and 
desired reactions of our species, is really the understanding and the 
attempt to say that man is related to the whole thing, related inextricably to 
all reality, known and unknowable. This is a simple thing to say, but the 
profound feeling of it made a Jesus, a St. Augustine, a St. Francis, a 
Roger Bacon, a Charles Darwin, and an Einstein. Each of them in his own 
tempo and with his own voice discovered and reaffirmed with 
astonishment the knowledge that all things are one thing and that one 
thing is all things – plankton, a shimmering phosphorescence on the sea 
and the spinning planets and an expanding universe, all bound together 
by the elastic string of time. It is advisable to look from the tide pool to the 
stars and then back to the tide pool again.” 

–  John Steinbeck 
The Log from the Sea of Cortez, (The Viking Press, New York: 1941) p. 218 
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Consider the lilies of the field and the porpoises of the seas – the tide pool and 
the stars. Being awe-struck implies a sudden experience of mystery, an 
awareness of beauty and power that transcends the mundane. That awareness 
and awe of seeing God in all things and all things in God is an integral part of the 
spiritual life – and pleads for a response.  
 
Just Get it Over With 
 

“Your attention please. Thank you for choosing earth as your planetary 
vehicle. We hope you enjoy the many wonderful features of this planet as 
you hurtle through the cosmos. Please note however, that in the event of 
continued inaction in the face of global warming, your seat cushion can be 
used as a flotation device.  

–  Blue Man Group, Earth to America 
 

Unfortunately, the hoped for response from some Christians has not been 
gratitude or responsibility, but exploitation. Long before the rise of the Religious 
Right in America, Colonial and Imperialist Christian attitudes have been driven by 
the conviction that God has granted human beings “dominion over every living 
thing that moves on earth.” (Gen. 1:28) Today, some rapture-oriented Christians 
believe that if only things get bad enough, Jesus’ followers will be taken out of 
the world to a better place. They believe that the divine plan is for God to 
dramatically and violently enter into history and remake the world. 
Environmentalists are obstructionist and Christians who defend the environment 
out of a sense of obligation to be good stewards are seen to be working counter 
to God’s “will.” 
 
During a panel discussion focusing on the Endangered Species Act, former state 
Representative Casey Emerson (R-Bozeman) wondered aloud whether "so-
called environmentalists" had read the Bible passage stating that people must 
subdue the Earth. He added, “There are some species that ought to be killed off 
to subdue the Earth."  
 
A story circulated for years regarding President Reagan's Secretary of the 
Interior, James Watt. He allegedly testified before Congress that "God gave us 
these things to use. After the last tree is felled, Christ will come back.” Although 
now accepted as apocryphal (and not representative of a current change of heart 
among many evangelicals), people were quick to believe the story as true. Watt’s 
alleged sentiments were not far from the prevalent attitude of many who believed 
that, in light of the imminent return of Jesus, protecting natural resources was 
unimportant. 
 
Over time, such a cavalier attitude toward the resources of creation has been 
typical of the anthropocentric arrogance that sees humanity as the sole purpose 
for creation. Our “dominion” has been interpreted as permission to exhaust 
creation’s resources for our own purposes, with creation serving as a mere 
backdrop for the human/divine drama.  
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Little time is given to the thought that with or without us, the cosmos will continue 
on its way. Creation is an on-going process and, even though humanity would 
like to think itself the pinnacle of creation, the mystery of the Divine continues to 
create and be celebrated by creation itself.  
 
WWJE? 
 

“Whatever my own practice may be, I have no doubt that it is part of the 
destiny of the human race, in its gradual improvement, to leave off eating 
animals, as surely as the savage tribes have left off eating each other 
when they came in contact with the more civilized.”  

–  Henry David Thoreau, in “Higher Laws” from Walden 
 

For many, human “dominion” extends to controlling the ultimate fate of countless 
other animal species, not only the exotic and wild, but the utilitarian and 
domestic. The last century has seen meat production and consumption grow 
exponentially in Western countries. At the same time, studies have shown that a 
vegetarian diet is, in fact, healthier for human beings. Meat-free diets lower the 
rate of cancer, heart disease, diabetes, and other serious health problems. And 
the consequences go far beyond impact on the individuals’ health: industrial 
scale meat production compromises water, soil and atmosphere. The United 
Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization’s 2006 report, “Livestock’s Long 
Shadow,” states that the production of meat generates "more greenhouse gas 
emissions than all forms of transportation combined." In a concurrent study, 
researchers at the University of Chicago determined that moving from a meat-
based diet to a vegan diet saves more energy than swapping an SUV for a hybrid 
vehicle. 
 
Far from being some far-fetched made up bleeding heart liberal notion, 
vegetarianism is the clear, if ignored, Biblical ideal for human beings. In both the 
idyllic world of Eden and Revelation’s vision of the New Jerusalem, animals and 
humans are vegetarian. Even Isaiah foresees a return to a vegetarian world 
where the lion, lamb, and little child can all peacefully co-exist. While literalists 
dream up scenarios as to why the lions didn’t eat up the lambs on the ark (“God 
put them all into a trance-like hibernation for the journey,” etc.) it’s clear they 
haven’t actually read the text they claim to revere. According to the second 
creation story in Genesis 2, God gives all plants to humans and animals to eat – 
but does not give them permission to eat one another. So, although it has surely 
never reflected real human behavior, Genesis claims that humanity – along with 
every other creature – was created to be vegetarian. It’s only after the author of 
Genesis has all the animals safely off the ark that God changes the rules and 
permits Noah to become the first carnivore. In Genesis 9, God says,  
 

“Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you. And as I gave you the 
green plants, I give you everything.” 

–  Attributed to Yahweh, Genesis 9 
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Part of reclaiming the world will involve unlearning the notion of “dominion” as 
license to do whatever we want with Creation. A dominion patterned on care and 
responsibility will help address the unsustainable use of land, water, and energy 
that our culture has fallen into. As we wrestle with the depletion of resources that 
threaten the future of humanity, even the food we choose to eat can become a 
part of our spiritual discipline.  
  

“Choosing a vegetarian diet is a powerful way of modeling God’s love 
through nonviolence, compassion for animals, care for the earth, care for 
our bodies, and responsible use of the earth’s resources.” 

– John Sniegocki, Xavier University 
 
Always Be Good to Your Mother 
 

“We just don’t know how to be good to each other or decent to each other 
– and we don’t treat the rest of creation beyond humanity all that hot most 
of the time.”  

–  Emilie Townes, from LtQ’s Saving Jesus 
 

Robert Musil is the Professor of Global Environmental Politics at American 
University. He points out that if Jesus was serious when he said, “Inasmuch as 
you have done it unto the least of these, you have done it unto me,” then we 
should take seriously that more than 5 million poor children die each year from 
diseases related to the environment. Asthma, dysentery, cholera, and malaria 
are all exacerbated by pollution, poverty, war, and the disruption of our global 
climate. In many instances, rising temperatures lead to the spread of disease-
carrying mosquitoes. Drinking water fouled by floods or hurricanes can all bear 
bacteria that in the belly of a poor, malnourished baby means not merely 
diarrhea, but death. 
 

“The Biblical texts we need for this journey are not only those about the 
goodness of God’s creation, the lilies of the field, the coming of rain in the 
desert. The essential texts describe Jesus’ ministry, his call to heal, to 
bring hope to suffering humanity, to do justice, to bring peace to those – 
especially the most vulnerable – who are in danger.” 

–  Robert K. Musil, 
Global Climate Change: Polar bears, Penguins and People 

 
According to Musil, the environment is not simply some lovely, green thing 
outside of us, apart from us. It is in us as well. Every molecule passes through 
us, through the ecosystems that we are part of and which sustain us. Modern 
medicine has confirmed the Biblical claim that we are equal in the eyes of God, 
regardless of borders. From studies by Philippe Grandjean, we know that a 
single molecule of mercury or PCBs released into the environment can make its 
way – through evaporation, rain, and the food chain – from a broken electric 
generator in Texas all the way to the Arctic. There, a pregnant Inuit is eating what 
appears to be a perfectly healthy fish. The mercury enters her bloodstream, 
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crosses her placenta, and harms the learning and development of her unborn 
child. 
 

“If we are to halt this threat to creation, we need to include coal miners, 
children with asthma, people who live near or work in the factories that make 
most of us comfortable while spewing pollution and promoting cancer. We 
must care and act on the injustices of poverty and war. As Christians, we care 
about all creation…” 

–  Robert K. Musil, 
Professor of Global Environmental Politics at American University 

 
Most people are beginning only now to understand the interconnectedness of all 
that is from a religious perspective – the sense of oneness with God, with each 
other, and with Creation. Matthew Fox even suggests Mother Earth as a 
metaphor for the crucified and resurrected Jesus; innocent of any crime, she has 
blessed us for billions of years and is now being killed by pollution. Even so, she 
rises daily to redeem us, holding out hope for a radical change in the human 
heart and spirit.  

 
Awe at the beauty and complexity of creation gives us pause to consider – and 
perhaps compels a response: gratitude, a heightened consciousness, and 
constructive action. Care for the environment is not only deeply biblical and 
practical, but increasingly critical – for both the present spiritual life and for our 
collective future.  

 
“True godliness does not turn [people] out of the world, but enables them 
to live better in it and excites their endeavors to mend it.”  

–  William Penn 

 
  

 

 
DVD Discussion Questions 
(Note: Chapter 1 of each DVD session is the introductory story) 
 
DVD Chapter 2:  

What important clarification does Rossing make about Apocalyptic End 
Times theology?  
 
 
What implication does “peak oil” have on our Imperial way of life?  
 
 
How does being compassionate as God is compassionate relate to 
creation?  
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According to Aquinas, what is the first and foremost definition of salvation?  
Explain.  
 
 
 
Reflect on the implications of so much environmental destruction occurring 
while Christian nations have been at the apex of control.  
 

 
 
DVD Chapter 3:  

How have “the environmentalist critics of the church” spoken truly about 
us?  
 
 
 
What do the church, the university, and governments need to repent of?  
 
 
 
 
Fox claims that the church is called, with the prophetic Jesus, to eco-
justice. Explain.  
 
 
 
Describe how psalms like Psalm 19 & Psalm 136 epitomize a non-
anthropocentric song of praise to the Creator.  
 

 
 
DVD Chapter 4:  

Reflect on some of the elements of the earth-centered vision in the final 
scenes of Revelation (Chapters 21 and 22).  

 
 
 
In what ways does Revelation appear to be a conflict between two 
“spiritual economies,” the Whore of Babylon and the New Jerusalem? 
 
 
 
Rossing believes one of the most important verses for us today involves 
the leaves from the tree of life. Why?  
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SpiritPractice:  
“Conservation” with Barbara Rossing 
Follow up with reading: Affluenza by John McGraf or Deep Economy by 
Bill McKibbon 

 
 
Questions for Personal Reflection: 

What do you find most helpful/interesting from the material so far?  
 
 
 
What are the implications of this material for you personally? For your 
local fellowship? For the wider Church? For Christianity as a whole? 

 
 
 
Consider the following questions as a group:  

What has this session challenged or changed about the way you think 
about the Divine? People? The Church? Yourself? The relationship of all 
these?  

 
 
 

Practical Application:  
Estimates suggest that at least fifty percent of the trash North Americans throw 
away is recyclable. What efforts do you and/or your faith community make to 
recycle as much material as possible? If your community doesn’t already have a 
curbside-recycling program, is there a way you can advocate for one (or educate 
people to use an existing program)?  
 
Home composting is another option that requires discipline on a practical level 
but has rewards as a spiritual discipline, as well. Bits of kitchen waste, garden 
clippings, rotting flowers, egg shells, and coffee grounds decay into sweet-
smelling, fertile, crumbly compost – but it takes intentional turning and working. 
It’s not unlike the personal spiritual work necessary in the spiritual journey: if 
you’re not intentional about doing something with your psychological/spiritual 
trash, it can start piling up in ways that make healthy living an impossibility. The 
metaphor of working a compost heap is a helpful reminder that part of caring for 
creation is to minimize waste and transform what some might consider worthless 
into something that renews the environment and promotes further growth.  
 
Note: To help you get started, Starbucks offers bags of its used coffee grounds 
for composters to take home!  
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Living it Out                    Session 14 

  A Bit of Sod  
 
In the 1600s, Acadians beheld the raw beauty and tremendous potential in the 
geography along the north shore of Nova Scotia. With their sweat equity and by 
their fearless determination, they reclaimed marshlands for orchards and farms, 
pallet of sod by pallet of sod. For nearly 150 years, they made their home 
peacefully with the Mi’kmaqs and with the land that became a fertile valley. 
 
The Treaty of Utrecht (1713) gave England Nova Scotia and Newfoundland and 
allowed Isle Royale (Cape Breton) and Isle Saint Jean (Prince Edward Island) to 
remain under French rule. All the Acadians, largely French in origin, had to do 
was swear allegiance to the British crown. The allegiance of these Catholics was 
to God, community (Acadie), family, and neutrality. 
 
In 1755, Acadian families were ripped apart and Acadians, except a few who 
escaped, were deported to Virginia and other states on the eastern seaboard, 
Protestant England, what is now Louisiana, and other destinations. (The 
Acadians who were deported to Louisiana are the people many know as Cajuns.) 
Their homes and land in Nova Scotia were burned. Of the more than 6,000 who 
were deported, many died en route. Most who survived the perilous journey met 
obstacles of disease and resistance on a new shore. Most of all, they were not 
“home.”  
 
Nine years later, Acadians were give permission to return with the stipulation that 
they settle in small groups in a different part of the colony. Ninety-two years later, 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem “Evangeline” brought international attention 
to the travesty of the deportation.  
 
A monument of this fictional character (based on the story of an engaged couple 
separated by the deportation) who represents hundreds of real people stands at 
Grand Pré, Nova Scotia. The church at Grand Pré holds a magnificent stained 
glass window in vibrant cobalt and turquoise intersected with small tributaries of 
red. A Cajun man from Louisiana created this depiction of people leaving in 
boats. Down a path from the church stands a rustic stone and mortar cross. The 
stones were retrieved from the foundations of the houses that were burned in 
1755.   
 
For Your Spiritual Journal: 
 

Where in the world do you behold beauty and potential? 
 
Where in your faith life have you taken bit of sod and, with God’s help, 
reclaimed fertile soil? 
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Where and how in your life have you assisted someone else with this 
endeavor? 
 
Have you ever stood firm in peace in the face of violence or threat? What 
was that like? How did you feel God’s presence with you? 
 
If you have not had that experience, what do you think it might be like for 
you? 
 
Have you ever taken something broken or in disrepair in any fashion and 
retrieved it/altered it for the good of many?  What was that like? 
 
Where do you know of people embattled over homeland? How can you be 
an instrument of peace and justice? 

 
Examen 
The Ignatian Examen, used by Jesuits for nearly 500 years, can be a powerful 
spiritual exercise for us. It is a tool that leads us through grateful, careful 
reflection illuminated by God’s love and presence. Often people use this once or 
twice a day, at bedtime or midday and bedtime. 
 
An abbreviation of the examen:  

1. Remember/acknowledge you are in the presence of God. 
2. Spend time gratefully remembering details of your day. 
3. Ask for help to see your actions, motives, inactions honestly. 
4. Review your day in detail. (This is not a time to berate oneself, but to allow 

God’s grace to shed a light on the ways you were a beacon of hope and 
the ways your actions missed the mark. Ask God to challenge, encourage, 
and teach you. 

5. Spend time pouring out your heart to God – gratitude, asking for clarity or 
help, asking for courage to take stands, be a witness, become more 
generous and hospitable, to have the hard places of your heart softened.  

 
Prayer 
God of All Life, your have given us the senses to behold the wonders of your 
creation. Help us be wise stewards of the world. Thank you for those who have 
preserved portions of the natural world that cannot be enjoyed by anyone. 
Convict our hearts and practices that we might see the ways we are wasteful, the 
ways we threaten the earth and its inhabitants. Form us into your people of 
peace with courage to be steadfast in our allegiance to you and your way of love. 
This we pray in the name of the Prince of Peace. Amen. 
 

– Cynthia Langston Kirk 
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