Contemplative Prayer

June 16, 2011
Dear Renea,

I work with a wide variety of Christians in a largely
Evangelical area. Some of them are particularly skittish and
nervous about the concept of contemplative prayer. Some claim
it’s nowhere to be found in Scripture.

What would you say to such a person?
Dear V,

This is a great question! I confess, because I’'ve never been
uncomfortable with contemplative prayer, I’ve never really
considered the need to make a defense for it. Simply let your
Bible fall open at random; the chances of it opening to a
psalm about meditating on the Lord or his statues are pretty
high.

I would also want to say that there are lots of elements in
our contemporary worship habits which are not mentioned in
Scripture, that Scripture does not have an explicit list of
how we should do church or how we should manage our personal
spiritual disciplines. The Bible provides us with broad
principles, which gives us a lot of freedom (and a lot of
responsibility to apply those principals with integrity).

I would also be tempted to say (though this is often a really
tough sell, especially for those already skittish about such
things) that as believers, we are in the business of redeeming
culture. Every person is made in God’s image and has God’'s law
written on his or her heart. A cultural practice such as
Eastern/New Age meditation, 1is certainly a misdirected
spiritual behavior because it isn’t directed toward the One
True God. It isn’t that there is no value in that practice; on
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the contrary, I believe Western Christianity has quite a lot
to learn from Eastern spirituality, especially since our
spiritual roots are Middle Eastern. So we have the power (and
responsibility) to redirect what is misdirected, to re-orient
reality toward the Kingdom of God.

People are often more hard-nosed about Eastern practices
because it is so other to us Westerners (and the Southern
Hemisphere has yet to have any influence anywhere near what
the East has in our society). So, it’s scary, unfamiliar.
We're afraid of it, so we throw the proverbial baby out on the
street and slam the window shut. To be fair however, our
generation didn’t have to deal with New Ageism when it first
became a phenomenon. We haven’t had to watch, helplessly, as
many of our friends became swept up in its deception. So we
want to remember to be gracious toward one another’s fears and
intolerance.

Keep asking good questions,

Renea

This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2011/06/16/contemplative-prayer/

Complete 1in Christ and
Captive to Empty Deception

Steve Cable examines four types of cultural captivity that
holds Christians in bondage: naturalism, legalism, mysticism
and asceticism.
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Problem of Captivity

God has laid a powerful vision on Probe Ministries, calling us
to free the minds of fifty million culturally captive
Christians and build them into confident ambassadors for
Christ by the year 2020. Our survey analysis has shown that
cultural captivity is a growing problem within the church.{1}
To be effective in this mission, we need to understand the
different forms cultural captivity can take individually and
collectively.

Does the Bible provide any insight into cultural captivity and
the tools for setting believers free? In an earlier article,
we Llooked at the differing types of cultural captivity:
carnal, confused, compromised, and contented Christians.{2} In
this article we will see insights from the second chapter of
Colossians.

In Colossians 2:8, Paul warns the local Christians, “See to it
that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty
deception,” and then he reminds them that they are “complete
in [Christ].”{3} What does this thing look like that can
capture someone who is complete in Christ? How can I avoid it
or free myself from it in the power of Christ? Surely, the
Christians in Colossae were asking the same things. Paul
thought as much for he points out four different views that
may take genuine Christians captive and keep them from doing
their part in the war of ideas.

In Colossians 2:1-4, Paul warns us that we need a true
knowledge of “Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of
wisdom and knowledge.” If we don’t completely understand the
fullness of Christ and His work of redemption, we are setting
ourselves up for those who would “delude you with persuasive
arguments.”{4} We must fully grasp that Christ alone 1is
necessary and sufficient for our salvation. We must believe it
in the day to day living of our lives—being “rooted and
grounded in Him."”{5}
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In the remainder of the second chapter of Colossians, Paul
lists four specific ways that our thinking can be taken
captive by the philosophy of men through persuasive arguments.
It is important to remember that these arguments are called
“persuasive,” meaning that they appear to make good sense and
have the power to sway our thinking. It is only by examining
these arguments in the light of Christ’s truth that their
falsehood comes to light. I want to examine each of the four,
considering how they would appear to the Colossian Christians
of that day and how they might play out in this decade.

The examples of cultural captivity exposed by Paul and still
relevant to our 1lives today are naturalism, legalism,
mysticism and asceticism. We’ll begin with naturalism.

Naturalism: Captive +to Scientific
Deception

The first type of cultural captivity highlighted in Colossians
is found in our key verse, chapter 2 verse 8:

See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy
and empty deception, according to the tradition of men,
according to the elementary principles of the world, rather
than according to Christ.

This verse has the only occurrence of the word “philosophy” in
the Bible. The Greek word literally means “the investigation
of truth and nature”{6} as emphasized by the remainder of this
verse. Thinking in accordance with the tradition of men and
the elementary principles of the world can captivate us. The
ways in which man explains how the world works and how we fit
into it can be a deceptive trap.

In Galatians 4:3, Paul tells us that apart from Christ we are
held in bondage by the elementary principles of the world.
When we try to limit the forces at work in our universe to



simply those elementary forces operating in our daily lives,
we are missing out on the powerful work of Christ in our world
far above and beyond the everyday forces of nature.

So what are the elementary principles that lure us into
captivity today? Certainly, one of the most influential is
neo-Darwinism. As discussed in many articles at Probe.org,
neo-Darwinism says the world is the result of the strictly
natural processes of random mutations and natural selection.
This theory attempting to describe the current diversity and
complexity of life on this earth is the dominant view in our
society. It 1s seen by many as the culmination of
understanding our existence in this world. In fact, it is full
of problems, having no plausible explanation for 1) the
existence of a life-supporting planet, 2) the first occurrence
of life on this planet, or 3) the irreducible complexity of
life forms on this planet.

I would suggest that those Christians who put Christ’s role in
our creation at a level below that of these elementary
principles are allowing themselves to be taken captive. If one
believes these principles are lord over Christ instead of the
other way around, that person is 1living practically as a
citizen of this earth rather than as a citizen of heaven.

Legalism: Captive to Self-Made Godliness

A second form of cultural captivity, identified in the letter
to the Colossians, is legalism. Paul writes:

Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food
or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a
Sabbath day—-things which are a mere shadow of what is to
come; but the substance belongs to Christ (Col 2:16-17).

Paul was warning against those attempting to take Christians
captive through the subtle lies of legalism, telling the new,
Gentile followers that believing in Christ was a good start,



but you also need to follow some of the laws of Moses if you
are to be righteous before God.

Notice that the items 1listed in this verse are not
instructions on purity and righteous behavior. Rather, they
are specific practices given to Israel as precursors of the
coming Messiah. For example, the festival of Passover is a
marvelous foreshadowing of Christ’s sacrifice of Himself as
the Lamb of God to deliver us from slavery to the world of sin
and separation from God. But, why celebrate the Passover when
one can celebrate the real event? These behaviors designed to
prepare us for the coming of Christ are no longer necessary
now that we have the presence of Christ in our lives.

In the American culture, legalism appears to have been more
prevalent in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries than it is
today. But there are certainly forms of legalism which take
people captive today. If you are more interested in passing
laws to make some form of Christian behavior the law of the
land than you are in changing the hearts of men through the
gospel of Jesus Christ, you may be captive to legalistic
thinking.

Another form of legalism is the practice of picking only parts
of the truth as applicable to you. Jesus noted in Matthew
15:3-6 that this type of legalism was present in the
Pharisaical view of committing their resources to God so that
they would not have to help their mothers and fathers. Today,
I can customize my religious beliefs to conform to what I
expect from my religion rather than what my religion sets as a
standard for my life. The National Survey of Youth and
Religion tells us that over fifty-one percent of 18- to 23-
year-olds in American say “it is okay to pick and choose their
religious beliefs without having to accept the teachings of
their religious faith as a whole.”{7}



Mysticism: Captive to Man’'s Composite
View of God

Earlier, we saw naturalism and legalism as two forms of
cultural captivity for Christians. Now we will consider
another form which can take us captive, mysticism. 1In
Colossians 2:18-19, Paul writes:

Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting
in self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his
stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his
fleshly mind, and not holding fast to the head, from whom
the entire body, being supplied and held together by the
joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God.

Here Paul is describing someone who drifts away by delighting
in self-derived sources of truth, that is, “visions he has
seen,” and other religious practices not taught by Christ.
This person delights in mixing together teachings from
different religions to come up with one’s own personalized
religious experience. But Christ calls us to worship the
Father and the Son, not angels or our own self sacrifice.

Your first reaction may be that this is not a major area of
captivity for today’s Christians. However, when we begin to
consider examples of this type of thinking, we realize that it
is very prevalent in our society.

For example, consider the millions of people who joined Oprah
Winfrey in extolling and following the teachings of Eckhardt
Tolle, author of A New Earth, Awakening to Your Life’s
Purpose. Tolle teaches a version of Eastern mysticism which he
discovered in a vision. Taking his stand on visions, he
teaches we are all part of the universal life force to which
we should desire to return. He selectively misquotes Jesus
throughout the book, identifying Him as one of the early
proponents of this mystic religion. Most of Tolle'’s followers
come from Christian backgrounds, professing to be Christians



trying to find a way to integrate his teaching with the
teachings of Jesus.

One feature of Tolle's teaching is the view that Jesus was one
of many who are bringing a form of truth to us. He believes
Buddha, Krishna, Mohammed are all trying to communicate the
same truth in different ways. This viewpoint is seen in the
National Study of Youth and Religion where over seventy
percent of American 18- to 23-year-olds disagreed with the
idea that only one religion was true. In our study of American
born-agains between 18 and 40, we found that less than half of
these born-agains believe that Jesus 1is the only way to
heaven, not Mohammed or Buddha.

Asceticism: Captive to Focusing on the
Flesh

A fourth form of cultural captivity identified in Colossians
is asceticism. The American Heritage Dictionary defines
asceticism as “the doctrine that a life of extreme self-denial
and austerity releases the soul from bondage with the body and
permits union with the divine.” Asceticism was promoted in
Jesus’ time by the Essenes of the Jewish culture and the
Stoics of the Greek culture.

Since our hope is rooted in an imperishable life in heaven,
one could adopt the view that this earthly body needs to be
denied in light of our heavenly home. However, Paul warns us:

If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of
the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you
submit yourself to decrees, such as, “Do not handle, do not
taste, do not touch!” (which all refer to things destined to
perish with use) — in accordance with the commandments and
teachings of men? These are matters which have, to be sure,
the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-
abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no



value against fleshly indulgence (Col 2:20-23).

Paul warns the Christians at Colossae not to fall for the idea
that we must remove our body from all pleasures of the world
to partake of the divine. He points out that obsession with
self-abasement and severe treatment of the body actually focus
our attention on the flesh. Thus, our focus is on eliminating
fleshly indulgence rather than on living lives that please
Jesus.

In our post-modern American culture, severe treatment of the
body does not appear to be attractive to most young adults
(except for extreme cases such as anorexia). Perhaps, though,
it is evidenced by some forms of the “buy green” movement.
What we do see is the opposite extreme, where an emphasis on
bodily enhancement for the here and now takes our focus off
the work of Christ. Of course, in other parts of the world
such as South America, extreme asceticism 1s practiced among
some believers.

We have seen four types of false thinking that could take
Christians captive in Colossae of the first century and can in
America today. The four types are naturalism, legalism,
mysticism, and asceticism. If we recognize these forms of
captivity, as Christians, we can be free of them. We must ask
ourselves, Does this way of thinking add anything to the
fullness of Christ? If I am already “complete in Him”, {8} how
can these add-ons make me more complete? Obviously they
cannot. So leave them behind and “as you have received Christ
Jesus as Lord so walk in Him.”{9}
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American Cultural Captivity

Kerby Anderson provides an overview of ways in which American
Christians are culturally captive: individualism, consumerism,
racism, church growth values and globalization.

Cultural Captivity

Probe Ministries has dedicated itself to helping Christians be
freed from cultural captivity. Therefore, I want to focus on
how we as Americans are often captive to an American form of
Christianity and thus are culturally captive.

Before we address the issue of cultural captivity,
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it might be worth mentioning how small American Christianity
is compared to the rest of the world. Philip Jenkins reports
that “the center of gravity in the Christian world has shifted
inexorably southward to Africa, Asia, and Latin America.”{1}

We can put this in perspective by looking at what happened
last century. In 1900, about eighty percent of the Christians
in the world lived in Europe or North America. Now more than
seventy percent live in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

A century ago, if you were to describe a typical Christian in
the world, you would probably describe a Christian living in
the middle of the United States. Today a typical Christian
would be a mother in Zambia or a college student in South
Korea.

Christianity has also become diverse. “More people pray and
worship in more languages and with more differences in styles
of worship in Christianity than any other religion.”{2} Put
simply, American Christianity is no longer the norm in the
world. Yet we as Americans often make the mistake of assuming
that our Western values and assumptions should be the standard
for the rest of the world.

Many of my observations come from insights in the book, The
Next Evangelicalism: Freeing the Church from Western Cultural
Captivity.{3} Soong-Chan Rah provides numerous examples of how
the American church is captive to a white, Western view of the
world and thus is culturally captive. Obviously, the church
has been captive to materialism, but I will focus on some of
his other descriptions of captivity, namely, individualism,
consumerism, and racism.

It is worth noting that the phrase “captivity of the church”
has been used in different contexts with varied meanings
throughout church history. Martin Luther, for example, wrote
the tract On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church in which
he compared the Catholic Church’s teaching on the sacraments



to the captivity of the Israelites by the Babylonians.{4} R.C.
Sproul has written about how many Christians are captive to
the Pelagian view of the basic goodness of humanity instead of
holding to the biblical view on original sin.{5} And Nancy
Pearcey’s book Total Truth was written as an attempt at
“liberating Christianity from its cultural captivity.”{6}

American Christians don’t like to think of themselves as being
culturally captive. But the truth is that they have to a
significant extent been assimilated into American culture.
While they rightly criticize many of the sins and failings of
American society, they are more conformed to the culture than
they would like to believe.

Individualism

One example of American cultural captivity that Rah uses in
his book is American individualism. He 1is hardly the first
person to talk about this. Many social commentators over the
last century have discussed and documented American’s
obsession with individualism which has created an individual-
focused worldview.

On the positive side, the rugged individualism of Americans 1is
responsible for the willingness to explore, build, and being
willing to “go it alone” when circumstances required it. An
individual willing to take a bold stand in the midst of
theological heresy or cultural captivity is a good thing.

American individualism also has many negative sides.
Christians should be aware of the impact of individualism on
their theology. Rah says “the church is more likely to reflect
the individualism of Western philosophy than the value of
community found in Scripture. The individualistic philosophy
that has shaped Western society, and consequently shaped the
American church, reduces faith to a personal, private and
individual faith.”{7}



To put this in perspective, consider that most of the books of
the New Testament were written to churches and communities of
believers. Only a handful of books (such as Titus and
Philemon) were written to individuals. Yet when most Americans
read the New Testament, they focus on the individual aspects
of the biblical truth rather than consider the larger
corporate aspect being presented in Scripture.

Often our Bible study focuses on the individual and personal
understanding of God’s Word when so much of it applies to our
relationship to the entire body of Christ. Often worship is
self-focused and self-absorbed.

Ask a typical Christian about sin, and he or she is likely to
describe it in personal terms. Sin certainly 1is personal, but
it can also be corporate. But if you only have a personal,
privatized faith, then you are also likely to see sin as
merely a personal matter. Rah concludes: “Evangelical theology
becomes exclusively an individual-driven theology instead of a
community-driven theology.”{8}

Consumerism

Another example of American cultural captivity that Rah gives
is consumerism. This is a topic that I have addressed before
not only on radio but in my book Making the Most of Your Money
in Tough Times.{10} Even secular commentators have noticed
that American culture is infected with “affluenza.”{11}

Rah says, “Materialism and consumerism reduce people to a
commodity. An individual’s worth in society is based upon what
assets they bring and what possessions they own.”{12}

How has consumerism affected the American church? First, it
means that we have been willing to include materialistic
values into our worldview and lifestyle. Often it is difficult
to distinguish Christian values from the materialistic values
of American society. Some commentators point out that many of



our churches look more like shopping malls than like churches.

Second, consumerism affects our mindset and perspective about
spiritual things. A consumer mindset sees the spiritual life
as a consumable product only if it benefits the individual.
Believers with a consumer mindset usually aren’t living for
eternity but for the here and now. Essentially they are so
earthly minded, they are no heavenly good.

Third, consumerism affects the way we choose to fellowship
with other believers. “American evangelicalism has created the
unique phenomenon of church shopping-viewing church as yet
another commodity and product to be evaluated and purchased.
When a Christian family moves to a new city, how much of the
standards by which they choose a church is based upon a
shopping list of their personal tastes and wants rather than
their commitment to a particular community or their desire to
serve a particular neighborhood?”{13}

Finally, consumerism even affects the way we measure success.
We should be measuring success by the standards of Scripture.
Often, we measure it by the American consumer value system.
Consider what many refer to as the ABCs of church growth.
These are: attendance, building, and cash. Often the success
of a church is measured in the same way a secular business
would measure its success. The bottom line is often the number
of attendees or the size of the church budget.

Jesus asked in Mark 8:36, “What good is it for you to gain the
whole world, yet forfeit your soul?” A consumer mentality
often chooses short-term solutions instead of eternal values
despite the possibility of long-term negative consequences.

Racism

Another example of American cultural captivity that Rah gives
is racism. Not only was this a chapter in this book, but he
actually wrote another book on the subject of racial and



ethnic issues.{14}

Let's begin by stating that the idea of race is actually
artificial. As I pointed out in a previous radio program on
Race and Racial TIssues, both the Bible and modern science
reject the idea of what today we call race. For example, the
Bible teaches that God has made “from one blood every nation
of men” (Acts 17:26). Here Paul is teaching the Athenians that
they came from the same source in the creation as everyone
else. We are all from one blood. In other words, there are no
superior or inferior races. The Bible refers to people groups
and nations, but does not label based upon skin color.

Race 1is also an imprecise scientific term. For example, people
of every race can interbreed and produce fertile offspring. It
turns out that the so-called differences in the races are not
very great. A recent study of human genetic material of
different races concluded that the DNA of any two people in
the world would differ by just 2/10ths of one percent.{15} And
of this variation, only six percent can be linked to racial
categories. The remaining ninety-four percent is “within race”
variation. That is why “many scientists are now declaring that
the concept of race has no basis in the biological sciences,
more and more are concurring that race should be seen as a
social invention.”{16}

How have racial ideas and prejudice affected the church? It is
tempting to say that this was merely a problem in the past and
should be no concern for a country moving towards a post-
racial society. Soong-Chan Rah disagrees: “We are quick to
deal with the symptoms of sin in America, but oftentimes are
unwilling to deal with the original sin of America: namely,
the kidnapping of Africans to use as slave labor, and usurping
of lands belonging to Native Americans and subsequent genocide
of indigenous peoples.”{17}

Race 1is an important issue not only in our past, but our
future. Many church growth methods are based upon the idea of
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racial homogeneity. If it is true that the most segregated
place in American culture is an American church at 11 AM on
Sunday morning, perhaps we should pay more attention to race
and racial issues.

Church Growth and Globalization

We can even see cultural captivity in the way we build our
churches and the way we interact with the world. We can see
the impact some of these ideas about race and racial 1issues
have on church growth.

The popular church growth movement places a high priority on
what 1is called the “homogeneous unit principle” in order to
have substantial numerical growth within a congregation.
Homogeneous churches tend to grow faster because church
attendees are more comfortable with people with similar
racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds.

Racially and ethnically segregated churches are the natural
result of such teaching. And not only are segregated churches
unbiblical, they are impractical. America in the twenty-first
century will be more diverse than any previous century. It
will no longer be dominated by white, Eurocentric people.

Church growth principles also prioritize “an individualized,
personal evangelism and salvation over the understanding of
the power of the gospel to transform neighborhoods and
communities. They also emphasize a modern, social science
approach to ministry, focusing on a pragmatic planning process
that leads to measurable success goals.”{18}

Globalization is another challenge in the twenty-first century
and can also illustrate how we spread our cultural captivity
to the corners of the world. Globalization often means that
one nation’s values and mindset predominate. In this case,
American Christian values (which often are not biblical) are
spread and dominate other cultures.



Thomas Friedman says, “Culturally speaking, globalization 1is
largely, though not entirely, the spread of
Americanization—from Big Macs to iMacs to Mickey Mouse—on a
global scale.”{19} Globalization not only allows us to spread
the influence of Coca-Cola, Starbucks, and McDonalds, but it
also is the means by which American cultural captivity is
spread to believers around the globe. Once these values are
transmitted to the rest of the world, we will have a global
Christianity that is just as culturally captive to American
values as American Christians have been.

This 1is our challenge in the twenty-first century. American
Christians cannot merely look at Christians in other countries
and shake their heads about their captivity to their
particular cultural values. We too must be aware of culture
captivity in our midst and “see to it that no one takes you
captive through philosophy and empty deception” (Colossians
2:8). We have been assimilated into the American culture and
should “not be conformed to this world” but instead should be
“transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2).
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A Preterist Responds to ‘Four
Views of Revelation’

I have just read Pat Zukeran’s article “Four Views of
Revelation.” I believe he has done a rather good job in
presenting the four different views as they are regarded by
most scholars today. I do know that Probe is a general
apologetics ministry and as such does not take an official
stance on end time prophecy. However, as a former Probe intern
and preterist who has done a great deal of research over the



https://probe.org/a-preterist-responds-to-four-views-of-revelation/
https://probe.org/a-preterist-responds-to-four-views-of-revelation/
https://www.probe.org/four-views-of-revelation/
https://www.probe.org/four-views-of-revelation/

last several years on the first century fulfillment of end
time prophecy, I am excited to share some of what I have
learned by addressing some of these common objections to the
preterist perspective raised by Pat in his article. It is my
intention to use the objections raised in this article to
illustrate just how formidable the preterist perspective
perspective, when properly understood, can be in answering
what is seen by C.S. Lewis and many other Christians as the
greatest challenge to Christianity: the delay of the second
coming of Christ.{1}

There are half a dozen verses in the Bible in which Jesus
seems to explicitly promise to return within the lifetime of
his generation. One such example is Matthew 24:34. In this
chapter, Jesus promises that the temple will be destroyed, the
abomination that causes desolation will be set up, and He will
return on the clouds of heaven within that generation. The
temple was destroyed in 70 C.E. at the same time that the
abomination that causes desolation was set up on the wing of
the temple. But did Jesus return as he had promised? There are
four major interpretations for the Book of Revelation. This is
because there really seem to be only four conceivable ways to
interpret this text. If that is true and the Bible and the
Book of Revelation are entirely correct, then some variation
of one of these views must be true.

Most Christian preterists, like myself, started out as
dispensationalists or futurists because this default
perspective requires the least amount of background knowledge
and as such is by far the most popular view. Most people are
simply not sufficiently interested in end time prophecy to
research alternative perspectives. There is an immense amount
of research and historical knowledge necessary in order to
understand the Book of Revelation from a preterist
perspective, and I believe this fact alone accounts for its
undeserved obscurity as well as the great deal of diversity of
interpretations of various verses in the Book of Revelation.



This diversity of interpretations should not be construed as
evidence against preterism as Mounce and others suggest since
similar divergence in opinions is found in all other views of
this book. Because of the wealth of historical sources that
must be perused, preterist apologists each seem to grasp
different aspects of Revelation better than others and as such
there are a number of differing opinions on different verses;
thus, many false and tenuous views and interpretations have
been put forth throughout the last two thousand years. I
believe the more one learns about first century Roman history,
the more difficult this perspective is to deny while remaining
intellectually honest. I would like to try to illustrate this
belief by addressing some of the common objections to
preterism raised by this article. I will begin with Matthew
24:27:

“[A]s lightning that comes from the east is visible even in
the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man” (Matt.
24:27).

I would agree with Pat that tying this event to the
advancement of Rome is a stretch and if true, a major weakness
to the preterist view. In this verse, Jesus likens His return
to a lightning bolt that is visible from great distances.
Perhaps Jesus is describing a literal event linked with His
return? After all, lightning often appears to originate from
dark storm clouds and Jesus did say he was to come on the
clouds of heaven at His second coming. The fullness of the
miracle that is the second coming of Christ can be found in
the writings of three different first century historians:
Tacitus, Suetonius and Josephus. When most people think of the
second coming they get an image of Jesus riding on the clouds
of heaven. A detailed description of the second coming can be
found in Revelation 19. Here Jesus is seen in the sky riding a
white horse at the head of the armies of heaven. This event 1is
actually recorded in the writings of both Josephus and
Tacitus. Here a specter is witnessed in the sky over Israel



which marked the start of the Jewish revolt in AD 66. In his
history of the Jewish War, Josephus writes:

On the one and twentieth day of the month Artemisius, [Jyar,]
a certain prodigious and incredible phenomenon appeared: I
suppose the account of it would seem to be a fable, were it
not related by those that saw it, and were not the events
that followed it of so considerable a nature as to deserve
such signals; for, before sun-setting, chariots and troops of
soldiers in their armor were seen running about among the
clouds, and surrounding of cities.{2}

In the above verse, an army is witnessed in the clouds over
Israel. It is not a stretch to imagine Jesus at the head of
this phantom army as God often appears to men in the presence
of the heavenly host. According to the New Testament, Jesus
was expected to return in the presence of the holy angels.
This fact is made clear in Mark 8:38 though this is certainly
not the only verse.{3} In Deuteronomy 33:2, Moses revealed to
the people that when God descended on Mount Sinai and Mount
Paran he came with a myriad of his holy ones. Christ’s return
is modeled after this prestige. Like his father before him
when he had descended on Mount Sinai, Christ also came on a
cloud in the company of the heavenly host.

I believe the second coming of Jesus is described in a couple
different verses in Revelation since the prophecies of
Revelation frequently repeat themselves.{4} I believe the
second coming is described again in Revelation 12:7. Here this
angelic army is described fighting the armies of Satan. This
war in heaven fits the chronology of the second coming nicely
and is recorded in the writings of a first century secular
historian, Tacitus:

In the sky appeared a vision of armies in conflict, of
glittering armour. A sudden lightning flash from the clouds
lit up the Temple. The doors of the holy place abruptly



opened, a superhuman voice was heard to declare that gods were
leaving it, and in the same instant came the rushing tumult of
their departure.{5}

In this event one can see the literal fulfillment of Matthew
24:27: "“For just as lightning comes from the east and flashes
even to the west, so will the coming of the Son of Man be.”
Possibly linked with the appearance of the heavenly host in
the sky, Tacitus records a flash of lightening striking the
temple followed by what may be the departure of the seven
angels from the temple with the seven trumpets and bowls. The
subsequent fulfillment of these plagues spans the next several
years, culminating with the seventh plague resulting in the
fall of Jerusalem, the whore of Babylon.

The next objection concerns the abomination that causes
desolation initiated by Titus:

Second, General Titus did not set up an “abomination of
desolation” (Mt. 24:15) in the Jerusalem Temple. Rather, he
destroyed the Temple and burned it to the ground. Thus, it
appears the preterist is required to allegorize or stretch
the metaphors and symbols in order to find fulfillment of the
prophecies in the fall of Jerusalem.

The abomination that causes desolation mentioned in Matthew
24:15 refers back to Daniel 9:27:

He will confirm a covenant with many for one ‘seven.’ In the
middle of the ‘seven’ he will put an end to sacrifice and
offering. And on a wing of the temple he will set up an
abomination that causes desolation, until the end that 1is
decreed is poured out on him.

Fitting the context of this chapter, the seven mentioned in
the above verse refers to a seven year period. The Jewish War
stretched across seven years and six months from the arrival
of the Roman army in A.D. 66 to its conclusion at the fall of



Masada. Between three and a half and four years after the
start of the war, “in the middle of the seven,” Titus set up
the abomination that causes desolation. This event is recorded
in The Wars of the Jews:

Upon the burning of the holy house itself, and of all the
building roundabout it, [the Roman army] brought their ensigns
to the temple, and set them over against its eastern gate; and
there did they offer sacrifices to them, and there did they
make Titus imperator, with great acclamations of joy.{6}

The Roman ensigns were symbolic images of Caesar and Rome, the
beast of Revelation. Upon these ensigns were often hung a cast
image of the reigning Caesar.{7} Therefore it is likely that
the ensigns worshipped on the eastern wing of the temple
contained an image of Caesar Vespasian, the beast whose wound
had been healed.{8} These ensigns were objects of the cult and
were often worshipped by the Roman army. This is one such
example. In an outward display of worship, the Roman army
offered blasphemous sacrifices to these images of the beast on
the wing of the temple, specifically its eastern gate. The
fact that it was on the eastern gate is highly significant
since the Messiah was to enter this gate in fulfillment of
Ezekiel 44:2-3. As a side note, the entrance of a supernatural
entity through this gate is recorded in Wars 6.5.3.293.{9}
After this abominable act, the Romans destroyed the temple and
went on a mass killing spree, hence Jesus’ warning to flee in
the following verses.{10} With the temple destroyed, all
sacrifices and grain offerings had permanently come to an end
in fulfillment of Daniel 9:27.

The third objection is about the identity of the 144,000:

Another example of allegorical interpretation by preterists
is their interpretation of Revelation 7:4. John identifies a
special group of prophets: the 144,000 from the “tribes of
Israel.” Preterist Hanegraaff states that this group

represents the true bride of Christ and is referred to 1in



Rev. 7:9 as the “great multitude that no one could count from
every nation, tribe, people, and language.” In other words,
the 144,000 in verse 4, and the great multitude in verse 9
are the same people. This appears to go against the context
of the chapter for several reasons. First, throughout the
Bible the phrase “tribes of Israel” refers to literal Jews.
Second, John says there are 12,000 from each of the twelve
tribes of Israel. This 1s a strange way to describe the
multitude of believers from all nations. Finally, the context
shows John 1is speaking of two different groups: one on the
earth (the 144,000 referenced in 7:1-3), and the great
multitude in heaven before the throne (7:9). Here Hanegraaff
appears to be allegorizing the text.

I agree that Hank Hanagraaf is putting a square peg in a round
hole by equating the 144,000 with the innumerable multitude
from every nation, tribe and language before the heavenly
throne. The 144,000 are Jewish Christians. In my opinion, the
144,000 where the Jewish Christians referred to by Eusebius
that fled to Pella before the war.{11} These Christians seem
to fit the 144,000 well because they were preserved from the
ravages of Israel’s war with Rome. These saints then returned
to Israel after the war with Rome.

The fourth criticism of preterism has to do with a perceived
lack of victory of good over evil:

Robert Mounce states,

The major problem with the preterist position is that the
decisive victory portrayed in the latter chapters of the
Apocalypse was never achieved. It 1is difficult to believe
that John envisioned anything less than the complete
overthrow of Satan, the final destruction of evil, and the
eternal reign on God. If this is not to be, then either the
Seer was essentially wrong in the major thrust of his
message or his work was so helplessly ambiguous that 1its



first recipients were all led astray.

I absolutely agree with Mounce, the overthrow of Satan and the
eternal reign of the Messiah 1is certainly presented in the
seer’s vision. However, this is primarily a heavenly event
because God and his messiah rule earth from heaven since earth
is merely God’'s footstool. Christ was not to reign eternally
on earth, his throne, like that of his Father, i1s and was 1n
heaven. Paul writes, “For our struggle is not against flesh
and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities,
against the powers of this dark world and against the
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”{12}The final
casting out of Satan and his forces of evil from heaven is a
consequence of the war in heaven mentioned in Revelation 12:7.
Interestingly, this war was seen in the skies over Israel as
mentioned by the Roman historian Tacitus, whom I have quoted
above.{13} This war resulted in the destruction of heaven
prophesied in the Bible. One clear example of the anticipated
destruction of heaven is found in 2 Peter 3:12: “That day will
bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire..” The
prophet Isaiah looked ahead to the aftermath of this
destruction in Isaiah 65:17: “See I will create a new heaven
and a new earth.” The new Jerusalem mentioned in Revelation 21
and 22 1s the new heaven and the new earth. The earthly
Jerusalem had been destroyed after the war with Rome in the
same way that the heavenly Jerusalem had been destroyed as a
result of the war between Christ and His rival, Satan. The
last two chapters of Revelation describe the rebuilding of the
Jerusalem on earth in such a way as to mirror the Jerusalem
that is in heaven after it was destroyed with all its grandeur
and glory. The destruction of both the Jerusalem on earth and
the Jerusalem in heaven would seem to be concurrent events
evidenced by the war seen in the skies over Israel at the
start of Israel’s war with Rome as well as the frequency in
which these two events are linked in prophecy.



This great victory in heaven also has an earthly shadow. In
the same way that the wicked angels were cast out of heaven at
the return of Christ, the earthly victory attained at the end
of the Jewish War resulted in the expulsion of the wicked out
of Israel. Jerusalem with its temple on earth was to represent
heaven symbolically and thus the inhabitants of this nation
were expected to be righteous. In Deuteronomy 28, God promised
to destroy and expel the inhabitants of Israel if they ever
rejected him and his law. God made good on this promise a
couple times throughout the 0ld Testament and the final
culmination of this curse took place amidst the Jewish War
with Rome and the subsequent Bar Kochba rebellion. Each and
every curse mentioned in Deuteronomy 28, even as far as the
return to slavery in Egypt, is recorded to have been fulfilled
throughout the course of these two wars most of them several
times over. The Bible is clear that the nation of Israel,
especially its leadership, had become hopelessly corrupt. This
is why Jesus was perpetually angry at the scribes, Pharisees
and teachers of the Law.

One of many prominent examples of Jesus’ feelings about the
Jewish leadership can be found in Matthew 23. But it was not
just the Jewish leadership that had fallen away, a great
percentage of the common people had rejected God as well. In
Luke 11:29 Jesus laments, “This generation is a wicked
generation.” Jesus was not the only Jew to note the wickedness
of his first century contemporaries. The author of The Wars of
the Jews which outlines the fulfillment of much of the events
detailed in the Book of Revelation, was also a first century
Jew. The outstanding wickedness of first century Israelites is
a recurrent theme throughout Josephus’ account of the Jewish
War. In this text, Josephus writes concerning the destruction
of Jerusalem and the perceived wickedness of its occupants,
“Neither did any other city ever suffer such miseries, nor did
any age ever breed a generation more fruitful in wickedness
that this was, from the beginning of the world.”{14} Over the
next 1000 years, until the first Crusade, Gentile Christians



had migrated into Israel until Jerusalem had become 95%
Christian. Christians were an overwhelming majority during
this millennium—even after the Muslim conquest. During this
1000 year period, Israel had experienced unprecedented
peace—much more so than any other time period in all of
Israel’s history. Few people know much about events in Israel
during the first thousand years of the Common Era, and there
is a good reason: virtually nothing bad ever happened.{15} The
great victory achieved at the end of Revelation is the
destruction and exile of the wicked people of Israel, the
whore of Babylon, to make way for the new Jerusalem, a
Jerusalem occupied by the faithful of God. This earthly
victory of the saints is a shadow of the final victory
illustrated at the end of Revelation which ultimately points
to the aftermath of the destruction of heaven and the
establishment of the New Jerusalem therein. There is a lot
that can be said about this heavenly and earthly victory and
everything else I have mentioned thus far. The rest of which
is far beyond my original intentions in writing this essay.

The last argument against preterism has to do with the fact
that the majority of scholars believe that Revelation was
written during Domitian’s reign. This of course presents a
problem to this view as virtually all predictions detailed in
Revelation are believed to have already occurred before
Domitian had become emperor. A detailed and compelling
rebuttal of this commonly held view can be found in Before
Jerusalem Fell by Kenneth Gentry. In this book, Dr. Gentry
presents the multifaceted internal and external evidence in
favor of an earlier date of composition: specifically during
Nero’s reign.

Reading through the works of Eusebius, Josephus, Tacitus,
Cassius Dio and Suetonius one can find a multitude of recorded
natural and supernatural events that fit the vast array of
Biblical predictions concerning the end time like a glove.
There are few instances in which the fulfillment of end time



events is not recorded somewhere in the writings of the above
mentioned historians and thus when properly informed there 1is
really no need to “excessively allegorize.”

My intention in commenting on the objections raised to the
preterist perspective mentioned in this article was to
illustrate the fact that there are compelling answers to
perhaps any question that can be raised concerning the end of
the age. I strongly believe the more one studies the Bible
alongside first century Roman history, the more amazed one
will be upon finding just how remarkably well the information
found in these sources matches up with the detailed
predictions concerning the end time. Because many of the
predictions concerning the end of the age found in the Bible
were written hundreds of years before their fulfillment, I see
preterism as one of the greatest tools an informed Christian
can use to defend the divine inspiration of the Bible. The
delay of the second coming is seen by many as Christianity’s
Achilles heel. The fact that there are not just answers to
this dilemma, but extremely compelling ones 1is a testimony to
the infallibility of the word of God, and it is my hope that
someday in my lifetime good answers from the preterist
perspective will be in every great apologetic tool Kkit.

Notes

1.
www.preteristarchive.com/StudyArchive/t/theory parousia-delay.
html

2. Josephus, The Wars of the Jews 6.5.3.

3. Luke 9:26; 1 Thessalonians 3:13; Jude 1:14; Revelation
19:11-14.

4. One example of this repetition is the seven trumpets and
the seven plagues. When read side by side, these seven plagues
and trumpets seem similar enough to suggest the possibility
that they are actually describing the same tragedies. This
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view 1s solidified much further when examining their
historical fulfillment over the latter half of the first
century.

5. Tacitus, The Histories 5.13.
6. Wars 6.6.1.

7. Suetonius, Lives of the Twelve Caesars 3.48, 4.14; Tacitus,
The Histories 4.62,1.41.

8. The beast of Revelation is a metaphor to describe an empire
in the same way that the four beasts in Daniel 7 symbolized
four great empires. The fourth beast was Rome. In Revelation
13, Rome 1is described in greater detail as a seven-headed
dragon also known as a leviathan. The leviathan was a mythical
seven-headed sea monster of ancient Canaanite lore. It 1is
believed by some scholars that the myth of the leviathan may
have given rise to the Greek myth of the hydra with its
ability to grow back wounded heads. The seven heads of the
leviathan represent seven Caesars. The sixth Caesar, Nero,
killed himself in the middle of the Jewish War with Rome by
stabbing himself in the neck; thus, Nero represents the
wounded head of the beast in Revelation 13:3. At his death,
Nero had not named his successor which left a power vacuum
that pitted the Roman elite against each other in an epic
succession struggle that seemed almost certain to topple the
empire. During the year after Nero’s death, Rome was in the
middle of two wars in addition to a three-way civil war which
had left three dead Caesars in its wake. Ultimately control of
the empire rested on Caesar Vespasian, the lead general of the
Roman army during the Jewish War. Shortly after Vespasian rose
to power, Jerusalem fell and peace resumed throughout the
empire. Rome miraculously had not fallen and was seemingly
stronger than ever; therefore, Vespasian represents the
healing of the sixth head of the beast.

9. The eastern gate of the temple was to remain shut at all



times. The only time it was to be opened was when the prince
would enter it to offer sacrifices in the temple. According to
Wars, the gate of the temple was seen to have opened on its
own accord during Passover. Josephus suggests that at the
sixth hour of the night, the eastern gate of the temple opened
on its own and at the ninth hour a light shone round the altar
and the temple. So bright was this light that it appeared to
be daytime in the city of Jerusalem. There are several
interesting things to note about this miracle: First, Passover
was the holiday in which Jesus was crucified. Furthermore,
according to Matthew 27:45, during the crucifixion darkness
was over the land from the sixth hour to the ninth hour of the
day. Here thirty-three years later on the anniversary of
Jesus’ crucifixion, the opposite occurs: the eastern gate of
the temple opened on the sixth hour of the night and at the
ninth hour Jerusalem was bathed in a mysterious light so
bright that it appeared to be daytime in the middle of the
night. In this miracle, we find the literal fulfillment of
Zechariah 14:7.

10. Matt 24:16-22.

11. Eusebius, The History of the Church 3.5.

12. Ephesians 6:12.

13 Tacitus, The Histories 5.13.

14. Josephus, The Wars of the Jews 5.10.5, 6.8.5.

15. Other than the Bar Kochba rebellion, a couple instances of
Roman persecution of Christians, and one or two brief
skirmishes, Israel was peaceful and prosperous. Israel and
especially Jerusalem was very wealthy and the standard of
living was exceedingly good.
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Every Story Whispers His Name

May 1, 2009

I am so excited about this. It just came in the
mail from Amazon, and I have been bringing it
with me everywhere I go like show-and-tell
because I am that pumped about it. Here'’s the
thing; I started thinking about my first-graders
and how I'd love to simply read a chapter book
to them from week to week rather than individual
stories. That got me to wondering if such a thing existed: a
chapter-book version of the Bible. In my search, I stumbled
across The Jesus Storybook Bible, which 1is pretty close. I
love the byline: “Every story whispers his name.” Every story
in the Bible (even the 0ld Testament ones) whisper the name of
Jesus.

Listen to this excerpt from the introduction: read it out
loud; it was meant to be read aloud:

No, the Bible isn’t a book of rules, or a book of heroes.
The Bible is most of all a Story. It’s an adventure story
about a young Hero who comes from a far country to win back
his lost treasure. It’'s a love story about a brave Prince
who leaves his palace, his throne — everything — to rescue
the one he loves. It’s like the most wonderful of fairy
tales that has come true in real life!

You see, the best thing about this Story is — it’s true.

There are lots of stories in the Bible, but all the stories
are telling one Big Story. The Story of how God loves his
children and comes to rescue them.


https://probe.org/every-story-whispers-his-name/
https://amzn.to/2o3n5ra

It takes the whole Bible to tell this Story. And at the
center of the Story, there is a baby. Every Story in the
Bible whispers his name. He is like the missing piece in a
puzzle — the piece that makes all the other pieces fit
together, and suddenly you can see a beautiful picture.

And this is no ordinary baby. This is the Child upon whom
everything would depend. This is the Child who would one day
— but wait. OQur Story starts where all good stories start.
Right at the very beginning.

I'm impressed by the style and the quality of the writing and
the art in this Bible. I'm impressed by the author’s use of
punctuation and parallelism and alliteration to make the story
come to life. I'm impressed by the way she introduces ideas
like God’'s “Never Stopping, Never Giving Up, Unbreaking,
Always and Forever Love,” ideas like Home (and ontology), Good
and Evil, and the Creation-Fall-Redemption narrative. Sally
Lloyd-Jones acknowledges Tim Keller for giving her this
“vocabulary of faith.” I'm impressed by that too. It sounds a
bit high-falutin’ when it’s described by how it has impressed
me; but I promise you, it is not. It’'’s a children’s book that
young children can read themselves and enjoy. But like any
good children’s literature, it’s a good read for adults too.

Literally every story in this Bible from Genesis to Revelation
hints at Jesus, speaks to the Logos, the Center of God’s Story
(and ours). This children’s Bible is creative; it’'s fresh;
it’s intellectually ingenuous. It’s what we’ve been waiting
for.

The Jesus Storybook Bible isn’t a replacement for your
Children’s NIV, but it’'s a good place to start, and a good
supplement — for your personal Bible reading as well as your
children’s.

Check it out here where you can also enjoy video segments
where the reading is done by the masterful David Suchet!
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This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2009/05/01/the-jesus-storybook-bible/

Should Christians Respect
Obama?

Mar. 9, 2010

The email below titled “Should Christians Respect Obama?” was
forwarded to me. Perhaps you’'ve seen it too. (I have formatted
the spacing to fit below; however, all emphases—bolds,
italics, exclamation marks, words in all caps—are original.)

Dr. David Barton 1s more of a historian than a Biblical
speaker, but very famous for his knowledge of historical
facts as well as Biblical truths.

Dr. David Barton — on Obama

Respect the Office? Yes. Respect the Man in the Office? No,
I am sorry to say. I have noted that many elected officials,
both Democrats and Republicans, called upon America to unite
behind Obama. Well, I want to make it clear to all who will
listen that I AM NOT uniting behind Obama '!

I will respect the Office which he holds, and I will
acknowledge his abilities as an orator and wordsmith and
pray for him, BUT that is it. I have begun today to see what
I can do to make sure that he is a one-term President !

Why am I doing this ? It is because:
— I do not share Obama’s vision or value system for America

’
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— I do not share his Abortion beliefs;

— I do not share his radical Marxist’'s concept of re-
distributing wealth;

— I do not share his stated views on raising taxes on those
who make $150,000+ (the ceiling has been changed three times
since August);

— I do not share his view that America is Arrogant;

— I do not share his view that America is not a Christian
Nation;

— I do not share his view that the military should be
reduced by 25%;

— I do not share his view of amnesty and giving more to
illegals than our American Citizens who need help;

— I do not share his views on homosexuality and his
definition of marriage;

— I do not share his views that Radical Islam is our friend
and Israel 1is our enemy who should give up any land;

— I do not share his spiritual beliefs (at least the ones he
has made public);

— I do not share his beliefs on how to re-work the
healthcare system in America ;

— I do not share his Strategic views of the Middle East ;
and

— I certainly do not share his plan to sit down with
terrorist regimes such as Iran

Bottom line: my America is vastly different from Obama’s,
and I have a higher obligation to my Country and my GOD to
do what is Right ! For eight (8) years, the Liberals in our
Society, led by numerous entertainers who would have no
platform and no real credibility but for their celebrity
status, have attacked President Bush, his family, and his
spiritual beliefs !

They have not moved toward the center in their beliefs and
their philosophies, and they never came together nor
compromised their personal beliefs for the betterment of our



Country ! They have portrayed my America as a land where
everything is tolerated except being intolerant ! They have
been a vocal and irreverent minority for years ! They have
mocked and attacked the very core values so important to the
founding and growth of our Country ! They have made every
effort to remove the name of GOD or Jesus Christ from our
Society ! They have challenged capital punishment, the right
to bear firearms, and the most basic principles of our
criminal code ! They have attacked one of the most
fundamental of all Freedoms, the right of free speech !

Unite behind Obama? Never ! ! |

I am sure many of you who read this think that I am going
overboard, but I refuse to retreat one more inch in favor of
those whom I believe are the embodiment of Evil! PRESIDENT
BUSH made many mistakes during his Presidency, and I am not
sure how history will judge him. However, I believe that he
weighed his decisions in light of the long established
Judeo-Christian principles of our Founding Fathers!!!
Majority rules in America , and I will honor the concept;
however, I will fight with all of my power to be a voice in

opposition to Obama and his “goals for America .” I am going
to be a thorn in the side of those who, if left unchecked,
will destroy our Country ! ! Any more compromise 1is more

defeat ! I pray that the results of this election will wake
up many who have sat on the sidelines and allowed the
Socialist-Marxist anti-GOD crowd to slowly change so much of
what has been good in America !

“Error of Opinion may be tolerated where Reason is left free
to combat it.” — Thomas Jefferson

GOD bless you and GOD bless our Country ! ! !

(Please, please, please, pass this on if you agree.)

Thanks for your time, be safe. “In GOD We Trust”

“If we ever forget that we’re one nation under GOD, then we
will be a nation gone under.” — Ronald Reagan

I WANT THE AMERICA I GREW UP IN BACK....



In GOD We Trust.....

Respectfully, I disagree. The person who wrote this email
didn’t say how to respect the office without respecting the
person holding it. It may be possible to do so; however, I
believe it is more important to respect people than positions.
It sounds very noble to say, “I respect the office but not the
man.” It's like saying, “I respect my boss’'s position of
authority over me, but I don’t respect my boss.” But in my
experience, this attitude makes it very difficult to “do
everything without complaining or arguing.” That habit derives
only from love. And love is expressed by subordinates to their
authorities largely through respect (Eph 5:21-6:8; note
especially 5:33 and 6:5).

It is possible not to respect the positions the President
holds and still respect the President as an Image-bearing
human creation if nothing else. But this kind of generosity
which derives from thinking Christianly (a Christian
worldview) is not expressed in this email. The tone of this
email conveys contempt, not respect. I'm particularly unnerved
by the way the term “embodiment of Evil” was tossed out there.
Calling liberals Satan incarnate is sensationalist at best and
certainly doesn’t portray the high view of human dignity that
Christianity gives us.

A few other side notes to consider when viewing email forwards
like this one:

e It is highly unlikely that a PhD wrote an email in such
broad strokes with such inflammatory language, not to
mention so many exclamation points. (In fact, I would be
cautious of anything with this many exclamation marks,
whether it claims to be from a PhD or not because when every
sentence is exclaiming, that’s a sign that the email is not
trying to get you to think about the topic, but is only
interested in goading an inordinately emotional reaction
from you (as opposed to an emotionally passionate response



tempered with thought-full-ness).)

e From Dad: “Dr. Barton’s website does not have a record of
this document — so, I doubt that it is from him. I sent an
e-mail inquiry to wallbuilders.com asking them to comment on
its authenticity.” Thanks Dad!

e Thirdly, there are at least three of the President’s
views/positions that have been distorted and intentionally
misrepresented in this email. Email forwards are notorious
for this, and there is very little that is less Christian
than bearing false witness.

e Finally, I just want to comment that it is okay for
Christians to disagree about most of the items in that list.
This email implies that a Christian nation (whatever that
means anyway) would resemble the exact set of beliefs behind
this email; it implies that any good Christian would agree
with this email wholesale.

So, should Christians respect President Obama? We, more than
anyone, should-especially if you dislike him and/or disagree
with his basic platforms. It is easy to love people we like:
people who are like us, people with whom we agree. But Christ
demands we love those who are irritating to us.

But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who 1is
in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the
good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. For
if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do
not even the tax collectors do the same? If you greet only
your brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not
even the Gentiles do the same? Therefore you are to be
perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.

This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2010/03/09/respect-obama/
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To Live Is Christ: On
Singleness and Waiting

Apr. 9, 2010

We 1live in the tension between contentment and craving.
Whether you are married or single or widowed or divorced;
dating, not dating, wanting to date, not wanting to date-for
now, forever. If you are wondering about your sexuality or
your sex-appeal, your marriage, the strength of your love or
your hope. . . And if you can empathize with the faith-
struggle of doubt and dashed or delayed dreams (because
without empathy we are nothing but the annoying, repetitive
clanging of construction in the city streets) . . . Angela
Severson has bravely opened a vein to unleash the power that
only life-blood has for the healing and cleansing of telling
the truth.

This poem is so very well done. I’'ve never seen anything like
it. It’s holistic and honest and inspiring and right on the
money. The single life and the married life illustrate and
teach us about life with Christ and the character of God. The
story of “This Life” 1is one that all too often gets
marginalized and left untold, or told unwell-But, we’re doing
better. When both stories are told (and listened to), all
lives (and theologies) are enriched.

This Life

We wait, we long for, we pine after, .. we desire, we yearn.
We wait.

I wait
I am thirteen
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Puberty explodes like a rash, an epidemic.

My girlfriends hold hands with boys we only months ago
snickered at, turned up our noses at, as though their very
essence was a disease. Now the disease appears to be, that
my girlfriends can’t stop gawking over these same specimen.
I decide to play along and choose my crushes. I crush my way
through high school, waiting to be asked out. Waiting by
locker stalls during break, waiting for a nudge in the hall,
a simple “hey,” a nod. I wait, standing pressed against the
wall, through all the slow songs on Friday nights in the
darkened gymnasiums. I wait for an invitation to senior
prom. I wait.

Through this waiting, I feel like it is not working, meaning
me.

Something is not working with me..my friends acquire
boyfriends, hold hands, kiss, and I acquire journals,
stashed by my bedside, full of wonderings and waiting.

{Wait: as defined by Webster’s: To be ready and available}

It is July.

I'm twenty-two.

My days of being a serial “crushest’ are about to end.

I am standing in a parking lot surrounded by pigeons pecking
at croissant crumbs. The aroma of Newman’s fish-n-chips deep
fat fryers heating up engulfs me. In the slant of the
morning sun my current crush tells me, that he has a crush
on me.

...... finally! He likes me and I like him. So, this is what it’s
like to be loved, this is what I’'ve been waiting for.. this
messy, dizzy, complicated, delicious, heart pounding love.
We dance the dating dance for months and then on a quiet
unexpected spring day he wants me to be his..asks me to be
his, opens the door to the promise of forever and stamps
soul-mate on my heart.

a

{Wait: as defined by Webster’s: To stay in a place of
expectation of}



I am twenty-six.

I am engaged to the same fellow.

I am still waiting.

I’'ve waited through friends getting married, through showers
and bridesmaids dresses, through banquets and bouquet
tossing, through Martha Stewart Wedding Magazines and
honeymoon trip photos. It is now my turn. I am next in line
to run from the church doors dodging birdseed and blessings.
However, love 1is delicate, as fragile as the blossoms of
spring, opening in trust to the slanting sun and quick to
close in the cool of the evening, so too was this promise,
one that could not take hold, a love aborted, out of fear
and wisdom, full of pain, and awe. Stunned with grief, the
love in my heart shrinks, evaporates, dies and God becomes
small, cruel and unkind.

Hope aborted.

For what do I wait?

Am I waiting for what I want, or what I need?

For that which I desire, or believe that I deserve?

Am I longing for wisdom? ..opening myself to the God, who
loves me into this deep-down empty sorrow..

{Romans Eight}

“In the same way the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do
not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself
intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And
he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit,
because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance
with God’'s will.”

I am 30 or 32 or somewhere in between.

I have dates that last 10 minutes or 2 years. I avoid
answering calls from some and linger hours by the phone
waiting for others. In and out of love, infatuation,
intrigue..sometimes going through the motions, other times
knowing he 1is.

w.l'm into men, I'm tired of men. One day I'm free as a bird



and content in my singleness, the next I am desperately
pining away for every male that crosses my path, searching
his finger for a wedding ring. I seize the day, travel over
seas, take classes, switch careers, indulging in the
delights and rewards of being single and still I wait. I
watch my married friends build homes, families and history.

It is summer wedding season again. My cousin 1is getting
married. I congratulate myself that I am actually excited
about being there, really o.k with my place in life, o.k.
that I don’'t have a date for this wedding, feeling genuinely
happy for the two tying the knot. At the reception, between
sipping white wine and sampling stuffed mushrooms, she
approaches me...that token distant relative, you know the
one..she has known me since birth, and kept up on me through
my parents Christmas cards..and she asks “So are you going to
be next?” I politely answer that I am not currently dating
anyone..and she replies, “Well, what is a pretty girl like
you still doing single?” Deep in my heart I have to trust
that she means well, but the thoughts in my head and the
words about to fly off my tongue feel like dragon fire. I
want set blaze to her lovely over-sprayed doo. I smile and
shrug, and pop another mushroom in my mouth to choke down my
anger and my shame. “Yeah, what is wrong with me?” A moment
ago I was confident in my singleness and now I feel other. I
feel like a freak of nature, an alien, a misfit. I feel
shaken.

{Hebrews 11/12}

“All these people were still living by faith when they died.
They did not receive the things promised, they only saw them
and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that
they were aliens and strangers on earth...They are longing
for a better country- a heavenly one. Therefore God is not
ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city
for them.....Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that
cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God



acceptably with reverence and awe, for our “God is a
consuming fire.”

I am thirty-six.

I am single.

Singleness seems to be the new “have it all” lifestyle.

I decide to take a break in my day, a little escape from
work.

I brew my cup of tea, add a dash of cream and sit back on
the sofa with a magazine for some creative inspiration. I
flip open into the middle and look down on the page. It is
an advice column. The first question I glance at reads
{Capital Q, semicolon} “Help, Please! What should I say to
people who ask “why are you single?” It’'s so rude, I can
never think of a response. (yeah, I agree and can’t wait to
hear the answer) {Capital A, semicolon} Shake your head,
frown and say, “I loathe giving up all the fabulous sex” The
answer hits me in the gqut. I feel sad, disgusted,
disappointed and angry. I'm appalled at the culture in which
I live and yet not surprised. What do you expect,
Angela...this world is not going to encourage you in your
singleness, at least in a moral sense. I've read that
singleness is on the rise..more people are single now that
ever before. I want to think, great, I'm not so different,
not so alone, but there is a huge chasm that defines this
single lifestyle. The chasm is sexuality. It is one thing to
be single and living with someone, single and sleeping with
someone, single and sleeping with anyone and a very
different state to be single and abstinent.

Abstinent not because it feels good or is pious, but because
it honors God. Choosing abstinence out of obedience and
respect for the vulnerability of the human body and spirit.
I am ashamed to admit that I often hide the truth that I am
nearly forty and a virgin. In this culture being a virgin
makes me feel small, prude, asexual. Some nights I lay in
bed at night aching to be held, longing for sexual intimacy.
Gravity pulls my bones toward the earth, my body fills



hollow....I lay one hand on my belly and the other over my
breast, not with the intention of arousal, but to be held.
It would be easy to deny my sexuality and I have. But
tonight I want to acknowledge that my body was designed for
sexual intimacy, and although that yearning is not being
fulfilled, I am still a sensual creation.

{Psalms 139}
“You hem me in — behind and before; you have laid your hand
upon me.”

{Martin Luther}

“This life, therefore, is not righteousness, but growth in
righteousness;

not health, but healing;

not being, but becoming;

not rest, but exercise.

We are not yet what we shall be, but we are growing toward
it.

The process is not yet finished, but it is going on.

This is not the end, but it is the road.

All does not yet gleam in glory, but all is being purified.”

I am thirty-eight.

There are days when I feel content knowing that I am growing
in wisdom, I am awaiting the Kingdom. That my singleness 1is
just part of my journey here, it is the color of my life.
Our stories all get colored in, mine just happens to be
green at the moment.

Perhaps I'll meet someone and get married and then I’'ll get
to add some purple and red, but today it’s green. I feel
blessed with my greenness, alive and grateful. I love my
career. I have rich, beautiful friends, and family.... my
daily needs are always met, and still there is this tension.
I'm driving home from Eugene, marveling over the spring
grass, the baby lambs, the sinking sun..the beauty 1is
intoxicating and warm tears roll down my cheeks. I’'ve just
come from holding my new godson. His sweet newborn smell,



his fragile breath, his parents (my beloved friends) and his
sisters (my other two god children) all nestled in unison.
This is a family. In this moment I am so grateful to be a
part of it, but now I must travel north on I-5 towards home,
alone. These tears are full of sorrow and joy, so
bittersweet. In my heart I hold the hope that I may one day
receive the blessing of a family like this earth but I know
that this earth in all it’s beauty, is broken, so that for
which I was made, I may not receive. There are bigger
promises, larger hopes..to that I must cling.

{Hebrews 11}

“none of them received what had been promised. God had
planned something better for us so that only together with
us would they be made perfect.”

{Wait: as defined by Webster’s: To look forward expectantly,
to hold back expectantly.
To remain neglected or to remain in readiness.}

Today, as I write this, it is hard to wait.

I squirm. I writhe.

My skin crawls. The discomfort is visceral. Anything would
feel better than here. The loneliness penetrates and all I
see around me is what I don’t have. I hike through Forest
Park and I see love and families. I see holding hands and
holding hearts. I see couples with babies and couples with
dogs and couples melting into one another, sharing food,
laughter, words and breath. I cry out “God, spare me from
this loneliness, this waiting. I want my feelings to change.
I feel guilty for not being satisfied with what I have in
this moment. My head knows the gospel’s truth.

The God of the Universe cares for me, loves me to the core,
is for me,...and he has promised me life.

Not this life, but the everlasting kind.

The one without pain and suffering, hungering and squirming.
A promise that is more than I can conceive, contain, or
deserve. His grace covers the reality that my heart, at this



moment, does not feel any better with this knowledge. I feel
small and fragile, achy, and tired. Right now I am marred
then I shall be perfect, right now I am broken, then I shall
be fixed. I cry out for redemption.

{Deuteronomy 31}
“Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.”

What is it that I wait for? For what do I long? Is it
Connection? Wholeness? Safety? Love?

I wait with myself, with my family, my friends,

I wait with my neighbor, the clerk at the grocery store, the
lady next to me on the bus.

I wait with those across the country, across the sea, across
the world, in places I know nothing of, filled with people
waiting...

They wait for things that I have. They wait for warm food in
their bellies and water on their lips, they wait to see
their sick child healed, or the miracle of their bodies
restored, they wait for a soft place to lay down at night,
and the demon voices in their heads be stilled. The wait for
the terror to stop and the monsters slain. We all wait.

We wait for hope, for freedom, for comfort

We wait for love.

Deep, deep love that will never fail. A love that will fill
us.

We wait for Christ.

{Romans 8}

“For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither
angel nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor
any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else 1in
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Angela Severson
http://www.1imagodeiwomen.com/2010/03/this-life.html
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This blog post originally appeared at
http://reneamac.com/2010/04/09/to-1live-is-christ/

Messy Spirituality: God’s
Annoying Love for Imperfect
People

Jun. 9, 2009

Messy Spirituality is about exactly that. It'’s a
story of and a guide to rightly rejecting neat,
sanitized spirituality, breaking out of the
plastic shrinkwrap of systemitized religion, and
-Eﬁﬁﬂﬂf embracing abundant life with all its messes,
" spiritvality failures, complexities, questions, joys,
triumphs, tensions, paradoxes.. which requires us
to embrace grace. It requires the sometimes
desperate acknowledgment of our constant need of grace, which
turns us into people of Grace-the people we’re all supposed to
be from Eden, people of God.

michael vaconelli

Romans 12:2 warns against allowing the world to squeeze us
into a particular pattern, a box that doesn’t let the Light in
and keeps us from real living. Yaconelli recognizes that we’re
not only in danger of the world trying to make us into what
the world wants us to be: well-meaning Christians and churches
often squeeze everybody into one-size-fits-all patterns of
spirituality. This small book says big things about what it
means to be spiritual and to walk with God.
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Messy Spirituality derives from Yaconelli’s own journey from
legalism to liberty and the years of experience he has as a
pastor of a small fellowship full of misfits. Jesus calls us
to live faith-full lives. But too often we live fear-full
lives. We're called to be radically different (as opposed to
merely civilly different). Yaconelli helps us think through
these things, and he does so with patience and humility,
humor, earthy-ness, wisdom, and love.

This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2009/06/09/messy-spirituality/

Why Kids Leave the Church
After High School

The Youth Transition Network has released the results of
research about why 70% of students in high school youth groups
have left the church within a year after high school
graduation.

One big reason is the unrealistic expectations that our young
people sense from parents and church authority figures. When
asked, “What does it mean to be a good Christian,” students
responded with a long list of do’s and don’ts, always and
nevers:

* No sex

e No secular music
e No fun

* No profanity

* No bad attitudes
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* Be perfect

* Be a virgin

* Be wholly devoted to God
 Be righteous

* Be a role model

e Don’t doubt

« Have all the spiritual answers
 Always be positive

* Always be in a good mood
 Wear proper clothing

e Go to church all the time
« Always read your Bible
 Always be praying

« Know the whole Bible

* Get along with everyone
 Always be happy

* Never talk back

* Do not fail

* Do not fail

* Do not fail

Wow. And that’s a PARTIAL list! If someone said to you, “This
is what it means to be a Christian,” would you want to sign
up?

What’s also heartbreaking is what ISN’'T on the list:

Reveling in God’s love for me

Appreciating His gifts of grace and mercy

Loving God back because I am so moved by His tender love for
me

No wonder so many students live a “goody-two-shoes” Christian
life on Sundays and Wednesday nights, and a completely other,
separate life the rest of the week! No wonder they don’t see
the point of staying connected to a church once their parents
stop making them go.



So many of our students feel that they can’t be successful
Christians. They think it’s hopeless to live up to the
expectations they sense. They think that being a Christian 1is
just too hard.

Sounds like they need to be introduced to what grace looks
like. Sounds like they need to have it modeled to them. Sounds
like the rest of us need to embrace it ourselves and live it
out so they can see it up close and personal, and see why
following Jesus is so much more than checking off the boxes on
our spiritual report cards!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/why kids leave the church af
ter high school on April 28, 2009.

Spiritual Family Gatherings

This week (July 6, 2010) my husband and I are back in the
Chicago area, where we both grew up. We're enjoying a few days
with his family first, and then mine. Both of us are from
large families; I'm #1 of seven children, he’s #3 of six. Most
of our siblings have children, and some have their own
grandkids, which means a lot of people when we gather.

There are no intentional, earth-shaking conversations, but
important conversations happen while we’re just hanging out
with each other. They’re important because they solidify our
connections with each other.

In our families, there’s fun too. Different kinds of fun,
since our family cultures are quite different. In my husband’s
family, we enjoy “the littles,” being their charming toddler
selves when they have sufficient sleep and food. (And we give
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grace when they’re not so charming because they need a nap or
a snack.) One of the things my family is looking forward to 1is
a gig where my brother’s terrific band is playing. He's a
marvelous keyboardist and entertainer, and they cover other
people’s songs. It’'s fun to clap and sing and watch Brother
Bill bounce and sway at the piano with an enormous amount of
energy, rejoicing at the way he displays his giftings.

The reason we came up here is for a family reunion fueled by
Facebook connections. Some of us have reconnected online, and
it will be good to spend time face to face as adults for the
first time. Others of us only see each other every few years
at a wedding or funeral, and it will be such a blessing to
just gather together simply to be together.

Family connections are different from any other. Blood
relatives share genes and family history that have their own
special kind of bonds. Cousins can enjoy a unique connection
with each other that goes beyond same-age friends.

So often, God gives us earthbound experiences and
illustrations to help us understand spiritual truths. When I
think of the biblical injunction to “forsake not the
assembling of yourselves together, as is the habit of some”
(Hebrews 10:25), I think about how God wants us to connect
with and enjoy our spiritual family the way we can enjoy our
physical families.

When we hang out with our spiritual family, important
conversations can happen simply because we’re together. There
is fun to be had in these families, especially when people
exercise the gifts God gave them.

There 1is certainly a different depth of connection with our
spiritual family. We are blood relatives, because we are bound
together by the blood of the Lord Jesus, Who bought us for
Himself. We share spiritual DNA and the privilege of being
family as well as friends.



And, at least in the cultures I am aware of, anywhere in the
world, where the spiritual family gathers, there is always
food. When we gather together, we should always remember why
we are family, Whose family we are, and invite Him to the
party. We can and should always remember the Lord whenever we
break bread together, even if the bread is hot dog buns!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/spiritual family gatherings
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