
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
embracing abundant life with all its messes,
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.

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.

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.
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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
• No secular music
• No fun
• No profanity
• No bad attitudes
• Be perfect
• Be a virgin
• Be wholly devoted to God
• Be righteous
• Be a role model
• Don’t doubt
• Have all the spiritual answers
• Always be positive
• Always be in a good mood
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• Wear proper clothing
• 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 is
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.

Poopy Messes
Recently a friend called with an urgent prayer request; she’d
been summoned ASAP to her son’s private Christian school and
they wouldn’t say why. She was concerned about her eight-year-
old anyway because of some traumatic life situations they had
been weathering, and she feared that maybe he was acting out
because of how difficult his life had been.

Turns out someone had pooped on the bathroom floor and they
had traced it to “Mark.” They pulled him out of his class and
had him wait for his mother in the principal’s office. When my
friend got there and found out what had happened, she said,
“My son has occasional bowel problems. He’s only eight years
old. Why are you making a big deal about this?”

“Because,” they replied, “he didn’t tell anyone about it! He
should have told someone! You don’t leave poop on the bathroom
floor! That’s wrong!” They made it sound like he’d been caught
stealing or setting the school on fire.

“Mark,” my friend asked her son kindly, “Is there a reason you
didn’t tell anyone?”

In a small voice Mark answered, “I didn’t know what to do.”

My friend reassured her son there at the school and again when
they got home, even though she was boiling inside at the
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insensitivity of the school personnel who made a scared little
boy feel like a criminal for simply not knowing what to do.

What was missing was the awareness of a safe person he could
tell “I messed up” without The Fear Of God hammering down on
him. What was missing was any interaction with any adult with
a kind face and a disposition of grace that understands that
sometimes little kids make poopy messes that paralyze them
with fear, and it’s okay. That we clean it up, give a hug, and
you’re  on  your  way.  What  was  missing  was  a  grown-up  who
remembers that there’s a difference between making a mistake
and making a choice to be rebellious.

My heart hurts for little Mark and for Mark’s mommy, both of
whom desperately need to experience the grace of safe people
for both literal and figurative “poopy messes.”

So I’ve been thinking about what it means to be a safe person,
a grace person.

It means first of all being in touch with our own messes and
our own sinfulness and our own desperate need for a gracious
Savior. It means delighting in receiving the grace and mercy
of God, and being committed to passing that grace and mercy on
to others. It means remembering that since we live in a fallen
world, everyone walks around with an invisible tattoo on their
forehead that says, “Please encourage me.” It means trusting
God to shine His love and His grace and His mercy through our
faces like so much light streaming through a stained glass
window. It means remembering that everyone is still very much
in process and a long way from our final form of glorified
beauty and strength when Jesus is finished working on us.

It means that when someone makes a poopy mess, we set our
minds on responding with “I’m sorry” rather than “shame on
you.”

Because it won’t be long before we’re needing some grace for
our own poopy mess. Again.



 

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/poopy_messes

When God Shows Off
For the past several years I’ve been challenged to grow in my
understanding of grace. John Ortberg says it’s “the flow of
God’s power and presence and favor in your life, moment by
moment, that enables you to do whatever it is God has for you
to do.”

So what does God’s grace look like when it is released in our
puny little human lives? I got another taste of it recently.

My dear friend Ricky Chelette of Living Hope Ministries and I
were privileged to speak at conferences in three Australian
cities on a redemptive view of homosexuality, ministering to
strugglers, their parents, and ministry workers. The first leg
of our flights to Sydney was delayed in Dallas long enough
that we missed the connection in Los Angeles, and we were
rebooked on the Sydney-bound flight 24 hours later. But that
meant  that  we  would  arrive  in  Sydney  after  21  hours  of
traveling at 6:30 a.m., and the first conference started at
9:00 a.m.

Any way you look at it, that’s just crazy.

Neither of us sleeps well sitting up, so we knew we would
arrive in Australia quite exhausted and sleep-deprived. Our
prayer was, “Lord, we can’t do this unless You show up with
grace and power. We are completely dependent on You.”

As the cabin crew started distributing breakfast, we compared
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notes on how we were feeling. To our amazement, the little
snatches of sleep we were able to get recharged our batteries
far more than we expected. We felt remarkably good, thanking
the Lord for that blessing.

We were whisked off to the church that hosted the conference,
arriving at 8:15. That was enough time for both of us to wash
our faces, brush our teeth, and change clothes. I was even
able  to  put  my  contacts  back  in,  which  is  really  saying
something considering the burning-eyes syndrome that usually
follows a ridiculously long plane flight. At 9:00, we were
introduced, and BANG! We were off and running.

And all day, we were aware that God was holding us up in His
hands, pouring supernatural energy and alertness into us. We
have spoken together at numerous conferences in the past, and
there  was  no  difference  in  the  amount  of  animation  or
articulation in our teaching. People marveled that we had just
stepped off a plane from America and they couldn’t tell at
all.

God kept us going all day and through dinner with our hosts,
all the way till bedtime, as if we had had a good night’s
sleep in our own beds the night before. That’s what grace
looks like. That’s what grace feels like. The flow of His
power and presence and favor in our lives, moment by moment,
that allows us to do whatever God has for us to do.

Grace is God showing off, where He gets the glory and we get
to marvel at His power and goodness.

And it’s very, very cool!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/when_god_shows_off

on Aug. 31, 2010.
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“Recalculating Route”
When a friend visited from another state, she used the GPS
function of her phone to help her get around. I was in the car
with her on one trip where we had to go to downtown Dallas and
weren’t sure how to get where we were going. At one point, the
friendly little GPS lady instructed her to turn right and she
demurred,  saying,  “I  don’t  think  that’s  right.”  And  she
continued on through the intersection.

Just as I was starting to smile at the craziness of a visitor
unfamiliar with the city disagreeing with the directions to a
place  she’d  never  been  to,  the  GPS  lady  announced,
“Recalculating  route.  .  .”  and  then,  seconds  later,  she
instructed us to make turns that would get us back on track.

There was no shame or condemnation in her voice. She didn’t
pout or yell. She didn’t accuse, “You stupid idiot! I told you
to turn! Why didn’t you turn? You never listen to me. How are
you going to get where you want to go if you don’t listen to
me?”

She simply said, “Recalculating route.”

How like our heavenly Father! He directs us in the way we
should go. When we deviate from the path, He doesn’t yell at
us, because there is no condemnation for those who are in
Christ  Jesus  (Romans  8:1).  He  recalculates  the  route  and
redeems the detour for His glory and our good. It will still
cost us, because actions have consequences and disobedience
comes with a price tag, but the discipline is always delivered
with the hand of love.

As my friend now heeded “the lady,” following her instructions
to make several turns to get back on the right route, I
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thought  about  the  time  we  were  losing  because  of  her
independence  and  wrong  belief  that  she  knew  better,  even
though she didn’t know the city. We eventually got to where we
needed to go, but not without the cost of time. God tells us
that He who began a good work in us will continue to perfect
it  until  the  day  of  Christ  Jesus  (Philippians  1:6).  He’s
running the GPS of our lives; He knows perfectly the map of
the terrain and knows the best way to get where He wants us to
go. It may not be the route we would have chosen since we
don’t know enough to choose the best for ourselves, but He
knows what He’s doing and it pays to trust Him.

When my friend got back home, she commented that her trusty
GPS always got her where she needed to go, and every single
time she thought she knew better, she was wrong. She heard
“recalculating route” more times than she cared to admit.

But the GPS lady’s voice was always friendly, non-judgmental,
non-condemning. And my friend learned something about God’s
heart in the process: He loves her and knows she’s a work in
progress. He doesn’t get angry when it takes her multiple
times to learn what He is teaching her. He recalculates the
route, patiently and with love, because He knows where He’s
taking her and exactly how and when they’ll get there. His
omniscience and sovereignty mean that she can’t mess up His
plans.  It  may  cost  her  something  to  get  to  the  final
destination, but in love He will redeem the time and use it
all to build character and Christlikeness into her.

Leave  it  God  to  teach  a  heart  lesson  in  grace  from  a
mechanical voice!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/recalculating-route/ on October 21, 2008.
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Birthday Gifts FROM Jesus
Dec. 22, 2009

Christmas 2009 will forever be our most memorable, because of
the gifts we have received from God this year.

He  once  again  showed  His  generous  heart  through  the
breathtaking  gift  of  one  of  our  donors  (Ray  and  I  raise
support for our salaries at Probe Ministries) who wanted to
see us in a larger home. He thought that the president of a
ministry should be able to have people over without feeling
cramped the moment they walk in the door. So, a week ago, we
moved into a home two and half times bigger than the one we’d
lived in for 25 years, the home in which I always assumed we’d
live out our days.

As  always,  God’s  timing  is  exquisitely  perfect,  and  He
arranged for us to find this home—two blocks from Probe’s new
offices in the Hope Center; my husband walked to work this
morning!—just ten days after it went on the market. We closed
in time to host three Christmas parties in this amazing house
that is perfect for entertaining.

We moved in five days before the first party. That sounds
absolutely nuts, but the Lord’s Christmas gift had a “Part
Two.” One of the reasons He wants us to live in community is
because He knows we need other people to “do life” with. And
every day, women came over to help me unpack boxes, organize
my  kitchen  and  office,  hang  pictures,  and  decorate  for
Christmas.  One  day  as  I  gave  thanks  for  the  lunch  one
especially productive and energetic friend and I were about to
eat, I believe the Lord whispered to my heart, “Tammy is one
of My Christmas gifts to you.”

And that is what’s really nuts. . . the idea that the God of
the Universe, whose incarnation we celebrate at the core of
all the “Xmas” hoopla, would give me a Christmas gift.
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But that’s what grace looks like. It looks like this amazing,
lovely home we don’t deserve. It looks like a friend giving up
her vacation week to make sure my home was ready to bless
others. It looks like women coming over to be my hands and
feet when post-polio has diminished my strength and energy
reserves.

And it looks like God wrapping Himself in flesh to live among
us. Happy Birthday, Lord Jesus!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/tapestry/sue_bohlin/birthday_gifts_from_jesus

“Should  the  Church  Give
Showers to Unwed Mothers?”
Our church is wonderful and loving. Christ centered with a
Godly pastor. Within the past two years we have had several
baby  showers  for  unwed  mothers.  All  of  their  parents  are
actively involved in our church but not all of the girls. Are
we right in honoring these unwed mothers with baby showers
within  the  church  setting?  I  want  to  help  them  but  what
message is this sending to the young people in our church?

I  fully  understand  your  conundrum.  This  question  became
intensely personal in our family when a beloved niece became
an unwed mother. Her Christ-following mother, distraught over
her daughter’s sexual sin and ashamed by what she perceived to
be the implications of her own mothering, had a very memorable
conversation with God soon after her daughter confessed she
was pregnant.

“What am I supposed to do with this, Lord?” she complained. “I
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suppose you want me to give her a shower??!!!??”

Then, in her spirit, she heard words of unexpected compassion:
“Every child should be welcomed and valued.”

Whoa. Suddenly, she realized that the Lord’s heart was to
celebrate the baby, the circumstances of whose conception were
not her fault. She and some dear friends from church held a
baby shower, and this young unwed mother experienced her first
up-close-and-personal  taste  of  God’s  grace.  Jesus’  church
provided everything the baby needed, despite how the baby came
to be in the first place.

The welcomed, celebrated, and well-loved baby has grown into a
little girl who has never once wondered if she is loved. She
swims in an ocean of family love. And her grandmother pours
truth into her through song and story about Jesus’ love for
her.

This young woman became a great mother, married a wonderful
young man, has had two more childen, and guess what? In part
because of her experience of church as a source of grace and
compassion, the family is starting to attend one nearby.

I’m so glad you asked, so I can tell you this great story with
such a happy ending.

Warmly,
Sue Bohlin

© 2009 Probe Ministries



Newsweek’s  Gay  Marriage
Propaganda Piece
The Dec. 15 (2008) issue of Newsweek features a breathtakingly
biased essay called “The Religious Case for Gay Marriage.” The
author, Lisa Miller, has a high view of homosexuality and a
low view of scripture—and an even lower view of those of us
who dare trust in God’s word. (Managing Editor Jon Meacham
supports  Ms.  Miller’s  piece  in  his  column:  he  says  the
“conservative resort to biblical authority is the worst kind
of fundamentalism.”)

Both Ms. Miller’s logic and her understanding of scripture and
theology are riddled with problems. Let’s look at a few.

The biblical illustrations of marriage are so undesirable that
no sensible person would want theirs to look like it. Abraham
slept with his servant because his wife was infertile. Jacob
fathered children by four mothers. Polygamy abounded in the
patriarchs and the kings. Jesus and Paul were unmarried, Paul
regarding “marriage as an act of last resort for those unable
to contain their animal lusts.”

People have been making this mistake for years, taking the
narrative sections of scripture and inferring that this is
what God says to do since “it’s in the Bible.” As my friend
Dan  Lacich  put  it,  it  is  the  mistake  of  taking  the
“descriptive” and making it “prescriptive.” That would be like
charging the editorial board of the Dallas Morning News with
being pro-murder and pro-steroid abuse because it published
news stories about those issues.

It’s true that the Biblical account includes a stunning array
of  ways  to  mess  up  God’s  simple  and  beautiful  plan  for
marriage.  If  we  keep  reading,  it  also  includes  the
heartbreaking consequences of violating that plan. And, in the
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Song  of  Solomon,  it  also  includes  a  lavish  treatment  of
romantic love between a husband and a wife that illustrates
how good it can be.

“[T]he Bible is a living document, powerful for more than 2000
years because its truths speak to us even as we change through
history. In that light, Scripture gives us no good reason why
gays and lesbians should not be (civilly and religiously)
married—and a number of excellent reasons why they should.”

It’s clear Ms. Miller agrees with Bible scholar Alan Segal
that “the Bible was written by men and not handed down in its
leather bindings by God.” (I’ve never come across a single
individual who actually believed a physical book was plopped
in  anyone’s  lap  from  heaven,  but  we  keep  hearing  this
argument.)  Robert  Gagnon,  professor  of  New  Testament  at
Pittsburgh  Theological  Seminary,  points  out  that  while
scripture  has  a  human  element,  it  is  not  merely  the
compilation of human ideas. The ideas behind the words written
down by men come from the mind of the same God who created men
and women, and who invented sex and marriage. Ms. Miller is
wrong about gay marriage because she disregards the truth of
God’s word in favor of human philosophies, about which we are
warned not to be taken captive (Col. 2:8).

“Most of us no longer heed Leviticus on haircuts or blood
sacrifices.  Why  would  we  still  accept  its  stance  on
homosexuality?”

Ms. Miller mentions the two proscriptions against homosexual
behavior in Leviticus 18 and 20 as “throwaway lines in a
peculiar text given over to codes for living in the ancient
Jewish world.” This is a common argument for dismissing the
Bible’s stance on same-sex behavior, but it’s not that simple.
Both  chapters  forbid  child  sacrifice,  adultery,  incest,
bestiality, and homosexuality. Why wrench the one verse on
homosexuality out of each chapter’s context to throw away and
keep all the surrounding prohibitions? We never hear this



argument used to normalize having sex with one’s child or
one’s father or one’s dog. Nor should we. Ever.

Sexual issues are moral issues. They are not in the same
category as laws for haircuts or blood sacrifices. We know
this because sexual laws don’t change over time, as did civil
and  ceremonial  laws.  Moral  commands  are  rooted  in  the
character of God, specifically His purity and holiness. His
character  does  not  change  over  time,  and  neither  do  His
commands about how we are to express our sexuality.

“While the Bible and Jesus say many important things about
love  and  family,  neither  explicitly  defines  marriage  as
between one man and one woman.”

If we’re looking for an in-your-face 21st-century kind of
Bible verse that says “Marriage is only between one man and
one woman,” we won’t find it. What we do find is an equally
in-your-face first-century teaching about marriage from the
lips of the Lord Jesus Himself. In Matthew 19:4-5, He puts
back  to  back  two  important  verses  from  the  foundational
creation account of Genesis 1 and 2: “Male and female He
created them (1:27) and said, ‘For this reason a man shall. .
. be joined to his wife and the two shall become one flesh’
(2:24).” (Also found in Mark 10:6-8.) This was the creation.
This  was  the  original  intent.  All  variations  on  this  are
corruptions of God’s intent.

Jesus never mentioned homosexuality. . .

He didn’t have to, for the same reason we have no record of
Him denouncing nuclear war. It was unthinkable in the Jewish
culture to which He spoke. If you look in the historical
records of the time, references to homosexuality just aren’t
there. Not that it didn’t ever occur in private, but that it
was off the “radar screen,” so to speak. There were also no
advocates for same-sex relationships in the Jewish culture.
(But there were in the Gentile culture to which Paul was



called  as  an  apostle,  which  explains  why  he  addresses
homosexual  behavior  and  calls  it  sin.)

Dr. Gagnon writes about Jesus,

“Telling his audience in first-century Palestine that men
should stop having sex with other males would have been met
with perplexity since the point was too well known, too
foundational, and too strongly accepted to merit mention. I
myself have never been in a church where the pastor explained
why believers shouldn’t be in a sexual relationship with
their  parent,  child,  or  sibling  or  shouldn’t  enter  a
polyamorous  relationship.  I  have  never  thought  that  the
reason for this is that the minister was open to incest or
polyamory of an adult-committed sort.”

. . .But he roundly condemns divorce.

Again, Dr. Gagnon insightfully points out:

“Jesus takes time to condemn divorce/remarriage not because
it is a more serious violation of God’s sexual norms than
homosexual practice—or than incest or bestiality, two other
sexual offenses that Jesus also never explicitly mentions—but
because it, along with lust of the heart, was a remaining
loophole in the law of Moses that needed to be closed. The
law already clearly closed off any option for engaging in
homosexual  practice,  incest,  bestiality,  and  adultery,
whatever the excuse.”

The Newsweek article closes with a quote from Ms. Miller’s
priest friend James Martin. “In his heart he believes that if
Jesus were alive today, he would reach out especially to the
gays and lesbians among us, for ‘Jesus does not want people to
be lonely and sad.'” I couldn’t agree more. I can easily
picture the Lord walking into gay bars with a warm smile on
His face and open arms, ready to look straight past the shame



that holds so many same sex attracted people in its grip, and
offer them the embrace of grace instead. But He wouldn’t be
officiating at any gay weddings. He would lovingly exhort
them, one by one, as He did the woman caught in adultery: “Go
and sin no more.” It’s true He doesn’t want people to be
lonely and sad. His intention is for the community of His body
to provide the sense of legitimate belonging and significance
that people are seeking in gay marriage. As is often the case,
the joy He offers is so much more than our too-little dreams
and hopes. But it’s freely available.

I am grateful for the insights of two excellent commentaries
on this issue:

Dan Lacich’s blog, Provocative Christian Living,
http://provocativechristian.wordpress.com/2008/12/12/newsweek-
magazine-and-the-case-for-gay-marriage/,
and
Dr. Robert Gagnon’s article “More than ‘Mutual Joy’: Lisa
Miller of Newsweek against Scripture and Jesus,”
http://www.robgagnon.net/NewsweekMillerHomosexResp.htm

This  commentary  was  originally  published  on  Tapestry,  the
Bible.org Women’s blog, and is used by permission.

“Your Perception of Hinduism
is Inaccurate”
Rick Rood’s learned and well organized article on Hinduism is
an excellent attempt at giving an idea of the basic features
of the religion to non-Hindus.

I am a nominal Hindu with a great deal of Christian influence.
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I find a few inaccuracies when he talks of the religion under,
“A Christian Response”. I appreciate that Hinduism is too vast
a religion to be grasped accurately in all its aspects by any
one man. However the perception that the Hindus’ concept of
God’s  grace  could  be  a  Christian  influence  and  related
comments are inaccurate. Most of the rituals, Pujas that the
Hindus perform are to seek God’s grace and deliverance, apart
from  asking  for  material  favors!  Further  the  concept  of
performing “Prayaschitta” or atonement for your wrong-doing
and asking for forgiveness is very much a part of Hinduism
that came from ancient times. Of course, there is also the
concept of the one who is wronged giving a “shaapa” (curse) to
the wrong doer.

While  there  are  a  lot  of  differences  between  the  two
religions, the final destination individually and as a society
appears to be the same.

And, by the way the Christians can relax. Though Hinduism is
gaining  popularity  in  the  West  there  is  no  provision  in
Hinduis to “convert” non-Hindus! The Indian Christians are
considered part of the Hindu culture and you find many Hindus
like myself believing in Christ, though not in the same manner
as the practicing Christians.

Thank you very much for your message regarding the article on
Hinduism, and for taking the time to read the article. It is
certainly not an exhaustive description of the Hindu religion
and its comparison to the Christian faith. But I tried to give
a brief summary.

I noted your comments with regard to the contrasts between
Christianity and Hinduism mentioned in the article. I thought
I would just briefly respond to your comment on “grace,” and
also on “forgiveness.”

I appreciate what you said about Hindus seeking grace through
religious activities. By this I take it that you mean that



Hindus believe that they can obtain the help of a deity in
relieving  themselves  of  negative  karma  and  moving  toward
enlightenment. I suppose that this kind of divine help or
assistance could be described as “grace” in a certain broad
sense (though I think you will see some important distinctions
below). I appreciate also your comment about a Hindu worshiper
asking for forgiveness (which I would take to be a remission
of bad karma).

I wonder if you could help me, however, in understanding the
way in which you are using the word “grace.” As I understand
the Hindu religion, spiritual progress always requires the
effort or striving of the worshiper, whether it is through
action or ritual, knowledge or meditation, or devotion to a
deity. In the Christian faith, spiritual discipline and works
of  love  and  service  are  also  very  important.  But  these
spiritual activities are never considered the means of one’s
attaining salvation. They really are the fruit or result of
attaining salvation. Actually, this salvation is not attained,
but obtained as a gift through faith in Jesus. I’m sure you
are familiar with the statement in the New Testament by the
Apostle Paul, “For by grace you are saved, through faith; and
this is not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not as the
result of works, lest anyone should boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9).
This  statement  puts  grace  and  works  in  totally  different
categories. In fact, it states that salvation is a gift, not
to be achieved, but to be received through faith in Jesus. I’m
interested to know if you perceive the same contrast between
the Hindu way of striving (working) to make spiritual progress
toward enlightenment, and the Christian way of receiving the
free gift of salvation through faith in Christ. One of the
most beloved statements of Jesus that highlights this contrast
is as follows: “Come unto me all who are weary and burdened,
and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28)!

The reason that this free gift of salvation is tied to faith
in Christ comes into clearer focus when we consider the second



issue  you  noted  in  your  message  .  .  .  the  issue  of
forgiveness. In the Christian faith, when God forgives someone
their sins, it means that He freely releases the person from
the judgment and penalty that his sins have brought against
him. This judgment or penalty for sin is defined in the Bible
as “death.” “For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). The
death  referred  to  here  is  not  merely  physical  death,  but
spiritual death which is eternal separation from God: “Your
iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have
hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear” (Issiah
59:2). This judgment on sin is necessary, because the Bible
says that God is a “holy” God: “Your eyes are too pure to look
on  evil,  you  cannot  tolerate  wrong”  (Habakkuk  1:13).
Furthermore, the Bible says that it is impossible for us to be
released from God’s judgment on sin by working our way out of
it, or striving to overcome it: “No one will be declared
righteous in his sight by observing the law” (Romans 3:20).

How, then, does Jesus come into play here? By giving his life
as a sacrifice for sin, taking on himself the judgment we
deserve and paying the penalty that we owe to God: “For even
the Son of Man (Jesus) came not to be served, but to serve,
and to give his life as a ransom (payment) for many” (Mark
10:45). This is why God is free to offer his forgiving grace
to anyone who acknowledges his sin and need for forgiveness,
and receives this gift by trusting in Jesus and what he has
done for us: “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of
God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans
6:23). The “eternal life” referred to here includes God’s
forgiving grace, but also so much more . . . a life in
fellowship with God both now and forever. But apart from what
Jesus has done for us, this “eternal life” could never be made
available to us.

By  the  way,  here  is  one  additional  contrast  worth  noting
between Hinduism and Christianity. As I understand the Hindu
religion, the goal of spiritual progress is ultimate union



with  God,  a  melting  of  all  distinctions  between  self  and
ultimate reality. The essence of salvation or eternal life in
the Christian scriptures is not union with ultimate reality,
but communion with God . . . person to Person!

Thank you, ______, for taking time to interact with me on some
very important issues. I commend you for taking seriously the
spiritual journey we all are on in life. May I also commend to
you a word from your own M. K. Gandhi: “I shall say to the
Hindus  that  your  lives  will  be  incomplete  unless  you
reverently  study  the  teachings  of  Jesus.”

Respectfully,

Rick Rood

Amazing Grace in John Newton
– A Christian Witness Lived
and Sung

“How Sweet the Sound”
Are you familiar with the classic song Amazing Grace? You
probably  are.  Do  you  know  the  inspiring  story  behind  its
songwriter? Maybe like I did, you think you know the real
story, but you don’t.

John Newton was an eighteenth century British slave trader who
had a dramatic faith experience during a storm at sea. He gave
his life to God, left the slave trade, became a pastor, and
wrote hymns. “Amazing Grace! (how sweet the sound),” Newton
wrote, “That saved a wretch like me! I once was lost, but now
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am found, was blind but now I see.”{1} He played a significant
role in the movement to abolish the slave trade.

Newton’s song and story have inspired millions. Amazing Grace
has been played at countless funerals and memorial services,
sung at civil rights events and in churches, and even hit pop
music charts when Judy Collins recorded it. It’s loved the
world over. In South Korea, a local audience asked a coworker
and me to sing them the English version; they responded by
singing it back to us in Korean.

Newton wrote the lyrics, but the tune we know today did not
become linked with them until about 1835, after his death.{2}
My university roommate and I used to try to see how many
different  tunes  would  fit  the  Amazing  Grace  lyrics.  My
favorites were Joy to the World (the Christmas carol), Ghost
Riders in the Sky, and House of the Rising Sun. Try them
sometime. They work!

Jonathan Aitken has written a biography titled John Newton:
From Disgrace to Amazing Grace.{3} Aitken sees some parallels
between his own life and his subject’s. Aitken was once a
prominent  British  parliamentarian  and  Cabinet  member,  but
perjury landed him in prison where his life took a spiritual
turn.  He’s  now  active  in  prison  ministry  and  Christian
outreach.

John Newton’s journey from slave trader to pastor and hymn
writer is stirring. But it has some surprising twists. You
see, Newton only became a slave-ship captain after he placed
his faith in Christ. And he left the slave trade not because
of his spiritual convictions, but for health reasons.

Lost and Found
Newton was the prototypical “bad boy.” His devout Christian
mother, who hoped he would become a minister, died when he was
six. He says that through much of his youth and life at sea,



“I loved sin and was unwilling to forsake it.”{4} At times, “I
pretended to talk of virtue,” he wrote, “yet my delight and
habitual  practice  was  wickedness.”{5}  He  espoused  a
“freethinking”  rationalist  philosophy  and  renounced  the
Christian faith.{6}

Flogged  and  demoted  by  the  Navy  for  desertion,  he  became
depressed, considered suicide, and thought of murdering his
captain.{7} Traded to work on a slave ship, Newton says, “I
was exceedingly wretched. . . . I not only sinned with a high
hand myself, but made it my study to tempt and seduce others
upon every occasion.”{8}

In West Africa he partnered with a slave trader and negotiated
with African chiefs to obtain slaves.{9} Life was good, he
recalled. “We lived as we pleased, business flourished, and
our employer was satisfied.”{10} Aitken, the biographer, says
Newton engaged in sexual relations with female slaves.{11}

One day on another ship, Newton was reading—casually, “to pass
away the time”—an edition of Thomas à Kempis’ classic, On the
Imitation of Christ. He wondered, “What if these things were
true?”  Dismayed,  he  “shut  the  book  quickly.”  {12}  Newton
called himself a terrible “blasphemer” who had rejected God
completely.{13}  But  then,  as  Forrest  Gump  might  say,  God
showed up.

That  night,  a  violent  storm  flooded  the  ship  with  water.
Fearing for his life, Newton surprised himself by saying, “The
Lord have mercy on us!” Spending long hours at the ship’s
helm, he reflected on his life and rejection of God. At first,
he thought his shortcomings too great to be forgiven. Then, he
says, “I . . . began to think of . . . Jesus whom I had so
often derided . . . of His life and of His death . . . for
sins not His own, but for those who in their distress should
put their trust in Him.”{14}

In coming days, the New Testament story of the prodigal son



(Luke 15) particularly impressed him. He became convinced of
the truth of Jesus’ message and his own need for it. “I was no
longer an atheist,” he writes. “I was sincerely touched with a
sense of undeserved mercy in being brought safe through so
many dangers. . . . I was a new man.”{15}

Newton discovered that the “new man” would not become perfect.
Maturation would be a process, as we’ll see.

From Slave-Ship Captain to Pastor
After his dramatic experience at sea, Newton saw changes in
his life. He attended church, read spiritual books, prayed,
and  spoke  outwardly  of  his  commitment.  But  his  faith  and
behavior  would  take  many  twists  on  the  road  toward
maturity.{16}

Newton set sail again on a slave ship, seeing no conflict
between  slaving  and  his  new  beliefs.  Later  he  led  three
voyages as a slave-ship captain. Newton studied the Bible. He
held Sunday worship services for his crew on board ship.{17}

Church  services  on  a  slave  ship?  This  seems  absolutely
disgusting today. How could a dedicated Christian participate
in slave trading? Newton, like many of his contemporaries, was
still a work-in-progress. Slavery was generally accepted in
his  world  as  a  pillar  of  British  economy;  few  yet  spoke
against it. As Aitken points out, this cultural disconnect
doesn’t  excuse  Christian  slave  trading,  but  it  does  help
explain it.

During my youth in the US south, I was appalled by racism I
observed,  more  so  when  church  members  practiced  it.  I
concluded that some merely masqueraded as followers of Jesus.
Others had genuine faith but—by choice or confusion—did not
faithfully follow God. It takes years for some to change.
Others  never  do.  Aitken  observes  that  in  1751,  Newton’s
spiritual conscience “was at least twenty years away from
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waking up to the realization that the Christian gospel and
human slavery were irreconcilable.”{18}

Two days before he was to embark on his fourth slave-trading
voyage as ship’s captain, a mysterious illness temporarily
paralyzed Newton. His doctors advised him not to sail. The
replacement captain was later murdered in a shipboard slave
uprising.{19}

Out  of  the  slave  trade,  Newton  became  a  prominent  public
official in Liverpool. He attended Christian meetings and grew
in  his  faith.  The  prominent  speaker  George  Whitfield
encouraged  him.{20}  Life  still  brought  temptations.  Newton
engaged in the common practice of accepting kickbacks until a
business  ethics  pamphlet  by  Methodism  founder  John  Wesley
prompted him to stop, at significant loss of income.{21}

Eventually, Newton sought to become an ordained minister, but
opposing  church  leaders  prevented  this  for  six  years.
Intervention by the Earl of Dartmouth—benefactor of Dartmouth
College  in  the  US—helped  launch  his  formal  ministry.{22}
Newton  was  to  significantly  impact  a  young  Member  of
Parliament who would help rescue an oppressed people and a
nation’s character.

Newton and Wilberforce: Faith in Action
William Wilberforce was a rising star in Parliament and seemed
destined for political greatness. As a child he had often
heard John Newton speak but later rejected the faith. As an
adult, conversations with a Cambridge professor had helped
lead him to God. He considered leaving Parliament and entering
the ministry. In 1785, he sought the advice of his old pastor,
Newton.

Newton advised Wilberforce not to leave politics. “I hope the
Lord will make him a blessing, both as a Christian and as a
statesman,”  Newton  later  explained.{23}  His  advice  proved



pivotal.  Wilberforce  began  attending  Newton’s  church  and
spending  time  with  him  privately.  Newton  became  his
mentor.{24}

Perhaps you’ve seen the motion picture Amazing Grace that
portrays Wilberforce’s twenty-year parliamentary struggle to
outlaw the trading of slaves. If you missed it in theaters, I
encourage you see it on DVD. It was after spending a day with
Newton that Wilberforce recorded in his diary his decision to
focus on abolishing the slave trade.{25} During the arduous
abolition campaign, Wilberforce sometimes considered giving up
and quitting Parliament. Newton encouraged him to persist,
reminding him of another public figure, the biblical Daniel,
who, Newton said, “trusted in the Lord, was faithful . . . and
. . . though he had enemies they could not prevail against
him.”{26}

Newton’s biblical worldview had matured to the point that he
became active in the abolition movement. In 1788, he published
a widely circulated pamphlet, Thoughts Upon the African Slave
Trade. “I hope it will always be a subject of humiliating
reflection  to  me,”  he  wrote,  “that  I  was  once  an  active
instrument in a business at which my heart now shudders.”{27}
His pamphlet detailed horrors of the slave trade and argued
against it on moral and practical grounds.

Abolitionists sent a copy to every member of both Houses of
Parliament.  Newton  testified  before  important  parliamentary
committees.  He  described  chains,  overcrowded  quarters,
separated  families,  sexual  exploitation,  flogging,  beating,
butchering.  The  Christian  slave-ship  captain  who  once  was
blind to his own moral hypocrisy now could see.{28} Jonathan
Aitken says, “Newton’s testimony was of vital importance in
converting public opinion to the abolitionist cause.”{29}

Wilberforce and his colleagues finally prevailed. In early
1807 Britain outlawed the slave trade. On December 21 of that
year, grace finally led John Newton home to his Maker.
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Lessons from a Life of Amazing Grace
John Newton encountered “many dangers, toils, and snares” on
his life’s voyage from slaver to pastor, hymn writer, mentor,
and abolitionist. What lessons does his life hold? Here are a
few.

Moral maturation can take time. Newton the morally corrupt
slave trader embraced faith in Jesus, then continued slave
trading.  Only  years  later  did  his  moral  and  spiritual
conscience catch up on this issue with the high principles of
the One he followed. We should hold hypocrites accountable,
but realize that blinders don’t always come off quickly. One
bumper sticker I like reads, “Please be patient; God is not
finished with me yet.”

Humility became a hallmark of Newton’s approach to life. He
learned to recognize his shortcomings. While revising some of
his  letters  for  publication,  he  noted  in  his  diary  his
failures to follow his own advice: “What cause have I for
humiliation!” he exclaimed. “Alas! . . . How defective [I am]
in  observing  myself  the  rules  and  cautions  I  propose  to
others!”{30} Near the end of his life, Newton told a visitor,
“My memory is nearly gone, but I remember two things: That I
am a great sinner and that Christ is a great Savior.”{31}

Newton related Jesus’ message to current events and everyday
life. For him, faith was not some dull, dusty, irrelevant
relic  but  a  living  relationship  with  God,  having  immense
personal and social relevance. He grew to see its import in
fighting  the  slave  trade.  He  used  both  the  Bible  and
friendship to encourage Wilberforce. He tied his teaching to
the news of the day, seeking to connect people’s thoughts with
the beliefs that had changed his life.{32}

Newton  was  grateful  for  what  he  saw  as  God’s  providence.
Surviving the storm at sea that helped point him to faith was
a prime example, but there were many others. As a child, he



was nearly impaled in a riding accident.{33} Several times he
narrowly  missed  possible  drowning.{34}  A  shooting  accident
that could have killed him merely burned part of his hat.{35}
He often expressed gratitude to God.

Have you ever considered writing your own epitaph? What will
it say? Here’s part of what Newton wrote for his epitaph. It’s
inscribed  on  his  tomb:  “John  Newton.  Once  an  infidel  and
libertine, a servant of slaves in Africa was by the rich mercy
of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ preserved, restored,
pardoned  and  appointed  to  preach  the  faith  he  had  long
laboured to destroy.”{36}

Notes

1. From Olney Hymns, 1779; in John Newton, Out of the Depths,
“Revised and Updated for Today’s Readers by Dennis R. Hillman”
(Grand Rapids: Kregel 2003), 9. Newton’s autobiography was
originally published in 1764 as An Authentic Narrative, a
collection of letters between an anonymous writer (Newton) and
a  pastor.  Newton  was  not  yet  ordained  when  he  wrote  the
letters.

2. Jonathan Aitken, John Newton: From Disgrace to Amazing
Grace (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2007), 233.

3. Aitken, op. cit.

4. Newton, op. cit., 24.

5. Ibid., 33.

6. Ibid., 34.

7. Ibid., 34-37; 40-41.

8. Ibid., 44-45.

9. Ibid., 57-64; Aitken, op. cit., 63-64.

10. Newton, op. cit., 60.



11. Aitken, op. cit., 64.

12. Newton, op. cit., 69.

13. Ibid., 65, 68.

14. Ibid., 69-80; quotations from 71, 75.

15. Newton, op. cit., 82-83.

16. Aitken, op. cit., 85 ff.

17. Ibid., 91, ff.; 106, 107.

18. Ibid., 112.

19. Ibid., 125-126.

20. Ibid., 127-137.

21. Ibid., 140-141.

22. Ibid., 143-177; 193.

23. Ibid., 304.

24. Ibid., 299-308.

25. Ibid., 310 ff.

26.  Ibid.,  315  for  the  quote  about  Daniel;  312-316  for
background on Wilberforce’s thoughts about quitting.

27. Ibid., 319.

28. Ibid., 319-328.

29. Ibid., 319.

30. Ibid., 243.

31. Ibid., 347.

32. Ibid., 293-296. See also Newton, op. cit., 154.



33. Newton, op. cit., 23.

34. Ibid., 23, 66-67, 94-95.

35. Ibid., 85.

36. Aitken, op. cit., 350, 356.

© 2008 Probe Ministries


