
Whew.  I’m feeling a little excited and a little overwhelmed.  I just finished reviewing all the notes, and there was so much we learned…and yet in reality I know, truly know, so little.  I’m going to use the lectures as my outline and then add my extra comments and questions when particularly relevant to my life at the time.  I will be writing about the questions: Who is God, Who am I, and then integrating those questions with thoughts on culture, other books, and how they all tie together.


We started our quest to find out who God is by listening to Ian Provan share, primarily a biblical theology.  He shared how Marcion in the early church (and many since) have felt that the God of the OT was a different one than the God of the NT.  Marcion thought that the God of the OT was too wrathful and violent, while the NT God was more loving and merciful.  I confess that I have often struggled with that.  Ian pointed out that to support that view, besides taking out the entire OT, Marcion (and us who struggle) would also need to take out the majority of the NT -since they were rooted in OT culture, quoted scriptures from the OT, and follow the same God.  


He shared, with some biblical support, how God is incomparable –how ultimately the word ‘holy’ might best describe Him as he is utterly other, set-apart, perfect –thus we give the name God to God.  He is a God who creates (and is independent of his creation) and a God who blesses and calls his creation ‘good’.  He is a saving God –from enemies, sickness, death –and most of all from the root of it all, He saves us from sin through Jesus Christ.  He is the cosmic savior.  He also shared how God is loving: as a parent or husband, God’s “hesed” (his loyalty/kindness/devotion) is extended towards us.  I am just barely beginning to enter into his Hesed (and extend very little of it –as I see in my too many relationships that are too often ‘out of sight, out of mind’).  Ian taught about the difficult subject, mentioned earlier about the OT, of God’s wrath.  As a holy God he cannot sin and hates sin.  As the only true God, He deserves and is jealous for our worship.  Wrath is what comes from God towards sin, ultimately rooted in our lack of worship/trust/obedience.  Yet, lastly, he shared how God is a forgiving God –he delights in cleansing (again, barely able to believe this).  Yet he comment that we shouldn’t presume/assume God’s forgiveness –but rather hope in it…for He is not a tame lion.  How this works out practically, I am not too sure.


Next JI Packer gave a talk about systematic theology.  Possibly playing on p’s (from Packer?) he shared that God is Personal (contrasted to most religions impersonal God), Powerful, Perfect, Purposeful (giving us the purpose of friendship with him, he rescues us, brings us to obedience, and the purpose of happiness), and lastly God is Praiseworthy.  He shared that there are different ways of knowing, and different ways of knowing God: we can know *about* God, we can *relate* to him in faith/hope/and love, and we can *wonder* before Him -worshipping Him.  He shared that in knowing God everything else in our life is re-valued.  I will bring this idea in later.  He also shared, in his reading on the Puritans, that when our life is re-valued in the light of God, we are better able to live out relevantly in all aspects of our life.  He pointed to the puritans, and gave Paul Steven’s Christian living dictionary as an example of how to do this.  I think these are helpful, but do sometimes wonder if coming into obedience that way is doing it from the outside-in (law based?) instead of the inside-out (knowing God’s Spirit).


Lastly, Loren Wilkenson shared, through a collection of quotes, about some of the more mysterious aspects of God.  The quotes from multmann, williams and vanstone were very new ideas for me.  The idea that the heart of the cross, that is of sacrifice/service/humility was there in the beginning of creation (“God ‘withdraws himself from himself to himself’ in order to make creation possible…Even in order to create heaven and earth, God emptied himself of his all-plenishing omnipotence, and as Creator took upon himself the form of a servant.” –Jurgen Moltmann).  That is mind boggling to me…a thought occurred to me about this, that I will bring up in the topic of self.  He also mentioned (via Tolkien, I think from his excellent essay “on Fairy Stories”) that the fairy tales, which I and many love, are imitations/reflections of the Gospel…the gospel is a type of fairytale, or both of something better.  More on this later.  Lastly, Loren talked and gave quotes about the triune nature of God.  God is love, and love takes relationships.  The Christian faith has at it’s heart a God who is relationship/community/a mysterious trinity.  I realized throughout various classes this semester that I have actually been more of a modalist: I have actually thought the father/son/and spirit were just different expressions of the same God.  This troubled me because I wondered why we focused on the trinity (which I still don’t like the name of, but now more so believe in it’s orthodoxy) when perhaps God could express his being/nature in many different ways…but in the human flesh…it is Jesus Christ.  The doctrine of there being separate persons seems to support more a God of love/community –in which we were made in his image, male and female…which leads to the next essay.


Who Am I?

This idea of God’s trinity effecting how we view ourselves was talked about by Loren, Judith, and Gordon.  They all basically shared how since God’s identiy/being is found in community/relationship and we are made in his image –that seems to be the case for us.  The concept of a ‘person’ being an ‘individual’ is looking like an illusion…rather we become persons as we enter into relationship with God and others.  By being known and loved, we can know and love.

Judith Mcbride had us read a terrible article.  Terrible because it spoke such violent truth against some real sick/evil habits in our culture and church.  She wrote about the addiction we have to therapy ..really to ourselves and our happiness.  By making the individual primary, we try and fix ourselves with an endless chain of idols, self-help, therapies, etc.  She hit it (and me) on the head when she related this to people who look for churches as if they were shopping for what they want, ending up with a homogeneous ‘club’.  

However, she primarily wrote about our poverty and suffering.  She helped me to see that our poverty and suffering is a reality that nobody can deny.  But instead of trying to fix our ‘sickness’ (which is normal, and is a substitute for ‘sin’) we need to recognize our poverty and count it as a blessing.  “Poverty of spirit is our currency for relationship with God.”  I love that quote…if we can recognize that our physical/mental/spiritual poverties (sickness, sinfulness, material poverty, etc.) keep us dependant on God and closer to the reality that He is bigger, he can supply…we are brought the rich solution/salvation wrought by Christ.  Our suffering can be redemptive if we see how it produces humility, dependence on God, creates fellowship with Christ’s suffering and suffering of the world, etc…James writes “Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds. For you know that the testing of our faith produces perseverance, and perseverance must finish its work so that you will be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.”  My wife and I, as marriage can really show you your weakness and sinfulness, are slowly beginning to be obedient to the beautiful offer of a way out –we call it dancing in fire.  We cannot do this without being in relationship with God and others (as we, in his image, were meant to be -to be whole) –she says, “Prior to knowing is being known.  This the deepest cry.”

Gordon Smith took a more systematic approach to describing the self.  He shares ten “theological considerations” about the self.  I will not list them all, but the things that stand out are: he points out that humanity is glorious…you don’t hear that much, and I need to remember it.  CS Lewis talks about this in “The weight of glory”.  He said that part of ‘who we are’ is that we are alienated from God, by sin –leaving us self-absorbed.  Instead of our self being centered on God, we are self-centered.  He wrote about, and gave a reading on, the difficult topic of the paradox of affirming the self and of denying the self.  As made in the image of God, and even more as being re-made through the perfect Christ, --we can affirm this re-born self.  However the self (more in terms of doing/action/sin than being) that is often called flesh, is the self we are to deny.  This self tries to be autonomous/a god instead of a dependent creature.  This topic has been extremely relevant to me.  I cannot go into too much detail, but I have really been struggling with the ‘virtue’ of self-acceptance.  In short, I found that I cannot accept myself unless I am first accepted and affirmed by God.  Gordon talked a lot about this same idea.  We cannot move on in salvation, community, vocation until we know God’s divine love and acceptance/affirmation.  In short, this has happened in to some degree by trusting my wife testimony that this is true.  In the past I tried to figure it out rationally/analytically (more on that in postmodernism, last part).  A couple other things I liked that Smith talked about –we are not just a ‘pipe’ that God works through…this idea comes from taking Calvinism a little too far.  I think we say “God used me” far too often.  I also liked his point about our limited freedom –that we are free to choose many options, however we are not free as to the consequences of those choices.  Brilliant observation.  Lastly, it was important that he stated that the human goal was transformation into Christ’s image.

Oh, I forgot one thing I’ve learned about Judith’s talk on poverty.  I often say that things like “I’m confused…there is too much to learn, things are not clear enough”, etc…an attitude that eventually points an accusing finger at God.  Well, I was thinking how another type of poverty is ignorance.  The reality is that I am ignorant and there is soooooooo much to know.  I can lean on God and *patiently* trust Him to teach me what I need to know, in His good time.  Oh (sorry if I’m rambling, glanced at my notes again) also -it is helpful to remember that it is dangerous to try and “find” ourselves…we never will, unless we lose ourselves in Christ –Judith and Gordon talked about this.  It is a trap I often fall into when trying to find my safety/salvation/identity/calling/name/stand out in the world, etc.


While Eugene Peterson talked about the self, primarily about the self as it relates to story/narrative, it will fit better in this last section.

Integration of Who is God/Who am I/What is Culture


I think a good way to integrate these ideas is to realize they are all part of a story.  God makes man makes culture.  Eugene Peterson talked a lot about narrative.  While he rambled in many directions, he said some wonderful things.  I mentioned Packer’s saying that as we know God, we re-value the rest of our life.  I think Eugene was saying something similar.  As we get to know the gospels, we re-symbolized/re-narrative our life in it’s light.  For me this means entering back into the story –or rather, being aware of the story at hand.  Nothing is a coincidence or accident.  Each day is pregnant with meaning/activity –my favorite word –adventure!  Chesterton, in orthodoxy, talked about it’s romance of embracing the familiar and unfamiliar.  The secular/everyday and the sacred/extraordinary.  I think we are all wanting a life filled with this safety of the natural and the thrill of the supernatural.  I sure do.  Eugene says that a good story starts with a happy ending, has a catastrophe, then a journey or struggle/fight out, then a happy ending.  In the gospel, as Tolkien calls it, this happy ending is the eucatastrophe of the incarnation/the resurrection/Pentecost (my addition).  We live in a culture that is crying out to be known, crying out for the meaning that comes in being known.  The biggest industries are those selling meaning/selling stories –movies, novels, interactive games, videos, etc.  Because our age does not listen to the True Storyteller, as he narrates reality, they are stuck in virtual reality -amusing themselves to death (Neil Postman).  One of my great passions is to go home –I am realizing that home/God’s kingdom starts here –related to that passion is the desire (calling?) to help others to enter actively (not passively watching) into a relationship with the storyteller and thus into the wardrobe and the story.  I think my priorities are messed up…I think I want narnia more than Aslan (or need to realize that, in some sense, he is narnia? --hmmm, or is that pantheistic?)…and thus have been interesting convicted of being ashamed/embarrassed of Jesus’ name -this came up during Stackhouse’s talk on apologetics.  Not wanting to offend the pluralistic society –I say, instead, things like God/spiritual/theology/philosophy/etc…and keep my talks much more rational/argumentative than relational/focusing on the person of Jesus.  Our culture is a mix of modernists who still think that science/technology will solve our problems…and postmodernists who, rightly rejecting the scientific meta-narrative of modernism, are fragmented, confused, extremely skeptical of any objective truth –and so isolated into tribes.  Chesterton, in Orthodoxy, talked about this also.  He shared how (what we call) the postmodern doubt (he calls extreme rationalism) will eventually produce narrow minded maniacs (and soon after, as we doubt rationality itself, we come to the suicide of thought).  Yet Evangelicals, as Noll points out, have bought into this type of short-sighted thinking…or worse.  Some have bought into the superficial verdicts of modernism, yet without the integrity to think to that point.  However, he also  points out that by holding onto a belief in scripture, in the supernatural, we have also been able to bypass much of this.  We have what the world needs –as Loren pointed out –the incarnation of Christ is so foundational.  The invisible and transcendent became visible and particular in our space-time story.  I was thinking of a story.  If an alien came to our planet, and we saw and touched him, he told us about our being an experiment and told us what reality was really about (and we believed him) –it would radically alter our perceptions of reality, how we lived –everything.  We would totally re-symbolize/re-structure/re-define everything in light of this alien revelation (which the world is ripe for, but that’s another topic).  This is what Christians need to do and what we have to offer to the world.  No seeker of Good, at heart, wants a life that is totally chaotic (postmodernism’s leaning) or totally mechanic (modernism’s leaning) –we want the romantic adventure of true history.  As W H Auden said “For the course of History is predictable in the degree to which all men love themselves and spontaneous [adventurous?] in the degree to which man loves God and through Him his neighbor.”


I really enjoyed this class, and yet and yet –I am tugged by an impatient greed to know it all now –but I will not truly know, until I love and am known.  It is not magic keys, tricks, information, lists, blah blah blah that I need to know -that is my too present flesh striving.  But I need to know God, and patience buys all things.  God have mercy on me, a sinner.  I said that largely to impress the reader…so again, God have mercy on me, a sinner…

