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				To my beloved Belinda, Hope, Jessie and Dora: 

				my life is your letter.

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for Ten Letters

				‘Ten Letters is one of the most profound, practical and deeply theological books I have read. Chris Russell in my view is a national treasure. He runs one of the least talked about but most exciting and significant Churches in Britain. These letters let you in on his secret. They show how the Church if it is to be missional must be intimate and pastoral. If it is to be authentic to the faith it must be local and spiritual. Above all Chris offers us a glimpse of an intelligent, mission orientated and Spirit led Church. These are letters to his friends but as we listen in we share in a vision of the future. But the really exciting thing is that this Church actually exists and it is in Reading!’

				Peter Ward, Professor of Theology and Ministry, King’s College London

				‘In case I don’t return, whenever I fly anywhere I always write a letter to my children on the night before I leave. I tell them the things that I want them to know more than anything else; about my love for them, and about where this love comes from and how it shapes the universe. In this moving and beautifully written book Chris Russell goes several steps further and says in ten lovely letters the things he wants to say to people he has known and ministered to. His love of life, his vivid and rooted faith, his desire to share with others the things he has received come shining through. And although the letters are addressed to others, each one spoke to my heart too. I’m sure they will do the same for anyone who reads this book.There is a file in my drawer with all my letters to my children in it. I think I will add these ten letters as well.’

				Stephen Cottrell, Bishop of Chelmsford

				‘These letters are honest, thoughtful, caring, engaging, informative, inspir- ing and life changing.’

				J. John, Evangelist

				‘This book is pure poetry; the kind that shakes you to your core and moves you to a deep place of thinking and being. Uncomfortably real, fiercely honest, beautifully Chris.’

				Rachel Gardner, Director, Romance Academy

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				My friends will testify, probably without much prompting, that I am prone to being over-dramatic. While this can be seen in a variety of ways, it is particularly evident on the anniversary of my birth. Every birthday I wonder if the year to come will be my last, and I’m filled with a certain element of surprise that I am actually still alive.

				For some reason I thought everyone else entertained such wonderings on their birthdays. But my close friends told me the other day that they don’t. So I need to make my slight propensity for over-dramatisation work for me - hence this book.

				In the letters that follow are the things I really want to say in the event of my death. Some are things I haven’t dared to say, felt confident enough to say, or just not got around to. Others have been regular themes in many a conversation. But this is not some manifesto for life; it’s addressing particular things to particular people. These are letters which I have written, printed off and signed, and which reside in the top drawer of my desk; the ten letters to be delivered in the event of my death.

				They are to particular individuals - some of them are close friends, some are people I vaguely know, a couple are to people I have never even met. To those whose names they bear, I crave your indulgence. Some names have been changed. While they are written as if they are my last words, they are by no means intended to be the last words on these subjects. I’d be interested to hear your replies.

				I am grateful to more people than I can mention. Thanks to those who have helped me get this far; to Craig for the kick-off conversation in the garden three years ago and subsequent insider wisdom; to Cathy and those who read random chapters and gave thoughts, to Juliette for reading it all through and making it so much better; to Tom for being the design guru; to David Moloney and Kathy Dyke for taking it on.

				Thanks also to dear friends whose conversations continually inspire; Troy and Lis, Brad, Jettie and all our friends at Mars Hill, Christian and Michelle, and to those who have taught me and teach me. And to my parents for their legacy and example, Brian Shenton for his trust, Jim McNeish for his framing and refram- ing, J John and Killy for being friends of the longest standing, Pete Ward for his conversations, the West Reading Collective for their companionship, and essentially, particularly and beyond all else, the whole community of St Laurence Reading. Gratitude and love to you beyond telling.

				This book is dedicated to the best things about me - Belinda, Hope, Jessie and Dora - in inexpressible gratitude.

			

		

	
		
			
				1: Everything

				To Marie

				Marie is a yoga-teaching, allotment-owning mother of three hip children. She is married to Nigel, who teaches art and is most surely One of the Nicest PeopleYou Could Ever Meet. Of course they drive a VW camper. Together with a couple of other households we form the West Reading Collective.

				Marie’s roots are in Catholic Malta. She was educated at a Catholic school where the True Faith was literally beaten into her. She tells of being forced to comply with faith as if it were a dictatorial regime, and of finding the whole dogma of organised faith a straitjacket that didn’t simply restrict her movements, but imprisoned her. She couldn’t wait to be free of it.

				As a result she is at best ambivalent towards Christianity. She could easily reject the whole faith based on her experience. But she counts herself as deeply spiritual. Something in her longs for a different framework to understand things by, a new language to be introduced to so she might speak and listen to and of the things of God.The shame is that everything she has, understandably, come to assume about Christianity is wrong.

				Dear Marie,

				After all those conversations who would have thought, a letter? There is so much I could write about - the allotment, the children and Reading secondary education and possible camp- sites in the south where you can light your own fires. But, it won’t surprise you that it’s the Christian faith that concerns me most.

				I can understand why you’ve put clear water between you and the faith you were brought up in. If I had been forced to go to confession every week in ill-fitting shoes, or told that if I ate a communion wafer without being worthy it would turn into a snake in my mouth, or been aware of the hypocrisy and abuses of power that were going on, I would want to shake the ecclesiasti- cal dust from my feet too. But what if, rather than that being what Christianity was all about, this was actually a terrible corruption of it? The abuse of the best is the worst. What if everything you have rejected Christianity on and for, is wrong? Or at least twisted? What if the truth of faith looks completely different?

				What I want to do is spread out a huge backdrop canvas and sketch out the scope of the Christian faith. I have tried to do this with language we would use in conversations, but forgive me if I tip over into clichés. Obviously I do this from the point of being both convinced and committed to this take on life. But it’s bigger than me and my comprehension of it. Here’s the plan for this letter: starting at the beginning I will claw back the word ‘God’, redefining God in the light of God’s self- revelation. I will quickly sketch out the implications of this for creation as a whole and us, as those made in God’s image. I will suggest that God’s dealing with his creatures is that of one bound up with the reality of this life, our relationships, our time and our needs. And that this involvement and commitment is seen supremely in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. These events of his are world-defining for us. How that definition takes shape in our lives will be explored as I try to coax out a take on the Spirit which does justice to the God of life and the hope that we are invited into for all of our futures. I know it is a bit much - a bit like trying to capture the Niagara Falls in a tea cup.

				But if I know anything in life, I know this.

				Firstly, God. In our conversations God is the one we usually avoid talking about. But it can’t be ducked. What if God is the most misunderstood, misrepresented and miscomprehended word in any language? If you were describing the God you don’t believe in what words would you use?

				It is often clear to me that when people tell me they don’t believe in God, there is a huge variance in what or who we are talking of. When I lived in south London as a curate (think deputy head vicar), the local atheist came to the door of the house which was in turn next door to the church building, and I opened it.

				Him: ‘Is your dad in?’

				Me: ‘Hold on, I will just call him. He lives in Coventry.’

				Him: ‘Oh right, so who are you?’

				Me: ‘I’m the curate. Think deputy head vicar. Nice to meet you.’

				Him: ‘Nice to meet you. I’m the Local Atheist.’ (He really did call himself that.) ‘Anyway, I came to tell you I don’t believe in God.’

				Me: ‘Well, that is certainly good to know. Which God don’t you believe in?

				Him (slightly flustered as it’s not going quite the way he thought): ‘I don’t believe that God is some old guy, sitting up in the clouds. I don’t believe he made the world in six days. I don’t believe he punishes people when they do wrong and that he is just up there trying to catch people out. That he sends people to hell and he never does anything to help anyone, or do anything to stop suffering ...’

				Me: ‘Great. I don’t believe in that God either.’

				It seems all our decks need to be cleared. I was taught by a gentleman of a professor called Nicholas Lash. In his book, Believing Three Ways in One God, he wrote:

				It is a lifelong enterprise of learning that there is nothing that may easily be said of God; that if we find it easy to say certain things of God, the chances are that, when we say them, we lose sight of God.

				God is not a type. God is not one amongst others. God is not a species. If you had 100 items and added God into the mix you would not then have 101 items. The other day you showed me a book a friend of yours, who is a Quaker, gave to you. In Quakerism there has been a long-standing debate (or is it silence?) about the reality of God. The book, by David Boulton, is entitled: Real like the daisies, or real like I love you?, which comes from a question said to have been asked by a child of her Quaker parents: ‘Is God real, as things like daisies and elephants and mountains are real, or real like love, justice, beauty and truth?’ The short answer is surely ‘Yes’. The complicated answer is ‘real like God’.

				But what does that mean? The trouble is, there are as many different understandings of what God might mean as there are people. And the history of philosophy is full of those who have sought to define God (‘the one greater than which nothing can be conceived’ as Aquinas says), in concepts: long words like omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence and omnibenevo- lence, which, to be honest, leave most of us none the wiser.

				So Marie, imagine we are sitting in Workhouse Coffee fol- lowing the school drop-off on Friday morning. I order my usual double espresso. You’re having some nonsense decaff- peppermint-and-steamed-soya latte. The real drink sits steaming in the middle of the, fairly wobbly, table. In attempting to talk accurately about God, the twentieth-century philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein poured out a cup of freshly ground coffee before his students. He asked one of them to describe the smell of coffee. When his volunteer was unable to do so, Wittgenstein said something like this: ‘If we haven’t got the correct words to accurately describe the smell of coffee which we can hold in a cup in our hands, how can we think we have the words to accurately describe God?’

				And I would be with him entirely if it wasn’t for Jesus.

				For in this one, God stands before us and gives us the words so we might describe him truly. For Christianity clears the table of the long words, the preconceived ideas, the philosophical con- cepts, and sets before us a young Jewish Palestinian man. My all-time favourite theologian, Karl Barth makes the running when he says in his Epistle to the Romans that Jesus explodes our definitions of God. And all that we can say that might be true is said from the side of the crater which has been caused by the explosion of this shell of his self revelation.

				God is not some philosophical idea to be grasped or grappled with. But one who addresses us. It is not we who make the moves to find and discover God; it is God who moves to find and discover us. We work out what can be said about God in the light of what God has enabled us to say, what he has revealed to us.

				Only God can reveal God.

				Because of Jesus we talk of God’s being in relationship. A few pages in and we’re at the Trinity.

				God is not an individual with a nature, a cosmic being with a substance, but Father, Son and Spirit existing and being in loving relationship. This is the God who is revealed in Jesus. One who can only be talked of truly when three are referred to. One who is the ultimate parent who creates and cherishes in love, one who is Son, brought into being by the Father and constantly giving himself in selfless love, and Spirit who goes between and upholds Father and Son, enabling, empowering and bring life. God is three, God is one. God’s oneness, God’s unity comes from these three distinctions, persons if you like, co-existing and existing totally for and because of each other. There is no substance behind this God, and no greater reality. There is nothing this God is forced to do to be God, nothing that is lacking in this God’s life, nothing that is beyond this God. God is love because Father loves Son loves Spirit loves Father loves Spirit loves Son. And so with all this talk of love the resonances start for us; as Eugene Peterson says in his book Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places: ‘If God is revealed as personal, the only way that God can be known is in a personal response.’

				This is who God is in God’s very self. Obviously we are just at the beginning of things, teetering on the edge of the mystery, it is not who we know God to be so much that counts, but who God knows Godself to be. But because of Jesus what we have glimpsed is true.

				This God brings life into being. It is not so much an event as an action which sets up a relationship. Through no external need (God wouldn’t have been any less God if God had chosen not to create), through no pressure or force (this is a free act) God chooses to bring into being something other than Godself. He does this from nothing. When your husband Nigel paints some- thing or makes a sculpture, he uses materials. We can only make things from things. God, however, brings into being everything from nothing. A few things to think about:

				
						From what they know of our Milky Way galaxy, scien- tists have guestimated that a galaxy contains from one billion to one trillion stars. They also believe that there are about ten billion galaxies in the universe. So, there may be as many as 10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 stars in the universe.

						No two zebras are the same in their markings.

						50,000 of the cells in your body will die and be replaced by new cells, all while you have been reading this sentence.

						Did you see that penguin film?

						Concentrate on your breath. What does life feel like? What kind of gift is this?

						How does singing happen?

				

				God has brought into being this unfathomably immense universe of which we are but a speck. God is the composer of sunlight and tides, sperm whales and Saturn, dragonflies and nerve endings. God created this world with joy and tenderness, with astonishing beauty and complexity, with passion and silence, with stunning awe and delicacy. This world is not God, but it is God’s. There is not a square inch, not a living being or plant, not an asteroid or distant sun, that God doesn’t lay claim to. The God who speaks all things into being in the Genesis poem is responsible for every- thing. And then there is the stuff we can’t see that impacts us - tides and gravity, inertia and genetic sequences, seasons and magnetic fields.

				And it’s good and blessed. ‘The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it’ (Psalm 24:1). All truth is his truth, all beauty is his beauty, all goodness is his goodness. And everything is given freely, as a gift. ‘What have we got that we have not received?’ (1 Corinthians 4:7). As Rowan Williams writes in Tokens of Trust:

				Within every circumstance, every object, every person, God’s action is going on ... A sort of white heat at the heart of everything ...

				Humanity is formed and breathed into with God’s own breath. We are made with the capacity for producing Mozart and Rothko, Durham Cathedral and democracy, bicycles and rope, key-hole surgery and Avatar, champagne and Quavers (surely the tastiest of crisps). We are fearfully and wonderfully made, with the capacity not only to create and produce, but to love and be loved. Because the maker makes us in his image.

				A fractal is a pattern that is seen recurring throughout a structure, from the largest to the smallest part. Think of snow- flakes - they have a pattern as a whole when you put them under your microscope (this is taken on trust as mine always melt under that little light). But look closer and you see the same pattern reproduced on each arm of the flake, then zoom in closer and you see the same pattern in minutiae. Think of a pine tree - the tree takes a shape, the branch takes the same shape, the leaf takes the same shape and the pattern of the leaf takes the same shape. These patterns go through creation. They also go through us.

				A moment ago, I said that the very least that we know about God is God is three in one, Father, Son and Spirit existing in mutual life, loving, giving, preferring, honouring, and praising. God is love because the three are in loving relationship. Men and women are made to replicate this God in loving relationships. Being made in God’s image means that we are fractals for the divine life which lies at the heart of all things, all mysteries, all that is. For at the heart of all things is not some impersonal force, but three persons in loving relationship. This fractal of relation- ship is his hallmark on us. Community, love, care, sacrifice, kindness, tenderness, commitment, faithfulness, joy, companion- ship is what we’re about, because it’s what God is about. So when Hayley, a seventeen-year-old who is out of school and employ- ment convinces us to take her with us to Uganda to do some- thing for those who have nothing and gets turned inside out by it, this is the image of God in her. When Kirsty spends all her wages making sure her blood relatives are cared for, since neither of her parents work and her mother is physically disabled, this is the image of God in her. When Alison up the road weeps at any death, when Paul works three days for free to make sure strangers’ costs are covered, when Vic and Nathan perpetually put them- selves out to foster children, when Saskia won’t give up hoping, this is the image of God in them. And there is nothing more beautiful.

				***

				These then are the first decisive sketches on the backdrop. These are the origins of who we are, our Genesis. Once again the wonderful Nicholas Lash comments in Believing that the Chris- tian story:

				... does not simply say where the world comes from and where it is being brought, but where I come from and hope to go to. If it is a story, then, it is not only the story of the world, but it is also autobiographical in character. It is profoundly personal testimony.

				The autobiography makes hard reading. Not that we are under any illusions (we know things aren’t as they should be), but the story tells of the misuse of the freedom that God gave. The creation poem tells how the first humans were enticed by the idea that they could be gods themselves; they could be the judges, they could live in God’s world with themselves as autonomous, self-regulating beings. Life without God, as our own gods. We have been making the same choice every day since. We love setting ourselves up as judges over others, we declare ourselves innocent and other guilty; we have a default setting in choosing for ourselves. God might have made us with the capacity for wonderful production of music, beauty and wisdom, but we also have the capacity for Hiroshima, Auschwitz, chemical warfare, CO2 emissions and abuse of children.

				All of us swim in these waters (or are they sewers?) of self-obsession. We might be made as fractals of the divine rela- tionship but our hearts have got curved in on themselves, and that affects all of us, in all ways. Instead of loving others before ourselves, we love ourselves before others. We live in a society that has replaced soul with self. This is not how it was meant to be. Deep in our hearts we feel the fracture of that. When you go against the grain you get splinters.

				God, however, doesn’t leave us to it; he doesn’t shrug and move on. No, faithfulness and freedom to love and commit whatever the cost are seen in God’s ways with the world. For we don’t get to know God in the abstract, but in the concrete, in God’s history, God’s story, within the world. WhenYuri Gagarin, the Soviet astronaut, returned in triumph from being the first man in orbit in 1967, he declared that any religion was deluded, as he had been up to the heavens and not seen God there. But ‘If you haven’t seen God on earth you will never see him in heaven,’ as Metropolitan Anthony wrote in School of Prayer.

				In the garden of the world, God went searching for his rebellious creatures. The charm offensive was to be led by a small insignificant family. This family were chosen to be the bearers of the map for the route back into relationship with God. A risky choice, but this God works through the particular for the univer- sal. They are chosen to tell everyone they are chosen; they are blessed to bring all people blessing. They are God’s people, not that others aren’t, but their particular vocation is to be his light in an increasingly dark world, to be the signpost pointing to God, to be a channel of his peace. When they are enslaved, God frees them, when they are starving, he feeds them, when they are lost he guides them, when they are landless he opens the way to their promised land. They are given laws to help them to live, songs to sing, prophets to correct them, and more get-out-of-jail-free cards than they can hold.

				But time and time again they do what we all do. We all use the vocation and gifts of God for our own sake rather than for what they were given for - others. None of this lessens God’s side of the relationship; God continues loving, forgiving, recreating, championing, and protecting. But it’s clear it isn’t going to work - these people are not the answer.

				They have become part of the problem.

				***

				God makes things new by doing something from nothing. Again. A teenage virgin becomes pregnant, God’s word turns to flesh. God’s word has to learn to speak the language of humanity, the hands that formed stars grasp his mother’s hair, the one who provided food for all living things is nursed at the breast. Here God shows us truly what God is like and truly what humans should be like. Messiah. Not produced by our own efforts or evolution. But through God’s intervention.

				Of course everyone tries to co-opt him. Everyone wants their own messiah. Especially one who will back them. So we know of rich man’s Jesus and revolutionaries’ Jesus, of Family Values Jesus and Bohemian Jesus, of western Jesus and cosmic Jesus, of ecclesiastical Jesus and just-a-good-man Jesus. As Wittgenstein said, ‘I had a picture of Jesus and it held me captive.’ Untrue pictures of Jesus do that. But his true face does something opposite. For if you truly look at him, you don’t so much see your own reflection, but someone who is alike but utterly other, the same but profoundly different. And this one lived as no one else lived. Dostoevsky, quoted in Brother Emile’s book, Never a Stranger, talks about Jesus as if he has fallen in love:

				There is only one face which is absolutely beautiful - the face of Christ - and the appearance of his infinitely, incommensurably beautiful face is an endless miracle.

				Jesus lived life in its fullness. Not because he had everything the shekel could buy, not because he enjoyed extensive world travel, or played fast and loose. He lived fully because he lived freely. Freely because he didn’t care what people thought of him. He was free to love those no one else would dream of going near: sex-workers, swindlers, those with contagious diseases. When he washed feet, touched lepers and stopped the world for beggars, this was not a PR opportunity; he was demonstrating what God is truly like. He drew near to people to lead them into the kingdom of God. This kingdom is one in which 5,000 people were miraculously fed, because in God’s kingdom no one is hungry; it’s one in which those whose legs are beyond use with debilitating conditions are made strong and can dance; it’s one where waves are stilled, fears are calmed, and the dead are raised. This kingdom is the place the world should be. It’s where God reigns. And being religious gets you no nearer to it.

				But Jesus doesn’t just come to tell us all is well, it’s all just fine, it’s all peace. The world is not at peace. I remember once when you knocked me flying as you rode your bike up the pavement on the way to a yoga lesson you were teaching. It was clear you had had a terrible morning. I think there might have been some shouting. And your only words to me were: ‘Out of the way, Chris, it’s been a bad morning. Shanti bloody shanti.’ What we need is not just exercises and techniques. What we need is for our situation to change. And religious or non-religious practice won’t do it.

				In fact, being religious caused many to hate Jesus. We know there are few times people will fight harder and dirtier than when their investment, their control, their access, their influence and power in the divine is slipping from their hands. Jesus gave himself over to this. He walked into the trap knowing exactly what was going to happen. One of the most fascinating things about the gospel accounts of Jesus is that, on the one hand, people were doing horrendous things to Jesus - lying about him, capturing him, putting him through a kangaroo court with jumped-up charges, mocking him, torturing him, inflicting unbearable pain on him, killing him. Yet on the other hand we see Jesus in control all the way through. As if this is what he chose to happen. Not for his sake, but for others. It’s a human thing to save your life; it’s a godly thing to lay down your life for others.

				So the cross of Jesus is hoisted at the centre of human life and divine love. I do wonder whether we are quite aware of the potency and implications of wearing a diamond-encrusted execution tool around our necks. But I guess the power in this cross derives entirely from the events of his death. What it means is what happened. Jesus died because Judas betrayed him for money, because Judas kissed him without meaning it, because Peter, despite his best intentions, betrayed his promise, because the religious leaders were threatened and lied, because the disciples ran off, because the crowd, swayed by peer pressure, changed their fickle minds, because Pilate was too cowardly to do something people wouldn’t like, because the soldiers just did their job, and because everyone who was crucified did die.

				Jesus died because we betray each other, because we kiss without meaning it, because we break promises, because we lie, because we don’t do what we should, because we are fickle and swayed by others, because we are unjust, because we are cruel, because we are scared, because what we did to him we do to each other. And worse still, when we get our hands on him, we do it to God. But he died for even stronger reasons than these: he went that way because he chose to go that way.

				Were you there when they crucified my Lord?

				Were you there when they crucified my Lord?

				Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble.

				Were you there when they crucified my Lord?

				Along with those slaves in the cotton-picking fields in the deep south we sing, with tears streaming down our face, that we were there, because this death was not just his death, it was our death, it was my death. As Rowan Williams writes in Tokens of Trust:

				This is what your untruth means; you have been offered unconditional mercy and you turn from it in loathing. You have come to the place where you cannot recognise life for what it is. You don’t know the difference between life and death. The reality is that you are dead.

				The one who breathed into the first humans that they might have his life and live, breathes his last. So we might have his life and live. Here is love; before we even turned to him, we are loved to death; accepted, forgiven, embraced, and remade. The great exchange takes place; he takes my place at the greatest personal cost, so I might take his place freely. His death for my life.

				Suffering, pain, alienation, god-forsakenness are now taken up into God’s life and realm of experience. No one suffers alone - there is a man of sorrows, one familiar with suffering, who shares the worst of what we as humans go through. He is laid in a borrowed tomb and heaven and earth wait in silence with an inaudible sigh of despair.

				Yet three days later something happens. David Ford in The Shape of Living describes this as an event greater than which nothing can be imagined. In that tomb something happens to that particular body.

				Actually not just something, just one thing; resurrection.

				It has never happened to anyone else before or since. It is a God-sized event; the work of the Father in the power of the Spirit on the Son. It’s an ex nihilo event. From nothing. And it takes place at the dawn in a garden. Resurrection is not revival, or a coming back to life - some kind of divine charge-the-paddles resuscitation - it is the in-breaking of new life; the life of the promised Kingdom, the life of the future in the here and now. David Ford again:

				There is no ready-made worldview into which it fits. As a God-sized event, the same considerations apply to it as to the reality of God: if we think we have a framework that contains is, then we have not grasped the sort of event it is.

				For the next forty days this Jesus touched this present world with future resurrection life. Uncommonly for me, I think about it in terms of the tangents inYear 9 maths:

				
					[image: 1.jpg]

				

				The forty days of Jesus’ resurrection is this grazing of the present against the future. He is the firstborn from the dead; he is the guarantee of what will one day be for all God’s people; he is the model for what will one day be. So he is the same, yet trans- formed; he is recognisable but changed: he can eat and talk, cook and engage, touch and be touched. He is hyper-real, resurrection-real; he passes through walls because his reality is stronger and truer than the wall. Those in C. S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce who journey to heaven cut their bare feet on the grass because the grass is so real, and have to wear dark glasses because the colours are too vibrant.

				Because of the resurrection of this one who had been dead, killed in a godforsaken, cruel torture, the cross is transformed from tragedy to victory, from ugly to beautiful, from the place where everything is lost to the place where everything is given. As Rowan Williams writes in Tokens of Trust, the ricochet created by Jesus’ life is profound:

				This man’s life suggests, no stronger than that, insists that nowhere is God absent, powerless or irrelevant. There is no situation in the universe in the face of which God is at a loss.

				The death and resurrection of Jesus stand as the focal point, the pivot of all history. The significance and implications of it are impossible to overemphasise; indeed the fractals of dying and rising, of sacrifice and gift, of self-denial and gaining your soul, of love enduring through death, of light being stronger than dark- ness, goodness stronger than hatred, of death, sadness, grief, evil, violence, torture, separation, cruelty, injustice not having the last word.

				So, as David Ford writes, ‘joy may be a greater scandal than evil, suffering or death.’

				***

				But this event in and of itself doesn’t impact me and you, truly, it doesn’t ‘take’ in us, until we join in with it. Until we die with him, so we can rise with him. Until we take our last breath for ourselves, and receive the living breath of this one who was dead and is now alive again. So once Jesus has returned to be in God’s space, heaven, after the forty days of resurrection, the Spirit comes to make God’s people live. This group of people breathe the same air that Jesus breathed; Christ becomes the atmosphere in which we live - God’s intense, enfleshed presence, not bound to a single body, but taking flesh in young men and old women, in children and teenagers. The Spirit is God present to us, for us, in us, apart from us bringing the conditions of the future resurrection kingdom into the present world. Any attempt to manage the life and work of the Spirit in relation to our lives must be ruled out. There is something fundamentally disturbing, overwhelming, stretching, disconcerting, disarming and invigor- ating about the tenderest of the Spirit’s interactions with us. For here the messiah from Nazareth comes alive to me and for me.

				The Spirit makes the church be, bringing a community into being that bears the name of the Saviour and seeks to fulfil the particular vocation to be his light in an increasingly dark world, to be the signpost pointing to a living God, to be a channel of his peace. The Spirit is no way a possession of this church; still less are his works synonymous with what the church does. It would be a recasting of everything we know about Jesus to suggest he was represented on this earth by some highly formalised, structural, authoritarian, hierarchical group of men (which, let’s face it, the majority of the church is). Yet in service and love, in prayer and wonder, in breaking bread and sharing wine as the sign of participating in his death, and being overwhelmed in the waters of baptism as a sign of rising with him, this people bear his name, are a fractal of his life, pre-evidence of his community, servants of the kingdom that is always worth investing in because it will last for ever. Of course the kingdom of God is far bigger than the boundaries of the church - but all goodness, all justice, all acts of kindness and generosity, all healing and hope, all beauty and creativity are echoes of this kingdom which the rumour of the resurrection and vigour of the Spirit pledge as true.

				***

				The canvas has little room left for more shapes or colour, yet here it starts revealing a whole new vision. Beyond this there is more than can be conceived. In the last book of scripture, the profound and dangerous Revelation of John, the one who was dead but is now alive again draws the history of this present age to a close with these words: ‘Behold I make all things new’ (Revelation 21:5). Not just some things, not just a few things, but all things. Scripture begins with all things being made, and ends opening up a whole new realm of re-creation. This is redemption, a rework- ing of what is already in existence as the raw material for the eternal. Redemption takes place not in some other place, but in this place. In this world of torture and crosses, killing fields and gas chambers, industrial scorched waste-land and plundered rain forests, concrete jungles and unmarked graves. It is this world, this earth that is charged with eternal potential. God is not into escape or destruction, but into reconciling all things, renewing all things and restoring all things.

				The promise is that the full realisation of God’s Kingdom will begin with the maker pronouncing and enacting judgement. As Miroslac Volf writes in Exclusion and Embrace:

				God will judge, not because God gives people what they deserve, but because some people refuse to receive what no one deserves; if evildoers experience God’s terror, it will not be because they have done evil, but because they have resisted to the end the powerful lure of the open arms of the crucified messiah.

				Judgment is good, good news. But meeting God face to face is always a moment of judgment for us. And scripture doesn’t try to tone down the advice that we should be ready and trembling.

				So maybe you can begin to see that Christianity isn’t a message - it is contact. It’s like running into a room shouting ‘Fire!’ Or whispering in a beloved’s ear, ‘Will you marry me?’ We are being asked for a response, to come and take our place in the great drama of life with his canvas as our backdrop. It is costly and life-changing, it is all encompassing and demanding, it’s fulfilling and delightful. For once you have tasted, you cannot live without this God.

				Marie, you thirst for living, not just existing; you’re dissatisfied with fakes and imitations; you want to plumb the depths and reach the heights. Maybe that’s why you rejected the faith you were nurtured in. But the true God invites you to live true life. Offering you a thousand new starts in the comprehension of God, yourself, the goodness and depravity of this world, the defining life, death and resurrection of Jesus, the life-giving Spirit and transforming community of the church, and the hope of a life beyond this that no eye has seen no ear has heard and no heart could be adequately be prepared for.

				The everything you desire is found in God.

				I would have loved to have known your thoughts.

				Chris
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