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This book is dedicated to my wife’s mother,
Kathleen Rosa Ormerod.
Her life was a gift to others.
All she asked in return was a few flowers
and the love of her family and friends.
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FOREWORD BY JOHN ORTBERG

More than a century ago, Scottish author George Mac Donald wrote a book called Thomas Wingfold, Curate. It is the story of a young pastor who – in spite of his job – suddenly finds that he doesn’t know what he believes. His awareness of his doubt is God’s first gift to him. His next gift is a desire to believe. His next gift is a wise spiritual guide who can help him navigate his doubts and questions and desires; and who focuses him on actually coming to seek to do what it is that Jesus asks.

At one point someone asks Wingfold if he still considers giving up the curacy. His response – which I won’t take the time to quote here – moved me so deeply that the first time I heard it (being read on tape as I was driving my car) I had to pull the car over because I couldn’t drive through the tears. He did not yet believe, Wingfold said. At least not fully, not completely. But he was convinced that if what Jesus said was not true; if there is not a God who is worthy of being the Loving Father whom Jesus described, then all of life is not worth a single tear that has been wept over it in the history of
 this sorry dark world. He is not yet convinced that Christianity is true in the way he wants to be convinced; but he is sure that Jesus is the only game in town.

[image: 2]
What I love about this book by Adrian Plass is that it strikes just this same deeply honest, humanly humble, Jesus-intoxicated note. Adrian is remarkably candid about his own questions and searching – “champion of the Doubt Olympics” several times over. There is never a hint of triumphalism or hydroplaning over the difficult issues. He writes as a critical evangelical who embraces and challenges the community that has shaped him. He loves the church, and hopes for the church, and has been deeply hurt by the church, and cannot stop longing for the church. 

Often when people spend decades communicating about the faith, as Adrian has, they tend to go on spiritual autopilot. They come to know what kind of stories will gain attention; what kind of questions are safe to ask, what kind of answers are expected and will gain applause.

For Adrian, though, what ends up as a dialogue with you and me begins as a musing deep within his soul; or perhaps as the kind of conversation with God that we find being held in Scripture by folks like Moses and Abraham and Jonah – questioning and complaining and thanking and fearful reverence and tender friendship and fierce determination spilling over in no particular order. It is especially a reflection about Jesus, who is safe enough to hide in, tender enough to trust, extreme enough to call us to life beyond ourselves.
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Authors are generally asked to describe their target audience – who is this book for? Often in our day target audiences get pretty niched: left-handed babysitters or mechanics who like Dylan Thomas. This is a book for honest, thoughtful people who would like to know Jesus better. It is written by someone who is convinced that Jesus is the only game in town.

John Ortberg, June 2005



INTRODUCTION

Writing this book has been a strange, intense experience. In horticultural terms, my intention was to grow a tidy little shrub with a few decently spaced blooms and a general air of dignified symmetry. From the beginning it has not been like that. The roots of this project have plunged deeper into the dark earth than I had ever expected, while unmanageable fronds, tendrils, and trailing vines have shot out wildly in all directions and to all heights, searching for the light.

The light is Jesus. That much at least has been clear to me at every stage of my writing. I wanted to explore the fact that he has brought ultimate safety, tenderness, and a profound sense of adventure into my life. I believe I have done that, and as all good explorers will testify, the best possible way for an expedition to end is by coming home. We begin with Jesus, and if we have travelled by the correct route, we will certainly end with him as well.

A singular problem in the assembly of this book, if it really was a problem, arose from our immediate family circumstances. Shortly before I was due to begin writing, my wife’s mother was brought home from the hospital, diagnosed with an aggressive, incurable cancer. The awareness of her presence and her suffering in our converted dining room had a profound effect on my thoughts and emotions as I sat down to begin work each day. Everything in me, and especially in my faith, seemed to be excavated and exposed by the vividly immediate presence of one who was about to finally discover exactly what lies behind all these spiritual concepts that we so easily wrap up in words. It made me determined to keep heaven and earth locked together in all the things that I might say. It made me want to tell the truth without pulling any punches. Lots of truth. Truth about all the good, bad, wonderful, silly, dreadful, puzzling, disappointing, heartwarming things that happen when ordinary Christians like you and me seriously set out to follow Jesus in the real world.

This is certainly not a memoir. Testimony books, as you know, are complete stories, usually tidied up and made as coherent as possible for the benefit of the reader. They have their place, but they do not meet the need of ordinary struggling Christians to understand that they can be part of the glory of God’s work in this world despite the fact that their faith and their feelings are untidy and inconsistent and will probably remain like that until the grave. And I certainly had no interest in writing one of those unremittingly positive treatises that fails to deal with life as it is actually lived. The result is perhaps less clearly defined than I had planned – but hopefully much more authentic. Jesus is not safe on Monday, tender on Tuesday, and extreme on Wednesday. What would he do for the rest of the week?

After being away from home for some weeks recently, I had to sit myself down and reply to nearly two hundred emails from all parts of the world. The vast majority of them were from people who were able to keep on going, or return to Christ, or come to Christ for the first time, or simply see a little light at the end of the tunnel, because God had spoken to them through accounts of personal vulnerability.

That is what I do. That seems to be my job. I am not a teacher in any orthodox sense. I am not a theologian. I am not a preacher; I cannot preach to save my life. I am simply allowed to be a man with a broom, sweeping away the rubbish that prevents others from passing further in and further up, and I tend to do this by talking about what Jesus does and doesn’t do in my life.

He is safe, he is tender, and he is extreme. This book is soaked with those things.

There are a lot of stories in these pages. My experience has been that people learn more about this strange thing called “following Jesus” from stories about what actually happens than they ever will from theory. However inadequately, I try to follow the example of Jesus himself in this. The accounts of my own walk with him that I have recorded here are not just about what happens to me; they are about what happens to us. We get it wrong, we get it right. We learn very quickly, and we learn very slowly. We find great encouragement, and we sink to the lowest place that it is possible to be. God seems to be absent, God appears to be gloriously present. Mist clears, mist forms. We believe with all our hearts, we doubt everything. He makes us laugh, he makes us cry. Terrifyingly, he calls us to talk to people in supermarket queues; frustratingly, he tells us to keep our mouths shut in country cafés. He gives us little treats, he gets very cross. He whispers sweet words to us at the worst times. These are just a few of the things that constitute the lifeblood of living with Jesus. I would like readers to be reassured and comforted and challenged and frightened and instructed and stirred up and convicted and amused and upset by the wide-ranging, granular reality of what actually happens to Christians who try to live with their Master, as opposed to what is supposed to happen.

The longer sections of the book combine experience and reflection on those Christian issues that seem more and more crucial to me as I approach my twentieth year of speaking and writing about Jesus. In one sense I am probably wasting my time, because I am like a man walking through a maze who continually finds himself returning to the centre. Every avenue I have ever taken in my thinking and writing seems to lead back to a place where I am reminded that total commitment to Jesus is the only way to achieve true safety and real usefulness. Have I achieved this? No, I have not, but I want to, and I am trying.

At the end of each section you will find verbal snapshots of landmarks and events in my walk with Jesus. They are written in the present tense, and they are accounts of things that have really happened. They are true. Some are from the past, while others, as you will discover, are things that happened when I was in the middle of writing this book. Among these snapshots you will find everything from jubilation to despair, from peace to panic, from obedience to rebellion, from humour to tragedy. Please be with me in these moments and reflect on your own history of travelling with the Son of God. We are all in the same boat, and I know that quite violent storms do get up sometimes, but it’s okay. The one with the power to calm is still with us and always will be.

I have included a selection of prayers at the end of the book. Say them with me if you think they might be helpful in your journey.

Safe, tender, and extreme. Those are the aspects of Jesus that I have always loved. I hope and pray that you will discover these qualities in him as you make your way through the tangled growth that I place before you here. God bless you, all those whom you love, and, of course, every single
 one of your enemies.



PART ONE

SAFE JESUS



Thoughts and Reflections on the Safe Jesus



CHAPTER 1

SAFE IN THE LOVE OF JESUS, SAFE IN THE BODY OF CHRIST

At this very moment, as I write, in the room at the end of the hall across from my study, someone is dying.

Kathleen Rosa Ormerod is my wife’s mother and my good friend. She is eighty-eight years old and has terminal cancer. Three weeks ago, one week before Christmas, we made the decision that Kathleen should leave the hospital and spend her remaining days, weeks, or months in our house. She is confined to bed, and what a bed it is, one of those special electric ones that you feel might even perform a backward somersault if you pressed its multitudinous buttons in the correct permutation. This superbed stands in the room that until now has functioned as our dining room.

We want this to be a place for her to live in, not just the equivalent of a hospital ward. Fortunately, it is an ideal room for the purpose, bright, cosy, and enfolding, yet with a sense of being connected to the rest of the world. The windows and the glass doors are responsible for creating this effect. There are three windows, two large ones opening out towards the area at the front of the house, and another smaller one facing the backyard. In addition, there are two glass-panelled doors, the one directly in front of her giving a view of the hall and the stairs, and the other, diagonally to her right, looking through to the kitchen, which is where everything of any real importance has always happened in our home – talking, eating, sitting around, all those crucial things. She is effectively right at the centre of our family activity. She can see people arriving and leaving and moving from room to room and working in the kitchen and passing up and down the stairs. Her room is ablaze with flowers, sent and delivered to the house by friends and family who know how much Bridget’s mum has always loved growing things. Stoic though she is, it is a matter of great sadness to Kathleen that it will not be possible for her to see the flowers growing in the garden of her own house this springtime. It breaks my heart for her. How sad it must be to feel that you have probably seen your last springtime.

However, if you have no choice but to die and you cannot leave your bed, this is not the worst corner of the world in which to find yourself. That is Kathleen’s continually expressed point of view, and I agree with her. She deserves this comfort and consideration. She is a toiler of the old school, a person who has given to others all through her life. A hardworking, consistently obedient servant of the Lord for more than eight decades, she has merited every good and helpful thing that can be made available to her.

We all pay a price though. For Kathleen there is the frustration in this last phase of her life of constantly having to take from others. On the day when she first arrived at our house after leaving the hospital, she said she wanted to ask me something.

“Adrian,” she said, “I want you to be absolutely truthful with me. Is my being here going to disrupt your family celebrations or get in the way of your day-to-day living? Be honest with me.”

“Good gracious, no,” I replied. “We always like to have someone sleeping in a hospital bed in our dining room over the Christmas period. We’d find anything else very odd indeed.”

Kathleen laughed a great deal at this, but it was also a step on the road to acceptance of the fact that the independence she values so much is not possible now. It is not her way to take without giving in return. Now she has no choice.

For my wife some things are painfully difficult to watch. Bridget sat beside her demented father as he died only months ago, and since then she has hardly had the time or space to grieve his passing. Kathleen was never a bulky person. Now she is very thin – horribly, frighteningly thin. Both of us find it very hard to look at her outstretched fleshless arm, to see the way the skin goes sliding down that brittle stick of bone like silk gliding along a polished wooden curtain pole. It is the cancer that does it. It would make no difference how much she ate. Like some ravening fungoid monster, the hungry killer inside takes a huge part of all the goodness and nutrition that goes into her body, feeding itself and growing larger and more blindly, grossly dominant by the day. We find it strange to look at her, so slight, so fragile, and so inoffensive, and to know that this ugly thing is murdering her by inches.

At the end of the day, assisted by medication, she sleeps like a dead person, skin china white, her mouth hanging open on her chest, her head tilted to one side. Recently, exchanging notes, my wife and I discovered that after she has settled for the night, we are both in the habit of peering fearfully in through the glass panels of the door that connects her room to the hall, studying her with round-eyed, fearful concentration, hoping to detect in the rise and fall of the emaciated chest beneath her nightdress that she is still with us. Hard though it is to admit, there are times, especially when she has had a depressingly difficult, uncomfortable day, when we half hope that her shallow breathing will stop. We wonder if God might allow her to slip quietly away to join her beloved George, in a place where, for him, there is no more panic-stricken confusion and, for her, no more commodes and catheters and bedsores and all the other varieties of personal humiliation that polite and private people so dislike. 

At night we take Kathleen’s breathing to bed with us. Bridget has bought one of those baby monitors so that her mother can call her in the night if she needs help urgently. The transmitter is downstairs beside Kathleen, and the receiver is in our bedroom. I found this very strange at first, and I shall never become accustomed to it. It is as though another person’s soul is trapped in the little white plastic contraption with the glowing red light that stands on a shelf in the corner of our bedroom. Every night now, after I have switched off my bedside lamp, there are, unnervingly, two sets of human sounds in the blackness apart from my own, and the overlapping rhythms of two clocks ticking, one of them on our wall, and the other standing on the little table next to Kathleen as she sleeps. The ticking of her little square clock continues like the beating of a healthy heart, but there are moments when the sound of Kathleen’s breathing seems to be arrested altogether. When this happens Bridget will sometimes sit bolt upright in bed, straining her ears to detect the slightest evidence of a breath being taken. More than once she has begged me to go downstairs and look through the glass door to check that her mother is still alive. Nights are far from easy at present. Love and death and fear excavate the soul, producing strange, convoluted dreams and hours of uneasy consciousness.

As members of the family from more distant parts have made the trip to visit Kathleen, I have seen a deep sadness in her after their departure. She explains that on each occasion she is conscious that this may be the last time she sees her visitor in this world. Sometimes she has a little cry, especially over her diminishing powers, a general feeling of having nothing useful or practical to contribute to the world around her. Of course, we reassure her, but she is not silly. She would say all the same things to us if we were in her position.

These things are deeply upsetting. Bridget cries a lot. I am not made like that, in the sense that I tend to do most of my crying in private, but I am full of feeling. We need each other very much at the moment. Two things help us as a couple above all others. One is the fact that we have been good friends, thank God, since we married thirty-three years ago. The other is that we have always wanted to have Jesus at the centre of our day-to-day living. I think he has been there most of the time, although honesty compels me to admit that he might have been displaced at certain points in our lives. Who am I kidding? I know full well he has. But never mind. At the very least God is as forgiving as my own mother was, and she was a person who handed out that precious commodity as though she had been put in charge of an inexhaustible store.

Now we are glad that both of the things I have mentioned are true. These are difficult days. We need to look after each other. We are not doing too badly. A couple of times, when the tension has become unbearable, we have found ourselves having foolish, meaningless little arguments, sniping at each other about nothing at all. They don’t last long. We are like children. God is our Father. We shall be all right.

So
 there we are. Or rather, here I am, sitting at my computer trying to write a book about following Jesus while someone is dying in the room at the other end of the hall. The presence of Bridget’s mother, and the imminence of her departure to the place where we hope that all questions will be answered and all problems solved, has what I can only call a profoundly “editing” effect on the things that I am thinking and writing.
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Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?”

“Yes, Lord,” she told him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.”

These stirring words from the eleventh chapter of John’s gospel had better be true, hadn’t they? For Kathleen’s sake, I mean. When you know for sure that your days on this earth are numbered, there has to be a positive prospect of some kind to lift and draw you over the inevitable final obstacle of dying. The other day I asked her about this.

“Are you very worried about dying?”

She answered without any visible hesitation.

“Oh no, I’m not at all worried about being dead. I know what I believe. I’m very comfortable and well looked after, and I’m not in any pain at the moment.” She paused for a second or two, and then continued in a much softer voice, “I don’t like the idea of leaving you all behind though.” 

I hope that when my time comes I shall be as sure in my beliefs as Kathleen seems to be. She is quite safe in her faith. No wonder Jesus said that we must become like little children. Some things are much easier to believe effortlessly when you are small. For example, when my mother’s mother died, I was devastated. I missed her horribly, but when my mummy told me that Nana was in heaven and that I would see her again one day, I was comforted on the deepest level and trusted implicitly that this would be so. Do I still have that implicit trust in the same innocently optimistic way? No. Yes. Sometimes. Absolutely without question. Not in the slightest. Only on Thursdays.

I am working towards being the child Jesus wants me to be, and he is helping. I lift my arms towards my Father in heaven and ask him to put his arms round what I am, not what I ought to be. What else can I do?

A SACRED MYSTERY

As I have said, this book is supposed to be about Jesus, and I have been asking myself where he is in all the things that are happening to my mother-in-law, and what the situation might teach us about him. A couple of these answers interest and encourage me.

One is connected to the way in which Christians handle the idea of death and departure from the people they love. Despite her firm belief in a life with God after death, Kathleen hates the prospect of leaving all of us behind and would certainly not choose to die if she was given the option of recovering her health and enjoying a few more years in the land of the living. Is there not abundant evidence in the gospels to suggest that Jesus was the same? Poor Jesus. True man and true God. Filled with pain because of that very fact on more than one occasion.

As Jesus was approaching the end of his earthly ministry, we know that he wept and was very troubled. Hardly surprising, is it? The shadow of the imminent dislocation of earth and heaven was darkening his heart. He was weeping because all the loves were tearing him apart and were about to spread him piecemeal across the universe. Look at this passage from the gospel of John. 

“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honour. 

“Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say – ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your name.” (12:24 –28 NRSV)

Here, in these two paragraphs, we are allowed to witness divinity and humanity in the mind of Jesus, the one following hard on the heels of the other. The statement and the struggle, the preaching and the pain, the toil and the trouble.

The theory is right, the theology is unimpeachable, the intention is pure, but still the wholly human heart of Jesus cries out like a child against the immensity of the thing he is about to undertake. I sometimes replay those words in my mind as you or I might say them. 

“It’s just too much! I can’t stand it. Oh Father, I could ask you to rescue me. I could beg you just to take this terrible, ghastly prospect away from me, and you would do it because you love me, but what would be the point of that? It’s the very thing I came for. It’s the reason I’m alive. It’s for you. Okay, I’m all right now. Glorify your name.”

And here is Matthew’s account of Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane. Try to pretend you have never read it. You won’t be able to, but do your best. 

Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” He took with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and agitated. Then he said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain here, and stay awake with me.” And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want.” Then he came to the disciples and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, “So, could you not stay awake with me one hour? Stay awake and pray that you may not come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” Again he went away for the second time and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” Again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. So leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words. Then he came to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners. Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.” (26:36 – 46 NRSV)

Luke adds, in verses that some ancient manuscripts leave out, that when Jesus prayed in the garden, his sweat became like “great drops of blood falling down on the ground” (22:44 NRSV).

A gargantuan struggle.

Here is a question, then. When Jesus said that the spirit was willing but the flesh was weak, whom do you think he was talking about? I spend my life catching up with things that other people already know, so it has only just occurred to me that Jesus is talking about himself as much or more than he is talking about the poor old, heavy-eyed disciples, who couldn’t have had the faintest idea what was going on, or what was about to happen. Jesus was without sin, not without temptation. He really did not want to go through with the next stage of the task, did he? Who can blame him? 

As with Bridget’s mother, the prospect of leaving behind the people he loved was unspeakably sad for Jesus, but of course it was vastly more than that. There is a sacred mystery at the heart of the suffering that Jesus was about to go through. The cross was an appalling instrument of torture, but others, before and since, have suffered as much and considerably more in a physical sense. No, there was an element or species of pain in the crucifixion of Jesus that I am incapable of even beginning to comprehend. We know that he went through the agony of being forsaken by his Father, and that may have been the darkest, most bitter moment of them all. Is it possible that in that supremely awful instant, his worst nightmare of all appeared to be coming true? 

Perhaps, regardless of everything that had happened, he was not the Messiah. Perhaps his divinity was a complex illusion. Perhaps he was just a man hanging on a piece of wood. Perhaps it was all a ghastly mistake. He could have stayed and compromised and got married and had children and grown old and enjoyed many, many springtimes. 

I have no idea if that is true or not. It is a matter of interpretation and conjecture, but we are allowed to employ conjecture. Writer and broadcaster Rabbi Lionel Blue
 once made the point that Judaism was his home, not his prison. It seems to me that this is a good perspective for Christians as well. In the spiritual sense there is no such thing as those dreadful conditions of agoraphobia or claustrophobia in the kingdom of God. The safer and happier we are in our home, the more comfortable we shall be in popping out to explore what’s going on down the road.

Whatever we do not know for sure, we can be fairly certain that although he had known the joys of heaven “before Abraham was”, Jesus was terrified of what was to come, but he also knew that true security was only to be found through obedience. As always, he said yes to his Father. There is a tantalising paradox at the heart of all this that has always been just beyond the grasp of definition, certainly as far as I am concerned. It is a cloud or mist formed from a multitude of apparent contradictions.

Man and God. Obey or disobey. Filled with the Spirit and forsaken. Dead and alive. Failed and triumphant. Natural and supernatural. Ordinary and extraordinary. Law and grace. Of this world and not of this world.

Sometimes I am almost giddy with a vertiginous sense that I am right on the edge of a revelation so filled with light and love and final reassurance that nothing will ever be able to hurt me or disturb my peace again, and lunatic though it sounds, I sense in my heart of hearts that what is revealed will undoubtedly and mysteriously be something that I already know. Perhaps that sounds as though it means nothing, but I recall C. S. Lewis’s description of how when we hear or see true beauty, there is an aching sensation of homesickness for something or somebody that we have never had and never will have. The instinct for heaven. It is there within us. We live with it, and it is our constant companion. It does, however, wear many strange and almost impenetrable disguises.

The same Jesus who sweated blood at Gethsemane is in this house with Kathleen and with us. She is perfectly safe. He will take her hand when the time comes for her to go, and I do pray that the going will not be hard.

TOUCHING JESUS

As Kathleen dies, Jesus is also with us in the form of our church. People sometimes tell me off for attacking the church, but I have never wanted or set out to do that. I love the Body of Christ, the church, that is, and over the last few weeks, Bridget and Kathleen and I have seen what that three-word phrase can mean when the hard times come. Yes, I know that love and care can be just as evident in secular communities, but that’s okay. God invented love. The world he made might be fallen, but you can see his fingerprints and the marks of his feet all over creation, sometimes in the most unexpected places.

We have felt very loved. Do you remember what Paul said about the Body of Christ?

If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many members, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the body that we think less honourable we clothe with greater honour, and our less respectable members are treated with greater respect; whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honour to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honoured, all rejoice together with it. (1 Corinthians 12:19 – 26 NRSV) 

The part of the body that we belong to has certainly suffered together with Kathleen and with us. Quite apart from support in prayer, help has come in many forms. We have a young, explosively energetic border terrier named Lucy, who on a number of occasions has been whisked away for the walks that she so adores. People have cooked for us and sat in for us so that we can have a break. They have visited and sent flowers and cards. Our converted dining room is beginning to acquire the scent and the appearance of a florist’s shop. The curate in charge of our church has twice brought Communion to Kathleen. She loves this and so do we. Bridget and I and Kathleen form three quarters of the congregation. It feels like an enormous treat to have the mystery and cosmic significance of the bread and wine here in this little room, just for the three of us. God has some very good ideas, do you not think? This is one of the best. Rooting the vastness of spirituality and salvation in such potent, earthy symbols as bread and wine is nothing short of a masterpiece. 

Yes, the Body of Christ has sustained and lifted and protected us. It is easy to forget that these encounters with Jesus through the hands and hearts of our brothers and sisters are spiritual experiences on a par with any of the more detached and otherworldly numinous encounters that go on in formally religious situations. Why do we find this so hard to accept? Anyone who has had a family should be able to understand the principle. Bridget and I have three sons and a daughter, and very few things give us more pleasure than knowing that they are getting together, looking after each other, and enjoying being in one another’s company. When those things are happening, it is like a vindication or validation of our parenthood. Yes, all right, in our case there may well be a rather childish element in that response, but it does help us to understand how our heavenly Father feels about the members of his family loving and caring for each other. Here is Jesus on the same subject towards the end of John’s gospel.

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another.” (15:12 – 17 NRSV)

With all due respect, there is just a hint of the worried mother about this, is there not?

“I have to go away, so you must promise to look after each other. You won’t forget, will you? Love one another. It’s so important to me. Promise you will.”

The sacred and mystical truth is that when we Christians touch each other, we are touching Jesus. When that touch is the touch of care and love, heaven smiles on us, and the same God who speaks through the twenty-seventh verse of the first chapter of the book of James says, with the satisfaction of a proud parent, “Just look at that! Now that is what I call true religion.”

I thank God for Kathleen Rosa Ormerod, for her stubbornness and her generosity and her loyalty and her practical care and her unfailing love for her friends and her principled way of living and her faith and her courage and for the vulnerability that we have been privileged to see in these last weeks. I thank God for all that she is and all that she has done. I would like her to live, but above all I want God’s best for her, whatever that might be.



CHAPTER 2

FREEDOM, SAFETY, AND THE VALUE OF TRUTH

I shall attempt the challenging task of telling some truth in this and the next chapter, not, I hasten to add, to create a contrast with all the other parts of the book, but in the context of specific areas where we in the church have become very adept at kidding ourselves. Of course, my truth may not be the same as yours, but after twenty years of talking to Christians all over the world, I shall be more than a little surprised if the gap is a consistently wide one.

Before we get into specific issues, though, what has the truth to do with safety, and why does it matter so much? Put at its simplest, if we really want to be secure in the most profound sense, we have no choice but to dwell in the truth, however challenging that may be. If we are defending ourselves or our faith or the way that we live or the life of the church in any other terms but truthful ones, then we have parted company with the Spirit of truth. In those circumstances we are on our own and dangerously exposed.

The most significant changes in my life began with a desire to discard the piles of nonsense that were cluttering up my own Christian life and to find spiritual safety by seeing the truth about myself and my faith with as much clarity as it was possible for God to grant my clouded vision. Since the very earliest days of the writing
 and speaking phase of my life, there is one verse that has underpinned and inspired my efforts more than any other. It is something that Jesus said, and it occurs in the eighth chapter of the gospel of John. I am sure you will recognise it immediately.

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” (8:31 – 32) 

The final six words of this passage have always meant a great deal to me, but as anyone who has ever set out to tell the complete truth will know, it is by no means always comfortable. Sometimes it hurts. Sometimes it makes me laugh. Sometimes it makes me feel very silly indeed. Sometimes it makes me weep. Sometimes it becomes clear that, as with Adam and Eve, the naked truth is not what is required. There are times when it is embarrassing and needs to be decently covered.

THE TRUTH ABOUT US;
THE TRUTH ABOUT GOD 

Here is one thing that is becoming clear to me. There are two essential areas of truth that we need to deal with if we are interested in encouraging others to come home to the Father. One is the truth about us, about you and me as we really are, and the other is the untainted truth about God. If, in our efforts to pass on the good news, we try to communicate either one of these while ignoring the other, we are probably, at best, wasting our time and, at worst, creating a potentially very destructive form of confusion. 

Most of us, whether we like it or not, are works in progress. God certainly knows that. We know it, if we’re honest. What point is there in trying to persuade others or ourselves that this is not the case? Folk will always see through religious or moral posing in the end. People have quite often seen through some nonsense of mine. I wonder how many of God’s lost and beloved children have turned disappointedly away from the idea of following Jesus because of the hypocrisy they detected in Christians, people who managed to impress them greatly on a personal level in the initial stages of their relationship and subsequently simply couldn’t keep it up.

Sometimes this contrast between what we are and what we believe is graphically revealed. There is an exercise that my wife, Bridget, and I have found helpful to use with groups of thirty or forty people. Try it yourself. The results can be interesting. The aim of this exercise is twofold. The immediate aim is to write a group poem. This is usually very enjoyable and interesting, but the more important function of the activity is to show all those present that the truth about the Body of Christ is far more granular, more diverse, and, dare I say, more useful than we might have expected. This is how we do it.

First of all, it is as well to bear in mind that a lot of people freeze when they think some coyly grinning Christian sadist is about to force them into writing poetry, with the subtle implication that hell awaits those who fail to cooperate. We always make it clear that no one is actually going to write any poetry but that a collection of short, truthful, anonymous statements will, by its very nature, acquire a poetic ring when it is read aloud by one person. We give out small slips of paper to each member of the group and announce that the first poem will be entitled “Our God Is Many Things”.

“Please write on your piece of paper,” Bridget or I will then say, “what God is to you at this precise moment on this particular day. Don’t try to be consciously poetic. Don’t worry about putting down the right answer. There is no right answer other than your own private truth. Try not to write down your second, third, or fourth thoughts. Try to catch the first one before it gets disapproved of and edited, or it just flies away. Don’t sign your paper. It really doesn’t matter what you say, negative or positive, because no one except God will know who has written which line when we read the whole thing out. Please write clearly and briefly in capital letters, and then fold your papers and give them to one of us when we come round to collect them in a couple of minutes.” 

Some people are a little uneasy about all this, but the assurance of genuine anonymity is usually helpful. We end up with a little pile of thirty or forty statements, and Bridget is very skilled at reading these out on the spot, avoiding word-for- word repetition, and adding in the title and theme of the “poem” as she proceeds. The results, assembled in something very close to the random order in which they have been collected, are quite riveting and can sometimes be very moving. Here is what one group produced.

Our God is many things

He is a good Father, loving and ever-present

He is my rock

He is never with me when I need him most

A distant God, looking for reasons to punish

My best friend

The light that makes my darkness bearable

Our God is many things

The sun in winter, promising that spring will come

He has gone on holiday somewhere

The Father I never had

He is impossible to know

The essence of love

He is a mystery that death will solve

Our God is many things

He is like the sea, deep and serene

Filled with forgiveness

He loves everyone – except me

He lives in us

He must see my agony, but he doesn’t do anything about it

His love keeps the world turning

Our God is many things

Awesome and mighty

The Rose of Sharon

Our God is the one who painted the rainbow

He is cold and silent, full of promises that he never seems to keep

Our God is the God of the Jews

He hears and sees all that we do

Our God is many things

The one I have been searching for all my life

A masked stranger

He helps the sky to kiss the sea

Glorious beyond words

The Father of our Lord Jesus

Nothing to write home about

Our God is many things

All I will ever want or need

I don’t know what will happen to me if things don’t change soon

Our God is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow

God is love

I talk to him a lot, but does he listen?

Our God is many things

Not exactly a candidate for inclusion in your favourite hymnbook, is it? The groups that produce this kind of response are often quite startled by the things that are exposed when a small section of the Body of Christ is allowed to express inner feelings without an immediate threat from one of those clodhopping terrible twins, Condemnation and Ministry. This example of a cry from the heart of the body contains just about everything, doesn’t it? There is joy and sadness and doubt and indifference and fear and pain and praise and love and deep appreciation and the kind of questioning that is all too often concealed on the dark side of the heart. 

On the many occasions when we have done this exercise with groups, we have never once seen a result that presented the group as being uniformly positive and at peace. This is the way it is within the Body of Jesus on earth, and I have an idea it would be good for us to face it. We cannot avoid the issue by saying that some of the more negative comments in a poem like this must come from people who are not really Christians. That is not the case. I know it is not. So do you. Most of us go through many different phases in the course of our Christian lives. These phases range in their nature, if you are anything like me, from despair to ecstasy, but wherever we happen to be at any
 one time, unless something exceptionally drastic and awful has happened, we remain members of the Body.

The challenge facing every single one of us is simple but sometimes alarming. Leaving aside deliberate, persistent disobedience and sin, will we own the things, good and bad, that are happening in our brothers and sisters, as though they are happening in us, and really are part of us? If you like, it is the other side of the coin presented to us by Jesus when he spoke about the danger and undesirability of judging others in the seventh chapter of Matthew’s gospel.

“Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.

“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.” (7:1 – 5)

Paul makes a very similar point in the fourteenth chapter of Romans.

Why do you pass judgement on your brother and sister? Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister? For we will all stand before the judgement seat of God. For it is written,

“As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give praise to God.”

So then, each of us will be accountable to God.

Let us therefore no longer pass judgement on one another, but resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of another. (14:10 – 13 NRSV)

Tough as it may be, and however much of a challenge to our feelings of safety and security, it is very important to God that we stand firm beside our fellow believers, whatever they may be going through. Should we not be taking turns to be Jesus for each other, and allowing the truth to be told without reacting with rejection or aggression, or by fainting decoratively like one of our modern thespian soccer players, or in the manner of some Victorian heroine who has just learned that not all men are perfect? Jesus is among us in the real world, and it is his command that we should tell the truth about ourselves and about him. That is certainly what Paul did, speaking freely about his life before conversion in the first chapter of his first letter to Timothy. 

I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 

Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life. Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen. (1:12 – 17)

Additionally, in the following extract from the second book of Corinthians, Paul makes it clear that he still suffers from weaknesses, although, very frustratingly, in this life we shall never know for certain what his famous “thorn in the flesh” actually was.

Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, but he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. (12:7 – 9 NRSV) 

The truth will set us free – I’m afraid. Where shall I start? What shall I tell the truth about? The list of candidates is a very long one, but there are four areas that immediately suggest themselves to me, two of which we shall explore in this chapter, and two in the next. Let us begin with a really juicy one.

DOUBT

Forgive me if I sound conceited, but I have won the gold medal in three consecutive Doubt Olympics and achieved silver and gold in another four. I am versatile. I never did bother to specialise. Sprint or marathon, it makes no difference. I excel in most events.

Doubt has been an adjunct to my Christian life since forty years ago, when I first told Jesus that I wanted to hear him say yes to me, just as he said it to the thief on the cross at Calvary. There have been times, notably when there has been a period of grinding, dismal ordinariness about everything I do and hear and see, when I have shrugged my shoulders and said to myself, “Why on earth do I go on believing this nonsense? We’re born, we live, we die, and that’s the end. Nothing else. No heaven, no hell, no nothing. Don’t be silly. Stop dreaming and get on with filling up the years of life that you have left with something you’ll enjoy.”

When I was an even younger Christian than I am now, I used to read passages like the one that follows from the book of James and find myself trembling with apprehension.

If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him. But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all he does. (1:5 – 8)

I got quite depressed about this. It was an inescapable fact that I frequently doubted God’s ability or willingness to answer my prayers. So there it was. That was me. Hopeless. I was like a wave of the sea, a man who shouldn’t have thought that he would receive anything from the Lord, a double-minded man, unstable in all he did. What hope was there for me?

To make things worse, I also read about Peter stepping out of the boat onto the water, then sinking at the second step because his faith took a sudden dip. Sudden dip? I knew for sure that I would never be able to take even that first step without the benefit of a yellow inflatable life jacket from under my seat in the boat, and a light that would come on when it came in contact with the water, and a whistle that I could blow to attract attention.

I thought about the disciples getting terrified on that other occasion in the boat with Jesus when the storm came up and he was fast asleep. If I had been there, would I have lounged serenely in the bottom of the boat, saying something faithful and optimistic like the following:

“Well, to be absolutely honest, I don’t know what all the fuss is about. I wasn’t troubled at all, and frankly, I’m surprised and shocked at you other chaps making such a silly commotion when you know the Lord’s here and everything’s perfectly in hand. Learn from the bread and fish, why don’t you? I have. The poor fellow’s tired out. You should have let him sleep; you really should.”

No, I’m afraid not. In fact, I knew I would have been one of the first ones to tug wildly on his sleeve and go screaming around the boat begging him to wake up and do something.

You may or may not be surprised to hear that there have been moments at the ends of meetings, meetings in which I have been speaking passionately about the ever-present, living God, when my faith has utterly deserted me, and I am left feeling like an empty thing, a shell, hearing nothing but the faint echoes of my own prating voice in the dull inner silence that has so suddenly and unexpectedly descended. These moments are cold and dark and bewildering. I hope that you have never known them. I hope you never will. They are the pits, and they come from the pit.

There we are then. That is what I have known of doubt, or as much of it as I think it is necessary to tell you about, and on the face of it, I suppose there might seem to be a strong case for drumming me out of the Christian church. I’m supposed to be a believer, for goodness’ sake, not someone who lurches along from one fragile patch of faith to another, clinging by his fingertips to the reality of Jesus. The truth is, though, that most if not all of us have travelled through the dark valley of doubt. What we need is a little honesty and encouragement. So what are the useful things that we can say about this whole area?

TRUE ABANDONMENT

I should say first of all that I have never been able to take my own advice concerning the need to give up that silly dream I mentioned just now, the one about God and following Jesus and all that nonsense, so that I can fill the rest of my life up with things I’ll enjoy. I know that it would fail to answer my deepest needs. I have mentioned elsewhere that the very idea of oblivion, of hitting a dumb, dark wall at the end of life’s complex, emotion-filled journey, creates an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia in me. I would rather believe and be wrong than live in a godless world. It is one of the fundamental reasons why periods of doubt usually end with my throwing myself back into the arms of God like a child who has shocked himself with a game that has become too frighteningly real to handle.

This may not sound a terribly rational thing to do, but I can tell you that it feels good, it puts me back on track, and there can be few things more theologically sound than the concept of abandoning yourself to God.

TRUE MERCY

Second, there is an injunction in the letter of Jude (probably the brother of Jesus) that we might reasonably assume to reflect the heart of God in these matters: “Be merciful to those who doubt . . .” And, as Jesus himself commands in the sixth chapter of Luke’s gospel: “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”

Yes, what a good idea. Be merciful to others when you are floating along on a cloud, feeling like Billy Graham cubed, and they are trudging their way miserably over the grey surface of the earth, wondering why they ever believed in God in the first place. It will be your turn to need encouragement next week or month or year. Be merciful towards God, who is continually hurt by the harshness with which his children sometimes judge themselves and others. Go on, be merciful.

Be merciful to yourself when doubt creeps in, and you don’t want it to, but it does anyway. You know, there is a sense in which it is better to accept these negative feelings than to fight them. In recent years I have developed an approach to this problem that has been very effective for me. Try it yourself. See if it helps. This is how it goes: 

When doubt knocks at the door, let him in. Sit him down in a corner, but don’t entertain him, and whatever you do, don’t feed him. Let him stay as long as he likes. Eventually, bored and hungry, he will let himself out, probably when your back is turned and you are busy doing something else. At best, you will forget that he was ever there; at worst, you will breathe a sigh of relief when you realise that you have regained the extra space that he has been taking up.

Now, I know that these are just words, but they are based on something much more substantial and important. Doubt doesn’t actually live in your house, even if it insists on visiting from time to time. Once we have become followers of Jesus, faith is placed by God into the centre of who we are. Do you remember these verses from the second chapter of Ephesians?

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (2:8 – 10)

Very clear, isn’t it? Faith is a gift from God, not a whim of our own, and therefore we may justly assume that just as God defaults to compassion, so we default to faith. In other words, doubt may be the dark kite that we sometimes find ourselves flying in the night, but faith is what supports our feet even when our eyes are turned elsewhere and we have forgotten the nature of the solid ground that upholds us. If God has given me the gift of faith and had it fitted by qualified angelic surgeons, it makes as much sense to tell myself that one of my legs is missing as to assume that my faith really has disappeared.

Yes, we know that faith can be lost. The Bible makes it clear that believers can be drawn away from the truth and that we can be robbed of our faith, but in the blessedly ordinary, workaday world of Christians like you and me, I think we are allowed to be quietly confident that doubt is the illusion (and what a nuisance it is) but faith is the reality.

And when I think about this, it makes so much sense on the level of my day-to-day experience as a Christian. Do you know, in the very midst of those dark and heavy experiences of doubt, I have often found myself discussing these feelings with Jesus, almost as if the issues of faith and doubt have little to do with each other. Well, in truth, I don’t think they do. Such a conversation may sound somewhat neurotic, but I suspect that it is actually very sane. As the years go by, I continue to suffer from doubts, but I am agnostic to the point of atheism about their reality.

TRUE INDIVIDUALITY

My third point is about individual differences, and this is, of course, an area with much broader implications than those associated merely with doubt. We are all, to an extent, trapped within the thicket of the things we have become, and even though God redeems us, the complete breaking down of that thicket is a task that will occupy the Holy Spirit (with co-operation from us) for our entire lives. Please let us not be silly about this. I know there are people who cannot stand the idea that Christian living can be ragged and awkward and sometimes slow. They want glorious transfiguration or nothing. That is why, when such people are allowed to lead churches, the majority of their members are deluded, very good at pretending, or puzzled and worried about their lack of progress in comparison with the “triumphant” others. The truth, dramatically illustrated by “Our God Is Many Things”, is that we Christians are not only very different people but also at widely varying stages in our understanding of what walking with Jesus really means.

For instance, Bridget and I had one friend, now gone to be with Jesus, who was such a psychological wreck after a disastrous childhood that the main function of our relationship, as far as we were concerned, was simply to assist in making the barest emotional and sometimes physical survival possible for him. Perhaps there was something else we could have done. I doubt it. I believe our task was to be Jesus for this broken life until his painful time on earth was ended and he could be perfectly healed by one breath of the healing air of heaven and by a single touch of the Father’s hand. We pray and we work and we leave the miracles to God.

Given what we are, what can we do? That is the reasonable question to ask. Because God is God, we know that sometimes there will be a miraculous answer to that question, but in the majority of cases, and until that happens, we must work with what we have and what we are. That applies to doubt as much as to anything else. I offer you the following example of this principle. 

I have a friend who has been a Christian for fifty years or more, since he was a teenager, in fact. Almost from the moment of his conversion, he has had a preacher’s heart. What do I mean by that? I mean that he is inwardly driven to preach the good news about Jesus to anyone who will listen, as an evangelist for many years and latterly as an elder in one of our local churches. There must be people all over the United Kingdom who can trace the path of their faith back to an afternoon or evening when the words of my friend and the power of the Holy Spirit drew them to Jesus. Additionally, in terms of one-to-one contact, this man has a compassion and an absorbency that have softened countless stubborn spirits and brought relief to many, many fearful hearts. My friend is far from perfect, but he has given a lifetime of service to God, and that original teenage motivation has rarely faltered.

And yet.

This same man said to me, just the other day, “I’ve been trying to prepare a talk for Easter Sunday. I sat down at my desk yesterday, and I said to God, ‘Look, if you exist, help me to put something useful together.’ ”

He was not being flippant. He meant exactly what he said. That is how my friend is made. If I had more time, I could explain to you how various negative elements of his childhood have made it very difficult for him to relax into confident son-ship. Others I know have been healed in areas such as these. This man has not. It is in the doing of his work for God that the gift of faith rises in him and inhabits the words that have a capacity for changing lives. In between these occasions on which he defaults to faith and reaches out with the gospel, he is capable of sinking into a slough of despond where there is no God and where, even if there was, this stern deity would never open the gates of heaven to such an unworthy and vacillating excuse for a servant.

You may feel that my friend should have
 sorted all this out by now. I suppose you would have a point. I have been asking God to help him do that for many years, and if you think that your prayers will help, please go ahead and pray, but out of the corner of my eye, I note an enigmatic expression on the face of Jesus when it comes to the mention of this man.

The Lord knows my friend, and he knows me. My friend lacks assurance. I can be dreadfully inconsistent in other ways. Between us we make up a Christian who believes in the fatherhood of God and is unstintingly consistent in his dealings with others. We are the Body of Christ. Is there a better thing to be part of when you know that you fall short in many areas and cannot cope on your own? I doubt it.

HEALING

Let’s move on to the second area in which we will try to shed some light and tell some truth. As far as I can see, not many people are healed by God. I hear a lot of talk about healing as I travel around the country and the world, and I read a great deal about something called holistic healing, which, as far as I can see, means that nobody gets healed but a lot of very serious nodding happens. I visited a Christian healing centre a few years ago and asked if anyone had actually been healed there. The person I was speaking to smiled enigmatically and replied, “Well, it depends what you mean by healing.”

“Oh, right,” I said, a little taken aback. “I suppose I mean one minute someone is sick or injured, and the next minute, or not very long afterwards, they’re not. Like when Jesus was here. Lepers and blind men. That sort of thing.”

“What you need to understand,” explained the man, “is that we like to feel here we’re setting out to heal the whole person, body, spirit, and mind.”

“I see; so would that include the whole person’s elbow if it wasn’t working properly?”

He thought for a moment, then shook his head.

“I don’t think we’ve had any actual physical healings of that sort, but there was a lady whose recuperation period was significantly shortened . . .”

Investigations into dramatic healing ministries have all too often come to very depressing conclusions. I am filled with anger and sadness when I think of vulnerable people flocking into vast arenas in the forlorn hope that some outrageously confident showman, who, for most of them, is just a dot in the far distance, will somehow release the power of divine healing into their lives. I wish every blessing on those who have genuine healing ministries, but I pray that God will convict all who know in their heart of hearts that they are frauds, preying on the same kinds of crowds that inspired such practical compassion in Jesus. It is difficult to imagine a more terrible, devilish cruelty than offering the certainty of healing to sufferers when that promise is nothing but a lie and an illusion.

The truth about healing is so easily obscured. I have contributed to this obfuscation many times and have always felt like kicking myself afterwards. Someone tells me that her brother’s friend’s first cousin has been healed of an incurable disease, and I smile and nod vaguely because it feels unkind and uncomfortable to question or contradict what is being said, even though everything in me is saying that no miraculous healing has been involved.

And, you may ask, what is so terribly wrong with vague agreement? God gets the glory, and we’re all a bit happier, surely. What’s the matter with that? Well, the blindingly obvious fact is that God doesn’t want the glory for a miracle that he didn’t do. Thank him with all your heart for recovery from illness or any other good thing that happens, by all means, because all good things come from him anyway, but let us not play even well-meaning games with the supernatural power of God. The kind of pathetic response that I just described has the effect of diluting and distracting from the genuine healing ministry of the Holy Spirit, and we don’t want that, do we?

WHEN MY LEG IS HURTING . . . 

In many parts of the church, there is a vague assumption that only deficiencies in technique and approach prevent us from seeing the kind of healings that we read about in the gospels. Perhaps a little tinkering with the controls is all that is necessary. It is easy to fall into this trap on a personal level. When I came to write this section, I realised the extent to which I have done it myself lately because my leg has been in pain. At its most absurd it goes like this:

Phase one: My leg is hurting, so I ask God if he will be kind enough to heal it. He doesn’t – except by the definition of our holistic friends, who would want to point out that my mind and spirit are okay, and wouldn’t I agree that two out of three ain’t bad? I would point out to them with some asperity that it wasn’t my mind or spirit that I injured when I fell in the bath.

Phase two: My leg is still hurting, but I have remembered a book written back in the sixties by somebody whose name I’ve forgotten, who said that if we praise God loudly for answering our prayers even though he hasn’t yet, then he will. I go quite a long way to a secluded spot and praise God loudly and at length for healing my leg. I have to get an expensive taxi back from the secluded spot because my leg is in so much pain after walking all the way to the secluded spot.

Phase three : My leg is still hurting. I recall a preacher saying that you have to “lay hold” of promises from the Bible. Good idea. I decide to “lay hold” of the promise in that bit about your father not giving you a stone when you ask for a fish. I ask for my leg to be healed and briefly remind God of his promise in case he has forgotten it. He doesn’t give me a stone, but he doesn’t do anything about my leg either. Not even a fish. Not so much as a sardine.

Phase four: My leg is still hurting, but I realise how silly I’ve been. In the gospels Jesus nearly always forgave people’s sins before healing their bodies. Of course he did! On the way up to town to do some shopping, I confess as many sins as I can think of. I end up trailing dismally around the supermarket, overwhelmed by the weight of my revealed sins and my shopping, not made easier by the fact that my leg keeps giving way.

Phase five: My leg is still hurting. On the way back from the shops, I realise how spiritually timid I have been in this matter. For goodness’ sake! What is the matter with me? I am a child of the Most High, a dweller in the kingdom of God. I decide to take dominion over the pain in my body with all the authority at my disposal. It might have worked except that someone came round the corner just as I was in the middle of shouting commands at my own leg. Absolutely nothing I could say. Lurched home.

Phase six: My leg is still hurting, but it strikes me that Jesus was always telling people that their faith had made them whole. In his hometown he was able to do very few miracles because the locals lacked belief. I confess my unbelief and pray for increased faith. It occurs to me that I should have mentioned my leg.

I decide to give up all this getting healed business. From now on, I announce to God, I shall just trust that you will give me what I need without complaining that you haven’t given me what I want. I am secretly hoping he will be so pleased by this surrender to his will that he will heal my leg as a reward. He doesn’t.

Phase seven: My leg is still hurting. I ask God to disregard all previous communications regarding my leg. Let it be as though I never mentioned my leg and the fact that it hurts. A blank sheet. A clean slate. A fresh approach. A new beginning. A healed leg? Apparently not.

Phase eight: My leg really hurts. All right, I’m getting a bit annoyed now. What do you have to do to get a bit of healing action around here? Nothing I say or don’t say seems to make any difference. I have to assume either that God doesn’t exist after all or that he doesn’t want my leg to be healed. If things don’t soon improve, I might have to give in and go to the doctor . . .

You may think this sounds ludicrously exaggerated and childish. Well, it is a bit, but I am afraid that it is not a million miles from the truth as far as I am concerned. How about you?

TRUTH, OBEDIENCE, AND GOD

So, having said all these rather negative things, where do I stand on the whole issue of healing? I have no doubt that there are some who, having read what I have said so far, would dearly love to break through onto the screen of my computer so that they can tell me about their own very specific and well-documented healing. There will be others wanting
 to describe the ministry they are involved in where hundreds of people are healed and the power of God is manifested visibly every hour or day or week or month. Please don’t trouble. Despite what I have said, I do not need to be persuaded that this is the case. I welcome and rejoice in every true account of miraculous healing that I hear. Despite the fact that my leg still hurts (are you listening, Lord?) I believe with all my heart that God can heal, wants to heal, does heal, and will heal much more through his church in the years to come.

My lack of trust is not in God but in men and women, a view shared by Jesus himself, as we learn from the second chapter of John’s gospel.

Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs he was doing and believed in his name. But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all men. He did not need man’s testimony about man, for he knew what was in a man. (2:23 – 25)

I am one of these men the passage refers to, and so I know how easy it is to delude myself. All I am asking is that we should try to tell the truth.

Hear are some points that might be worth considering.

First, in the twelfth chapter of the first book of Corinthians, Paul asks the rhetorical question “Do all have gifts of healing?” thus implying that some do not. In the same chapter he lists healing as a very specific gift, occurring in the same list as wisdom, tongues, prophecy, and others. Perhaps each of us should be asking God if this is a specific gift that he might wish to give us, and if so, what we should do about it. 

Second, John Wimber, for whom I had the greatest respect, was obliged by the Holy Spirit as a matter of obedience to preach about the efficacy of healing for a year. During that time none of the people who came to him for prayer were healed, and, in fact, quite a number of them died. It was only after twelve months of faithfully doing what he was told that a dramatic change occurred and 75 percent of sufferers found healing. How much do we really want to see healing in our churches? No two people will take exactly the same path, but it does look as if God is likely to demand that we take these things seriously.

Third, whatever we may say about a specific gift, or about Wimber’s year-long commitment, the most dramatic and instantaneous healing that I know of occurred when a new Christian heard the Holy Spirit whisper in her ear as she sat in a meeting. She was brave and obedient enough to take the healing hands of Jesus to a friend of ours, named Jenny, who was speaking from the front, and was rewarded by witnessing a quite remarkable physical transformation.

Jenny had suffered from a chronic inflamation of the joints that had confined her to a wheelchair for several years. Many well-meaning people had prayed for her, some proclaiming boldly that she would be healed instantly. All had been wrong. On this occasion, however, in the course of a meeting that she was leading, Jenny was not just “significantly improved”, nor “lifted in her spirits”, nor “upheld in her suffering”, but totally, unequivocally, and indisputably healed of her physical ailment. After a brief excursion to the washroom to recover from her recovery, as it were, she returned to the front of the hall and late, on her return home, lifted her own wheelchair out of the car. 

Why Jenny? Why then? Why not before? Don’t ask me. I don’t know. What I do know is that the girl who had prayed for this miracle was not particularly confident; in fact, she was probably more amazed than anyone else by the outcome of her prayer. She simply heard the command of the Holy Spirit, and she obeyed it. That, surely, is the important lesson for you and me. If I am a follower of Jesus, I may be required to follow him suddenly and unexpectedly to a place where I have never been before, and depending on the will of God, I may or may not go there again in the future. The obedience is what counts. Look at your hands. Go on, do look at them. Are they his, or are they yours?

Fourth, and perhaps most important, as my third point illustrates, God is in charge. He will do what he will do when he wants to do it. He will heal whom he will heal. He will not heal whom he will not heal (including legs). You may study Scripture until you are blue in the face, as some colourful characters have done, and come up with the most carefully organised theology of healing that the human brain is capable of assembling. What you will never manage to do is put together a book of rules and techniques that can turn miraculous healing into some kind of measurable or quantifiable science. Under laboratory conditions it just disappears. Thank God for that, I say. I want a wise Father, not an efficient medical administrator.

As we look to Jesus, we see in the New Testament how he healed hundreds of people in the course of his ministry. There are these two passages from the gospel of Mark for a start, one in the first chapter and one in the sixth.

That evening, at sundown, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with demons. And the whole city was gathered around the door. And he cured many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him. (1:32 – 34 NRSV) 

When they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret and moored the boat. When they got out of the boat, people at once recognised him, and rushed about that whole region and began to bring the sick on mats to wherever they heard he was. And wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the marketplaces, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed. (6:53 – 56 NRSV)

The healing just flowed, didn’t it? Because Jesus was there, and because he cared and because the power was in him, people only had to touch the edge of his cloak and they were made better. The very air must have hummed with the possibility and prospect of healing and health. So thrilling!

The disciples had the same experience after he gave them authority to go out in pairs and have a go without him. Jesus told them to take the good news and to heal. That’s exactly what they did. They came back, filled with excitement, to tell him that even the demons had submitted to them. 

Is that what Jesus wants for us? Should the healing still be flowing, and if it should, how can we help to make it possible? We don’t want to mess about and play games over this. If our thinking is wrong, we want to look to Jesus to put it right. If we have become lazy and are failing to apply ourselves seriously enough to the issue, we ask Jesus to discipline us and strengthen our commitment. If our relationship with him has atrophied and become loveless, we ask him to help us regain that closeness and subsequently the compassion for others that might make healing possible. For whatever he wants, we want it, or at the very least, we want to want it. For he was and is the Great Healer.
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