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Once there were two brothers.

Jacob had smooth skin. But his older brother, Esau, was a hairy man.

And not only was Esau follicly well-endowed, he loved to be outdoors. He was a skillful hunter  picture Ted Nugent in sandals. His smooth-skinned brother? Jacob stayed inside and cooked and hung out with their mother.

You can smell the conflict coming.

Which it does. Their father, Isaac, was dying, and the custom in the ancient Near East at that time was for the father to give his blessing to his firstborn son before he passed away. This was a symbolic gesture loaded with significance. Isaac sends Esau out to kill an animal they can eat as part of the blessing ceremony. But Jacob, at his mothers prodding, covers himself in goat skins and goes to his ailing blind father, pretending to be Esau. When Isaac hears him, he asks who it is, and Jacob responds, I am Esau your firstborn.1

Jacob insists hes someone else.

Isaac falls for the deception and gives Jacob the blessing he intended to give Esau. Jacobs lie is a serious offense against the family, against Isaac, and ultimately against Esau. And when Esau finds out, hes furious and makes it clear that when their father dies, he is going to kill Jacob.

Which Jacob takes as a subtle hint that its time to leave town.

So Jacob is on the move, running for his life, when he stops to sleep for the night. The Bible describes the spot where he rests as a certain place.2 This detail is significant because this is not a religious site; it isnt the top of a mountain or the edge of the sea, there isnt a temple nearby. Jacob falls asleep in a random place by the side of the road. That night, he has a dream. An intense dream in which God speaks to him and says, among other things, I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.3

What God does here is astounding. People at that time believed the gods resided in religious places, places where gods are expected to be  temples and holy sites and shrines and altars.4 But this God is different.

This God appears at rest areas.

This God speaks to people at certain places along the way.

This God doesnt need temples and holy sites and rituals.

This God will speak to anybody, anywhere, anytime.

Jacob then takes a stone and sets it up as a pillar to mark the spot, making a vow: If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear so that I return safely to my fathers household, then the LORD will be my God.5

Years pass. Jacob marries, starts a family, and eventually reconciles with Esau. He stopped pretending to be someone hes not. And then one day he returns to the spot where he made his vow to God. The book of Genesis says, He built an altar, and he called the place El Bethel, because it was there that God revealed himself to him when he was fleeing from his brother.6

Bet is the Hebrew word for house. El is one of the names for God. Bethel, the House of God.

Imagine youre one of Jacobs kids: you have just arrived in this new land, and theres a stone pillar there that your dad cant stop talking about. Hes telling anyone who will listen this story about something that happened to him years ago, and hes stacking rocks on top of rocks. Hes stacking them so high, he turns the whole thing into an altar. And he keeps talking about a vow he made to God, and you have no idea what the point of this is. It seems a bit much. And then he starts calling this pile of rocks the House of God.

What if you asked, Dad, whats the big deal? Theyre just rocks.7

I imagine Jacob would respond, Yes, youre right, theyre rocks, but theyre more than rocks. You have to understand, I was on the run and thought my brother was going to kill me. My life was over. And God saved me. And God brought me to a new home. And I had food to eat and a place to sleep and eventually God gave me a family. These arent just rocks. These are a symbol of life for me. God came through for me.

Theyre rocks, but theyre more than rocks.

We do this all the time.

If we were to go through your garage or storage shelves or sock drawer, I guarantee we would find the strangest things. I have a trophy from when I was fourteen. The little man on the top fell off sometime in the 90s, the lettering that says what its for has faded, and the years have revealed that, shockingly, that isnt real marble. But Ive kept it. I havent thrown it away because its more than a trophy to me. That trophy is the first time I actually won something on my own. It represents a certain period of my life and the struggles of being fourteen and finding my identity and wondering if Id ever be good at anything.

Its a trophy, but its more than a trophy.

Jewelry, pictures, sculptures made by children, antiques that have been in the family for years, art projects, souvenirs, velvet paintings  we hold on to them because they point beyond themselves. If we were to ask you about a certain picture and why you have it displayed in such a prominent place in your home or office or why you carry it in your purse or wallet everywhere you go, youd probably respond by talking about the people in the picture, where it was taken, when it was taken. But that would only be the start. Those relationships and that place and that time are all about something else, something more. If we kept exploring, youd probably end up using words like trust and love and belonging and commitment and celebration.

So its a picture, but its more than a picture.

This physical thing  this picture, trophy, artifact, gift  is actually about that relationship, that truth, that reality, that moment in time.

This is actually about that.

Whether its what we do with our energies

or how we feel about our bodies

or wanting to have the control in relationships

or trying to recover from heartbreak

or dealing with our ferocious appetites

or the difficulty of communicating clearly with those we love

or longing for something or someone better,

much of life is in some way connected with our sexuality.

And when we begin to sort through all of the issues surrounding our sexuality, we quickly end up in the spiritual,

because this

is always about that.

And so this guy always has a girlfriend, and it has become a joke among his family and friends that the day he loses one girlfriend, he finds another  they actually use the phrase trade her in behind his back  which raises the question, Why does he need to have a girl? What is his real need, the one that drives him to need a girl? And if we could get at that, would he not need a girl so much?

And shes got a coldness in her heart toward her husband, but its really about something that happened years before she even met him.

And hes got this thing he does, and he keeps telling her that all guys are like this, and she wants to trust him, but shes dying to know if all guys really are like him, because its getting a little weird.

And shes single and fine with it but still has this sense that shes a sexual being, and shes trying to figure out how to reconcile this because her married friends keep trying to set her up with a nice guy they know, which gives her the feeling that her friends think she is somehow incomplete because she isnt married.

And they keep having these arguments about things that are so trivial its embarrassing. Yesterday they got into it over how the cars should be parked, and the day before it had something to do with the phone bill, and before that it was about whose turn it was to take the dog out, and now its happening again  theyre in the kitchen debating how a tomato should be properly sliced.

Theyve been living together now for several years, and they would say its been great, but theyre at this point in the relationship where issues like trust and commitment and future and kids and marriage are starting to linger in their minds and hearts, and underneath it all they both have this question: Are you the one? But neither of them has ever actually voiced it, and both of them experienced their parents divorcing at a young age, so anytime the subject of marriage comes up, things get confusing and tense very quickly, and so theyre just at this moment realizing that this argument really has nothing to do with how to slice a tomato.

Because this is really about that.

Its always about something else.

Something deeper. Something behind it all. You cant talk about sexuality without talking about how we were made. And that will inevitably lead you to who made us. At some point you have to talk about God.

Sex. God. Theyre connected. And they cant be separated. Where the one is, you will always find the other. This is a book about how sexuality is the this and spirituality is the that. To make sense of the one, we have to explore the other.

And that is what this book is about.
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In 1945, a group of British soldiers liberated a German concentration camp called Bergen-Belsen. One of them, Lieutenant Colonel Mercin Willet Gonin DSO, wrote in his diary about what they encountered:

I can give no adequate description of the Horror Camp in which my men and myself were to spend the next month of our lives. It was just a barren wilderness, as bare as a chicken run. Corpses lay everywhere, some in huge piles, sometimes they lay singly or in pairs where they had fallen. It took a little time to get used to seeing men, women and children collapse as you walked by them  One knew that five hundred a day were dying and that five hundred a day were going on dying for weeks before anything we could do would have the slightest effect. It was, however, not easy to watch a child choking to death from diphtheria when you knew a tracheotomy and nursing would save it. One saw women drowning in their own vomit because they were too weak to turn over, men eating worms as they clutched a half loaf of bread purely because they had to eat worms to live and now could scarcely tell the difference. Piles of corpses, naked and obscene, with a woman too weak to stand propping herself against them as she cooked the food we had given her over an open fire; men and women crouching down just anywhere in the open relieving themselves  [a] dysentery tank in which the remains of a child floated.8

This account is shocking, horrible, and tragic. But why?

Because people shouldnt eat worms?

Because people shouldnt make piles of corpses?

We answer yes to these questions because no one should be forced to live in conditions such as those at Bergen-Belsen. And yet we intuitively understand that the wrong being done to these prisoners  these people  was much more significant than just the physical conditions forced upon them. A concentration camp is designed to strip people of their humanity.

Its anti-human.

And in the Scriptures, anything thats anti-human is anti-God. Genesis begins with God creating the world and then creating people in his own image.9 The Hebrew word for image here is tselem, and it has a specific cultural meaning.10 The stories of Genesis originated in ancient Near Eastern culture, where a king was said to rule in the image of a particular god. The famous King Tut is an Egyptian example of this. His full name was Tutankhamen, which is translated the living image of [the god] Amon. The king was seen as the embodiment of a particular god on earth. If you wanted to see what that god was like, you looked at that gods king.

The writer of Genesis makes it clear that in all of creation there is something different about humans.11 They arent God, and they arent going to become God, but in some distinct, intentional way, something of God has been placed in them. We reflect what God is like and who God is. A divine spark resides in every single human being.12

Everybody, everywhere. Bearers of the divine image.13

Picture a group of high school boys standing by their lockers when a girl walks by. One of the boys asks,How do you rate that? They then take turns assigning numerical values to the various parts of her anatomy, discussing in great detail how they evaluate her physical attributes.14

This scenario happens all the time, all over the world, every day. Its a pastime for some. There are television shows and websites and endless discussions all devoted to deciding whos hot and whos not. Its an industry, a form of entertainment, a culture.

And its everywhere.

The problem is that that is actually a she. A person. A woman. With a name, a history, with feelings. It seems harmless until youre that girl  and then it hurts. Its degrading. Its violating. It does something to a persons soul.

[image: subhead]WHEN A SHE BECOMES A THAT

Jesus had much to say about what happens when a woman, an image-bearer, a carrier of the divine spark, becomes a that. In the book of Matthew, Jesus teaches that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.15 He connects our eyes and our intentions and our thoughts with the state of our hearts.16

Jesus then takes it farther. He says,If your right eye causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away.

Which is a bit violent. Not to mention painful. And if taken literally, renders half of the human race blind in a matter of moments. Not to mention that blind people are fully capable of lusting. Our only conclusion is that Jesus is using the its merely a flesh wound picture here to point us to something else.17 Some truth beyond the removing of body parts. If were not supposed to take it literally, then how, or where, are we supposed to take it?

Jesus explains by saying, It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell.

How did we get from lust, which is so common and doesnt seem like that big of a deal, to having your body thrown into hell in just a couple of sentences?

And to avoid this fate you should cut off your hand? Poke out your eye? That would be better?

Hes stretching it a bit, isnt he?

Or did we miss something?

To understand how Jesus makes these connections, we have to explore the first-century Jewish understanding of heaven.

In the book of Psalms, its written: The LORD has established his throne in heaven, and his kingdom rules over all.18 To the Jewish mind, heaven is not a fixed, unchanging geographical location somewhere other than this world. Heaven is the realm where things are as God intends them to be. The place where things are under the rule and reign of God. And that place can be anywhere, anytime, with anybody.

Its also written in the Psalms that the highest heavens belong to the LORD, but the earth he has given to humankind.19 So there is this realm, heaven, where things are as God wants them, under the rule and reign of God. But the earth is different. God has allowed for the temporary existence of other kingdoms. Other realms of authority. The earth he has given to humankind. Which means we can do whatever we want. We can live however we want. We can choose to live under the rule and reign of God, or we can choose to rebel against God and live some other way.

Now if theres a realm where things are as God wants them to be, then there must be a realm where things are not as God wants them to be. Where things arent according to Gods will. Where people arent treated as fully human.

Its called hell.

Think about the expression for the hell of it. When someone says for the hell of it, what they mean is that whatever is being discussed was done or said for no apparent reason. It was, in essence, pointless. Random. And God is for purpose and beauty and meaning.

When we say something was a living hell, we mean that it was void of any love or peace or beauty or meaning. It was absent of the will and desire of God.

We hear about war zones being like hell, working conditions being hellish, a divorce being emotional hell, a famine feeling like hell on earth.20

Concentration camps are hells on earth.

And thats Jesus point with the gouge out your eye teaching. His point isnt that you should mutilate your body if you find yourself lusting after someone. His point is that something serious  sometimes hellish  happens when people are treated as objects, and we should resist it at all costs.21

[image: subhead]RIGHT NOW

When Jesus talks about heaven and hell, they are first and foremost present realities that have serious implications for the future. Either can be invited to earth, right now, through our actions.

Its possible for heaven to invade earth.

And its possible for hell to invade earth.

A friend of mine talks honestly about how he spent years exploiting women for sex. He knew exactly what to say, how to act. He was a master at finding a woman who had a troubled relationship with her father and manipulating the situation for his pleasure. The first time he was telling me his story, he made a profound point that is true for all of us. He said that exploiting women for sex didnt just rob them of their humanity, it robbed him as well. As the years went on, he found that he didnt like what was happening to him. He was becoming less human in the process.

He said he was becoming a monster.

In treating women as objects, he was losing something of his own humanity. Somewhere along the way he came to his senses. He was repulsed by the person he was becoming. He describes it as a rebirth in which for the first time he saw things as they really are. Several years later, my friend came across a group that works undercover in Southeast Asia to free young girls from the sex trade. In remote rural areas, girls are kidnapped and brought to the city, where they are forced to work as prostitutes. My friend signed up and recently went undercover on a mission, rescuing girls and helping them start a new life. I was with him when he showed a group of people a picture of him surrounded by the girls he had helped rescue. People were blown away by the picture.22

Hes charging into hell and bringing heaven with him.

We dont respect the divine image in others just because we want to uphold their humanity. It isnt just about them.

Its about us.

Its about our humanity as well.

I just received an email asking if I would sign a petition protesting the use of torture to get information from enemy soldiers caught in battle. The email said this issue is being debated among politicians right now and that the public needs to speak up on the matter.

Theres a debate about this? The issue isnt just what torture does to the person being tortured, its what torturing does to the person doing it. Were already in trouble when people debate the use of torture as if its only about what it does to the enemy.

Our own humanity is at stake.

[image: subhead]THE NEW HUMANITY

The first Christians had a phrase for what happens when people properly respect and acknowledge the image of God in those around them. In the letter to the Ephesians, we read about a group of people who were previously divided because of race, background, wealth, socio-economic status, worldview, and religion.23 One group is made up of Jews, the other Greeks, and in this new church, they find themselves united because theyve all become followers of the resurrected Jesus Christ. All of the old categories simply dont work anymore. This new commonality, this new bond, is simply bigger than all of the things that had previously kept them apart.

The first Christians called this the new humanity.

In the beginning, God created us in his image. So first, God gave us an image to bear. Then God gave us gender: male and female. Then God gave us something to do, to take care of the world and move it forward, taking part in the ongoing creation of the world.24 Later, people began moving to different places. It takes years and years of human history to get to the place where these people are from here and those people are from there. Different locations, skin colors, languages, and cultures come much later in the human story.

What we often do is reverse the creative process that God initiated. We start with different cultural backgrounds and skin colors and nationalities, and its only when we look past these things that we are able to get to what we have in common  that we are fellow image-bearers with the shared task of caring for Gods creation. We get it all backward. We see all of the differences first, and only later, maybe, do we begin to see the similarities.

The new humanity is about seeing people as God sees them.

[image: subhead]WHEN THEY BECOME WE

I was having lunch in September of last year with a group of people I had just met. We were discussing the kind of work we each did and places we had been, and one man started telling stories about being in the marines. He had led one of the first groups into Iraq during the Gulf War in 1991. He talked about what it was like to enter enemy territory and to be shot at  about the complexities of war  and he had us all on the edge of our seats. During one battle he and his marines won quickly, they had to arrest the soldiers who had just been shooting at them. They lined them up and were handcuffing them when one of them ran up to him waving a letter, begging to have it sent immediately. The man was frantic and starting to cause a scene. He kept repeating that this letter he was holding had to be sent immediately. He then looked the marine in the eyes and said, Please mail this letter for me. Its to my father, and he must know that I love him.

The man telling the story paused, looked around the table at each of us, and said, He had no idea about the troubled relationship I had with my own father. Here I am, out in the middle of nowhere in the desert of Iraq, trying to arrest a group of soldiers who moments before were trying to kill me, staring at a man who wants me to mail a letter for him, thinking, I could be him.

Several years ago a woman called the church where I was a pastor because she wanted to talk. We set up a time to meet, and when she showed up, I asked her how I could help. She said that she was a prostitute and didnt want to live anymore, so she had made a plan to kill herself. She described in detail how she was going to do it, when she was going to do it, and where it was going to happen. She was very thorough. She said she was telling me all of this because she had to know whether she would go to heaven or hell when she died. Somewhere in the course of telling me her plans, she mentioned that she had a daughter because one of her clients had gotten her pregnant. She was confident that a family member would raise her daughter when she was gone.

I asked her to tell me more about her daughter. She gave a few details. Then I asked what her daughters name was.

She replied, My daughters name is Faith.

Faith.

There are these moments when the enemy all of the sudden becomes just like me.

When a soldier becomes a son.

When a prostitute becomes a mother.

When they become we.

When those become us.

When he becomes me.

Moments when all of the ways that we divide ourselves and rank each other and convince ourselves of how different, better, and unalike we are disappear, and we are faced with the fact that first and foremost, we are humans. In this together. And not that much different from each other.25

Jew. Gentile.

Marine. Iraqi.

Orphan. Family.

Pastor. Prostitute.

We could be them.

[image: subhead]THIRTY YEARS LATER

When I was five, my family visited my grandparents in California during Christmas vacation. They lived in an apartment building with an alley beside it  very exciting for a boy who lived on a farm in Michigan. At some point in my exploration of the alley, I decided to make a Christmas present for my dad out of the things I had found there. So on the morning of the twenty-fifth, my father had the privilege of opening a gift of a piece of black and green drainpipe glued to a flat gray rock with little white stones resting on the inside of it.

A masterpiece, to say the least.

The reason I remember this is because I visited my dad at his office a few days ago, and while I waited for him to finish his meeting, I wandered around looking at the pictures on his walls and the papers on his desk and the things on his shelves. On one of his shelves sat the drainpipe and rock sculpture, thirty years later.

He still has it.

He brought it home with him and put it in his office in 1977 and hasnt gotten rid of it.

We know why he kept it. How you treat the creation reflects how you feel about the creator.

When a human being is mistreated, objectified, or neglected, when they are treated as less than human, these actions are actions against God. Because how you treat the creation reflects how you feel about the Creator.

To be a Christian is to work for the new humanity. Jesus commands his followers to feed and clothe and visit and take care of those who need it. Theyre fellow image-bearers, theyre just like us, and when we love them, were loving God.

A church exists to be a display of the new humanity. A community of people who honor and respect the poor and rich and educated and uneducated and Jew and Gentile and black and white and old and young and powerful and helpless as fully human, created in the image of God.

These bonds we have with each other are why, for many, there is so much power in the Eucharist, also called Mass or the Lords Supper or communion. We take the bread and dip it in the cup to remind ourselves of Jesus body and blood.26 To reflect on the truth that were all in this together, one body, and that his body being broken and blood being spilled are for our union.

It isnt just about our relationship to God as individuals. Often communion is seen as a time to reflect on Gods love for us in Jesus dying on the cross. Which it is. But it was originally just as much about my desperate need to be reminded of your humanity and the humanity of all the people around us.

When I respect the image of God in others, I protect the image of God in me. When Jesus speaks of loving our neighbor, it isnt just for our neighbors sake.27 If we dont love our neighbor, something happens to us.

And in trying to protect the image of God in them, we just might be protecting the image of God in ourselves in the process. Because with every decision, conversation, gesture, comment, action, and attitude, were inviting heaven or hell to earth.

I have a new hero. Her name is Lil, and I would guess shes in her late fifties. I met her earlier this year when she introduced me to her daughter, whom she was pushing in a wheelchair. Early in their marriage, Lil and her husband28 decided that they would adopt two children. As they became familiar with the family services system, they learned that there were kids in the system nobody wanted. So they went to the local adoption agency and asked for the kids with the most pronounced disabilities, the most traumatic histories, and the most hopeless futures. They asked if they could have the kids nobody wanted. Over the past thirty or so years, they have raised well over twenty children, raising their biological children alongside their adopted children.

When Lil got to this point in her story, she reached down and patted her daughter and said, This is Crystal. Shes twenty-seven years old but will be about six months old developmentally for the rest of her life. She cant talk or walk or move or feed herself or do anything on her own. She will be like this, totally dependent on us, until the day she dies. And I love her so much. My family and I, we cant imagine life without her. She makes everything so much better.

What is Lil doing?

Shes bringing heaven to earth.

She gives us a glimpse into another realm. Into a better way. The way of God.

She and her family have taken kids who were discarded because of their perceived lack of worth and said, No, you are not to be rejected and turned away. We are going to love you as an equal, as a human, as one of us.

They show us how God loves us.

They reflect the image. And when you see it lived out like this, youre seeing heaven crash into earth.

Instead of seeing labels like handicapped, reject, or invalid, Lil and her husband and her kids see only one label: human.29

And so they have only one response: love.

And it makes all the difference in heaven and earth.

Which takes us back to something that happened during Colonel Gonins stay at the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp:

It was shortly after the British Red Cross arrived, though it may have no connection, that a very large quantity of lipstick arrived. This was not at all what we wanted, we were screaming for hundreds and thousands of other things and I dont know who asked for lipstick. I wish so much that I could discover who did it, it was the action of genius, sheer unadulterated brilliance. I believe nothing did more for these internees than the lipstick. Women lay in bed with no sheets and no nightie but with scarlet red lips, you saw them wandering about with nothing but a blanket over their shoulders, but with scarlet red lips. I saw a woman dead on the postmortem table and clutched in her hand was a piece of lipstick. At last someone had done something to make them individuals again, they were someone, no longer merely the number tattooed on the arm. At last they could take an interest in their appearance. That lipstick started to give them back their humanity.

Because sometimes, the difference between heaven and hell may be a bit of lipstick.
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Last year I was in Canada for a couple of days, staying in downtown Ottawa. When I got to my hotel, I noticed that there was a buzz about the lobby. Lots of people with cameras and lots of British accents.

I got my key and took the elevator to my floor, and as I walked down the hall, the door of the room next to mine opened and a woman stepped out wearing a shirt with four words on it: Mick, Keith, Ronnie, Charlie.

Ah, yes, the Rolling Stones.

With great passion, she told me that they were staying in this very hotel and that the concert was tomorrow night, only a mile from here.

The next night, I went to the stadium and bought a single ticket from a man standing at the main gate. I found my seat and began talking with the couple next to me. At one point they asked what I do for a living. I told them that Im a pastor.

They looked at each other, stunned. They told me that they werent very religious or part of a church or anything like that, but on the way to the concert, they both had this unusual sense that there would be some sort of significance to whoever they ended up sitting next to that night.

We discussed politics and the environment and literature and nuclear energy and music and family  all during the opening band. At one point the woman asked why the world was so broken and why people have such difficulty getting along. The question seemed to come from years of reflection. And it wasnt just an intellectual issue; this was something that deeply troubled her soul. She pointed to the forty thousand people seated around us in the stadium and asked, Why is it so hard for us to get along? Why do we have to fight with each other and go to war and hurt each other and sue each other and say horrible things about each other?

As she was saying this, I realized that what she was saying was less a series of questions and more of a lament. A grieving.

Were disconnected from each other, and we know it. Its not how things are supposed to be. Even people who would say they have no faith in God or in any sort of higher being or supreme power still have a sense that there is a way things are supposed to be. And that way involves us as humans being connected with each other.

I recently talked to a woman in our church whose husband has a history of physical abuse. She told me about the group of people who have come around her to help her through her pain. Theyre helping her set boundaries so that she and her children are protected, offering her whatever they could in the way of resources and support.

Several weeks after talking to her, a man walked up to me with tears in his eyes and told me that he had hit his wife and he wanted to get help so he could put his life and his marriage and his family back together.

It was him.

I asked him who he had to talk to about all of this, and he said he had no one. As I stood there looking at him, I had this sense that in this one man I was seeing what is missing with so many in our world. He was made for loving, connected relationships with others, but hes cut off. Separated. Alone.

But our disconnection isnt just with each other.

[image: subhead]THE EARTH AND US

My boys and I were at the beach recently searching for shells and unusual things that had floated to shore. We found a giant jellyfish (dead), hundreds of hermit crabs (alive), a baby shark (dead), and lots of starfish (which are alive but appear to be dead). We also found broken glass, pop cans, plastic bags, and candy wrappers, and at one point, when my boys ran ahead, I looked down and there at my feet was a used syringe.

Were disconnected from the earth. And we know it. Or at least we can feel it, even if we dont have words for it.

We have been given this responsibility to take care of our home, to carefully steward and order and manage it, and were in trouble. From oil to air to pollution to wetlands, we find ourselves in our bare feet on a beach, almost stepping on a needle.

Notice the premise of many car commercials. How many of them deal in some way with getting out of the city and exploring nature? The makers of these commercials understand that we are alienated from the earth.

Many people live in air-conditioned houses and apartments.

We alter our air with electric machines.

We spend vast sums of money and energy to change our air. And we drive in air-conditioned cars  the 8 percent of us in the world who have cars  to air-conditioned schools and offices and stores with tile floors and fluorescent lights.

Its even possible to go days without spending any significant time outside.

And its still considered living.

Its easy to go for weeks and maybe even years without ever actually plunging your hands into soil. Into earth. Into dirt.

But this car  this is the one, the one with the space for my cooler and the kayak that I dont own. This is the car that will change things.

Massive amounts of money are spent convincing us that this particular automobile will give us access to the mountains, streams, and deserts that we are unable to access at this moment. And when we make that trip, in that car, the one from the commercial, we will be connected with the earth. With our home.

We see this disconnection in the relationship between our sleep patterns and the invention of electricity.30 Prior to the lightbulb, people generally went to bed when the sun went down and woke up when the sun came up. With the invention of electric light, sleep habits became less and less regulated by the rising and setting of the sun. As a result, people today get far fewer hours of sleep a night than people did a hundred or two hundred years ago. We even have third-shift jobs in which a person works through the night while its dark, and then sleeps through the day while its light. All of this affects our connection with nature. Where once the rhythm and flow of life were dictated by the rhythm and flow of the earth, we now live relatively independent of these forces.

Theres no better way to understand how disconnected we are from our environment than to ask the big metaphysical question, the question that has challenged the great minds of our generation and the generations before us, the question that if we had a clear answer for it, would unlock the deepest mysteries of life on this planet:

Where does our trash go?

The truck comes to our place of residence, they dump into the back whatever we dumped into the approved container with the phone number and name of the company on the side, and we think no more of it.

Have you ever later in the day thought to yourself, I hope my garbage made it there safely?

Where is there? And how many theres are there? And what do they do with it when it gets there? Does every town have a there? Can the people who live next to there smell there? Are there laws about how many theres a town can have? Is there a point at which a there is full? How is this determined? Can the people who run the theres give us a percentage of how full their there is? Do they get together and discuss these sorts of things with other people who own theres?

No, we dont even think about it. We know that skilled, highly trained people are on the job, and so we dont spend a moment thinking about it.

Until we go camping. And the sign says to take out everything we take in. And for an hour or a day or a week, were highly attuned to what were doing to the environment. We pick up every wrapper, we bury everything that should be buried, we wait until every last coal is burned out. All because we dont want to pay the fine.31

Which of course raises the question, Is there some sort of larger fine that all of us are going to have to pay, as the human race, for our actions? And if we were aware of what that fine was going to be, would we all of the sudden care very much about there?

But our disconnection isnt just with each other and the earth.

Yesterday I was with a friend who recently started a new job. He had taken the job because he had a clear vision for how he could help bring significant change to the company. A few months into the job, he was exhausted. As he sat across the table from me venting about all of the ways hes frustrated and burned out and tired, something powerful began to happen. He began to remember why he took the job in the first place. He started articulating all of the ways that he had become disconnected from his original vision for the company because of the voices around him telling him how he should do his job. Right before my eyes, he rediscovered his passion for the work he was doing. He repeatedly asked me, How did I get so off track? How did I become so disconnected from myself?

We struggle in our connection with the earth, in our connections with each other, and with being connected with ourselves.

But it wasnt always like this.

[image: subhead]IN THE BEGINNING

In the first chapter of Genesis, when God creates the first people, he blesses them. This is significant. Gods blessing is the peace of God resting on people. The story begins with humans in right relationship  in healthy, life-giving connection  with their maker. All of their other relationships flow from the health of this one central relationship  people and God. Theyre connected with the earth, with each other. Theyre naked and feel no shame.

And then everything goes south.

They choose another way.

And they become disconnected.

God goes looking for them in the garden, asking, Where are you? The first humans make coverings of fig leaves, and then theyre banished from the garden.32

Disconnected from each other.

Disconnected from the earth.

The woman is told that there is going to be conflict between her and the man. The man is told that there is going to be conflict between him and the soil.

And this is where you and I come in. We were born into a world, into a condition, of disconnection. Things were created to be a certain way, and theyre not that way, and we feel it in every fiber of our being.

Is this why the first thing newborns do is cry?

Were severed and cut off and disconnected in a thousand ways, and we know it, we feel it, were aware of it every day. Its an ache in our bones that wont go away.

And so from an early age we have this awareness of the state of disconnection we were born into, and we have a longing to reconnect.

Scholars believe that the word sex is related to the Latin word secare, which means to sever, to amputate, or to disconnect from the whole. This is where we get words like sect, section, dissect, bisect.33

Our sexuality, then, has two dimensions. First, our sexuality is our awareness of how profoundly were severed and cut off and disconnected. Second, our sexuality is all of the ways we go about trying to reconnect.

Last year I was swimming in the ocean with one of my boys on my back in the midst of a pod of dolphins. They were swimming around us and under us and making their noises, which are incredibly loud and piercing, when one of them shot up into the air above us and did a flip. Right over our heads.

When we describe moments like these, the words we use are rarely about distance. The words we use are about nearness and connection, sometimes even intimacy.

Your friends just got back from hiking, and they say, We felt like we could just reach out and touch the mountain.

I just spent an afternoon with a doctor who donates significant amounts of time working with people who have AIDS and cant afford proper treatment. He loves it. He talked with great passion about the joy it brings him. Hes a successful, educated, wealthy man who loves to spend his time with poor, uneducated people who are from a totally different world than he is. He was telling me how his work brings him a sense of connection, an awareness of the simple truth that we arent all that different from each other.

These moments move us because they have a sexual dimension. They help us become reconnected. They go against our fallen nature, which is to be cut off.

This is why music is so powerful. Have you ever noticed that when you ask people why a particular song or concert moved them so much, they often resort to ambiguous explanations? You rarely receive a response such as, Well, the prolific use of polyrhythms offset with the arpeggiated succession of relative minors touched my heart.

No, of course not. You get words like emotion and passion and energy and relationship and connection. Music is powerful because it is sexual. It connects us. We generally dont think of it in those terms, but its true. The experience of a great concert  with everybody singing together, waving their hands in the air, and a feeling of oneness permeating the room  has a significant sexual dimension to it. We dont know each other, we come from vastly different backgrounds, we disagree on hundreds of issues, but for an evening, we gather around this artist and these songs and we get along. The experience moves us so deeply because it taps into how things were meant to be, and we have so few places where we can experience what God intended on such a large scale.

Whether its a concert or a church service or a rally for a just cause, certain communal events draw us into something bigger than the event itself. We feel connected with the people were having the experience with, and not just connected but aware of something bigger than us all that were brushing up against in the process.

What were experiencing in these moments of connection is what God created us to experience all of the time. Its our natural state. Its how things are supposed to be.

Its written in the letter to the Ephesians that theres one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.34

And in the book of Hebrews, its written that God is the one for whom and through whom everything exists.35

[image: subhead]RETHINKING OUR DEFINITION

If we take this understanding of our natural state seriously, we have to rethink what sexuality is.36 For many, sexuality is simply what happens between two people involving physical pleasure. But thats only a small percentage of what sexuality is. Our sexuality is all of the ways we strive to reconnect with our world, with each other, and with God.37

A friend of mine has given his life to standing with those who have been forgotten and oppressed the most.38 Hes in his early thirties, hes single, and he talks openly about his celibacy. What makes his life so powerful is that hes a very sexual person, but he has focused his sexuality, his energies for connection, on a specific group of people.

Some of the most sexual people I know are celibate.

They sleep alone.

They have chosen to give themselves to lots of people, to serve and give and connect their lives with beautiful worthy causes.39 These friends help me understand why the Red Light District in Amsterdam is so sexually repressed. If youve ever walked through this part of the city, where prostitution is legal, you know that it can be a bit jarring to have the women in the windows gesturing to you, inviting you to come in and have sex with them.

What is so striking is how unsexual that whole section of the city is. There are lots of people having sex night and day, but thats all it is. Theres no connection. Thats, actually, the only way it works. They agree to a certain fee for certain acts performed, she performs them, he pays her, and then they part ways. The only way they would ever see each other again is on the slim probability that he would return and they would repeat this transaction. Theres no connection whatsoever. If she for a moment connected with him in any other way than the strictly physical, it would put her job, and therefore her financial security, in jeopardy.

And so in the Red Light District theres lots of physical interaction and no connection. There are lots of people having lots of physical sex  for some its their job  and yet its not a very sexual place at all.

Theres even a phrase that people use with a straight face  casual sex. The rationale is often, Its just sex.

Exactly. When its just sex, then thats all it is. It leaves the person deeply unconnected.

You can be having sex with many, and yet youre alone. And the more sex you have, the more alone you are.

And its possible to be sleeping alone, and celibate, and to be very sexual. Connected with many.

Its also possible to be married to somebody and sharing the same bed and be very disconnected. Its possible to be married to somebody and sharing the same bed and even having sex regularly and still be profoundly disconnected.

Theres a saying in the recovery movement: You are only as sick as your secrets. This is true for relationships as well. If there are secrets that havent been shared, topics that cant be discussed, things from the past that are forbidden to be brought up, it can cripple a marriage.

And so theyre sleeping together, but theyre really sleeping alone.

[image: subhead]THE COMMUNAL DIMENSION

This has huge implications for what it means to be a part of a community. How many people do you know who arent a part of a church, company, or community because of the way they were treated?

When we hurt each other,

when we gossip about each other,

when we fail to forgive each other,

when we dont do the work of making peace with each other,

we get severed from each other, cut off, divided.

I often meet people who arent part of a church and dont want anything to do with God because of all those religious hypocrites. Often they have great pain that they blame on the church. But its not possible for an institution, whether its a church or a school or a business or even the government, to hurt somebody.40

Institutions are made up of people.

People hurt people.

Somebody in this group hurt somebody in that group. Somebody at that school or in that office wronged somebody else. And they havent done the work to apologize and make amends and work through it. When I meet someone who has been burned by an institution, my first question is, What was the persons name?

Well never heal until we can identify who did what when. Only then can we begin the process of being set free.

People who move from relationship to relationship, church to church, group of friends to group of friends, may do this because they have a hard time connecting and committing. Some people refuse to humble themselves and do the difficult work of learning how to forgive and reconcile, and so whenever a relationship hits a bump or turns sour, they leave it. They move on to the next one.

Perhaps we should call this what it is: sexual dysfunction.

A friend of mine who is celibate makes it very clear that her vow of celibacy is not to go without love, but its a vow to what she calls universal love. Ive realized over time that she is a deeply connected person. There is a certain potency to her presence that is hard to describe. She owns no property and she lives as simply as she possibly can because she committed early in her life to give everything she had to making the world the kind of place God dreams it could be. It is a joy to be with her because everything matters in her life. Nothing is shallow or trite or superficial. Shes very funny and smart and compassionate  a magnificent human. Because shes been exploring her own soul for so long, she knows herself inside and out. Shes at peace, and its contagious.

You cant be connected with God until youre at peace with who you are. If youre still upset that God gave you this body or this life or this family or these circumstances, you will never be able to connect with God in a healthy, thriving, sustainable sort of way. Youll be at odds with your maker. And if you cant come to terms with who you are and the life youve been given, youll never be able to accept others and how they were made and the lives theyve been given. And until youre at peace with God and those around you, you will continue to struggle with your role on the planet, your part to play in the ongoing creation of the universe. You will continue to struggle and resist and fail to connect.

The other day my five-year-old son asked my wife, Mom, what does sexy mean?

She thought about it for a second, and then replied, Sexy is when it feels good to be in your own skin. Your own body feels right, it feels comfortable. Sexy is when you love being you.41

Because it all starts with being sexy on the inside.
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