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   INTRODUCTION
 
    
 
   “Look at the ravens, free and unfettered, not tied down to a job description, carefree in the care of God. And you count far more.”
 
   Luke 12:24, The Message
 
    
 
   What do we see when we look at the ravens? I see a wild, playful, dark, fascinating scavenger shrouded in mystery. I also see an amazing narrative that speaks to our human journey of life. This book is an expression of three such narratives—narratives that tell the stories of three journeys. None of the narratives are complete. This is not intended to be a teaching exercise. Instead, these narratives are what surfaced from the past several years of my life. These narratives have been shaped through my numerous encounters with all kinds of people. Over the past three years, I’ve encountered hundreds of people through coffee shop dialogues, social media discussions, email exchanges, conversations with my wife and family as well as through two nine-month biblical study classes led by two different pastors. My thoughts have been both refined and disturbed, edified and challenged, rebuilt and torn down. This book is my attempt to capture the essence of that journey.
 
    
 
   I call these narratives the “raven narratives” because they tell the stories of people and ideas that are “raven” in nature—beautiful, crazy, ugly, nasty and messed up—all wrapped up and mixed up. I believe the “ravens” of the bible have a story to tell us, and that these stories will have an amazing impact on our thinking, acting and feeling. 
 
    
 
   So now I tell three narratives:  a story about forgiveness from Esau’s perspective, a story about how I overcame guilt and found deeper understandings of the gospel, and my personal life narrative, how I became a “raven” and threw off the yoke of undue religious influence. 
 
    
 
   May you find here in these narratives something that helps you to break free from whatever yoke binds your life or hinders your joy. I am just an ordinary person who realizes that ordinary human beings are extraordinary. These narratives are about forgiveness and friendship, rest and hope, freedom and recovery.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Narrative 1: Resting in Forgiveness 
 
   (Breaking the yoke of bitterness)
 
    
 
   What is this?
 
    
 
   My brother! Finally we are going to meet. I can’t wait to tell him how I’ve changed. I’m so happy! My own twin brother, my family, my flesh and blood—we haven’t seen each other for so long. But will he forgive me? I was so foolish. I once hated my own brother. I wanted to kill him. He deceived me and took what was mine! He took everything from me! It was my own fault really. I am a brash man of the field. I have made a lot of stupid mistakes, and paid dearly for them. I lost everything for one meal. But no matter now. I am blessed greatly. I have gained much, learned much and forgiven much. I can’t wait to see my brother to tell him all that I’ve learned. Here he comes now!
 
    
 
   What is this? Who approaches me? I’m told it is a shepherd, with two hundred female goats and twenty male goats. So I ask my servant to find out more. Where is my brother? The report comes in. The shepherd approaching sends the following message: “These goats belong to your servant Jacob. They are a gift sent to my lord Esau, and he is coming behind us. Please sir, make sure you heard that last part, your servant Jacob is coming behind us. Did you get that? Your servant Jacob is coming behind us.”
 
    
 
   I’m stunned. Why would my brother not approach me? Surely he doesn’t think I’m still angry at him? But before I could process this strange gift of 220 goats, another shepherd appears, this time with two hundred ewes and twenty rams! That’s 440 animals! What is this? Why such a gift for me? Has my brother lost his mind? Again the same message, “Your servant Jacob is coming behind us.” A third shepherd approaches. He brings thirty female camels with their young, and the same message, “Your servant Jacob is coming behind us.”. Is this going to take all day? What’s the meaning of this?
 
    
 
   Then I remember—the blessing. Our mother always talked about God, how God had given her a blessing about her sons before we were born. I never believed such nonsense. Our family? Chosen ones? A vision from God? Hogwash! But what if it were true? What if our mother really had heard from God? I remember it well. She told us the story so many times. God had said to her, “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger.” I always liked the “one people will be stronger” part. I was always the stronger one. But of course I hated to hear the part about the older becoming a servant to the younger. I was the older! I will serve no one! Or so I thought. I was the older twin, but only by a matter of minutes. But still. I was the older. And stronger. 
 
    
 
   Our mother’s words, whether from God or from her own thinking, did actually came to pass however. My brother and I did in fact separate. The land could not support both of us. So I moved far away, to Seir. And we become a great nation! God blessed my family in Seir abundantly. Yet in spite of all my efforts, I, the older, did in fact serve the younger. I despised that my whole life. I was so bitter because it seemed to me that my mother made her vision come true. How could I believe this was God’s vision when my mother helped my brother take my birthright? But now I’ve come to terms with this. In spite of my mother and brother’s deception, it was indeed my own fault. I sold my birthright to my younger brother for one meal. And then indeed, I became a servant to my brother. 
 
    
 
   At the moment I sold my birthright, a yoke of bitterness was put on my life. Everything I did was a reaction against that moment. The more I tried to prove that I would never serve my younger brother and the more I tried to show my parents how strong I was, the heavier the yoke became. Nothing I did could remove the yoke. I became so bitter toward my parents and their holy God-speak that I married Judith, a Hittite, just to show them that I was in control. And then I also married Basemath to really tick them off.  Through all of this my soul became empty. I thought I was free. I thought I was becoming stronger and stronger, more independent and worthy of being served by my younger brother. The vision from my mother would never come to pass, I thought. I would not allow it. Every day I told myself, I will never bend my knee to my brother. And yet the reality was that my brother was ruling over me all the more. The yoke of bitterness nearly choked me to death.
 
    
 
   As I look up from my thoughts, I see… another shepherd?! What is it this time? Forty cows and ten bulls. And the same message! “Your servant Jacob is coming behind us.” This is really creeping me out. Sure I would have reveled in this moment ten years ago. But now? I don’t care anymore! I don’t want my brother to bow down to me! I just want my brother back! I’m so weary of being separated! I am the one who should bow to him. He is a better man than I. He is the faithful one. He is the one blessed by God. He is the one who pleased our parents. I only brought grief to our family.
 
    
 
   Surely my brother is ready to meet me now. Night approaches. Is that him riding in the distance? Alas, no. Those who approach my camp are more of my brother’s servants. They bring twenty female donkeys and ten male donkeys. And they say yet again that my brother is on his way. So now I must wait until morning to see what the new day will bring.
 
    
 
   The Face of God
 
    
 
   Get up! Let’s go! As the first rays of the new day break through the clouds, I rally 400 of my best men. Enough of these gifts from my brother. I’m going to go meet him!. So we head out in the direction from where the droves of animals had come from yesterday. The morning sun seems particularly brilliant today. The clouds are full of majesty and my heart races at the thought of finally meeting my brother and his family. I want to know all about mother and father and all my brother’s plans. Perhaps we could join our tribes together? So much we could accomplish! 
 
    
 
   Jacob! He bows down seven times as he approaches me. Doesn’t he remember the promise? “The older will serve the younger.” That’s what our mother told us. I should be bowing down to you Jacob. So I run. I throw off my sword and my tunic. My heart beats so fast in my chest that I fear it will leap out onto the hot sand. My lungs gasp in the air and feet pound the ground beneath me as I run. Oh my brother! My arms embrace him so forcibly that we fall to the ground. We both weep. Tears of joy. Tears of forgiveness. Tears of love. 
 
    
 
   As we stand back up, I notice the beautiful women smiling at us, each one tearing up as they witnessed the two brothers reunited. The children run laughing toward us, and I embrace each one. These are the blessings God has given my brother! Joseph! My how he’s grown. He’s just a boy, but he has his father’s eye already. And then I see Rachel, my sister-in-law. I kneel and kiss her hand. She is royalty. 
 
    
 
   As we laugh and cry, we head back to my camp. “What do you mean by all these droves I met?”, I ask Jacob. He says it was all to find favor in my eyes. I plead with him, for I harbor no hatred for him any longer. God has blessed me too. I only want to restore our family. So I say, “I already have plenty my brother.” Still my brother insists on wanting me to keep the extravagant gift. Then he says the most curious, most astonishing, most mind-boggling thing I’ve ever heard. My brother’s words make no sense to me. “To see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favorably.” 
 
    
 
   The face of God!? The words penetrate my soul, yet I cannot process their meaning now. One day I would comprehend something of their meaning but for now I am awestruck. Why does my brother say such a thing? I am a ungodly man, a man who gave away his inheritance. My heart has often been seething with murderous thoughts. I’ve hated my own mother, doing whatever I could to anger her. I have been wicked and ungodly, and now my brother says he sees the face of God? In my face? 
 
    
 
   I beg my brother to unite our tribes. The week that passed since our encounter has been the happiest of my life. Our children play so well together. Our possessions are abundant. We would make a great nation together, a powerful nation that could rule this land. But my brother would have none of it. He insisted on going his own way. And once again he deceived me. He said, “Go on ahead of me, to Seir. We’ll meet there. All my children and my droves will meet you. We have to go very slowly but we will catch up.” Ha! This time I just laugh at my brother’s fearful games. He had no intention of meeting me in Seir. He ran off right away to Succoth! Why is Jacob so afraid? And what did he mean by seeing the face of God in me?
 
    
 
   The Burial
 
    
 
   As the messenger approached me, a feeling of dread overcame me. Today would be no ordinary day. It has been years since I last saw my brother Jacob. So I am taken aback to see one lone messenger approaching my camp. No great gifts this time. Just one messenger with one message. I fall to my knees, weeping aloud as hear the news:  “My brother Esau, Blessed be the True Judge. Our father Isaac has fallen ill and will not recover in his old age. He has only days to live. Please come to Mamre, near Kiriath Arba. And we will bury our father together.” Immediately I gather men and supplies for the journey. I missed the chance to bury our mother, Rebekah, but I won’t miss the burial of our father. So I set off to meet Jacob again.
 
    
 
   Our meeting this time is again with tears. But these are not tears of joy. These are tears of sadness. Our father has died. As my men setup camp, my brother Jacob and I sit around the fire. We laugh and cry long into the night, eating lentil stew and sharing story after story. We are the patriarchs now. Tomorrow we lay our father into the earth, to join Abraham, Sarah and Rebekah in the grave at Mamre.
 
    
 
   That night I did not sleep well. I pondered my life, as only death can make us do. All my life I lived as an enemy of God. I despised the things of God. Who needs them? And so much hatred for my brother. So much bitterness toward my mother. Anger and bitterness have been my yoke. Oh how I wish I would have said good-bye to my mother Rebekah! But I was too blinded by my rage and my ambition. I made a good life for myself, nearly as good and blessed as Jacob. And yet, my whole life has been bound by this yoke—the yoke of anger and bitterness, hatred and ambition. It was always “me against the world”. Who is God? Where is this God my forefathers worshipped? What did God do for me? What good is such a God to me if I’m excluded from our family’s blessing even when I repent with tears? And if my family’s God is so great, why was my mother and brother so deceiving, so full of lies and so arrogant?
 
    
 
   My whole life has been lived by making my own way, surviving without this God of Abraham, the God of my family. But tonight, the night before I bury my father with my brother, the night of pondering my life, I suddenly feel so alive, so free. The face of God? That’s what my brother saw in me the last time we met. What if this God of Abraham is the God of peace? What if this God is the God of forgiveness? Peace is in my heart now, and I am at rest. 
 
    
 
   My musings are interrupted by Jacob’s gentle voice, “It’s time.” Today I am here with my brother and we will bury our father together in peace. Clearly my brother’s tribe and I cannot live together, for our possessions are too great for the land. We must part ways after the burial. Still, peace reigns between us now. Peace that I cannot understand. Peace that should not exist. Peace that most will misunderstand when our story is told. Peace that melts away the past, staining all my sins with tears of forgiveness. 
 
    
 
   Today I am no longer bound to my brother in anger. I am now a patriarch in my own right. My tribe is on a path different from my brother Jacob, that’s for sure, for the seeds of my sins have been sown into my descendants. Yet I believe one day we will be blessed by the God of our fathers. Maybe there is One True God, the God of Abraham? Maybe the peace I feel today will arise between God and his enemies one day? My people will be bound by a heavy yoke and live as enemies of God, just as I bore the yoke and was God’s enemy and my brother’s enemy. Sadly, that’s unavoidable now. I am content however, knowing that peace will win in the end. Forgiveness will triumph. These are my thoughts as my brother and I bury our father Isaac. My yoke of bitterness toward my brother and my family is gone. And with that, I realized the last part of the blessing, given to me by my father Isaac, has come true for me: “you will throw his yoke from off your neck” (Genesis 32-36). 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Father, Forgive Them
 
    
 
   The story of Jacob and Esau is a grand narrative of blessing, deception, hatred and division. And a narrative that occupies a large part of biblical text, not only in quantity of chapters but in importance of teaching. Apostle Paul’s symphonic text called Romans weaves the story of Jacob and Esau into a masterpiece. In my studies of Genesis, always the perspective of Jacob was presented. The thought occurred to me, however, to take a look at the perspective of Esau. Why would I do that? Esau is the patriarch of God’s enemies. Esau is an ungodly man. God hates Esau. All this is true, I admit. ButJesus said, “consider the ravens” in Luke 12:24. Look at the ravens. Who is more of a raven than Esau, the patriarch of God’s enemies and the Edomites, the community of God’s enemies? Is there something to be learned from Esau beyond “hate your enemy”?
 
    
 
   Harsh words are indeed reserved for Esau’s tribe, the Edomites, who lived in Seir and became a continual source of pain for Israel. In fact, I find most of the harshest words of condemnation in the bible are used in regard to Edom, the enemy of God. For example, the prophet Isaiah says this in Isaiah 34:11 “The desert owl and screech owl will possess it; the great owl and the raven will nest there. God will stretch out over Edom the measuring line of chaos and the plumb line of desolation.” Death and destruction are clearly reserved for Edom in the bible text. But Jesus said, “Look at the ravens.” Could there be something more to Esau and Edom? Is there a deeper truth hidden in this “raven”?
 
    
 
   The question that has disturbed my mind is this: Will God forgive his enemies? Clearly the God of the bible expects his people to forgive their enemies as we read in the text containing Matthew 5:44, Matthew 18:35, Luke 6:35 and many other places in the bible. If God expects me to forgive my enemies, will not God do so as well? This is a complex issue to ponder. In our post-modern world, many have pointed out the hell-bent, angry, nearly narcissistic God portrayed in the bible texts. Is this wrathful God of retribution the only picture of God? Are we to be left with fear? If there is anything Christian in me, I can say without a doubt, certainly not! Surely we see a deeper vision of God in the bible. Surely we can have eyes to see beyond the wrath of God and see the good purposes of God? Where do we look to find such deeper truths?
 
    
 
   I look now at the cross. The cross is another “raven” in the bible, something that is at the same time ugly and ghastly and beautiful and astounding. On the cross, Jesus was surrounded by his enemies. One could argue that all humanity was Jesus’ enemy that fateful day. What did Jesus do in that situation, being surrounded by enemies? One thing Jesus did was to pray, “Father, forgive them.” Much has been written about the cross and these famous words of Jesus. I will not delve into the deep meanings that others have expounded on with eloquence. I could not do the words justice. I can however notice something rather odd. Jesus did not say “I forgive them”. Jesus said, “Father, forgive them.” Could this be Jesus giving us a great example of what we humans can do when we have no strength or ability in us to forgive? What can we do when we cannot forgive those who have abused us, those who have harmed us, those who have mistreated us? What can we do when we cannot forgive the church, or maintain fellowship with the people who claim to know God because they have failed us? Jesus shows us the way. When we cannot say “I forgive them” we can pray “Father, forgive them”. 
 
    
 
   What if God forgives his enemies?
 
    
 
   Will God do this? Will God answer Jesus’ cross-originated prayer to forgive his enemies, God’s enemies? Could there be forgiveness beyond the judgment of God? How might the enemies of God find the forgiveness of God? As I searched the bible feverishly and prayed for answers to such questions, I didn’t find all the answers. But I did find someone who wrestled with these kinds of questions. And he wrestled with these questions in light of the Jacob and Esau narrative. His name was Paul the Apostle. In Romans chapter 9, he wrestles with such questions: What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath--prepared for destruction?  What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory-- even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles? (Romans 9:22-24)
 
   
The Gentiles!? How could the God of Abraham bear with Gentiles? The most infamous of the Gentiles are the Edomites! Esau might be called a patriarch of the Gentiles, the grandfather of wickedness. Would God bear with them? Would God reveal the riches of his glory through those people? They are violent and ungodly. Would God even go so far as to call Gentiles to be part of his kingdom? Could Gentiles become Christians?
 
    
 
   Paul the Apostle finds answers in the prophet Hosea, discerning that God’s new purpose of love and forgiveness for all of humanity, both Jews and Gentiles, found on the cross, is rooted in God’s old purpose, as foretold by Hosea. To Paul’s surprise, he finds that such love and forgiveness of the God of Abraham is rooted in both the objects of God’s wrath and the objects of God’s mercy, that all may be one. In the place where it was said to them, “You are not my people,” it shall be said to them, “Children of the living God.” The Edomites, the enemies of God, are shown God no mercy in the biblical texts. Esau and his tribe are blatantly labeled “Not my people.” And yet what does Paul discern about such enemies? God will have mercy on “No Mercy”. God will say to “Not My People”, “You are my people”. And the enemies of God will say “You are my God.” (Hosea 1:1-11; Hosea 2:1-23; Romans 5:1-21; Romans 9:1-33). I believe this grand vision of ultimate forgiveness opens our eyes to begin to see the cosmic redemption narrative of the God of Abraham.
 
   
Who is this coming from Edom?
 
    
 
   “Some have traditionally interpreted the idea of loving one’s enemies in the narrow sense of love for one’s own tribe or private community. As such, it is possible to accept Jesus’ command to love our enemies without contradicting the Old Testament accounts of killing other tribes and nations. This narrow understanding of Jesus’ command allows us to reconcile the Old Testament prescription for killing enemies with Jesus’ prescription to love enemies. Such an interpretation, however, keeps us from coming into the fullness of the gospel and being made evermore into God’s likeness. Indeed, Jesus tells us in the very next line that the reason we are to love our enemies is so that we might be like God himself (see Matthew 5:45), one who loves both the righteous and unrighteous and blesses those who are evil as well as those who are good. Luke’s Gospel tells us that “he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.” –James Danaher, Eyes That See, Ears That Hear: Perceiving Jesus in a Postmodern Context, loc. 1572-76
 
   I find Danaher’s words to be highly insightful. How can we as individuals and communities begin to enter into the fullness of the gospel? How can we, as some have said, “grow deeper” and become “deep people of God”? To have a deeper realization, understanding and impact of the gospel Jesus preached, we must forgive our enemies. This is a cold, hard, rubber-meets-the-road truth. Tip-toeing around this won’t cut it. Why did the first group of Jesus’ disciples earn the label “Christian”? It was because people observed the disciples of Jesus in fellowship with a man once named Saul, a man who once murdered Jesus’ disciples. No one was a greater enemy to the early followers of Jesus that Saul. Yet the people of Jesus forgave him, welcomed him and learned from him (Acts 11:1-30). Perhaps the foremost way for people to see Christ in us is to observe us forgiving our enemies because of the cross of Christ. 
 
   If so, then what of God? If the way for human beings to see Christ-likeness is forgiveness of enemies, how would we see any Christ-likeness in the God of Abraham if we don’t observe God forgiving the enemies of God? Could it be that the angry, sadistic-like God of the Old Testament “repented” on the cross? Might it be possible that people of faith are not to follow the God who kills enemies but the God who loves enemies?
 
   I believe Isaiah saw just such a vision. “Who is this coming from Edom, from Bozrah, with his garments stained crimson? Who is this, robed in splendor, striding forward in the greatness of his strength?  “It is I, proclaiming victory, mighty to save.” Why are your garments red, like those of one treading the winepress? “I have trodden the winepress alone; from the nations no one was with me. I trampled them in my anger and trod them down in my wrath; their blood spattered my garments, and I stained all my clothing. It was for me the day of vengeance; the year for me to redeem had come. I looked, but there was no one to help, I was appalled that no one gave support; so my own arm achieved salvation for me,    and my own wrath sustained me. I trampled the nations in my anger; in my wrath I made them drunk and poured their blood on the ground.” (Isaiah 63:1-6)
 
   This text is known as a prophetic vision. And as such, we who live after the cross have the grand privilege of interpreting this vision (and all the Old Testament) in light of Jesus and all the events of his narrative--birth, youth, life, suffering, death, burial, resurrection, ascension and second coming. In Isaiah’s vision in chapter 63, I see a magnificent portrait of Jesus the Messiah forgiving the enemies of God. In the vision, the Messiah strides forward, not riding a horse or donkey, but walking. He is walking with blood-stained robes, proclaiming victory, salvation and redemption. Literally speaking, the blood in the vision was “their blood”, and we see the anger and wrath of the Messiah. So no doubt, there is a judgment of God coming, where there will be anger displayed. I will not pretend to know what will happen on “final judgment day”. 
 
   Could we not see Isaiah’s vision with eyes of the cross? Now that we have the gospel accounts of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, we surely can see a glimpse of the world through Jesus’ eyes. Might we now see the love of God and the cosmic redemption story in Isaiah’s vision? In light of the cross, I see “their blood” as becoming the “blood of the lamb” and “anger” being transformed into “love and forgiveness”. Just as swords will be one day beaten into plowshares (Micah 4:3), might the wrath of God be changed into the love of God? Might we be changed from identifying and killing our enemies into forgiving and loving our enemies without condition on the basis of the cross of Jesus alone? Who is this coming from Edom, from Bozrah, with his garments stained crimson? Who is this, robed in splendor, striding forward in the greatness of his strength? It is Jesus.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Narrative 2: Resting in the Gospel 
 
   (Breaking the yoke of guilt)
 
    
 
   “We never taught that!”… words I’ve heard often after leaving my former religious organization. One of my most impactful and life-changing discoveries I made after resigning from my leadership position in a fundamentalist, fringe Korean religious group was that my theology was deeply flawed because we were holding onto implied gospel messages that were filled with holes and superficial, un-Christ-like ideologies. Of course the group leaders could claim they never taught the things I was renouncing and criticizing them for on my blog. Our flawed gospel messages were not normally taught explicitly. Most of the time, our shallow gospel was taught implicitly, taught underhandedly through a praise/shame system. We knew exactly what we were teaching, what kind of behavior we expected in ourselves and in new recruits, but we rarely documented such things explicitly. That way all those “R-Group people” (our term for former members) would not be able to prove anything.
 
    
 
   I found that I had the facts of the gospel correct—the gospel is about Jesus, his birth, life, ministry, suffering, death, resurrection, ascension and future reign—but I had come to accept some very non-gospel messages. I accepted, for example, that I must remain loyal to my personal spiritual supervisor the rest of my life, checking with him for major life decisions to see if my decisions were “God’s will”. We called this “spiritual order”. I also accepted that it was not possible to leave the group I was in, or at least not if I wanted to be in Heaven one day. In fact we created an entire heritage system of implied beliefs—beliefs that are not taught by the bible text directly but that seem to be implied from the text. It was a grand biblical proof-texted ideology. Sometimes this heritage was then explicitly taught. Looking back, I see that I didn’t actually believe such teachings, but I accepted them. I overlooked the built-in contradictions and did my best to apologize for and to perpetuate the flawed theology.
 
    
 
   The best corrective for me has been to embark on an intense journey that began with one question: What is the gospel? I found, along with millions of other “formerly fundie” type people, that it is possible to imply all sorts of messages from the same gospel facts. We all believed the basic idea. Jesus was born as our hope for the Messiah, Jesus died for our sin on the cross, and so on. But so many of us got lost in implied teachings and constructed glass menagerie theologies that sound good on the surface, but shatter easily when reality invades our system. In fact I became so lost that at one point I considered the “good news” to be “bad news”. This gospel must be bad news, I thought, since the messages we’re talking about lead to bad things, things like abuse of all kinds, misuse of power, complete discord, endless division, rash anger over disagreements, dismissal of basic human rights and ambition for fame and personal recognition as elite Christian soldiers conquering the world. Fortunately, I found that the bible actually tells us what the messages from the gospel are all about. This discovery gives my mind the rest I’ve been searching for. As I continue to understand the explicit gospel messages more and more deeply, I am able to untangle the yoke of bitterness toward Christianity and toward my former organization that fostered in my heart. There are indeed explicit messages to keep us on track. And we don’t even need to learn Hebrew or Greek (but doing so is a good idea!).
 
    
 
   In his book, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission, Lesslie Newbigin uses the explicit gospel messages to describe in skillful detail what Christian mission is all about. He writes about mission as faith in action, love in action and hope in action. He demonstrates how the kingdom message of the gospel derives from God the Father, how the life/salvation message of the gospel derives from God the Son, and how the witness of God the Holy Spirit reveals the glory of God. All of these define not only what the church does, but also what the church is. The church is the mission, he contends. And the mission cannot be separated from the gospel. The messages of the gospel must be woven into the very fabric of the church, not merely taught or preached. In this one book, Newbigin articulates the explicit gospel messages in a beautiful masterpiece. That’s the gospel I was missing my whole life. And that’s the gospel I will not lose ever again.
 
    
 
   Five Explicit Gospel Messages
 
                 
 
   “The moralistic, therapeutic deism passing for Christianity in many of the churches these young adults grew up in includes talk about Jesus and about being good and avoiding bad—especially about feeling good about oneself—and God factored into all of that, but the gospel message simply wasn’t there. What I found was that for a great many young twentysomthings and thirtysomethings, the gospel had been merely assumed, not taught or proclaimed as central. It hadn’t been explicit.” –Matt Chandler, The Explicit Gospel, pg. 13
 
    
 
   In “The Explicit Gospel”, Matt Chandler eloquently articulates the content of the gospel, brilliantly describing the gospel as what he rightly calls “the gospel on the ground and the gospel in the air”. In “Your Church is too Small”, John H. Armstrong earnestly and magnificently expresses the result of the gospel, as an exhortation to see the Church holistically, comprehensively, historically and missionally, and yet in a fresh, new light based on Jesus’ prayer for unity in John 17. In “Eyes That See, Ears That Hear”, James Danaher repaints the theological framework of Christianity, expressing the fabric of the gospel so that we can perceive the gospel as we continue the epic transition from modernity to post-modernity and beyond. In “Fundamorphosis”, Robb Ryerse brings to life his amazing journey of transformation, renewal and regeneration that reveals the power of the gospel to change and transform in a personal and approachable way. And in “What We Believe and Why”, George Koch presents a masterpiece of theological constructs that connect ancient thoughts on faith with current discoveries in a grand panorama of the faith of the gospel, meticulously documenting the essentials and the basics, the origins and the foundational truths of what Christians believe in an accessible manner few have accomplished. These five books have profoundly shaped my narrative about the gospel, and ought to be collected in some sort of “modern to post-modern transition library” as five classic books that capture the Christian faith in our generation. 
 
                 
 
   In my narrative I share another angle from which to view the Christian gospel—the messages of the gospel. Although we cannot lose the explicit facts of the gospel, what gospel do we have if we do not derive God’s messages from those facts? I am referring to the facts concerning the birth, life, death and resurrection of the historical figure Jesus Christ. Understanding those facts are important and powerful. If we lose such facts we lose the foundation that connects Christianity to reality. If we lose the messages woven into these facts—the grand God-narrative that gives all those facts and events meaning—then we lose the power that gives hope to this world and beyond this world.
 
    
 
   I find Jesus’ own words penetratingly relevant here. Jesus once was recorded as saying, “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.” (Mark 8:35) Did you catch that? Every catechism student can recite the fact that Jesus wants his followers to “lose their life for Jesus”. But Jesus says not simply “for me”, but “for me and the gospel”. This is a reality check. For most of my life I was not overly motivated to “die for Jesus”, even though I often said or wrote those words. I knew the facts of the gospel, but those facts only motivated me so far and often motivated me into rash decisions or odd behavior. In time, those facts became almost meaningless to me. I was glad that Jesus “died for me” and so I really, really tried to “die for Jesus”, to return the favor I suppose. But doing God a favor didn’t power my faith for very long. I found that the saying is true: rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. More than this, my gospel, as I understood the gospel, was not worth dying for. My gospel was a compilation of fuzzy facts mixed with good intentions. At best, my gospel was a noble dream. In fact, I was ashamed to even use that phrase, my gospel. I knew a lot of facts but missed the meaning taught by those facts.
 
    
 
   Should we be able to say my gospel? Doesn’t the gospel belong only to Jesus? Well if I am to die for such a thing, I had better make it my own. In fact, that is precisely what Paul the Apostle did. He internalized the gospel facts, understood them and contextualized the gospel messages for his generation. He did this so well that any subsequent generation ought to pay attention to how he did that. In 2 Timothy 2 we find a bold, curious statement by Paul: “Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my gospel, for which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal.” This is my gospel. Can I make such a bold claim? Do I have any good news to share? Perhaps I could muster strength to die for a righteous man like Jesus, but would I die for Jesus’ gospel? For my gospel? 
 
    
 
   I believe it is essential to discern the God-narratives woven with the facts of the gospel and to discover the underlying themes and ideas. We could simply make up our own message from all the Jesus-story facts, as so many have done, and bind our implied message to the gospel facts. We might try to weave the prevailing good ideas of our time into our own thought fabric and label it as gospel-minded thinking. My contention however is that we who claim to be Christ-followers must seek to understand the truth of the messages of the gospel explicitly, and explore these themes so that we do not stray from what can rightly be called Christianity. I am not talking about any kind of absolute truth or dictated paradigm. I’m contending that it is possible, and must be possible, to discern the messages Jesus and the other bible writers were trying to convey. We see dimly, yes, but can we not also learn to see? We can readily understand that the gospel is about Jesus, as we find in the introduction to the Gospel of Mark: “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1).  But just what about Jesus should we learn? What gospel did Jesus preach?
 
    
 
   These questions sat on my heart and mind and soul for a long time. Then I decided I had to find a deeper meaning of the gospel. I decided either I would find such deeper meaning, or quit Christianity for good. Beer fellowship is much more appealing than the church life I endured for many years. What good is the gospel if it doesn’t have a deeply meaningful or impactful message? So I searched the bible, looking for the meaning of the gospel. I became quite literal in my search. If the bible does not mention the gospel messages explicitly, then what good is it? If the bible itself does not clearly define this so-called life-changing gospel, how can I believe it, much less convince anyone else to believe it? So if my search through the bible yielded no results in this matter, I was firmly decided to reject everything. I would then simply try my best to live a good life and forget about God’s gospel. A bible void of explicit gospel messages is nothing more than a deceptive spell-book at worst or a magical myth story at best.
 
    
 
   My search was not in vain. In fact, my search lasted only a few hours. Because the bible is massively available in electronic form, such intense searching no longer takes months or years, but can be measured in minutes. St. Augustine and all the ancient church fathers and mothers had to endure months of agonizing searches through scrolls by dim candle light or the inconvenience of seeking out godly people to tell them the stories of the gospel. I am dumbfounded as to how much they learned without the printing press and with a much shorter lifespan than us! The Prince of Preachers, Charles Spurgeon, would surely have jumped for joy at the massive opportunity we have in today’s world to instantly search the bible and then instantly deliver our findings to millions of people around the world. What a glorious chance we have to search the bible like never before in all of human history! 
 
    
 
   I began my bible quest by searching for the word “grace”. I had heard that grace is what transformed the lives of the giants of Christian faith, such as Spurgeon, Bonhoeffer, Augustine and Wesley and many others. So I started with the word “grace”. Where does the bible mention grace? I found some fascinating facts. “Grace” is a New Testament word translated from the Greek word “charis”. The word is in the last verse of almost every book in the New Testament. I also found that the book of Romans contains the most mentions of “charis”, and so Romans might be called the book of grace. I concluded that if the authors of the bible routinely ended their messages with grace, then grace must be a foundational message of the gospel.
 
    
 
   My next search was for the phrase “gospel of”. I just had to find out if the bible described the nature of the gospel. What is this gospel all about specifically? I again found that I was not searching in vain. I found five explicit “gospel of” statements in the bible text. This search holds up in numerous translations, so I became confident there is no translation issue here with this phrase “gospel of”. When I found these five verses containing the phrase “gospel of”, I then read the entire chapter and the chapters surrounding the phrase. This was a highly beneficial exercise. I do not claim to fully understand these five grand messages of the gospel, only to have identified them and to have been remarkably transformed by them. Comprehending the grandeur of these messages would require the writing of many more books. I would not encourage extrapolating too much meaning from these five single verses. An attempt to derive meaning based solely on individual verses is bound for failure. I wasted far too many years proof-texting such tinker-toy theology. I’m done with that. Proof-text definitions are a sure-fire way to get the wrong or flawed meaning of the gospel. Therefore, my journey to answer “What is the gospel?” has just begun. 
 
    
 
   For now, I merely list the five explicit “gospel of” statements as a reference. I have found these gospel messages to be immensely helpful in guiding my conversations on religious or philosophical discussions. And then suddenly the gospel began to come alive, unleashed from the yoke of my shallow, misguided, guilt-laden, proof-texted notions.
 
    
 
    
    	The gospel is about the kingdom.  “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” (Matthew 24:14).
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The gospel is about God’s grace. “However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me–the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24).
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The gospel is about the glory of Christ. “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Corinthians 4:4).
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The gospel is about salvation. “And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit…” (Ephesians 1:13).
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The gospel is about peace. “…and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace” (Ephesians 6:15).
 
   
 
    
 
   If we mention these truths, we may or may not be describing the Christian gospel that Jesus preached. But we can say with a fair amount of certainty that if we are not talking about the kingdom, grace, glory, salvation or peace, we’ve strayed from the central, underlying, explicit themes of the gospel Jesus preached. Our gospel must be connected to these explicit gospel messages. The cross of Jesus must surely lead us into the vast expanse of philosophy and behavior rooted in the kingdom of God, the grace of God, the glory of Jesus, the salvation and life promised by the Holy Spirit and the peace of God. If we are discussing life matters or social issues in a Christian context, such as preaching a Sunday sermon or in counselling sessions, we really ought to have a foundational understanding of these five explicit gospel messages and explore the depths of their incredible meaning. For me, the bible stories have come to life and taken on a whole new and fresh shape in light of these five truths. When we come to a deeper understanding of these messages and the gospel Jesus actually preached, I contend that we will discover a vibrant, effervescent, joyful, powerful, amazing, incredible, life-changing, transformational, all-surpassing and awe-inspiring gospel that we would readily live for, suffer for and ultimately die for when necessary.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cosmic Glory
 
    
 
   “The bible is a unique interpretation of universal history portraying humans as responsible actors.” 
 
   –Leslie Newbigin, during his last sermon in America
 
    
 
   We are going to Mars! History will be made. Are you ready? Is your gospel big enough to include the cosmic reality of the universe? While a divided Christendom squabbles about petty issues, fascinatingly ambitious humans with amazing vision are working hard on projects related to space. One of those projects is the Mars One Project. Their dream is to colonize Mars. And they have a 20 year plan to do just that. In 2013, the first 1,058 astronaut candidates were selected: 586 men, 472 women from 107 countries. Over 200,000 applicants showed interest in the initial one-way trip to Mars (Foust, Jeff 2014-01-01, NewSpace Journal). A man named Bas Lansdorp is the brainchild behind Mars One. Will it work? Time will tell. The reality is that our universe has never been so accessible, and yet people have perhaps never felt more alone. If anyone thinks Christians are living in the dark ages and irrelevant to today’s society, consider what might happen when human beings are living on other planets. We simply must discover the cosmic elements of the kingdom of God that have always existed in the gospel messages. And not only do we need to recover and re-discover the cosmic kingdom elements of the gospel messages, we are in desperate need of connecting with the mission of unity and the hope of glory.
 
    
 
   Where can we see the grand vision of God for all humanity and the cosmic redemption of the universe? I see glimpses of such a vision in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5:1-7:29. The Sermon on the Mount—the longest recorded teachings of Jesus, the best known teachings of Jesus, and the most clear presentation of the central tenets of Christianity—it is here that I start to see the mystery and wonder of God, as so many before me have done.
 
    
 
   How then do I approach this magnificent sermon? With a microscope? Such an up-close approach has been attempted by many a preacher the past 2,000 years, and has led to much confusion and disarray. My approach to something so grand, so high and so beautiful is to step back. I step back just a little and am filled with guilt upon guilt. So I step back further. I contend that to comprehend the Sermon on the Mount, we ought to fly into space and gaze upon it! From space, there are only a few objects that are viewable on the earth. The Great Wall of China is one of them. What do we see in the Bible from such a faraway vantage point? We see the broad messages of God: faith, hope and love. We see the Great Story: Creation, Fall, Training, Redemption and Return. And we can see the Sermon on the Mount, a glorious light shining up at us.
 
    
 
   When I observe the Sermon from the lens of law, I see merely a more strict “ten words” derived from the Ten Commandments and made impossible to implement. And then I’m laden with guilt. This viewpoint comes from looking to closely at the Sermon, and yields paralysis of the soul because of fear. When I observe the Sermon from the lens of grace, however, I see ten words in chapter five, ten words in chapter six and seven words in chapter seven. And I’m filled with peace and hope. My soul then finds liberation because of love. I contend that if we would listen to these 27 words and let them define our life, and our communities, we would find the effervescent joy, the all-surpassing power and the deep tranquility Jesus promised. Our thinking might be expanded greatly and we might actually connect with the non-church world if we would just ponder the fact that Jesus turned the Old Testament law upside down. 
 
    
 
   Some have divided the Old Testament laws into three sections, each of may be labelled as a codex. Typically the three codices are moral, ceremonial and civil. Instead of arguing that this division is unnecessary or meaningless, I will admit that I can see such a grouping or categorization of the texts. Some will next claim that we can now pick and choose which of the codices Jesus and the New Testament affirmed and therefore determine that we only need to be concerned with some of the laws. I find this a preposterously presumptuous assertion. We quickly end up with ludicrous messages that contradict the explicit gospel messages when we divide up God’s law in order to find a way to make them more appealing or to increase our chances of obeying them. The law itself declares repeatedly that God’s law is an all or nothing situation. Breaking one law, however small, means we have broken the entire law of God. Therefore I contend that Jesus upheld the entire law of God, all three codices and that we cannot uphold any of the law of God no matter how well we attempt to obey such a law because we will always be guilty of breaking at least one of God’s precepts. Jesus upheld the law indeed, but he did so in a most unusual way, a way that liberates and a way that can be clearly seen from the Sermon on the Mount.
 
    
 
   Jesus begins with the last codex, Codex 3, the social or civil laws. He teaches that we are to be peacemakers and to love both our neighbor and our enemy. The words blessed, salt, light, fulfillment, reconciliation, purity, faithfulness, integrity, long-suffering and love come to mind as I consider each of Jesus’ teachings in Matthew 5. Then Jesus teaches on Codex 2, the ceremonial laws, saying that we are to love God and other human beings with concrete action beyond the symbolism of ceremonies. This is not to say that ceremony is to be rejected, only that Jesus teaches us to make our actions count. The words generosity, prayer, forgiveness, humility, treasure, discernment, devotion, security, self-esteem and contentment come to mind from Matthew 6. Jesus concludes this cosmically-scaled sermon with Codex 1, the moral teachings of the law, telling us to seek God through our encounters with other human beings. The words mercy, self-examination, discretion, dialogue, goodness, grace and logic come to mind from Matthew 7. With brilliance and meticulous attention to detail, Jesus presents the Father’s grand vision for the kingdom of God. How could such a great kingdom ever come to into existence? I believe such a kingdom will start to take shape when we more deeply understand how the explicit gospel messages—which the ancient Christian fathers and mothers understood well— reveal the salvation of both the community and the individual.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Communal Salvation 
 
    
 
   “He will preach good news of community and inclusion and hope to a people steeped in a world of hierarchy and exclusion and fatalistic despair. This will bring upon him the opprobrium and self-righteousness of the privileged classes. It will also have such liberating potential for despised and condemned people as to give them a new lease on life, turning at least some of them into a community of radical itinerants or healed healers.” –Anthony J. Gittins, Reading the Clouds, loc. 1620-21
 
    
 
   It’s a small world after all. Our world today is smaller in that we are more inter-connected and inter-dependent than at any time in world history. Instant, global communication and rapid world-wide travel is commonplace. The worldwide Christian church is starting to realize that there is only one faith, one hope, one Lord and one body. Our theologies and gospel messages must now pass the test of global criticism. Perhaps we are on the verge of a new kind of uniting by the Holy Spirit that does not define boundaries? Clearly church communities have been ripped to shreds in recent years. Could the Spirit now be uniting entirely new communities, reforming the shattered body of Christ into a vastly more healthy and loving world-wide community?
 
    
 
   Again I look to the Sermon on the Mount. What is a community of Christ-followers supposed to look like? Two words from the Sermon stand out as descriptive of the kind of communities Jesus wants in the kingdom of God: salt and light (Matthew 5:13). My first thought is: really? Salt? Sounds rather dull and boring. Sounds rather one-dimensional and cheap. Sounds just like church. Wait a minute… certainly Jesus had something far more fascinating, meaningful and deeply heart-moving in mind? Surely the Sermon of all sermons would have something far more insightful than a salt metaphor. Indeed, it is clear that Jesus did have something else in mind and something remarkable to say about the life He intended for His followers.
 
    
 
   Jesus uses the “salt” metaphor to describe the community of those who would follow him. We may apply this teaching individually but only to a limited extent. To go deeper into what Jesus meant here I believe we need to apply the salt teaching to entire communities. Some thoughtful people have correctly surmised that Jesus wanted His followers to preserve the earth, since that is the use of salt. Others who thought about two seconds longer have said, again correctly, that Jesus wants His followers to “flavorize” the earth, that is, to add joy and hope and love to an otherwise dark and dreary world. But where does this flavor come from? Are Christians supposed to create some kind of attractive program or entertainment to draw people into the community? I believe that Jesus was talking about himself. Jesus is the salt. If we miss this, we miss everything Jesus had in mind: Jesus is the salt. 
 
    
 
   The invitation here in the Sermon is to know, experience and learn from Jesus. The mystery is “Christ in you”. If Christ is not in you, the invitation to be salt of the earth has little meaning. If we have not yet tasted the amazingly furious love of our Savior, we have nothing to offer and might as well forgo the establishment of any religious community. If we have not yet surrendered to the grace offered without strings attached or fallen at the feet of unconditional love, we have much to learn of the redemption Jesus intends for the communities who strive to follow him.
 
    
 
   We all know the great hymn “Amazing Grace”. What we should be singing is “Amazing Salt”. I fully agree that two functions of salt are to preserve and to add flavor. But salt is simply amazing and has many uses beyond a preservative. For example, Reader’s Digest compiled a list of over 60 ways to use salt. Salt can clean, deodorize, protect against bugs, restore sponges, melt snow, shine your teapot and get rid of weeds. In excessive amounts, salt can be bad for our health. But in proper amounts, salt is good and necessary for life. If you want more uses, the SaltWorks company website says there are over 14,000 uses for salt! The Salt Institute has further details on the amazing uses of salt. Beyond the practical uses of salt, it is helpful to note the other properties, such as color, shape and size. Salt comes in a magnificent array of shapes, sizes and colors. Sea salt evaporation ponds have been known to generate a staggering variety of color. Surely Jesus, through whom all things came and through whom we live, had the astounding properties and usefulness of salt in mind when he declared “you are the salt of the earth.” Jesus intends His followers to be dynamic, robust, useful, colorful, diverse and pure.
 
    
 
   The second metaphor Jesus used for the community of followers is light. Jesus’ famous words about light are this: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12). But here in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says “you” are the light of the world. Who? Those who hear Jesus’ invitation and strive to follow Him are the light of the world. Jesus is the Light, and when we follow him we are to become light as well. Jesus intended that the entire community should be a community of light, not merely a gathering of individual lights. Jesus just listed nine traits found in a community whose light will shine brightly in the world: the poor in spirit, the mourners, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, those persecuted because of righteousness and those insulted because of Jesus. Those people are the light of the world. The outcast, misfit, messed-up people who are poor, meek, hungry and who want mercy, purity and peace. Those people. Persecuted people. The outcast people. Insulted people. People outside the camp. 
 
    
 
   These days Christianity often reminds me of a strobe light. Churches seem to give off a dazzling display of lights flashing on an off in a hypnotizing display of colors. Far too often, the light of Christians these days is nothing more than the flashing red and blue lights of a police car. Light can be stunningly beautiful, incredibly powerful, gently comforting or highly annoying and harmful. There is an entire spectrum of light that is invisible, such as radio, microwave and infrared light. There is ultraviolet, X-ray and gamma ray light, providing a vast array of usefulness. But what kind of light does Jesus teach his followers to have? What light was Jesus referring to? Well he makes it clear in the text of Matthew 5:15-16. I love the way The Message puts this text “Here’s another way to put it: You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We’re going public with this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don’t think I’m going to hide you under a bucket, do you? I’m putting you on a light stand. Now that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand—shine! Keep open house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you’ll prompt people to open up with God, this generous Father in heaven.”
 
    
 
   Perhaps this light is a light to remember from your childhood so that you go out into the world to help someone or to make friends or to listen or to give generously to a good cause or to say those words to a friend that speak to their soul at just the right moment. Imagine a kingdom of such lights.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Personal Liberation
 
    
 
   “The grace of the gospel, which is so hard for the pious to comprehend, confronts us with the truth. It says to us, you are a sinner, a great, unholy sinner. Now come, as the sinner that you are, to your God who loves you. For God wants you as you are, not desiring anything from you—a sacrifice, a good deed—but rather desiring you alone. “My child, give me your heart” (Prov. 23:26). God has come to you to make the sinner blessed. Rejoice! This message is liberation through truth. You cannot hide from God. The mask you wear in the presence of other people won’t get you anywhere in the presence of God. God wants to see you as you are, wants to be gracious to you. You do not have to go on lying to yourself and to other Christians as if you were without sin. You are allowed to be a sinner.” 
 
   –Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together and Prayerbook of the Bible, pg 109
 
    
 
   We may be part of a great church community but what of our personal demons? Who can help us when we stand alone in our most vulnerable place? So we create elaborate masks, wearing them shamelessly when we gather together as a community. Some churches are more like a masquerade ball than a gathering of honest, vulnerable, trusting souls redeemed by Jesus the Author of life. Are we willing to write the authentic stories of our lives? Do we belong to a community were those stories can be woven together into the stories of humanity? What a blessing if we have found such a community.
 
    
 
   I notice that in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus tells us about people who don’t wear masks, people who are courageous enough to be at rest with their true self. The poor in spirit, the mourners, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, those persecuted because of righteousness and those insulted because of Jesus are unmasked people. And they are the blessed.
 
    
 
   What is Jesus’ concept of blessing? Jesus talks more about losing something or about inner strength of the heart. In Jesus’ mind, the blessed people are people with a lamb’s heart. People who know themselves in all their wondrous shortcomings and beautifully crazy glory, who have known the mercy and goodness of God and have passed on such goodness and mercy to any people they encounter without condition.
 
    
 
   “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:28-30)
 
    
 
   Jesus did not come to bind believers to an upgraded law or to yoke us with a heavy mask to hide our real identities. Jesus said his yoke is easy and his burden is light (Matthew 11:30). Jesus came to give rest for the soul of the believer. Do you believe that? For most of my life I tried to believe that, but in my mind I always concluded: “Easy and light? Yea right! You gotta be kiddin’ me! Christian life is anything but easy or light…” I believed the gospel Jesus taught, but I lived my life as if I were a donkey tethered to a millstone. My only claim was “Yes I’m tied to a millstone, but it is a better millstone than what Moses gave!” I thought, “My millstone came from Jesus, and I’m going to pull it by golly!” So I became weary in all I did. Everything became meaningless. 
 
    
 
   If we see the Sermon on the Mount and walk away sad or burdened with guilt or heavy laden with anxiety, we’re hearing implied messages that are not of the explicit gospel messages Jesus taught. Jesus’ yoke is not a new way to be tethered to the law. Jesus’ yoke is grace. Jesus’ invitation to find rest for your soul still stands open today. 
 
    
 
   Narrative 3: Resting in my Life 
 
   (Breaking the yoke of undue religious influence)
 
    
 
   “Elephants in captivity can be restrained very cheaply. If a baby elephant is tethered it will soon discover its limitations and not resist the tether. Though it grows to be amazingly strong, as long as it remains tethered each day or night, it will never realize its true power. The kingdom proclaimed by Jesus is modeled on radical equality, and the Spirit who renews the face of the earth is calling us to be transformed rather than tethered. We have no business trying to tether the Spirit, and God’s Spirit will surely not tether the faithful, but will lead them to enjoy great and God-given strength.” 
 
   –Anthony J. Gittins, Reading the Clouds, loc. 626
 
    
 
   Undue influence. What does that mean? Why does it become a yoke that is harmful to the human soul? How can someone break free from such a yoke? Such questions deserve much deeper thought, and will become the subject of my future books. In today’s narrative, I aim only to introduce the concept and then tell part of my life story.
 
    
 
   Undue influence is influence by which a person is induced to act otherwise than by their own free will or without adequate attention to the consequences. The word “undue” is important in this definition. When some force is undue, that force is unwarranted or inappropriate because it is excessive or disproportionate to the object of that force. Sometimes that force is actually a weak force, like the tether on an adult elephant that had existed since the elephant was young. The power of undue religious influence may not be in its coercion but in its perception. Such influence may be carried out not by actual force, but by perceived force or imagined consequences.
 
    
 
   Some undue influence might be easily identifiable because the influence is so over-the-top that no person would accept such influence under normal circumstances. An example of obvious undue influence would be a kidnapping of someone and taking them to a concentration camp. We can rather universally recognize this kind of undue influence as being harmful and wrong. Most undue influence in the religious realm however is more difficult to identify. The influence that one person can handle safely may in fact be undue influence on a different person who cannot handle that kind of influence at that time. Such confusion and subtlety often allows the perpetrators of undue influence to justify their abusive tactics because they can point to some examples of successful transformation due to their influence. In some cases, the influence falls into the blind spot of the perpetrators, so that they don’t even realize they are causing undue influence on someone.
 
    
 
   Adding religion into the mix of undue influence creates an immensely difficult yoke from which to break free. Religious acts are typically seen as good and beneficial. How could such acts ever be deemed as undue influence? How could bible study ever be harmful? How could going to church become an entanglement? Do we stop to consider the impact of such things to our soul? Are my religious activities excessive or disproportionate to what I can handle? The perpetrators of undue religious influence often point to the goodness of their intent and of their religious activities, and blatantly ignore any kind of critical feedback that might open their eyes to see the harm their actions are inflicting. So the perpetrators tend to make excuses and justifications for their actions, which binds the yoke of religious activity more tightly on the people around them. The initial benefits reaped by such activities were good. So there is a great fear of imagined punishment from God for stopping such religious activities. In the course of time, the perpetrator becomes bound as well, and everyone involved in the particular religious activity becomes deeply bonded by fear, galvanized to their religious actions.
 
    
 
   But what is the harm in all this? The harm, as  I see it, lies in “cutting too deeply.” Discipline, obedience, loyalty and the like are good and beneficial but only when exercised properly. In the Christian sense, there is a command to “deny yourself”. To do so has merit, removing the self-centeredness and selfishness found in all of us. The question is when do we stop? Utmost care must be taken so as not to deny what God would use to help us, not to cut out activities or people from our lives who may be the very source of God’s life for us. Above all we simply must not cut out our very humanity. When we cut into our conscience, our authentic identity, our emotions or our family relationships, we very likely have cut too far and entered the realm of undue religious influence. Each one of us is a unique human being. Much care, caution and thoughtfulness ought to be exercised in any gathering of a community, especially a religious community. Yet sadly, many communities who have claimed to be Christ-like have climbed over the fences of people’s lives, refusing to enter into a person’s life the proper way. And so Christianity is now littered with broken people. Often the so-called secular world in the West is a safer place for people than a Christian church, especially for the marginalized of our Western society.
 
    
 
   What follows is my life story—told as my authentic self-narrative. This is my life from my perspective, and my perspective only. It is my story of how I submitted to a specific yoke of undue religious influence, broke free from the yoke and began recovering from the yoke. Writing my authentic self-narrative has proven to be the single most effective way for me to throw off the yoke of undue religious influence and to be able to rest in my own life, content to live with my own soul and to make my own decisions. As we encounter our fellow human beings, I hope we can give due respect and consideration for each person’s perspective so that our own perspective may be shaped and molded into something beautiful.
 
    
 
   My Winter Wonderland—shattered
 
   My childhood was a winter wonderland. I was born 1969 in a small country town south of Columbus Ohio. My mother and father were high school sweethearts who had gotten married right out of high school. Eventually I would be the oldest of three sons. My first year of life was spent with my grandparents however, because my father was called to serve the Air Force as an air traffic controller in South Korea. My grandparents still consider me their third child.
 
   My mom was the epitome of goodness to me. She literally rivals Martha Stewart in creativity, cleanliness and organizational skills. To this day I can’t remember even one negative thought or word from her. She is my bedrock of goodness. She taught me and my brothers how to be on time, how to be prepared and even how to cook, clean, do laundry and iron my clothes.
 
   I grew up in a small country village in Ohio just south of Toledo. It was a time of extreme goodness. I played baseball and other games with my two brothers and friends each summer. We had three-wheelers, go-carts, bicycles and snowmobiles. My parents provided well for us since my father worked at the local GM automotive plant. We had computer games, board games, a ping pong table, a pool table and mountains of toys. We were among the first to get the Star Wars action figures, which of course were my favorite. My childhood was filled with snow of course, as the blizzards of 1978 and 1979 provided days off school and hours of fun. I fell in love with the Pittsburgh Steelers during this time, watching them win their Super Bowls.
 
   I remember eating grilled steak almost every Sunday after attending our family Catholic church. We always ate together as a family, and dad always prayed before the meals. I remember praying often that all the poor children in the world would have a chance to eat the delicious steak I was eating.
 
   During this time is when a deep sense of justice was born in me. On one hand, my dad was the epitome of justice to me. But on the other hand, having grown up in a large Catholic farming family with 12 brothers and sisters, my dad had a brutal sense of discipline. He cared deeply about doing what was right, but sometimes that “right” was only right in his eyes. He was prone to bursts of anger and I learned to fear him right away. Still, my dad was my defender, protector and provider. He was a benevolent dictator to me. One time a bird got caught in our chimney. My dad trapped the bird, put a glove on and grabbed it with his hands. Then he told me to follow him across the road into the corn field. He said, “Watch this.” He then snapped the bird’s head off and threw it far into the field, followed by the body. He then looked at me and said, “No bird will ever threaten my family.”
 
   My religious curiosity was sparked early on by a letter my parents received from my grandma Karcher. She was a staunch Roman Catholic and noticed my parents had not raised us boys in the Catholic traditions well enough. I don’t know exactly what was in that letter, but we did start to have family meditation time not long after that. I remember kneeling around a candle as a family and my dad reading something from a Catholic missal. I felt somewhat guilty for not living up to the Catholic tradition but I also felt a presence of God compelling me to pray. So I continued on into high school with the Catholic Catechism classes, even after my brothers and friends dropped out. In time I felt called to be a priest.
 
   But at the same time I met a girl in the Catechism classes. She became my one and only girlfriend. I was torn between serving God and the desires of the flesh. So to her dismay, we only went on 5 dates our entire relationship. I was too afraid of God and too naïve to do pursue a real relationship with her.
 
   In high school, I was the quiet, smart, geek who hung out with all the misfits. I stayed clear of drugs, sex and alcohol. I was picked on from time to time for being so extremely shy or being a prude or for being the shortest boy in the class. But usually I was left alone because I was willing to help people with their homework. I knew I was nowhere close to being a Catholic priest, but in my mind I viewed myself as some kind of apprentice priest who was spending time with the outcasts.
 
   One day as my neighbors and brothers were playing basketball in our driveway, as we had done thousands of times, my dad suddenly fell down. We rushed over to help him up, but of course he wouldn’t let anyone help him up. He stood back up and pretended nothing had happened. In just a few days however, we all knew something was wrong. He kept falling down, as if his knees just gave out.
 
   As the days and weeks passed my dad’s legs continued to get weaker and weaker. But no doctor could diagnose what was going on. He was perfectly healthy in all other ways, and yet his muscles were getting weaker and weaker. He started using a cane, reluctantly, but in a matter of months needed a walker, even though he was just 36 years old. The next summer we went to all kinds of doctors, including the Mayo Clinic. They referred us to a specialist in California.
 
   So we took a multi-week vacation that summer, seeing the Grand Canyon, Yellowstone Park and all kinds of places. And we also saw the specialist. The diagnosis was ALS, otherwise known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. The prognosis was that my dad might live one to five more years at most. The disease is one of the most cruel diseases known to humans. It leaves your mind and body healthy, but slowly disintegrates all your muscle tissue. So over the course of 3 years, we watched my strong, courageous father slowly wither away until he could only move his eyes. I was 16 years old when we made that trip to California and got the diagnosis. My younger brother was 14, and my youngest brother was 8. Two years later, when it came time for me to go to the University of Toledo, my dad was in a wheel chair, could no longer drive and had to be lifted onto the toilet. He was also bitterly angry at the world, often giving into the deeply-rooted pessimism that runs in our Karcher family. His dad used to tell him on the farm that to be a Karcher means to be manure in a stump. And now my dad started to believe that, and repeated the manure in a stump story often to me. So began our family’s slow and certain march to death.
 
   My Unholy Devotion To Religion
 
   After graduating from high school, I went off to the university, about an hour and a half away from my home town and my dying father. I could go away to college because I still had hope that my father would live through this. I prayed thousands of times for a miracle. Surely God would answer? I prayed so much that I began demanding God to heal my father. My father’s healing became a certainty in my mind. Yet by now it was clear that my father would not get better. Each month he deteriorated more and more until he could only sit in a bed in our house.
 
   Three weeks into my first freshman semester at the university, I was approached by a young man who invited me to bible study, while I was sitting by the library in between classes. He introduced himself as Ed, opened his bible and read something from it. He talked about a personal relationship with Jesus. It was shocking for me to see him carry a bible and start to read it in public. And being a shy hermit type boy, I quickly said no to his invitation. But I thought maybe this was God’s answer to my prayers for my dad. So I gave Ed my dorm address on campus and agreed to his request to visit me later.
 
   Next week, he did visit. But this time he came with an older Korean man, who ended up doing all the talking. Because I was enthralled by the Karate Kid movies, and this Korean man reminded me of Mr. Miyagi, I accepted this second invitation to bible study. It was only one hour a week, so what could it hurt?
 
   Soon I was having bible study on a weekly basis. Any time I thought of missing bible study with Ed, he would persuade me that bible study was a requirement for a right relationship with God, and that to miss bible study equated to disobeying God. Guilt became my motivator. But also I was driven by a passion to obey God enough to win God’s miracle on my father’s life. I thought that somehow, if I just obeyed God enough, God would heal my father. So I joined the bible study group Ed had invited me to. I became devoted to anything and every the group wanted me to do. I was so desperate to earn God’s favor, and thus win the healing of my father, that I started spending 40, 50 or 60 hours each week for religious activities in this bible study group. During this time, I started staying on campus during the weekends to attend the Friday testimony sharing meeting and the Sunday worship service of this group, instead of going home to my father and family. I loved my newfound friends. They were so over-the-top kind to me, showering me with praise and adoration. Soon I believed that these new friends were my true family of God. I forgot all about my father. The group promised that if I obeyed God, God would bless me. In my mind, this equated to God’s healing on my father. 
 
   That summer I decided to not return home but to stay in Toledo. One Friday meeting at the group, I shared my decision to leave my dying father at home and live in Toledo. My decision was to follow Jesus, based on Matthew 8:22: “But Jesus told him, ‘Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead.’” Everyone praised me for such a decision of faith. And thus began my life in the group known as University Bible Fellowship (UBF). I had rejected the idea of being a Catholic priest because I hoped to get married one day (but I never actually left my Catholic roots). I saw UBF as God’s answers to my prayer to be a priest. Maybe I would become a missionary for God instead of a priest for God. In any case, this group convinced me that obedience is a surefire way to get God’s blessing and disobedience is certainly the way to be cursed. I wanted my  father to be alive, so I dismissed the contradictions and flaws in the group’s theology. They quickly made me a leader due to nearly instant loyalty to them.
 
   I attended my first Easter Conference in 1988 with the group. I remember it well because the four day conference ended on Sunday April 3, my 19th birthday. And in 1988, that was also Easter Sunday. And more importantly I remember that day well because it is when I began to understand the gospel of Jesus Christ more clearly. Yes I had prayed. Yes I was a Catholic and wanted to be a priest. And I believe I was already a Christian at this point. But I had only a foggy notion that Jesus had risen from the dead. Because of the life-size crucifixes in church growing up, I always imagined Jesus’ death but rarely had I considered Jesus’ resurrection. Through Matthew 28:6, the light of God shined into my heart: “He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay.” It was an amazing epiphany moment. Was it my moment of salvation? Was it another step in my spiritual journey? I don’t know and I no longer see such questions as relevant. God was with me in all parts of my journey of life. This moment was actually more about my dad than about me. I suddenly had hope that even if my dad did die, there was a way for him to live again. And there would be a way through Jesus for us to see each other again someday. This moment was really about my hope in Heaven and my desire to my dad again if no miracle would happen.
 
   That following summer in 1988 I visited my family back home only a couple times. If my brothers didn’t resent my staying away so long, they rightly should have. My time at home was filled with arguments with my dad over religion. I had since been convinced by my UBF teachers that Catholicism was evil. And so I would argue about salvation, the Eucharist and other Catholic doctrines with my dad. I was into the anti-Catholic tracts at the time, and even made my own evangelism tracts. I would always leave them behind for my dad to read. One time our argument became so heated he accused me of doing drugs. I had not done any drugs, but I see now he was right: the bible had become my drug.
 
   Later that year, my dad went into the hospital with pneumonia. We all thought that would be the end. But miraculously, he survived and returned home. I had been away doing UBF stuff for many weeks, so I decided to return home also. I am so glad I did. He told me how he had met Jesus in the hospital, who told him he wouldn’t die in the hospital and that he had to go back home. My dad told me that Jesus said “Go back and tell your son that you believe now.” This was a little strange and rather surprising. My dad never spoke of such things. He looked different after coming home as well. He was far more peaceful that at any time I’d ever seen him. There was no bitterness over his illness, no anger, no frustration—only peace and more peace. He was at rest. His blue eyes seemed to glow with a blue color I’ve not seen since. One week later I got the call from my grandmother: My dad had died.
 
   On one hand this was a relief—the long bitter struggle with ALS was finally over. But it was also a world-shattering event. I was 19 years old and would grow up into adulthood with no father. And it was worse for my younger brothers. We had the funeral and UBF people drove down from Toledo, including the Korean man who had met me my freshman year. 
 
   After my father’s death, I threw myself into the UBF lifestyle. I adopted Ed and the Korean man as my spiritual fathers. The UBF community became my family. The leaders became my spiritual parents. This meant that I would submit my entire life to being trained by my UBF shepherds. That is the UBF way—every member must have a shepherd. The shepherds are self-appointed and choose the sheep they want. A chance meeting on campus meant that it was God’s divine will that you become the sheep of that person. This shepherd sheep relationship was meant to be lifelong, and would even persist into heaven we thought. So I would be eternally submissive to my UBF shepherd out of a desire to be a preacher for God. This provided me with the safety and security and protection I was looking for. I used the UBF community to replace what I lost in my father and to escape the dark reality of life around me. I hid myself in the UBF ideologies, escaping every minute I could to read the bible and avoid the real world. And so my desire to be a preacher for God was born.
 
   Soon I wrote and shared my UBF life testimony, boldly declaring praise to God for my father who had found salvation in Jesus. And around this time I discovered the deep faith of my grandparents, especially my grandmother. She loved my life testimony. She made several paper copies and mailed them the friends and family all over the country. She also made copies of the video of my sharing and played it for all her friends at church. She told me I should be a preacher someday.
 
   My grandparents became a foundation of Christian faith for me. I have always been encouraged by their faithful, devoted and explicit belief in Jesus and their unconditional love for people. They had opinions about politics, religions and the like, but for them, goodness reigned supreme. My grandma was therefore very concerned about UBF right from the start. She always told me that bible study is good, but too much bible study is like too much salt when you cook. God’s messages are about love. We can’t forget God’s love and we can never forget our family. Looking back I wonder how she and the rest of my family endured my 24 years of UBF life. But their goodness and their love was the buoy that always righted my ship.
 
   Devoting myself to the UBF lifestyle meant an isolated life filled with much guilt, grief and fear, as well as physical training. But I felt called to live a life of holy diligence, since my prayers apparently failed to save my father. Several people in UBF wore army uniforms. We rebuked each other of any hint of worldliness. But I was willing to suffer because I had failed to pray enough to save my father, or so I thought. Such a life meant getting up for daily 5:00 am prayer meetings, being a steward at the church building, going to campus twice per week to invite other students to bible study with me, preparing weekly bible study question sheets, writing and sharing a 3 to 5 page testimony every Friday and many other meetings. I embarked on spending about every waking hour for UBF-related activities. I did this about 50 weeks each year for about 16 years. That means I spent over 16,000 hours in bible study related meetings and devotions. Suffice it to say I lived and breathed UBF life. Why? Well because I enjoyed it! I was highly praised for my devotion. And we had many wonderful times together. But my joy would prove to be only a superficial mask, covering my pain over my father’s death. 
 
   During this holy soldier period of life, I rarely connected with the outside world, rarely watching TV or reading the newspaper, rarely visiting home and never reading Christian material. We considered ourselves the best of the best of Christianity, and as such we didn’t need any help or ideas from anyone. We only connected with other Christian people or books in order to affirm that we were the best. We saw flaws in everyone we encountered, claiming to be spiritual doctors who could instantly and correctly diagnose anyone’s sin problem. We saw ourselves as the marines of the Christian world, going out to conquer the nations with just the bible. We prayed repeatedly to change each nation into a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. We lived austere and morally upright lives. Our first motto was “We are soldiers of Jesus Christ.” Our second motto was “We are soldiers of Jesus Christ”. And our third motto was “We will willingly suffer for Jesus Christ.” We looked down on all other Christians, belittling them as “hallelujah Christians” or “nominal Christians.” When someone left UBF we considered them as falling away from the faith. We shunned them, explicitly deciding not to talk to them. Former members were viewed as poisonous, and Christian pastors were weak, compromising sinners who failed to obey Jesus’ world mission command to go and make disciples. We did however recognize Billy Graham, but only because he once made a statement that he wished he could have spent more time with people personally. So we imagined that we were better than even Billy Graham, because we interpreted his comment to mean that his life was a failure and that he wished he could do UBF style one-to-one Bible study. I see this as utter arrogance and un-Christ-likeness now.
 
   This holy life was actually a façade. Much sin was committed all around me. Our surface morality was only a mask for personal benefit. I ignored it all, however, counting on God to bless whatever a shepherd did as long as he did it to make the person conform to being a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. A missionary candidate couple was required to have an abortion as a way to prove they loved mission more than family life. People in UBF who were deemed to be too rebellious or who asked too many questions were given training called “dead dog training”. In severe cases, very rebellious people were asked to walk 5 miles in the winter with no shoes. Or they would be locked out of the church building and made to walk around the building all night. One friend of mine was asked to pull down his pants to demonstrate his loyalty as a “dead dog”. The rumors and gossip in UBF was like a tornado, spinning out of control any time someone decided to leave our group. We even discussed the dreaded deprogramming case that happened in Chicago UBF. Deprogramming is the practice of forcibly taking someone out of an environment considered to be a harmful cult. Thankfully the practice has been deemed inappropriate and hopefully no longer practiced. In the 1980’s, though, deprogramming was a real possibility. So we UBF shepherds talked about it and prepared for such an event. Thankfully this never happened in Toledo UBF. It could have happened though, because even though we claimed to be a Christian missionary church, we did so many things that earned the cult label. And sadly I stood by idly like an ostrich with my head in the sand as over 100 of my friends left one by one or were driven out due to lack of loyalty to the UBF heritage.
 
   For the most part, I myself was treated very specially in Toledo UBF. I was called a “the hope of UBF”, a good, upstanding young man who was proof that the UBF ways were God’s best ways to make disciples of Jesus. I soon became rather famous among the UBF chapters around the world. I eventually earned the privilege to travel to many UBF chapters and tell the UBF version of my life story, in places such as Korea, Canada, Russia, Germany and many cities in  the USA. This “life testimony” was not my authentic story however. As with all testimonies I prepared in UBF, much of my personal narrative was dictated to me, often late at night when I was exhausted. I rejected this at first, but in time it became clear that to “be a blessing” and “get God’s blessing” I would have to accept UBF’s identity for me as “Shepherd Brian”. Every new recruit in UBF is slowly bound to the “bible teacher for college students” identity, with almost no regard to any other calling from God.
 
   In 1990, just after my father’s death, a three-way godfather-like political struggle broke out between Samuel (the founder of UBF), James (the UBF director of the Toledo chapter) and Paul (the Korean man who had visited my dorm and who was now my shepherd). I’ll never know what happened between these three Korean UBF men, but I know what I did. In the winter of 1990, James took his family to visit Houston to see if he could pursue his dream of being a professor. Before this time, James had been speaking up about various problems in UBF. So Samuel wanted him out of UBF. Paul was eager to take over James’ position as director. So while James’ family was visiting Houston, Paul ordered me and my friends to pack up all of James’s family’s belongings. We were told that James requested this help because they were poor, and that James had gotten a job in Houston and desperately needed our help to pack. I found out later much of this was a fabricated story meant to motivate us to “be a blessing” to them.
 
   So my friends and I went over to James’ house, only to find it locked. But we could not disobey an order from Paul. So we broke into the house. We then discovered that nothing was packed, as if they weren’t intending to move at all (which they weren’t). Still we knew we had to obey. Plus we really wanted to be a blessing to this poor family. So we put all their stuff in boxes and onto a big truck.
 
   All this was strange to me. It didn’t add up. Were we really being a blessing to this family? Wasn’t this breaking and entering? Shouldn’t we be going to jail for this? I was so shaken up by breaking into this man’s house that I only picked up one box. Then I ran back to my house. The others continued moving all day and even came back the next day. This event troubled me, but it cemented my new life philosophy: Be a blessing to others no matter the cost.
 
   Jesus said in Luke 9:24 “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.” This and many other sacrifice, self-denial and “taking up the cross” verses formed the core of UBF bible study. These studies fed my idea that I had failed to pray enough to save my father, and so I became more and more devoted to the UBF idea of mission. I felt I was doing penance for my failure to pray enough for my father. I had a deep-seeded notion that it was my fault that my father was not healed. Year after year we studied the same passages of the bible, over and over again. One word was drilled into my head: sacrifice. We heavily emphasized the Old Testament passages. Abraham’s calling to leave his family, Abraham’s call to sacrifice of his son, the sacrifices of Moses, the sacrifices and training of the Israelites and story after story of Old Testament obedience and sacrifice became the fabric of our spiritual life. Grace, mercy, Holy Spirit, love, kindness, joy—all were tainted with sacrifice. No pain, no gain. No disciple-making, no Christian. No sacrifice, no life. Grace without sacrifice was viewed as a weak concept.
 
   We preached that you had to shape up yourself first in order to present yourself to God and receive grace. Present yourself to God as one approved! That was another slogan. The more you worked for God through evangelism, the more God would bless you we thought. Ironically, we turned God into a vending machine. We always talked about each other having “lazy demons”, or “TV demons” or “couch potato demons”. And prayer or bible study would be the key to getting such demons out of you. People who setup Christmas trees were rebuked as celebrating a worldly Christmas. Cassette tapes deemed too worldly were smashed with hammers. To me, the gospel became self-denial through sacrifice. I began to hate the world and isolate myself from it. Aren’t we called to work out our salvation? Aren’t we warned of falling out of obedience? Slowly I lost the grace in the blood of Jesus I had earlier found. Slowly the solid foundation of Christian teaching in my youth at my family’s Roman Catholic church withered away. Slowly I wove a cocoon of UBF work around my life. And slowly I started to die in my soul.
 
   Looking back, I realize now that we UBF shepherds never taught that God stopped Abraham from the sacrifice of Isaac. We implied that Abraham did sacrifice his son and therefore we must all find our “Isaac” and kill it. We taught that we were supposed to kill our conscience, our emotions and our family desires. I realize now however, that the Isaac narrative teaches us about Jesus and should stop us from cutting too deeply with the knife of self-denial. But we ignored such plain teachings in order to support our UBF ideology founded on sacrifice, obedience and loyalty. Such elements have merit, but they are the foundational elements of Korean Confucianism, not Christianity. Sacrifice, obedience and loyalty are good, but Christianizing them without the explicit gospel messages of Christ becomes harmful—enslaving souls to hopelessness instead of liberating them in joy.
 
   Inwardly I was dying of guilt and bitterness. God had seemingly not blessed my obedience by healing my father. Even though I spent thousands of hours in devotion and prayer, my father had still died. So I blamed myself. I began thinking I had failed to obey well enough to earn my father’s healing. And so I threw myself in to UBF activities as my penance. Outwardly, I looked like a bright, shining star in the UBF world. UBF people around me never cared to look below the surface. To them, it was enough to see my devotion to UBF, which was inextricably bound to devotion to God.
 
   In 1992 I reached a breaking point. I couldn’t handle the disconnect between my inner life and my outward life. My resolution to this was to escape to Russia as a UBF short-term missionary to St. Petersburg. I spent 3 months there. I learned Russian and taught the bible to Russian students in the Russian language. I fell in love with Russian language and even today I still speak phrases from time to time. Through this 3 month trip, my desire to be a missionary for God was fueled into flame. But this flame was snuffed out upon my return to America that summer. I had high hopes to marry a Russian shepherdess (UBF term for women shepherds) and move to Russia as a missionary for God. These ideas were stunted immediately by my UBF shepherds. It was made clear to me that they would not bless such a thing. This was so strange to me. Is not UBF a missionary-sending Christian church? I was confused but this opened my eyes to begin to see the mountain of contradictions, abuses and short-comings in the UBF ministry. When someone is genuinely influenced by the Holy Spirit, UBF shepherds are quick to snuff out such influence if the person seems to be led away from UBF activities.
 
   Marriage was the supreme call to sacrifice in UBF. You were required to marry within UBF. And you were required to go through the arranged marriage process, which we called “marriage by faith”. Some of my friends literally did not meet their arranged spouse until their wedding day. The idea was that you laid down your marriage dream on the altar and killed it for Jesus. Not so ironically, many of these marriages were between Koreans and Americans or other nationalities.
 
   So I broke up with my one and only girlfriend from high school. I actually wrote her a letter telling her that I was breaking up with her because I was called to serve God in UBF. I also sent her a mix tape of Christian songs. However, being a secret romantic who dreamed of carrying my princess off on a white horse, I could not continue to submit to this sacrifice. I was terribly conflicted.
 
   And so, I rebelliously started looking for a girlfriend outside UBF. There was a special girl in one of my classes on campus. I loved to watch her stand up and answer questions (she was the only one who stood up) and listen to her British accent. Her reddish brown hair and big purple-rimmed glasses were intriguing to me. From the class I knew her name was Mary . I planned over and over how I would ask her out on a date, but my UBF commitment to reject dating and my own timidity held me back.
 
   One day I was shocked as I walked into the UBF bible house. There was Mary, studying the bible with my friend John! My heart sank because now I knew I would never find a way to date her. My commitment to not date could be broken, perhaps, but only if I was willing to leave the UBF community. If we both studied the bible in UBF, there would be no possible way for us ever to date. And yet I was secretly excited because perhaps, just maybe, if she became a UBF shepherdess, there would be a way to “marry by faith”.
 
   And that is exactly what happened. Mary remained in UBF and became a UBF shepherdess. About 5 years later, in 1994, I devised a plan to go through the marriage by faith process in UBF, but to do it with Mary as God’s “chosen one” for me. In spite of the fact that UBF would not send me to Russia as a missionary, UBF shepherds prayed unceasingly for sending missionaries to Russia. Some people ate Russian bread and sang Russian songs as prayer offerings for Russian mission. This was perfect! Instead of being bitter over not becoming a permanent Russian missionary, I decided to get even. So week after week I announced the prayer topic that I would marry anyone who was willing to go to Russia. To my surprise, everyone liked this. When my UBF shepherd finally asked me about marriage, I told him that prayer topic. He said I should be more specific. So I said it had to be somebody who had already been to Russia, as proof that she would be actually willing to live as a missionary. I knew Mary had already visited Russia on a UBF short-term trip.
 
   A few weeks later, my UBF shepherd asked me again about who I wanted to marry. I knew it would be a cardinal sin to name a name. The question was a trick question. So I repeated the same prayer topics. He then asked me if Mary might fit my prayer topic. I knew he would have to choose Mary because nobody else fit my prayer topic. I told him, with false humility, that I would “pray about it”. When we met again, I said yes I’m convinced Mary is the one.
 
   It then took several weeks to get up enough courage to ask Mary to marry me. Finally this is what I did: I invited her to a prayer meeting in the UBF bible house. When she arrived, I began as if I was teaching the bible one-to-one UBF style. We read a bible passage. I prayed. Then I abruptly and awkwardly started talking about a house church (that is the UBF term for family, for it is considered sinful and ungodly to marry to form a family; UBF shepherds must marry by faith to form a house church for world mission). And I asked her if she would be willing to form a house church with me with the prayer to go to Russia as missionaries. I told her she didn’t have to answer right then, but could let me know. She quickly said “Yes!”, and so she would “form a house church” with me. I was so shocked that I just said, “Ok let’s pray.” We then prayed and left. Three weeks later, we were married. The week after that we went on our honeymoon in Tennessee. Ten months later our daughter Ruth was born.
 
   As I look back I feel that none of this was fair to Mary. She was in the dark most of the time throughout the initial arrangement process. And she knew the consequences of saying no. I often felt bad that I rigged the process. Still, I accept our marriage as God’s gift to both of us. Although I would propose far more romantically now, I would certainly choose Mary all over again.
 
   So finally I had done it: I had passed all the tests of faith in UBF. I had survived things that most had failed. After our marriage, I felt like a champion! Even the founders of UBF attended our wedding, which was rare for UBF chapters outside of Chicago. But inwardly I was a hallowed out shell. My emotions had been carved out of me. My critical reasoning ability had all but been sapped out of me. I had been squeezed like a sponge, persuaded to give all my time, my money and my devotion to UBF. But I was proud to be a UBF-man, somehow thinking I was part of an elite Christian force poised to control the world. Yet the extreme guilt, sorrow and shame nagged my soul day and night as I killed off more and more of my conscience, my thinking ability, my emotions and my very self with the knife of self-denial. Mary and I lived a façade marriage life, submitting to UBF’s demands to live as single people—never holding hands, never sitting together in worship service, not arriving together at the bible house. Yet this period of my life afforded me with a great treasure: over 10,000 hours bible study and more than 1,600 pages of bible testimonies. In time, I was able to read all 33,000+ verses of the bible at least once. Even though every hour and every page and every verse was soaked in tears of guilt and shame and despondently bound to UBF ideology, the living words of God became part of my very being and sustained me in spite of the UBF ideology.
 
   Throughout our married life, I made many wild, radical decisions that caused significant instability in our family. For example, we’ve been married nearly 20 years now. In that time I’ve had 19 jobs. We have moved 12 times. I am surprised as I look back that Mary put up with me through all of the changes. I did such things because I believed each time I was directing our lives to conform to the bible. But as I look back, I seemed to be restless, and always searching for fulfillment. The UBF spiritual abuses didn’t help matters. For example, later on, when Mary and I would attend my brother’s wedding, I was told that I was acting like Satan and that I loved family more than God’s mission for my life. We were demanded to be UBF mission centered. To be family centered was considered to be evil and disobedient to God. It wasn’t until I began to rest in the grace of God and discovered the gospel message more deeply that I stopped feeling so restless and saw the utter nonsense of such teachings. 
 
   My restlessness continued. In 1998, suddenly a whirlwind of activity came out of nowhere. Our friends Don and Hannah had gotten a phone call from UBF headquarters and were told to leave America and become missionaries to Paraguay. Over the next several weeks, I convinced Mary to sell the house we had just bought one year earlier and by Don’s house. This would free them to leave the country. We lost over $20,000 in the quicksale process, but I gladly did it because I viewed it as serving God’s world mission purpose. We were not going out as missionaries, but at least we were helping one family to do so.
 
   In 2000, I got so frustrated with the politics at my work place that I handed in my security card at the front desk at 3:00 in the afternoon, and walked off the job. I quit that day and began my own computer consulting business. It failed after about 10 months. More rash decisions in the name of UBF mission racked our family.
 
   In 2003, our family had reached a crossroads. I had fulfilled all my duties to UBF and there didn’t seem to be much more for me to do. My dream to be a missionary to Russia had been sacrificed at the altar of UBF when my shepherd told me that we were not good missionary material. By this time we had three young and growing children: Ruth, Anna and Noah, all named in the proper UBF manner. Mary’s graduate study was ending. There was no further study available in the university of Toledo for her. I felt burned out. When I realized Mary would need to go to another university for her PhD, I decided to work toward being sent out as a UBF house church. Just as I had escaped to Russia, I now eagerly longed to escape to anywhere outside of Toledo UBF. The UBF term for this is pioneering. So we sold our house again and moved to Detroit, near Wayne State University, after many stressful discussions with UBF leaders.
 
   I came to Detroit with delusions of grandeur. I thought that by starting a church in our house we would be the saviors of Detroit and would singlehandedly rebuild the city. We first lived downtown Detroit on Forest Ave. in a basement apartment with our young children. We sent them to an inner city elementary school that was surrounded by 10 ft. high barbed wire fences. We were the only white people there. This gave me a new perspective—being a minority in an all-black community. I found it to be a friendly community. Everybody seemed to be related to everybody else. Everyone talked to each other at the grocery store, on the street, at the gas station, wherever we went people welcomed us. And everyone said “God bless you, brother!”
 
   Moving to Detroit turned out to be God’s providence. Our son John was born in 2004. Right away at 6 months old, we found that he was having seizures. When we went to the nearby doctors, we found that he had a rare form of epilepsy. To our surprise the only doctor in the world who specialized in that disease was right here in Detroit, only a few miles from our inner city house. At the time, I had no emotional capacity to deal with this. Mary took on most of the coordinating of the doctors and medicine.
 
   Our life in Detroit has been a wild adventure. As our children grew older we found that we needed to find a better school district. The problems with Detroit Public Schools seemed insurmountable. So we moved to Grosse Pointe Park. This has been both a huge blessing and a bittersweet move at the same time. After moving to Grosse Pointe, our financial difficulties exploded. In reality, we really couldn’t afford such a life and should have declared bankruptcy several times. And the Grosse Pointe school community noticed. They saw our children going to school with holes in their clothes and old shoes. So they designated our family the “needy family of the year”. Not once, but twice. The first time I accepted the money. If I hadn’t we would have lost our house to foreclosure. The second time I refused. We needed the help, but my pride wouldn’t allow such a trend to continue. Financial instability has defined most of our life in Detroit as UBF pioneers, as the group called us. What we discovered was that we were not “pioneering” anything, not setting up any kind of Christian church and not going to receive any help or support from UBF to “pioneer”. We were left on our own, bound by the UBF ideologies, and yoked by the religious masks we used to keep face and pretend our life was glorifying God. In reality our lives were falling apart.
 
   New Friends, Bold Decisions, Restored Relationships
 
   The big event of our lives happened in 2011. To make a long story short: We left UBF. This means nothing to most people. Leaving a church? Not a big deal. But leaving UBF is different. It equates to losing your salvation because UBF requires each person to be loyally submitted to a UBF shepherd, usually a Korean. But finally I had enough. I began to fear the bitterness, depression and anger in my soul more than any retribution from God or from UBF shepherds. So I resigned. We sent shockwaves throughout the 6,000 member organization worldwide. I had not intended to leave UBF. I actually just wanted to find out some answers the problems a dozen or so of my friends in UBF had been confiding in me since moving to Detroit. But I finally had enough of pretending to be a holy soldier. So I sent a report into my shepherd telling him my honest feelings. That didn’t go over so well. Within two hours of receiving my report via email, he called me. I could tell he was angry. He told me any problems in UBF were none of my business. He further said that any spiritual deadness I had been observing was because I was the one who was spiritually dead. As soon as I hung up the phone, I experienced the Holy Spirit come alive in me like never before. I suddenly knew God had a purpose for me: expose the problematic dark side of UBF. I saw clearly that UBF suffered from the same authority-based problems that the Shepherding Movement did in the 1970’s in America. In an instant my mind was released from the bondage of guilt and all the abuses in UBF I had ignored or dismissed came to mind. 
 
   I then embarked on an amazing journey of recovery from the controlling, guilt-ridden, shame-soaked life we had lived in UBF. I was done with the holy soldier façade. This journey was not so different from the journey of Pi in the movie “Life of Pi” or Truman in the movie “The Truman Show” or the blind girl in the M. Night Shyamalan movie “The Village”. In fact I began watching many movies, especially children’s movies, because I found so many connections with the characters in the movies, such as Tangled. I felt I was Repunzel being set free from her castle tower! Finally I was at peace.
 
   It would take a whole other narrative to tell this journey. So I will just point out some highlights. The journey actually began when I watched Mel Gibson’s movie “The Passion” in 2010. Through this, the gospel of Jesus was re-ignited in my soul. I realized that I had believed and preached an upside down, flawed gospel in UBF. I officially resigned from UBF in protest on July 4th, 2011. I chose that day specifically. It was my independence day. I began blogging profusely about my journey, on priestlynation.com, declaring my freedom from UBF and exposing the problems I saw. I tried not to fall into the trap of treating UBF people poorly, but at times I just needed to vent. I had kept silent so many times, and so my critical voice exploded on my blogs.
 
   A turning point in my struggles with UBF came from a newfound friend named John Armstrong. He is a distinguished Christian author, professor, pastor and ministry leader. If you ever meet John, three words will become part of your vocabulary: unity, friendship and missional ecumenism. He somehow had become a third-party advisor to UBF in Chicago. His ACT3 Network ministries is helping UBF in many ways. I was introduced via email and Facebook by some friends. I was able to meet him in person in Chicago when I visited there last year.
 
   John’s words to me were so critical in my healing process. When I asked him what to do with something related to staying in UBF or leaving UBF, he replied, “I won’t bind your conscience.” Those simple words struck me deeply, like lightning. I realized at that moment I had lost the ability to make my own decisions. I had become dependent on my UBF shepherd to check every decision. It was so liberating! I saw clearly that my mind and life had been bound up with UBF ideology. And furthermore, God’s intent was for me to unbind my mind and throw off all the baggage that was hindering me and our family from experiencing joy and peace and grace.
 
   Throughout this journey in 2011 and 2012, I connected with so many people. I re-connected with dozens of former UBF members from around the world, met many new virtual friends, like the Outlaw Preachers, and became a resource for many who have been struggling desperately with shame and guilt from UBF life. Over the holiday break it was almost too much to bear reading the emails from a young woman who was battling depression after leaving UBF and a young couple from Canada who were seeking psychological counseling after leaving UBF. People from all over the world, including Germany and Ukraine, contacted me to share their pain and struggle with their UBF shepherds. Some left, some remained. Each time I mostly listened and then counseled them to make their own decision, following John Armstrong’s example.
 
   But the journey has not all been sorrow and pain. The most exciting part of this journey for me has been connecting with people at Grace Community Church in Detroit. That first lunch with pastor Bryan was an important reality check for me, one that helped me realize there are many Christians outside UBF (imagine that!). Attending the 6:00 am bible study led by pastor Wayne was eye-opening. It was his “Be Armed” series that corrected a lot of false teaching I had picked up. I realized then that for all my thousands of hours of bible study, I had never learned the basic doctrines of Christianity. Even as I continue go through a transformational paradigm-shift in my faith, those basic doctrines hold true and provide an anchor for my faith. Pastor Wayne baptized me on April 29, 2012. I had decided to be baptized as a way to confirm that I had left UBF had given my life to be a Christ-follower. I’ll never forget pastor Wayne’s words to me just before going under: “You are now free form the teachings of one man.” Now I’m glad to be part of pastor Wayne’s intercessory prayer team, praying for Renewal Church and his new role there. Grace Community Church became a safe house for me and our family. Pastor Bryan was a God-send to my wife and I. His sermons were so full of love, goodness and humor—and so deeply drawn from the well of grace and love—that each Sunday my soul mended a little more. My wife and I joined  a bible study group with Pastor Bryan. And we were utterly shocked to discover what genuine Christian teaching was all about. We found that we had been taught a Christianized form of Eastern philosophy, which continues to be one of our biggest problems. Through Pastor Bryan’s help and the help of our newfound Christian community, our family is being healed day by day. Now my wife and I are renewing our relationship, going on dates, finding out each other’s character and making up for nearly 20 years of lost time.
 
   One final note of significance is that just after resigning from UBF, my mother became ill with colon cancer. At first I thought, maybe UBF teachings were true, because they always taught me that I would encounter some big tragedy if I ever left. But a beer and some reading quickly dispelled such a foolish notion. No longer would I allow myself to believe such stupid fear-inducing ideology. So I decided to not pray even once for my mother, in contrast to my praying thousands of times for my father. Instead, I visited her in the hospital and began making attempts to stay in touch more closely, re-connecting with my family. My happiest time in a long time was spending the night in the hospital with my mother as she recovered from cancer surgery. God in his great irony, then “heard” my non-prayer. My mother recovered from colon cancer completely and has low risk of the cancer returning. God is good. God is love. I am my own man.
 
   That is the story my adult formative years, nearly 25 years of my life. I am now recovering from such a life, finding that my wife and I have post-traumatic symptoms and have much work to do to heal many relationships. We have much more to tell about what we’ve learned about why we chose to have such unholy devotion to one religious group, and much more to do and to learn. But we are happy now. My soul is at rest, having thrown off the yoke of undue religious influence.
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