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   INTRODUCTION
 
    
 
   “Christianity is a paradoxical religion because the Jew of Nazareth is a paradoxical character. No figure in history or fiction contains as many multitudes as the New Testament’s Jesus. He’s a celibate ascetic who enjoys dining with publicans and changing water into wine at weddings.”
 
   --Ross Douthat, 
 
   "Bad Religion: How We Became a Nation of Heretics"
 
   Kindle Edition, Loc. 3005
 
    
 
   At one point in my life, I thought I had Christianity all figured out. I felt the twinge of pride as I “kept the faith” while people around me seemed to abandon their mission from God. I did everything I could to “present myself to God as one approved”. I went to Russia as a short-term missionary. I amassed over fifteen thousand hours of bible reading. I missed only three Sunday services in twenty four years. And then it all fell apart.
 
    
 
   The fabric of my faith unraveled. The spirit of my mission decomposed. And the walls of our community collapsed. 
 
    
 
   What follows are the stories of how I came to realize that Christianity is more powerful than believing something, more grand than doing something, and far deeper than being something. Christianity is about following someone. And that Someone will lead us to some very unexpected places.
 
    
 
   In his letters, Paul the Apostle summarized Christianity as faith, hope and love. These are the stories of my journey, of what I discovered about Christianity—unexpectedly.
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   “Ivy in the Fall” by Linda S. Yenser
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Narrative 1: Unexpected Faith
 
   The unraveling of certitude releases integrity 
 
    
 
   “The Christian life of faith is not an absolute certainty in this or that doctrine but rather a hope in the greatness of God’s mercy.” 
 
    
 
   --James P Danaher, Eyes That See, Ears That Hear: Perceiving Jesus in a Postmodern Context, Kindle Edition, Loc. 1210-13 
 
    
 
   Ivy leaves are green. We are certain of it. But is ivy really green? In the Fall some ivy turns red. Being certain of something doesn’t always mean being correct. Nature tells us such truth repeatedly. 
 
    
 
   However, for most of my life I viewed orthodoxy as the ultimate standard for faith. Doesn’t the God’s law teach us for certain what God wants from us and how we are to behave? I wanted to believe the right things and do the right things. Surely if I have the right kind of faith, God would accept me? Surely if I have the right belief system, my life would be abundantly blessed and unmistakably successful? Surely if my faith is strong enough, I could unlock the mysteries of the universe? Surely if I know the right things about God, my behavior would be a blessing to other people?
 
    
 
   Coffee, letters and a movie
 
    
 
   “Bullshit! It’s all bullshit!” The frustration on my friend’s face was as real, like the smell of the dark roast coffee I was sipping. How could this be? What would cause my Christian friend to be so exasperated? We met a few more times and as we did, my interest grew. I had to find out what was causing such grief to my friend and his wife. They had, along with other friends from the same faith community in Toledo, expressed similar frustration to me privately in prior years. Why were they sharing such things with me? As my friend shared his struggles, my mind wandered. 
 
    
 
   Seven years before those coffee shop meetings, my family had left that same faith community in Toledo Ohio. We moved “by faith” to Detroit Michigan. We had no job in Detroit, no school, no family, no friends and no reason to be there except for our belief that God was sending us. Our intention was to set up a new church, which we called a “house church”, for a local college university. Yes, we were thirty-something’s with three children at the time, but we were still members of the Korean campus bible study group we had joined in our younger, university days called University Bible Fellowship (UBF). Our belief was that we were ordained by God to be God’s servants for college students. We called ourselves “shepherds”, as everyone does at UBF. Our faith community, called Toledo UBF, had “sent us out to pioneer”. I thought of myself as a missionary and a pastor, even though I had never been to seminary. We had sold our house at a huge loss and moved north. Each Sunday my wife and I held a worship service in our home where I delivered a message. In our belief system, I was a preacher who was going to change Detroit into a “kingdom of priests and holy nation.” I actually believed the mere arrival of our house church helped the Detroit Pistons win the 2004 NBA championship!
 
    
 
   As the years went by however, reality shattered my clean, organized belief system again and again. So in good Karcher fashion, I fought back. I made every effort to prove that my “kingdom of priests” belief system was correct. I registered “priestlynation.com” to publish my defense of my beliefs. I challenged the former members of our community in online forums and long-running email debates. I searched high and low in the bible for verses that supported my ideas. As I did this, I paid little attention to the reality going on around me. Affirming my belief system consumed me for several years. I cared far more about understanding bible verses than I cared about understanding my own family or job. In time, I had suppressed nearly all emotions, disconnected myself from most of my friends and lived inside my own worldview. I hopped from job to job, switching jobs more than ten times. 
 
    
 
   Three significant events happened after our move to Detroit—three events that unraveled my certitude about God, the world and my self. These events taught me that faith has more to do with integrity and hope than with orthodoxy and certitude.
 
    
 
   The first event occurred as I was working at an automotive fabrication plant as the technology administrator. We made steel parts for various automotive companies. Massive, greasy press machines, hot, powerful laser cutters and loud, dangerous steel bending tools became a regular part of my daily work. My belief that I was supposed to be a savior-figure had led me to this company. I loved the grandiose title of “Information Technology Manager”. In reality, I was just one guy who kept the computers running in the grungy, smelly, noisy and decaying steel plant.  
 
    
 
   So what happened? One morning after doing my normal “open shop” duties, I went to get a cup of coffee from the pot I had made just a few minutes earlier. I noticed a layer of steel dust floating on the coffee after I poured it. One of the shop floor managers came in at the same time and also poured a cup of coffee. He joked about the steel dust, saying “That’s what makes us strong!” I laughed but that day I realized something rather shocking: I had reached the point where I didn’t care whether steel dust made me sick or not. All my faith in God and knowledge of bible verses suddenly didn’t matter any more. Reality hit.
 
    
 
   The second event happened soon after this. It was my discovery of two letters from a family we knew many years ago at the UBF organization, back in the late 1980’s—James and Rebekah. As a college student who had just become a member of Toledo UBF at the time, I had eaten several meals at their house. They were Korean, but I found I really liked Korean food—bulgogi, kimchee and the like. Both Rebekah and her husband were missionaries to America from Korea, and had become good friends to me. But I didn’t get to know them very well because one day they just disappeared from our ministry. I thought they were “pioneering” a new church for UBF. I had little idea at the time that their sudden departure from Toledo UBF was full of pain, betrayal and misery. 
 
    
 
   I thought we had blessed them and sent them out as missionaries, but their letters told a very different story. They had experienced a godfather-like power struggle in their faith community, and lost. So they both wrote open letters to the UBF organization, expressing their concerns about problems they saw in our ministry—a ministry that they had devoted their entire lives to. 
 
    
 
   After they left Toledo UBF in 1990, I heard about their letters but had dismissed them. I had already become accustomed to accepting whatever story our UBF leaders told about people. And the story about James and Rebekah was that they were blessed missionaries to Houston. So I refused to read their letters for many years, even though some former members had emailed me links to them on the internet and had even quoted from the letters. After several years, it became clear that this family was angry about something, and not really so blessed. So another story eventually spun up. We were told the letters were “Satan’s lies”, and words of “rebellious people” who were “wounded and sad” and “in God’s hands”. At the time, I thought it was best not to get involved in their problems. 
 
    
 
   But now, living as a “UBF house church family” myself in Detroit in 2009, I decided to read the letters. Reality hit a second time. The letters told the painful perspective that nearly all former members of the UBF organization understand all too well—disillusionment, abandonment, regret, shame, agony, frustration, misunderstanding, mischaracterization, abnormal situations and heartache. As I read their letters, I began to see how blind I had been to the pain and suffering of people around me. I was overwhelmed with sadness when I read their letters. Their perspective of the events that occurred in 1990 was especially heartbreaking. 
 
    
 
   The part of their letters that hit home was when they described one event that I was involved in—moving day. I discovered that James and Rebekah had no idea our ministry had gone into their house and moved all their belongings into a moving truck! They had simply gone on vacation and were not yet ready to move their family, especially since it was the middle of a harsh Ohio winter. From my perspective, I had been helping them out to move. From their perspective, I was “breaking and entering”, intruding into their house without their knowledge.  
 
    
 
   I was so overwhelmed at realizing all this that I didn’t know what to do about it. It was painful to see my blind spots exposed. I didn’t know how to deal with such things. Could the theology I loved so dearly actually be harmful? Could the ideologies I boldly supported, ideologies that seemed to be so good and so right and so biblical be the very cause of the suffering of my friends James and Rebekah? Those questions stirred in me and eventually led to the unraveling of my faith. 
 
    
 
   Still, I remained part of UBF ministry, stubbornly refusing to accept any of the criticisms the former members levied against us. We were God’s chosen servants! We may have flaws, but we are the chosen ones, I thought. After reading James and Rebekah’s letters however, I became less bold in the online world. Instead of defending the UBF heritage online like I did in the past, I now began questioning the UBF teachings, examining them in a new light—the light of the perspectives of my friend’s suffering.
 
    
 
   Not long after this, the third event happened: I was asked to be the main lecturer at the 2010 Toledo UBF Easter bible conference. The topic was “the death of Jesus”. That message is still posted publicly. You can find it by searching for “brian karcher toledo ubf weekly message march 28th, 2010”. By this time, not only was my disillusionment with my faith growing day by day, but also my passionate defenses of the UBF belief system called “kingdom of priests and holy nation” had fallen apart. By now, former UBF members had exposed the holes in my theology, the flaws in my thinking and the arrogance of my faith. What is more, my wife and I had to deal with one harsh situation after another since moving to Detroit, such as our son’s infantile epileptic seizures, an eviction, having our car repossessed, and endless financial situations. Reality crashed my world. What value is Christianity if I feel so miserable? What “good” is there in the Christian good news if my heart is so empty and cold? Why study the bible so much if I am so disconnected and blind to the people around me?
 
    
 
   A few days before that Easter conference in 2010, I had nothing written and no way to get out of delivering the Easter message. For a UBF messenger, declining to be a messenger at a conference was not an option. Only the weak, the sinful or  the rebellious decline an invitation to be a conference messenger! I felt compelled to “present myself to God as one approved”. I was stuck. 
 
    
 
   How could I preach about the death of Jesus when I felt like dying myself? How could I share the good news of my faith when my search for affirmation had come up empty? So I decided that if I couldn’t write about the death of Jesus, maybe I could watch the death of Jesus. I made a late night trip to the movie rental store and bought Mel Gibson’s “The Passion of the Christ” movie. That night I stayed up late and watched the movie by myself. It was a transformational experience. Seeing the battered Christ on the cross turn to the man on the cross next to him was a moment of revelation. I realized that Christian faith is not so much about forming a correct belief system, but about being with the people around us and being with the Christ who overcame death.
 
   So the Passion movie inspired me enough to go through with writing and sharing the conference message on Jesus’ death on the cross. It was a moment of clarity for me. Instead of merely sharing the expected UBF ideologies, I shared real stories, from my heart. New questions were planted in me as I examined the story of Jesus’ crucifixion: What is Christianity? How do Christians act? What does it mean to be a Christian pastor? What is the gospel?
 
    
 
   A card and a conference
 
    
 
   January 2011. I open a Christmas card from Sarah Barry (the co-founder of UBF ministry). It contained the typical UBF greetings and words of encouragement to the UBF missionaries (as my wife and I were UBF missionaries by now). And as always, the obligatory “new year key verse” from the bible was quoted at the top. I had gotten used to not reading these yearly letters because I had lost interest in them by now. Besides, the “encouragement” was always the same old thing, year after year: make sure you participate in the UBF conferences and actives in this “new year”. But this time the quoted verse made me pause for a moment. The new year key verse, the verse all UBF missionaries were supposed to consider for 2011, was Matthew 5:13-16, the famous “salt and light” teaching from Jesus’ well-known Sermon on the Mount. The prayer from Sarah was that all UBF missionaries would be men and women of integrity in the new year. Integrity… how could I have integrity when my belief system was losing touch with the reality around me? How could I have integrity when my conscience was more and more bothered by my role in the James and Rebekah moving incident back in 1990? How could I be a man of integrity when my worldview was unraveling around me? 
 
    
 
   “Bullshit! It’s all bullshit!” I return now to that coffee shop meeting in Ann Arbor, with my friend from Toledo UBF. He was one of the leaders there. I hadn’t seen him or other members of Toledo UBF for many years, since we had moved from Toledo to Detroit. My friend was normally the one who would lighten up any situation with his dry sense of humor or intriguing perspectives. But now, the frustration on my friend’s face was real. How could this be? What would cause my Christian friend to be so exasperated? The truth was that I felt just as exasperated. I was still struggling with the growing disconnect between my supposed biblical worldview and the reality happening around me. I was still pondering that Christmas letter from Sarah, wondering how I could display integrity. My friend and I shared our various struggles. We both were wavering about whether we would attend the upcoming UBF conference. My friend’s wife had already declared she would not attend, due to the issues she saw in the ministry.
 
    
 
   This decision was problematic. No one in the UBF ministry decided not to attend a UBF conference. Attendance was not explicitly mandatory, but always the expectation was “You want to please Jesus, don’t you?” As if the guilt wasn’t motivation enough to enforce attendance, the consequences of deciding not to attend a conference were painfully inconvenient: you would be labeled as rebellious; you might be removed from some of your duties; you might be given more duties as training to obey; and you likely would be mentioned in the next Sunday message as an example of losing faith. I had seen it many times. The UBF community would turn against its own; shaming and shunning the one perceived to be weak in faith for not participating actively in the UBF mission. My friend now wondered what would happen to his family if he attended the conference and his wife did not. Our UBF worldview was cracking. In the end, we both decided the best course of action would be that we would attend the 2011 Easter conference, hosted by Toledo UBF, and face the consequences.
 
    
 
   I went to this conference with a mission of my own. I wanted to find out why several friends at Toledo UBF, like my friend at the Ann Arbor coffee shop, had been reaching out to me and sharing their struggles with me. I began to wonder, is there no Christian pastor in Toledo UBF? Is there no one there who could be trusted to speak openly with? So I went to this UBF conference with my family. And I decided test the waters, to ask questions and find out what was going on. 
 
    
 
   I knew the best way to test the waters and begin finding out what was going on was to get the leader’s attention by doing something that would be deemed as rebellious. So I did the unthinkable, the unimaginable for a UBF missionary at a UBF conference. I sat in the front row with an orange shirt. 
 
    
 
   Laugh if you want, but deviating from the standard suit and tie with white shirt was deemed as offensive and rebellious. And sure enough, my orange shirt was pointed out during one of the announcements at the conference. I was announced as “the guy in the orange shirt”. It was a partial joke, and most people laughed nervously, but my course was set from that moment. But this also sparked several good conversations with the non-leaders, as they seemed more open to approach me after the conference meetings. I realized that if the leaders of the faith community I had invested twenty four years of my life in could not accept me wearing an orange shirt, the community was destined for collapse. As I talked with my friends during that conference, I found that collapse was already happening. My friends’ words revealed an inordinate amount of fear, confusion, frustration, doubt and hopelessness. It was the most depressing Easter I ever experienced.
 
    
 
   It was also the most bizarre Easter I ever experienced. As a missionary for UBF, I expected the leaders would use the conference as an opportunity to help me and our family understand what it means to be a missionary. I had so many questions. How can we start a new church? What about taxes? What about our friends Cathy and Vincent who had joined our house church? None of these questions came up at the conference, and I had little chance to even bring up these questions. Instead, I had a 30 minute private meeting with one leader who wanted to “encourage me” to publish a paper in a PhD journal. This was inexplicably strange. It was well known that I am a computer engineer and not an academic. My wife is the academic. She is the one pursing a PhD. What is more, what was presented to me by this leader was a shortcut. All I had to do was take the template he had already prepared with his name and credentials, and do a find-and-replace with my topics. In just a few weeks, I could be a published PhD journalist! 
 
    
 
   This disgusted me. It was a slap in the face to my wife who worked so very hard for her PhD papers. And then it dawned on me. The organization I had committed over 20 years to really did have a dark underbelly. This whole enterprise was only superficially about sending out Christian missionaries. At least some of the leaders there are building their own world-wide academic network—and setting up businesses that have next to nothing to do with preaching the Christian gospel. How could our faith community survive when the main leaders are distracted by their own ambitions? Is this even a Christian missionary organization at all?
 
    
 
   On the last day of that Easter conference, my concerns about our faith community were confirmed. Even though everyone seemed committed to keeping the community together, the writing was on the wall. We were destined for failure. How did I know? Well the last message of the conference was on Sunday morning, Easter morning, and covered John 17. This passage in the bible is Jesus’ wonderful prayer with His disciples in the upper room. He had just shared His last meal with them. He shared his final teachings with them—amazing words about unity, love and the kingdom of God. Jesus’ prayer in John 17 starts with these words: “Father, the hour has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.”
 
    
 
   What did the UBF messenger do with this prayer? He substituted “your Son” with “me”. He taught us the importance of seeking self-glory so that God would be glorified through our actions. He concluded by asking the audience to replace “your Son” with our own name, and then shout the prayer all together three times. So we were supposed to shout “Father, the hour has come. Glorify [Brian], that [Brian] may glorify you.” I couldn’t do it. Something was just wrong with this teaching, something very, very wrong. 
 
    
 
   At that moment, I knew how to show myself as a “man of integrity”. I knew what had to be done. I would begin sharing my honest observations and openly talking about the problems that had been shared with me over the last several years, regardless of the consequences. I knew that doing so would mean throwing away my 24 year career at UBF. No one had ever stayed at UBF after expressing something negative about the ministry. No one in my memory had ever dared to critique a UBF message. But I had to share my thoughts on John 17. Something was not right. 
 
    
 
   Could I do it? Could I give up my position as a leader and a missionary at UBF for the sake of being a man of integrity? Other questions stirred in my soul that day: Why put on a plastic smile when a plethora of problems loomed all around us? Why talk in hushed whispers about our theological questions? Why hide the incidents of abuse that we knew existed? Why pretend we are all so glorious when oceans of angst boiled just beneath the surface of our faith community?
 
    
 
   A report, a phone call and a confession
 
    
 
   After that Easter conference and after those coffee shop meetings, I decided to start taking action. The disconnect between my belief system and the reality around me was too much to bear. And so began a series of brazen actions.
 
    
 
   After every UBF conference, those who attended are required to share a conference report. That report had better be positive and had better contain glowing testimony about how you “received one word of God”, which of course needs to be in alignment with one of the main messages of the conference. I wrote such reports for many years, usually just expressing the conference title as my “one thing I learned”. It was simpler that way, and you avoided any further discussion by just falling in line with whatever was expected to be learned. In April 2011 however, after attending the most depressing and bizarre Easter “celebration” ever, I decided to share my honest thoughts. I decided to share how I really felt. 
 
    
 
   I did this because I had to know if the leaders I had known for so long had any idea about how to react to people as a Christian pastorship. If someone in a faith community shares an honest observation, even if a bit negative, should not a Christian pastor be able to handle such a response? Isn’t it Christ-like to face the facts and seek out authentic experiences? 
 
    
 
   Here is the report I submitted after that conference…
 
    
 
   April 20, 2011 6:53 am. My conference report. “Dear [leader], Thank you for taking the time to send [the PhD journal publishing project outlines] to me. While I do need to expand my academic thinking, I am not comfortable working on this particular project. The reason is because I don’t understand the purpose nor much of the content.
 
    
 
   Below are a few observations I had from this conference and also some issues I am dealing with here in Detroit.
 
    
 
   For the first time in the past 24 years, I didn’t find a word of God to take with me from the messages at the conference. My daughters said they enjoyed the car ride to the conference more than the conference. I was in fact disturbed by part of [the main] message, where [the messenger] asked everyone to replace Jesus with their own name, to ask God to glorify us. The Lord’s Prayer is indeed a model, but I think Jesus’ high priestly prayer has much more to teach us than a framework. I also did not prepare the question sheets for the Bible study this time. I found the questions confusing and limited to the answers I’ve already learned over the years.
 
    
 
   Over the past 7 years since coming to Detroit, I’ve noticed that it is increasingly difficult to adopt the Toledo UBF messages. In the recent months, the schedule of passages has been confusing and difficult to discern the reasons for studying the passages in the order they are presented. For our spiritual good, I am not able to follow the Toledo UBF messages closely, as I have done in prior years. So in Detroit we began studying Genesis. We are praying for a new direction in what book to study.
 
    
 
   During my visits to Toledo UBF the past 7 years at various times, I’ve sensed a growing deadness in the ministry. I cannot explain this nor do I know why I’ve sensed this. Visiting Toledo UBF has begun to remind me of my days in the Catholic church, where there was a lot of religious practice, but little or no life or spirit of God.
 
    
 
   From this conference, however, I did find John 16:7 from [a PowerPoint] presentation: “But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.” Working with [fellow coworkers] and listening to this presentation was inspiring to me and expanded my thinking and view of God. It was the freshest presentation I’ve heard since coming to Detroit. I learned that to know God I must get to know all three Persons of God. Otherwise, my view is largely incomplete. I was renewed and refreshed to understand that the Holy Spirit is a Person of God; someone I can go to for guidance and counsel. Scripture clearly does not present the Spirit as merely energy or power. Jesus in fact promised to send the Spirit intentionally to believers who ask. It is especially enlightening to know that as a believer I can seek out the Holy Spirit as a Person who is a counselor, advocate, intercessor, transformer and teacher.”
 
    
 
   What happened next? In less than 2 hours after emailing the conference report above, I received an angry phone call that shattered every notion of my belief system. 
 
    
 
   April 20, 2011 8:30 am. Phone call from UBF leader. “I received your conference report. I am surprised that you attack me so suddenly. Please don’t say anything, just listen. Why do you think we are spiritually dead? You may be the one who is spiritually dead. Toledo UBF is none of your business. I was wrong to talk to you and try to help you with a PhD journal publishing. I don’t need anything from you for this work. I will never mention about your work or publishing ever again. Bye-bye.”
 
    
 
   As I hung up the phone, I had a sudden, odd experience. I heard an almost audible voice say the words “You will be crucified.” And then I became exceedingly happy, peaceful and content. I was overwhelmed with contentment, feeling as if waves of joy were flooding into my soul. I knew I just kicked the hornet’s nest. But I also knew I had began a much-needed journey—a journey where I would be the spark of change at UBF ministry. That journey still continues to this day.
 
    
 
   After that phone call, numerous email wars broke out. Hundreds of emails were exchanged between me and dozens of UBF leaders worldwide. My blog, priestlynation.com, became my way of venting my frustration. Some kept asking me, “Are you in UBF or not?” and “What is your problem?” One problem was that my conscience was bothering me on a daily basis. I wanted answers about what we did to James and Rebekah back in 1990. But almost no one wanted to discuss this issue. Most UBF leaders just wanted me to be quiet and let them get back to their ministry. Some who were present with me back in 1990 suddenly had amnesia, and couldn’t recall what happened. Why stir up trouble over an issue that has been dead for nearly 20 years? I was told “The past is the past. You did not do anything wrong.” But my conscience said otherwise. I had to expose this event publicly if no one in my faith community would talk about it. I had no intention of leaving UBF ministry, but I knew that my days were numbered. I decided to make the most of them.
 
    
 
   The burden on my conscience grew until I decided to contact Rebekah Kim. I had no contact information for them however, and discovered that James had already passed away several years ago. So I decided to write a public apology letter to James and Rebekah for my role in “helping” their family. I published my apology letter on a blog I had recently helped start called “ubfriends.org”. My letter is entitled “My Confession”.
 
    
 
   May 14, 2011. My public confession letter. “To Rebekah B. Kim in Houston: If you are reading this, I want to apologize. I was one of the Toledo brothers who broke into your house one cold winter afternoon. I would rather say this to you in person, but I do not have contact information for you. Please forgive me. 
 
    
 
   It was a normal day in the winter of 1990. My friend and roommate rushed into the house and said “We have to move everything out of James and Rebekah Kim’s house. They need our help to move to Houston.” My friends and I immediately mobilized for action. I walked out of our house on Montebello Street, over to the Kim’s house on Kensington, which was only 2 houses away. But there was a problem. No one had a key to the house. One of my friends ran behind the house, another one ran up to the front door. Crash! I heard glass breaking in the back of the house. Crash! I hear glass breaking again, in the front. I started to go back to the house, but then someone called out, saying that the truck was here. Within a matter of minutes, the Kim’s belongings started to be packed into boxes. I walked into the Kim’s house. I picked up a box and loaded it onto the truck. Then I fled. 
 
    
 
   I knew something was wrong that day. I broke the “breaking and entering” law of Ohio. I ignored the fourth Amendment to the United States Constitution. Most of all, I broke God’s law. God’s command is to “love one another.” I was not showing love toward James and Rebekah. 
 
    
 
   For many years, I accepted the advice of those who said, “Just forget this matter,” or “You didn’t do anything wrong.” Some said, “Just repent before God and don’t mention it.” I thought: We were just helping a family out… How gracious we were! And besides, what did it really matter? We didn’t do anything wrong. “By faith” we moved the Kim’s! 
 
    
 
   Today I am writing to tell you God’s revelation to me. In 2009, I happened to read both James and Rebekah Kim’s accounts of this event. My heart broke when I read their accounts of how hurt they were and about their experience of returning to Toledo to find their house empty. Until I read those letters, I had been a staunch defender of the UBF ministry. I published my testimonies and thoughts on my website, priestlynation.com. But in 2009, I started removing the UBF defense material. I could no longer defend such actions. What is more, I have been seeing the same principles at work in 2011. I decided I must confess my sin in this matter publicly in order to prevent these things from happening again. 
 
    
 
   Dear God, I have sinned against you and against James and Rebekah Kim. I helped cause indescribable grief to an already grieving family. Instead of covering up this sin, I repent. Instead of spinning these events as an “act of faith,” I repent. I will make every effort to no longer spin the facts of a situation to give the perception of faith. Let my faith, my actions and my thoughts be genuine. Let me truly love my friends with the love of Christ. Amen.”
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   “Sunset Train” by Joseph A. Yenser
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Narrative 2: Unexpected Hope
 
   The decomposition of ambition reveals grace
 
    
 
   “It may have been Plato’s and Aristotle’s ambition to know an ultimate objective reality, but it should never have been the ambition of anyone who wishes to follow Jesus. In order to follow Jesus, we should not seek some objective reality, but a correct perspective through which to understand and interpret our experience and relationship with the personal God that he reveals.”  
 
    
 
   --James P Danaher, Eyes That See, Ears That Hear: Perceiving Jesus in a Postmodern Context, Kindle Edition, Loc. 237-38
 
    
 
   The sun set. The train left the station. And I abandoned my ambitious attempt to define an ultimate objective reality. 
 
    
 
   My search for an ultimate, universal, objective truth that would define the world and all people in it, both living and dead, encompassed more than twenty years. I called myself a bible teacher. My identity was that of a chosen servant of God. But the more I sought an outward, objective reality, the more I withdrew into my self and disconnected my life from the reality immediately near me. I had made a grand, ambitious attempt to be a savior-figure, a source of blessing for the world. But in the end, my ambition fell apart faster than a train wreck. And that was a good thing, it turns out. It was the stench of my own decomposing ambition that woke me up from my self-aggrandized fantasy. Something smelled horribly wrong with the mission-from-God life I had been living in. And I was now willing to do whatever it took to find out why.
 
    
 
   A letter of resignation 
 
    
 
   The email sparring continued for two more months after my confession letter about James and Rebekah. Finally I had enough. I considered my options, since I was leading an official chapter of UBF called “Detroit UBF”. Option 1 was to let go of my concerns and submit to the UBF authorities, removing my blogs and falling back into the party line. I had seen too much to do this however. My conscience ruled out this option. Option 2 was to become what is known as a rogue chapter. I could officially keep face, but do whatever I wanted in my own UBF chapter. This, to me, would create an even greater gulf between my belief system and my reality.  I could not bear keeping face with UBF leaders any longer. So I was left with option 3—leave the ministry. Everything I believed in told me quitting was not the answer. How could the way forward involve more division? I quickly saw however from the escalating emails and phone calls that option 3 was the best way forward for all of us. Staying in the UBF ministry would have torn it apart. I had to leave if there was to be any hope of restoring the UBF ministry.
 
    
 
   Here is my resignation letter…
 
    
 
   -------- Original Message --------
 
   Subject:               Detroit UBF resignation
 
   Date:               Saturday, July 02, 2011 7:45 AM
 
   From:               [Brian Karcher] 
 
   To:                             [sent to over 200 UBF members and leaders]
 
    
 
   I resign from being a UBF director. Please remove Detroit UBF as a chapter in your lists.
 
    
 
   In Christ,
 
   Brian Karcher
 
   former Detroit UBF director
 
    
 
   At UBF ministry, there is no resignation process. There is no exit process. You are taught that God’s calling is irrevocable and you must be a lifelong member of UBF in order to realize that calling. So I was charting new territory. No one publicly resigned from UBF. People who raised questions of conscience normally just disappeared, leaving quickly without saying a word. So many of my friends just vanished into thin air like this. But I felt compelled to be different. I wanted to make my leaving as public and as shocking as possible. I shared my resignation reasons publicly on various blogs and emailed out many reasons to hundreds of UBF leaders around the world. After a while I realized many of my concerns about the ministry matched the concerns of leaders who had left in the three crisis situations that had occurred at UBF ministry since it was founded in 1961. Three times already, leaders had raised concerns about various kinds of abuse in the ministry. And three times godfather-like political struggles broke out—in 1976, 1989 and 2001. I found myself helping to spark a fourth crisis—in 2011.
 
    
 
   Why did I resign? I shared the following three reasons privately and publicly. As a result of these reasons, for the first time in a long time, I had hope that something good would happen.
 
    
 
   Reason #1  The first reason I resigned is because staying a member of UBF in my situation means supporting single-family church-planting (called pioneering in UBF terms). My leaving is a rejection of the lone house-church pioneering idea.
 
    
 
   Living as a single-family house-church in America causes severe dis-unity. It is an arrogant way to live. It presumptuously tells other Christians that I am God’s gift to this city. Perhaps there have been times in history where single families could be a blessing, such as in jungle or remote communities of unreached people. I reject this method as a viable way to serve God in America because it adds to the multitude of splintered factions of Christian denominations.
 
    
 
   Certainly someone will ask, well why did you go to Detroit in a single family pioneering effort? In 2003, after much prayer and discussion, I was willing to leave Toledo and go to Detroit to pioneer a new church. I did not want to go out alone however. I requested help from a committee of fellow believers. I was willing to wait until someone could be sent to join us. In the end we did indeed leave by ourselves, in hopes that someone would come soon. And by that time, my speaking up had shown me clearly that group communication and group pioneering efforts would not be tolerated in UBF.
 
    
 
   Someone did come to Detroit that first year. A missionary I had never met before was introduced to us. He said his name was Matthew. After one year, he suddenly disappeared. I found out later his name was Paul. He himself was in the process of leaving UBF. Also one Bible student from Toledo came to Detroit because of her job. She and her family have become dear friends to us. But neither of these people’s coming to Detroit constitutes an intentional, motivated, organizational effort by UBF to plant a church in Detroit. Nothing was done in 8 years to purposefully build a new community of faith.
 
    
 
   Personally I am a hermit-type person, one who naturally likes being by myself. But even I know that I need healthy relationships with other people, as in Ecclesiastes 4:9-10.
 
    
 
   Reason #2  The second reason I resigned is because staying a member of UBF in my situation means supporting a director-style leadership model. My leaving is a rejection of the benevolent dictator leadership model.
 
    
 
   Most people love power. Imagine having the power and authority to build any kind of church you wanted! As the Director of Detroit UBF, I had almost no accountability. Once a year someone would email me to make sure all my numbers were reported for weekly Sunday service and Bible study attendance. Once a year someone would remind me that we had not sent any offerings to the central chapter. As long as I attended two or three staff conferences a year, I was deemed to be fit for service.
 
    
 
   As a director I was expected to build my church by ambition. Numerous times I was encouraged to be ambitious, to go to a campus and find some students. I was directed to pray for and identify 12 families to join us. Yes, I knew how to get coworkers: I had to ask. I had to demonstrate personal ambition by publishing good things about my city. I had to do something to attract missionaries, making them want to come to us. 
 
    
 
   I resigned as Director of Detroit UBF mainly because I do not have the selfish ambition required to be successful at such a leadership model. Apostle Paul once rejoiced even if some do preach Christ out of selfish ambition, in Philippians 1:15-18. Yet in the very next chapter, Apostle Paul also warned: “Do nothing out of selfish ambition…” I am willing to be a pastor, shepherd, missionary, coach or mentor, but I will never again be a UBF director.
 
    
 
   Reason #3  The third reason I resigned is because staying a member of UBF in my situation means supporting the idea that the Holy Spirit is an energy source as well as further grieving of the Holy Spirit. My leaving is a submission to the Holy Spirit, who is the Third Person of the Triune God and an act of repentance for resisting and grieving Him.
 
    
 
   I truly believe the Reformed theological idea that the church can teach and exhort, but the matters of faith and practice are matters of individual conscience before God. No church governing body can compel or bind a person’s conscience.
 
    
 
   As I look back on my Christian life, I see that I have resisted and even grieved the Holy Spirit by my actions. My leaving UBF is an act of repentance, a decision to submit to the Spirit and strive to no longer resist Him.
 
    
 
   A vow of separation
 
    
 
   My resignation from UBF was intended to be the start of a long journey toward reconciliation. Why then, did I begin the journey by separating from UBF? The short answer is because I discerned the Holy Spirit was leading me to do just that—to separate myself and my family from the authority of the UBF organization. We had to have some breathing room. 
 
    
 
   The more complete answer is that UBF leaders have made little effort toward reconciling with former members for more than five decades. The Korean way seems to be to divide and go your own way. Division and disunity have marked each exodus of leaders from UBF, in 1976, 1989, 2000 and 2011. 
 
    
 
   Most of the Korean leaders at UBF have taken vows to “live as a kingdom of priests” unto death. They have taken oaths to “be a good soldier” and to “guard the UBF heritage” for the rest of their lives. In 2013 some UBF leaders even created a new website called “UBF History” to guard the UBF heritage and to document their own version of UBF history and heritage: http://history.ubfservice.com/ Here is a quote from this website about the UBF heritage: “We would like to collect materials related our heritage and share them through our web site so that they are useful in guarding our heritage.” 
 
    
 
   What happens when someone like myself leaves this heritage behind? Vows taken by UBF leaders to guard their heritage make reconciliation nearly impossible. In fact, reconciliation between former UBF leaders and current leaders has not occurred in a meaningful way in over 50 years of the ministry’s existence. We appear to be locked in a never-ending, yin-yang, co-dependent relationship. Just as North and South Korea remain divided, UBF ministry has developed a co-dependent relationship with former members, called ex-UBF. Drastic action is required to break this cycle.
 
    
 
   Due to the vows taken by UBF leaders, they often simply remain silent when issues are presented. In their minds, they are the chosen servants of God, and thus, to them, the mature response to problems is to remain silent. In their minds they are imitating Jesus who remained silent in the face of accusation. Even at the time of writing this third book detailing my journey of recovery from the UBF lifestyle, UBF leaders have made almost no effort toward reconciling with me and my family. Sure, I did receive a two page apology letter from Toledo UBF leaders nearly two years after resigning, and a smattering of emails saying “We wish you well”. But none of this amounts to what could rightly be called participating in the Christian ministry of reconciliation. 
 
    
 
   So in light of all this, my first action after resigning from UBF in 2011 was to take my own vow. I called it a “vow of temporary separation”. It is based on how Samuel the prophet treated Saul in 1 Samuel 15. Saul claimed to be doing God’s work and wanted to be honored, just as the UBF leaders claim. UBF leaders had often taught us to “treat them like Saul”. 
 
    
 
   Saul was a terribly flawed king, but he was king. For most of his life, Samuel treated Saul with honor anyway and respected Saul’s authority. Samuel the prophet did treat Saul the servant of God with honor, as UBF leaders teach. But they fail to teach the ending of the story. At the end of their relationship, Samuel went into hiding, and did not see Saul again (1 Samuel 15:1-35). UBF leaders admitted to me repeatedly that they are flawed, like Saul, but at the same time pleaded with me to honor their authority. They asked me to treat them like Samuel treated Saul. So in the end, I did treat them like Samuel treated Saul—I hid from their sight.
 
    
 
   My vow was temporary, however, for I do not believe any longer in making lifelong vows. I made a temporary vow, vowing for one year to not participate in any kind of UBF meeting. I would not meet with any UBF person nor would I take any of their phone calls. If they wanted to talk to me, they would have to do so via email. In this way I would have a documented record of anything that would happen. I did this for several reasons. 
 
    
 
   Primarily I made this vow to counteract the painful exit process that normally occurs when someone leaves UBF ministry. Within a few weeks of expressing their desire to leave UBF, a UBF leader will meet with the person behind closed doors. Some kind of “pact of silence” is often made. This meeting can be an amicable parting of ways. Or it may be contentious. Either way, the goal of the UBF leader is to guard the UBF heritage and part ways as quickly as possible and with as few people knowing as possible. That way, the UBF leader can spin any kind of tale about the person leaving after they are gone. I heard many excuses made up for my friends who left UBF, such as “They just don’t like Korean culture” or “They just couldn’t handle the burdens of life”. So my vow of one year of hiding was to prevent this one, final meeting. My vow was to prevent a quick parting of ways and to expose my leaving to as many people as possible. Instead of meeting one last time with UBF leaders, I blogged extensively and publicly about what I was feeling and doing. In effect, I was in a unique position of having resigned my leadership duties at UBF, but was technically still a member.
 
    
 
   This one year vow of hiding would give me a safe space from which to begin thinking for myself, without the voices of UBF teachings running through my mind. Anyone who has gone through the UBF discipleship training process knows that the voice of your UBF-appointed shepherd is the loudest voice in your life, even when your shepherd is not around. One year away from UBF would give me some peace and quiet to work things out for myself. And who knew, maybe the UBF leaders would show themselves to be Christ-like, reach out to me, listen to my concerns and show the love of Jesus to me. That was my hope at the time.
 
    
 
   Even though I resigned in 2011, and had taken a vow of separation from them, I also held open the possibility of returning to UBF—if I saw some Christian response to my resignation. This created confusion for some people. The reality was that I was fed up with the non-Christian behavior by UBF leaders, but I was still willing to be part of the community. I had many ideas about how to improve our ministry and ways to connect with Christian pastors and teachers. So I gave UBF leaders one year to demonstrate to me that UBF was a Christian missionary organization. Surely someone in leadership would reach out to me? Surely all those who called themselves shepherds would respond to my email?  Surely there was at least one qualified Christian pastor at UBF who would listen to my concerns? 
 
    
 
   A blog only about grace
 
    
 
   December, 2011. No one from UBF leadership has reached out to me. A couple friends at UBF did reach out and shared their stories of concerns about UBF ministry. This was a welcomed relief. I found that I had actual friends who would indeed try to understand my situation! But such friends were few and far between. For the most part, I was on my own.
 
    
 
   During this time, I sought to rebuild my theology. I decided to throw out everything I had ever believed about Christianity, and start over. I resolved not to believe anything until I clearly understood it and had extensively researched the matter. But where to begin? The thought occurred, maybe the best place to start is at the end. What is the last teaching of the bible? What is the end of the grand story? What I found was stunningly amazing.
 
    
 
   The last teaching of the bible is about grace. The epic stories in the bible end with these words in Revelation 22:21 “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all. Amen.” Suddenly I realized that Christianity is supposed to be about grace. I began reading the last words of all the books in the bible. And then I realized that grace is the key that unlocks the bible!
 
    
 
   The last word of the Bible is grace. The impression God wants to communicate to the world is grace; the grace of the Lord Jesus. What about Apostle Paul’s last words? Surely the highly logical Apostle Paul would want to leave God’s people with something important with his last words. Surely this man of purpose, this man of mission, this man of God, would want to close his words with some lasting impression. Here they are, the last verses of New Testament books normally attributed to Apostle Paul… 
 
    
 
   Last verses:
 
   1 Corinthians 16:24 (ESV)
 
   “My love be with you all in Christ Jesus. Amen.”
 
    
 
    
 
   2 Corinthians 13:14 (ESV)
 
   “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”
 
    
 
   1 Thessalonians 5:28 (ESV)
 
   “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.”
 
    
 
   2 Thessalonians 3:18 (ESV)
 
   “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all.”
 
    
 
   1 Timothy 6:20-21 (ESV)
 
   “O Timothy, guard the deposit entrusted to you. Avoid the irreverent babble and contradictions of what is falsely called “knowledge,” for by professing it some have swerved from the faith. Grace be with you.”
 
    
 
   2 Timothy 4:22 (ESV)
 
   “The Lord be with your spirit. Grace be with you.”
 
    
 
   Colossians 4:18 (ESV)
 
   “I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. Remember my chains. Grace be with you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ephesians 6:24 (ESV)
 
   “Grace be with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ with love incorruptible.”
 
    
 
   Galatians 6:18 (ESV)
 
   “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers. Amen.”
 
    
 
   Hebrews 13:25 (ESV)
 
   “Grace be with all of you.”
 
    
 
   Philemon 1:25 (ESV)
 
   “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.”
 
    
 
   Philippians 4:23 (ESV)
 
   “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.”
 
    
 
   Romans 16:27 (ESV)
 
   “…to the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen.”
 
    
 
   Titus 3:15 (ESV)
 
   “All who are with me send greetings to you. Greet those who love us in the faith. Grace be with you all.”
 
    
 
   Suddenly, I had hope! Real hope, not just hope for people’s response, but hope that produced joy! Grace is the last word, the last impression, and the key element of hope that lasts. Apostle Paul longed to give hope to those who heard his letters. And he did so with the message of grace. Grace flowing from love is what God wants to communicate to the world. And it is only through the grace of God that we come to understand the other words of the bible correctly. And so I embarked on a search for grace. I set up a blog with one topic: http://www.knet6.com/grace
 
    
 
   As I searched the entire bible for verses that speak of grace, I found that the book of Romans tops the list. This surprised me. I thought Romans was about law and justification? Indeed, Romans is about all those, but the theme of grace shines brightly. It should not be so surprising then, to find that Romans has had an enormous impact on history. Who has been impacted profoundly by the grace of God in Apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans? Here are some examples.
 
    
 
   Augustine. Upon reading Romans 13, Augustine wrote: “No further would I read, nor had I any need; instantly, at the end of this sentence, a clear light flooded my heart and all the darkness of doubt vanished away (Confessions, viii. 29). The impact which Romans would have on Augustine, and the impact which Augustine would have on the world, can still be seen today.
 
    
 
   Martin Luther. “I greatly longed to understand Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, and nothing stood in the way but that one expression, ‘the righteousness of God,’ because I took it to mean that righteousness whereby God is righteous and deals righteously in punishing the unrighteous … Night and day I pondered until … I grasped the truth that the righteousness of God is that righteousness whereby, through grace and sheer mercy, he justifies us by faith. Thereupon I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through open doors into paradise. The whole of Scripture took on a new meaning, and whereas before ‘the righteousness of God’ had filled me with hate, now it became to me inexpressibly sweet in greater love. This passage of Paul became to me a gateway to heaven.”
 
    
 
   John Wesley. “I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans… About a quarter before nine while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for my salvation; and an assurance was given me that he had taken my sins away, even mine; and saved me from the law of sin and death.” 
 
   These men certainly had differences in their theological conclusions. Yet it is undeniable that they stand united by the impact the grace of God had on them through Scripture found in Romans. Once I considered grace to be weak and fragile. I thought grace just meant being polite and not causing problems. I am finding that the grace of God is explosive, dynamic, powerful, effective and life-changing, history-making even!
 
    
 
   One of the discoveries about grace that impacted me deeply was the notion that grace was more than just passive beauty. What image comes to mind when we think about grace? Beauty? Charm? Elegance? Gentleness? I found the bible spoke of grace in those terms but also included words like boldness and courage. My personal study on the bible’s book of Romans taught me that Paul the Apostle wrote boldly, almost as if he had the proverbial chip on his shoulder at times. Throughout his mission journeys, he acted boldly, risking his health and life to minister the gospel in the Gentile world. Why? Because of the grace God gave him. Grace inspires bold words and bold actions for the sake of justice and love. 
 
    
 
   At the end of my vow of separation, after an amazing search to understand the grace of God more clearly, I decided to write and share the following open letter. I shared this privately to well over 200 UBF members, and also then shared it publicly on my blogs.
 
    
 
   My open letter. December 19th, 2012
 
    
 
   Abraham Kim, General Director
 
   All UBF Directors and members
 
   University Bible Fellowship Worldwide
 
    
 
   Dear UBF Directors,
 
    
 
   We are now in the 2012 Advent season, just before Christmas. As I ponder the amazing life of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, I am moved to share this public letter. Why do I write publicly? The reason is clear: over the past 50 years, many members of UBF and former members of UBF have raised questions, issues, concerns and allegations about the ministry you now oversee. Many attempts have been made to follow Jesus’ direction on handling matters of concern in private. The result has been overwhelming silence, minor changes now and then and an increase in the effort of those who remain in UBF leadership to deny and dismiss the concerns.
 
    
 
   So today I write openly, after resigning my position of Director of Detroit UBF in the summer of 2011. I write today in hopes of realizing what my friend James Kim wrote in his open letter in 1994: “I wanted to build a better UBF.”
 
    
 
   I’d like to begin by drawing your attention to the meaning of Advent, some prior open letters sent to UBF leadership, and to share with you some numbers.
 
   Advent Season
 
    
 
   In the spirit of Advent, I write to you today. There are two heart postures of Advent: holy dissatisfaction and hopeful anticipation. These heart attitudes also have two corresponding practices: repentance and meditation. I write to you today both with holy discontent and hopeful anticipation, and after my own repentance and meditation.
 
    
 
   Advent’s Holy Discontent – Repentance of:
 
                 Apathy
 
                 Indifference
 
                 Distance
 
                 Sin
 
    
 
   Advent’s Hopeful Anticipation – Meditation on:
 
                 Jesus’ Second Coming
 
                 Jesus’ birth
 
                 Jesus in our lives
 
    
 
   Prior Open Letters
 
    
 
   There have been many open letters to UBF directors. Here are a few.
 
   In 1976, some senior Korean leaders in UBF wrote their open letter:
 
   http://rsqubf.info/documents/reform/1976-open-letter/
 
    
 
   In 2007, a former Korean leader in UBF wrote an open letter:
 
   http://rsqubf.livejournal.com/123416.html?thread=625432
 
    
 
   In 2011, a current American UBF leader in UBF wrote an open letter:
 
   http://www.ubfriends.org/2011/02/02/questions-for-the-next-general-director/
 
    
 
    
 
   Numbers
 
    
 
   First of all I would like to point out 3 positive events that have occurred in the past 2 years since I left UBF. “The Well” ministry has made significant improvements to the traditional UBF ministry. I fully support this initiative. “Westloop Church” has become what I call “redeemed UBF”. I have worshiped with them and visited three times recently. “The Ethics Committee” work with [John] has been an extraordinary step in the right direction. Listening to Mr. Armstrong and connecting with the larger body of Christ is essential for any ministry to be healthy.
 
    
 
   Even though UBF ministry has taken those three steps forward, I want to point out the huge load of burden that UBF carries. In total, there are at least 11,153 reasons for concern. I would like for you to notice the following:
 
    
 
   159 – There are 159 testimonies of pain, sorrow, agony and abuse written by former UBF members and published on this blog: http://exubf.blogspot.com/ These testimonies have been published already for many years. They form the primary public record of UBF.
 
    
 
   13 – Since I left UBF, there have been 13 UBF leaders (fellowship leaders or director level) who have reached out to me to share their concerns and issues with UBF ministry.
 
    
 
   103 – I counted up all the people who had left Toledo UBF (my prior UBF chapter where I spent 16 years as a member and fellowship leader). If you count men, women and children, 103 people left Toledo UBF with a problematic departure over the course of 21 years, from 1990 to 2011. I know all of them. Many are still friends with me. None of them left on good terms, though some have since reconciled at least partially. Some won’t discuss UBF any longer. Others have written UBF ministry out of their life story because of the pain.
 
    
 
   5,269 – According to Google Analytics, there have been 5,269 “unique visitors” on my priestlynation.com blog over the past 1 and half years. This means 5,269 unique computing devices viewed at least one page on my blog. It is safe to say that several thousand people from around the world are interested in reading my criticism of UBF ministry. The top 10 countries of people reading my blog are from the countries with the largest UBF chapters, such as the USA, Germany, Canada and South Korea.
 
    
 
   220 – So far, I have published over 200 articles on this blog, priestlynation.com. I have shared my personal journey as I left UBF, my thoughts on what could be changed, and various thoughts that came to mind as I struggled to make sense of my 24 years in UBF ministry.
 
    
 
   503 – Not only are a lot of people interested in reading my articles, the content generated over 500 comments. Several people are very interested in discussing the issues and topics I raise here.
 
    
 
   206 – My blog is not the only public discussion website. The ubfriends.org website published over 200 articles as well. That website is far more friendly to UBF and presents more robust articles than mine.
 
    
 
   4,680 – The 206 articles on ubfriends.org invoked over 4,000 comments. Many of those commenting are current UBF members and leaders. This is evidence that the topics covered on that website are highly important to UBF members, many of whom are willing to openly discuss the topics.
 
    
 
   Two Demands
 
    
 
   In light of my own struggle with leaving UBF ministry and the mountain of evidence above, I submit the two demands below to you for UBF ministry. I have given much thought and prayer to this. I have read all of the evidence above for myself. For many years now, I have been discussing UBF matters with dozens of former and current UBF members from places such as the USA, Germany, Russia, China and Ukraine. I have had well over 3,000 email conversations regarding problems, abuses, issues and changes. I have had in-person meetings and discussions with John Armstrong. I have read several heartbreaking emails from former UBF members who continue to reach out to me– people who are struggling with things like depression, anxiety and the burden of guilt left over from their time in UBF. Several former members are seeking psychological counseling or have considered such counseling. And most importantly, I have discussed these things with my wife.
 
    
 
   I have attempted to express my feelings through several songs:
 
   http://www.priestlynation.com/category/lyrics/
 
 
   If you listen to these songs, or at least read the lyrics from my point of view, you may begin to understand the range of emotions behind this open letter.
 
    
 
   I have become convinced the following two issues are at the core of the present “crisis” facing UBF– the crisis of members leaving. I use the word “crisis” because that is what your 50th Anniversary Book describes in the last lecture.
 
    
 
   In order to build a better UBF, I submit the following two demands for your consideration as a starting point for the new year.
 
    
 
   Demand #1 – Admit abuse.
 
    
 
   Publicly and internally end the denial and admit the reality, facing the fact that UBF shepherding has created an environment that has led to many instances of abuse, including physical abuse, sexual abuse, psychological abuse, spiritual abuse and emotional abuse.
 
    
 
   Demand #2 – Release the bonds.
 
    
 
   Publicly and internally announce that all UBF shepherd/sheep relationships are now dissolved– any remaining study relationships are now voluntary, not required of every member, no longer binding for life, secondary to the Holy Spirit’s work, and at the discretion and choice of the “sheep”.
 
    
 
   Questions
 
    
 
   Can you be healthy spiritually, emotionally and psychologically by ignoring these two demands? Is the work of God primarily about denial and authority? Can UBF ministry continue without facing the facts? Will UBF ministry be effective by continuing to enforce permanent shepherd/sheep relationships? Might the work of God be done through friendship?
 
    
 
   If you are willing to consider these thoughts, I would be happy to meet in public or in private or virtually to discuss my further thoughts on how UBF might find a way to become a healthy Christian ministry. I would welcome your public or private response to this letter.
 
    
 
   Sincerely with hope,
 
    
 
   Brian Karcher
 
   Former Director of Detroit UBF
 
   UBF member from 1987 to 2011
 
   12/19/2012
 
    
 
   I understand that reconciliation with UBF authorities may never happen in my lifetime. The UBF/ex-UBF divide might remain another 50 years. Still, I am committed to reconciliation and have reached out to several top UBF leaders to express my desires and concerns. 
 
    
 
   Outside of my one year vow of I met with Sarah, the co-founder of UBF for more than six hours in person and on the phone. I spoke with Ron, who is called the Senior Pastor of UBF, for almost two hours on multiple phone calls. I had dinner in Chicago with Abraham, who is the current General Director of UBF, and shared my thoughts for a couple hours with him. I discussed various matters with James, who was President of UBF at the time. I exchanged numerous emails with Alan, who is one of the Ethics Committee members in Chicago. All these leaders know my heart and my concerns. And all of these meetings occurred because of my initiative over the course of three years. 
 
    
 
   In addition I have shared over 3,000 comments on the “ubfriends.org” blog, which has sparked over 14,000 comments up to now, and published over 300 articles on my own “priestlynation.com” blog expressing my struggles, my concerns, my thoughts and my ideas. I do not claim to be free of bitterness or self-righteousness in these conversations. 
 
   I only want to demonstrate that I have made a commitment to stay in the conversation, however ugly or messy it is, with UBF. I want to keep the channels of dialog open, so that if reconciliation does occur, I am available.
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   “Waterfall” by Joseph A. Yenser
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Narrative 3: Unexpected Love
 
   The collapse of our brigade exposes an epic life
 
    
 
   “Prudence that repudiates all risk is counterfeit. It will keep us in the boat and not responsive to the impossible call of Jesus to leave the boat and walk on the water. Risk though, without a measure of prudence, becomes sheer foolhardiness. It will mark us as shallow and immature.” 
 
   --Anthony J.  Gittins, Reading the Clouds, Loc. 420
 
    
 
   Like water crashing over a waterfall, time marches forward. Change happens. As the water of change crashed into our faith community, some very unexpected things happened. Navigating such collapse of community often felt like walking on water. Both prudence and risk-taking are needed when your faith community collapses.
 
    
 
   Unity uncovered
 
    
 
   Although I use the term “faith community”, our community looked more like an army brigade. And that brigade fell apart in remarkable fashion soon after my resignation.
 
    
 
   Many leaders in our faith community blamed me for creating division. What I found though was just the opposite. I connected with amazing people in amazing ways, and listened to their stories. We all found out that we shared much in common. We wondered why we had not talked so openly, honestly or transparently before. Most of these friends ended up leaving UBF ministry as well, over the course of two years. But we found such unity among us—we had similar concerns about the ministry, similar questions about the gospel and similar ideas about how to build a Christian community.
 
    
 
   In total, from our faith community, 7 families made up of 38 people and representing 282 years of commitment resigned from Toledo UBF ministry. This represents about half of the ministry lost in a matter of months. After that exodus, other families left. Among these families were leaders—leading everything from children’s ministry to Sunday service to offering administration. These were Sunday messengers, Treasurers and Fellowship Leaders. They had done everything they could to “make it work” for several years. Several of them had been there when Toledo UBF was first pioneered.
 
    
 
   I have contacted the following leaders who left Toledo UBF ministry around the same time I did. They all have already shared these letters with UBF senior leaders. Most received silence or half-hearted appeasements as a response. They all agreed to publish their letters in this book. They want their stories to be heard.
 
    
 
   The first and most eloquent letter is from my friend Emily.
 
    
 
   “Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,
 
    
 
   Recently it was asked in the Committee meeting what issues I have that have led to my decisions and current separation from Toledo ministry. I would like to share those reasons clearly with you. I share them in the spirit of love and hope.
 
    
 
   My primary concern with Toledo UBF is the ministry of God’s word. Since November, I have had a large burden on my heart about the word of God that was being preached in the Sunday worship service. On many occasions, I felt that the gospel was not being made clear and that God’s grace was often overshadowed by our works. Frequently the emphasis is on our response, what we do. It is often expressed using words like “must” “need” “absolute.” The problem is that these words are condemning unless the focus remains on the love and grace of Jesus. Because as we all know, our works must flow out of love, not even out of obedience. It is a careful balance that must be maintained every day.
 
    
 
   For example when we studied John 14:1 “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me” the emphasis was on the command “do not” instead of God’s invitation to trust in him instead of worrying. The idea that we can “not” worry by our own effort, by our faith, by our strength, by obedience to God’s command, takes away our very need for a Savior. God knows our hearts are troubled so He invites us to trust in him. Similarly, when we studied John 13:34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another” the focus was on the word “must” not the word “love.”
 
    
 
   As Paul writes, “If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge and if I have faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:2). Even if we could never worry or constantly even treat everyone well by our own behavior, Paul makes it clear, it is worthless without Christ’s love being at the center. The focus on what we should be able to do by faith, out of obedience, becomes a source of condemnation if it is not intimately tied to Christ’s love. These may seem like small semantic problems but they are not small when the result is an unclear gospel and feelings of burden and condemnation.
 
    
 
   I believe that the balance of faith and works and love in our ministry is in trouble and I think that the root of that problem is in the ministry of God’s word. For several years, we have gone from messenger to messenger as [our pastor] has travelled. While this in itself is not a problem, the inconsistency and the lack of time people have to meditate the passage, but more importantly the amount of freedom that messengers have in allowing the Holy Spirit speak to them and deliver the message that God gives them. Instead, an oppressive control seems to restrict the work of the Holy Spirit in our messages. My burden about this and its effect on Toledo ministry became so large that [my husband] and I addressed our concerns with [our pastor] a few months ago. However, this issue has not been adequately addressed or changed yet.
 
    
 
   This is also true to our bible studies. A few Saturdays ago, I realized how unacceptable it is to continually reuse the same question sheets year and year, often giving and receiving the same answers. I often here “senior” leaders saying things like, “I have studied this so many times. I did not really receive anything new.” But as we know, 2 Timothy 3:16 reads: “All Scripture is God-breathed” and as Peter writes: “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God” (1 Peter 1:23). The word of God is alive and it works in us to grow and change us. But when we restrict the Spirit in the word of God, we lose that living aspect. Instead, we sit bored in bible study, surfing the internet and writing down the “answers” to the questions. Bible study should be a lively and refreshing Spirit-filled discussion.
 
    
 
   I see the issue of the ministry of God’s word as both a cause of our current situation and a result of our current situation. My recommendation is that reviving the ministry of God’s word becomes a priority. New, fresh, open, discussion based question sheets need to be written. Messages need to be fresh and truly inspired by the Holy Spirit. Also, I believe that it would be most useful for a few people to work on this together and the messages given by a few consistent people in addition to Pastor Paul because it is too serious and too difficult a task for people to undertake randomly.
 
    
 
   Which leads directly into my second major issue, the viability of a lay ministry the size of Toledo UBF. I am not sure how anyone could pastor a ministry the size of Toledo UBF while also working full-time. The work to meditate God’s word, to minister to students, families, men, women, high school students, children. To lead the ministry forward so as to remain alive and vibrant and an influence on campus. These are things that people could be devoted to full-time.
 
    
 
   I feel like a major problem at the moment is that we have too much to do and as a result, we do not do things well. Instead of being able to move forward, we are spinning our wheels in place. We are “maintaining.” Many people have spoken of the need for true mentors in our ministry. Younger leaders struggle with how to live this life—kids, work, ministry—with joy in our hearts. I know this is true for me in the absence of [my friends who left our ministry recently]. But I think that what we also need to see is that this is more than giving advice to one another. While I appreciate [one elder’s] desire to meet and work with young families, I think we should also ask, based on what? Just experience? While that is valuable, it is not enough. We need to grow in our understand of how to grow personally and how to raise up others. We need to open our hearts and minds and become new wineskins. There are so many books, organizations, workshops, outside ministries that could inform what we do. Why are we not using these things as a resource? And in fact, often seem to have a suspicion and wariness towards them?
 
    
 
   I think the conversation of how we can more effectively serve students and each other is a very important conversation to be had in our ministry. And a continual conversation, as we never reach the end of our growth, and just when we think we have it figured out, it all changes.
 
    
 
   My final concern is our attitude towards student ministry. Not long ago, I was thinking and praying about the kind of church I would like [my son] to find in Ohio University. My desire is for a vibrant, active, meaningful ministry that students really want to be a part of. Then I realized that this is what we are supposed to be but in many ways we are not. I am not suggesting that we have nothing to offer students because we do. But I am suggesting that what we want often takes precedence over what would be best for students.
 
   A recent example of this has been with our praise bands, easily one of the best aspects of our ministry at the moment, maybe the best. Students are engaged. They are clearly filled with a spirit of praise for God, a spirit they hope to help others find. They are full of ideas and passion and creativity but for some reason we are reluctant to let them actually be leaders and use those things. For example, the tight restrictions on the amount of new songs that they do and the requirements on old songs that older members want to hear is just strange. The praise band should be allowed a lot more freedom than this. And people who don’t like the new songs need to open their hearts to what students like and to what students are listening to. I’m not sure what exactly it is that we are afraid will happen if the student leaders actually lead praise band and are able to make choices for themselves. I am not suggesting that there is not some oversight, but let’s just see what they do. Let’s let the Spirit lead and work instead of keeping such a tight leash on the possible work of God that can be done through and in them.
 
    
 
   Our Friday night meeting is an excellent example of how things can be changed to be more engaging and interesting and student-friendly. I thank God for those who have been involved in restructuring and reviving that meeting. The same thing should be done with our Sunday worship service. Right now it is long, dry and boring. It needs to be revived.
 
    
 
   In the educational conference I attended last week, an expert on designing and innovating for the future led us through a creative problem strategizing session. It was excellent. But interestingly, the very first step to designing an innovation solution to a problem began with empathy. We need to understand our audience, who we hope to appeal with, and empathize with them. We need to consider them. And we need to do this with students. We need to listen to them, get to know them, and ask THEM what they want, what they like. Again, I feel like this is also often approached with a sense of fear and wariness. This pride that our ministry is superior to other ministries and the distrust of outside ideas is no different than the pride of the Pharisees. It is what Jesus explicitly preached against time after time.
 
    
 
   The bottom line became that I do not feel like I can serve God’s mission here. I am not comfortable bringing students into our ministry at the moment. I need to be able to bring students to a place that I have no question that the word of God that will be preached and its practices are biblical and sound. And since I know a lot of students who are ready to be ministered to, I feel like I need to take this problem very seriously.
 
    
 
   I want to finish by saying that I do believe that Toledo ministry will be restored. I believe that God’s word and Spirit are here and will be revived. I believe that God is working and will continue His work to the end. I thank God for [one outside leader’s] visit and for her message, “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” (Mt 24:14). God will do this. We are invited to be a part of it but it is not contingent on our works. However, whether God is calling me and my family to be a part of this revival in Toledo ministry, we are not sure about yet. We are waiting patiently (trying!) in the confusing in-between and have great peace that this is exactly where God wants us to be at this moment. We have been attending [two other church] services and may explore other churches. If nothing else, I am learning a lot about what other ministries are doing and it has been a valuable source of information. [My husband] and I are praying deeply for God’s direction and will do whatever God wants us to do. If it is to stay and serve with you, I will gladly join you. But for now, I needed some space in order to receive God’s word and really be able to hear God’s direction.
 
    
 
   I pray that these words may be helpful and encouraging. I offer them in a spirit of love and open coworking. Feel free to forward this email to anyone who may want to read them.
 
    
 
   With great love and hope, 
 
   Emily
 
    
 
   If Emily’s letter is the most eloquent, then her husband’s response to me is the most pointed.  Here is what he wrote back to me in response to the question of “what would you say to UBF leaders now?”
 
    
 
   “See previous 14 page letter and Emily’s letter. We did it already, it wasted my time.”
 
    
 
    
 
   My friend Chad and his wife had this letter to share…
 
    
 
   “We left Toledo UBF in August 2011 for several reasons. [My wife] and I both agreed that this was not a ministry to raise a family. Despite the efforts put forth by families we love and care about, our children were not learning and growing. There was no real support for children’s ministry by the church as a whole. Primary emphasis was on college students. So much so that families and children were over looked. The phrase family centered still upsets me. I personally gave up attending Friday meetings regularly a long while before we left because my wife and kids needed my attention more than the church.
 
    
 
   We also left because we knew in our hearts that God was calling us elsewhere. We no longer had the college student mission as a family with three young children. God gave us three precious kids for special reason. They became our focus.
 
    
 
   Furthermore….
 
    
 
   We both were torn up emotionally from seeing all of our closest friends leave. With exception of a couple families, our nearest friends were hurt, betrayed, and not cared for. It broke our hearts. It started with our fellowship falling apart after one brother was mistreated by UBF leaders in Korea and Toledo. All the sudden our entire fellowship left. One family stayed for a short while but they too were hurting. Then, [my wife] and I accepted role of fellowship leader. This should have never even happened. In hind sight we should have said no and been taken in and loved by the ministry. Instead we were looked at as a exemplary family of faithfulness. We were broken. Fast forward to 2011 and more of our friends were hurt and left. It was too painful to stay.
 
    
 
   Finally, Sunday worship became very dull and burdensome. Particularly i was not receiving from the messages for the most part. If I could circle back to the lack of family support. During a Friday meeting in august 2011, after several families and friends left [my wife] asked a senior leader if we could pray for our family and children’s ministry with all the pain and suffering. This so-called leader said “no, tonight is student night, let’s not burden them with that.” This floored us and might have been the last straw. Contrary to popular belief we did not leave due to burdens of this life, but burdens from a ministry that hurt so many people that we loved and cared about, with no attempt for reconciliation. We could not grow there nor did we want our kids to continue to be involved where so much hurt and pain persisted. We pray for those we know there and pray God can bring about whatever His plan is for UBF.”
 
    
 
   Another dear friend, Nick, shared succinctly and expressed my major concerns far better than I could. His wife told me “It feels like we all divorced UBF.”
 
    
 
   “I left because rules were stressed over grace and obedience over love. UBF’s way of doing things were attributed to God’s way of doing things and obedience to leaders in UBF was considered obedience to God. This was evident in the messages. It was evident in the environment, where charts with stars and the traditions of UBF were more prominent than anything related to love or grace. It was evident in social interactions which became increasingly contentious even among leaders. The result was that while I spent all of my time to help children in [children’s ministry] meet Jesus, and to show the high school students I taught professionally the love of Christ, I was made to feel guilty because I was not “feeding sheep” [recruiting new students to the ministry], even though I was doing what I felt called to do. In addition, my involvement in UBF took away time I needed to show my wife and children the love of Jesus, a tension I was never happy with. When I brought up any of these issues, no one listened. [my other friends] were much more vocal than I was. They, in love, let [our pastor] know that the ministry was in danger and pleaded with him to institute changes. His response was that he did not care if everyone left; he could start over with one family. Then I knew that UBF traditions were more important than people to UBF leaders. I began to see the hollowness and deception inherent in UBF theology. 
 
    
 
   And finally I began to see that leaders in UBF did not mind committing grievous sins in order to protect a man-made organization and its silly traditions. This was the end. I was completely embarrassed that I was ever a member. I needed to love my family. I needed to experience grace and freedom in Christ rather than condemnation. I needed time to rethink everything I had been taught. Most of all, I needed to learn to develop a personal relationship with Jesus and to find His path for me, rather than having a path imposed on me by an institution that I found to be arrogant, inflexible, obtuse, and insensitive. I could no longer follow Jesus in such a context. I love many UBF people, but hope the institution as I experienced it dies so that it can no longer present a perverted Gospel, justify the neglect of children and give Christianity a bad name.”
 
    
 
   Here is a detailed, thoughtful response from my friend Jason and his wife…
 
    
 
   “I believe it was shortly after attending the European conference in the spring of 2011 that we began to question whether or not we were in the right place. In our eyes, the state of the ministry was becoming somewhat dark. At the time, we likened it to a cloudy fish tank where the fish in the bowl were blindly swimming around. To us, the cloudiness was some sort of spiritual darkness. In that environment, no one could really see the state of one another or help each other. And no outside Christian community (UBF or otherwise) could see inside either.
 
    
 
   To us, the main problem was that Sunday messages did not sit with us well. At first, it was just that God’s word wasn’t able to speak for itself and messengers seemed to be emphasizing an idea or a point that they just wanted to make. Eventually, we heard unbiblical, heretical statements from the pulpit. Most importantly, the gospel wasn’t being presented clearly and human effort and works were being emphasized instead. Ultimately, the things that we heard on Sunday planted a sense of mistrust and we came to the point where we couldn’t worship God freely.
 
    
 
   In July of 2011, we presented this issue as well as two other unresolved issues to the pastor and our fellowship: (1) The ministry was disjointed with no co-working between the pastor and the ministry as a whole. Key relationships of “senior” leaders were damaged and broken so that the ministry couldn’t function fully. And they weren’t being resolved. We felt limited in what could be done for God’s work and we felt that our full involvement was condoning unresolved issues and broken relationships to continue. (2) Two other families had recently left because they were legitimately mistreated and there was an absolutely silent response to it. Sure, people hurt people. But these families had been part of the ministry for a long time, were truly hurt, and nothing was done. To us, losing a part of the body and not apologizing or doing anything about it immediately was wrong. We didn’t hear any public prayers or see any acts of love go out to those who left and this broke our hearts.
 
    
 
   While presenting these, we privately prayed for the spiritual health of the UBF community, including our pastor. But we also began attending two worship services — Saturday evenings at a local church and Sunday mornings at UBF. We did this for about four months and we prayed. We participated in helping the Leadership Council be established. But the items we had brought up were not addressed.
 
    
 
   In November 2011, we received the final tug from God for us to go in another direction. Of course, we still have friends in UBF. We’ve heard of changes and of things being different. But we haven’t considered going back because God has led our family in a new direction. Our family still has the same calling. We’re just in a different community where we are safe, we can worship God, and we can be involved in great and beautiful things for God.”
 
    
 
   And finally, here is an excellent six-point summary of the problems afflicting the entire UBF ministry from my friend Krys.
 
    
 
   “Simply put, I left UBF because God led me out. I prayed and agonized for months, open to whatever God wanted, until the Holy Spirit moved me, made me know it was time to go. I even attended two worship services during my final year in Toledo UBF, the UBF service and a service at another church. I was in UBF for eight years, and the longer I stayed, the worse the problems became and the more aware of them I became.
 
    
 
   There were several problems with Toledo UBF.
 
    
 
   First, I was always made to feel like I was never good enough. Despite helping to lead [high school ministry], running technology for Sunday services, meeting with college students, and doing several other things, none of that was good enough because I wasn’t teaching the Bible one-to-one. I wasn’t good enough because I wasn’t disciplined enough, spiritually or physically. I didn’t attend early morning prayer meetings, and [one leader] told me I needed to go at least one morning a week, as she said, “to show people.” (I told her I had no need or desire to prove my faith to anyone.) I was already a self-conscious person, but I became even more so during my time in Toledo UBF. I felt judged. I was almost always on edge, ready for the next critique. While it’s true I will never be deserving of God’s grace, the Holy Spirit finally broke through to my heart shortly before I left and reminded me what I had learned when Christ saved me: God loves me as I am. Christ died for me long before I even knew him. I am loved enough to die for. To feel crushed almost all the time is not what God wants for me.
 
    
 
   Second, I became offended by “shepherding” as practiced by Toledo UBF. I value my relationship with the Holy Spirit. His guidance has been of monumental importance in my life. But UBF puts the “shepherd” in the place of the Holy Spirit. You’re expected to talk to your shepherds before making any decisions, rely on them, take direction from them. Instead of encouraging relationships with the Holy Spirit, people were expected to be puppets manipulated by their “shepherds” and “leaders.” And the Holy Spirit was seldom talked about, seldom preached about, if I remember correctly. In addition to this idea of “shepherding” was this idea that “leaders” knew what was best for others in the ministry. For example, at one time, I was up for a promotion at work, which would have moved me to a store a little over an hour away from Toledo. I had been praying very specific prayers about this job, even about the opportunity to interview for it, and God had been answering very specifically, and he was opening doors. It was really an amazing experience. I had also already decided to commute if I got the job. I was pretty quiet about it while I was interviewing because I felt I would be judged by my Bible teachers for making what would seem to them a stupid decision. 
 
    
 
   When I did tell someone in the ministry, it was [one senior leader]. I asked him to pray for me. He told me no. He said he couldn’t pray for me because then I would leave [the ministry]. He had no idea what God had already done, how he had already opened the door. [this senior leader] didn’t bother to inquire about anything, just simply refused to pray for me because of one “negative consequence” he was certain would occur. I didn’t even tell my Bible teachers when I got the job. They found out weeks later and, as predicted, they thought I had made a poor decision.
 
    
 
   Third, Toledo UBF operated on the understanding that there was only one way to do things, that every Christian had to be the same. Everyone had to be a Bible teacher. Everyone had to do the same kind of daily devotion (and the time of day you did it either increased or decreased its worth somehow). There was little-to-no real appreciation of individuals’ gifts, unless they were gifts already deemed beneficial and worthy, like musical gifts. Instead of allowing God to work through the uniqueness of his creations, Toledo UBF had this mold that it worked very hard to force people into.
 
    
 
   Fourth, there was a mentality among many – maybe not all – that UBF was THE ministry. There was this sense, this idea, that no other ministry could do what UBF was doing. [one senior leader] said to me, when I told him I was considering leaving, that I would never find another ministry that delivered the word of God the way UBF did. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I hoped that was true, which leads me to my next point.
 
    
 
   Fifth, messages were tragic. [one leader] delivered a message at a spring [Easter] conference in 2011, in which he declared that we needed to pray for God to glorify us. I couldn’t believe it when I heard him say it. Then [our pastor] got up to deliver prayer topics and announcements and tried to justify it! What?! 
 
    
 
   [our pastor’s Sunday] messages also appeared to be directed at rebuking certain people sometimes. Additionally, we studied the same passages repeatedly, and there were really only a handful of “lessons” that were constantly recycled and inserted into these passages. Messages conformed passages into the points the “leaders” wanted to make, as opposed to letting the Holy Spirit work freely through God’s word. (I will say that not everyone’s messages were like this, but most of the messages were or appeared to me to be so.)
 
    
 
   Sixth, I was sick of people being judgmental and manipulative. [one senior leader] became my Bible teacher later in my time at Toledo UBF. She explicitly taught me that women needed to be more spiritual because often or most of the time when people left the ministry it was because of the wife. She used [one woman who left UBF] as an example. [My bible teacher] also worked behind the scenes, manipulating people.
 
    
 
   You know, on my final Sunday at Toledo UBF I really tried to pay attention to the message. I knew I was leaving, my decision was made, but I was listening, half-hoping for some sign that [our leadership] had changed, even a little. I was looking for some reason for the Holy Spirit to call me to stay. I was sadly disappointed. I forget now what the message was, but in it [our pastor] spoke of people leaving and problems within the ministry. He spoke of his own part and said he accepted responsibility, but it was obvious he didn’t mean it. It was obvious he had no sense that he had done anything wrong at all. It was heartbreaking. When I approached [one senior leader] afterward to tell him I was leaving, he just looked at me with such sadness and said, [our pastor] doesn’t get it. And then we hugged each other and cried. Then I left.”
 
    
 
   And thus our faith community, which was more like an army brigade, collapsed, as numerous leaders rode off into the sunset. We felt as though we were floating in space, detached for the first time from our community. On one hand we were free! On the other hand, clouds of doubt hung over our heads as we each went our own way.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The bible renewed
 
                 
 
   Will I ever want to read the bible again? That question stuck in my mind every day for quite some time. I simply could not read the bible. And I didn’t want anything to do with church or religion. Too many post-traumatic-stress-like reactions kept happening if I happened to read a bible verse or attend a church service. I couldn’t stand seeing those pretty Facebook memes with bible verses on them! 
 
    
 
   Then I discovered The Message paraphrase and the ESV bible translation. I discovered some real gems in The Message. Take this reading of Psalm 73:11-14 for example: “What’s going on here? Is God out to lunch? Nobody’s tending the store. The wicked get by with everything; they have it made, piling up riches. I’ve been stupid to play by the rules; what has it gotten me? A long run of bad luck, that’s what— a slap in the face every time I walk out the door.” 
 
    
 
   And suddenly the bible seemed interesting again.
 
    
 
   For me, the years surrounding my parting ways with UBF will always be remembered as the “year of the living and active word of God”. Never before have I experienced the Spirit speaking so powerfully through the bible! Here are some bible verses that peaked my interest…
 
    
 
   Not speaking up when we hear a public charge is a sin before the Lord… Leviticus 5:1 ESV “If anyone sins in that he hears a public adjuration to testify, and though he is a witness, whether he has seen or come to know the matter, yet does not speak, he shall bear his iniquity;”  
 
    
 
   I learned that the law in the Old Testament was concerned not only about intentional sin, but unintentional sin as well. For example, Numbers 15:28 ESV “And the priest shall make atonement before the Lord for the person who makes a mistake, when he sins unintentionally, to make atonement for him, and he shall be forgiven.”
 
    
 
   The story of Balaam was massively inspiring to me, since I had felt like a donkey bearing the burdens of others (Numbers 22:21-33). Even a donkey can be used by the Lord to hold God’s servant accountable when God is angry with God’s servant. If the donkey had not turned away three times, God’s angel certainly would have killed Balaam.
 
    
 
   Proverbs 27 became very helpful to understand the difference between friends and enemies. Sometimes it is hard to tell the difference! “Wrath is cruel, anger is overwhelming, but who can stand before jealousy? Better is open rebuke than hidden love. Faithful are the wounds of a friend; profuse are the kisses of an enemy.” (Proverbs 27:4-6 ESV)
 
    
 
   These bible verses and more led me to stop doing numerous things and to start doing others. I decided to stop pretending everything is wonderful in UBF. Stop defending organizations of men as if they were God’s kingdom. Stop dictating my ideas about truth. Stop demanding other people adhere to my standard of piety. Stop thinking that my piety is the highest and best or most important thing in the world. Stop inventing glorious reports about the work of God. Stop taking direction from doubled-minded people. Stop spinning facts into perceptions that fit my ideals. Stop proof-texting my religious claims. Stop sitting by idly while my friends are suffering.
 
    
 
   On the positive side, I decided to start speaking up about things that disturb me. Start publicly and vocally discussing actions that are wrong. Start reaching out to other Christians. Start reading about Christian doctrines. Start expressing myself through blogging. Start holding accountable those who have been unaccountable. Start listening for the promptings of the Holy Spirit. Start understanding humanity. Start studying the Old Testament from the viewpoint of Jesus. Start realizing, accepting and extending the grace of God.
 
    
 
   A journey made epic
 
    
 
   Never underestimate the impact one person can have. For example, in 1842 an artist was commissioned to paint a series of paintings. The result was Thomas Cole’s four paintings entitled “The Voyage of Life”. If paintings were sermons, I might call this the Sermon on the Mount! These four paintings tell the magnificent story of human life from childhood, youth, manhood and old age. Over 170 years later, these paintings still invoke marvel and awe. My wife and I had a copy of these paintings on a wall in our first house. Recalling all the events that transpired the past three years sometimes leaves me feeling detached and alone. What was it all for? The answer is love. We are never alone when we have love. Thomas Cole’s paintings remind me that love is both constant and maturing as we progress through the stages of life. His Voyage paintings inspire me to believe that each of us has an epic life to live. 
 
    
 
   There is a saying that goes like this: “money and numbers follow, they do not lead”. The point is that if you focus your attention on tracking numbers or making money, your chances of success are greatly diminished. In Christianity, the saying would be something like this: “what we believe (doctrine), what we accomplish (mission) and who we become (identity) are what follows, they do not lead”. Our faith, our mission and our identity as a person and as a community are all important. They are not primary, however. And such things should not be leading us. What we believe, what we accomplish and who we become fall into place only when we are being led by love, by the One who rose from the grave. 
 
    
 
   Belief systems and mission and community are good things. But if we have not love, what do we have? Following Him who loves is primary. 
 
    
 
   We often begin our journey with an epic attempt to obey God’s law. We want to please God and so we strive for obedience. Yet even if we get really good at keeping God’s Law, we quickly find that we may in fact be far from God and find ourselves still in need of repentance, radical faith, and a deeper communion with God, who not only loves us, but also is love. 
 
    
 
   We then are need of an epic surrender. At some point, we throw our hands up and surrender to grace. Love wins. God is love. Love is the ultimate standard. And it is love that leads. An epic life journey is a life surrendered to the purpose of love—love for self, for friends, for family, for enemies, for neighbors, for the marginalized of society and for all humanity. Such love shows that we love God.
 
    
 
   As we rest in the grace of God, we find that humanity is both good and bad, and that there is much badness in us and around us. So we embark on an epic search for goodness. We begin to long for what is good. No longer are we satisfied by the appearance of goodness. We want genuine friendships. We seek to discover our authentic self.
 
    
 
   Still our life may seem empty or void of purpose. We begin to long for something more, something meaningful to commit our lives to, something lasting. We want to see the effervescent joy of life! We want to build something. So we embark on a journey filled with an epic vision of glory.
 
    
 
   And in the end, we realize the epic life is an epic pursuit of unity. Our own ambition to build something is not lasting. What lasts are the relationships that have been united.
 
    
 
   The epic life of love then is an epic striving to obey, an epic surrender to grace, an epic search for goodness, an epic vision of glory and an epic pursuit of unity.
 
    
 
    
 
   There is a lot of talk in Christianity about standards. Jesus’ standard is love for others. Who will be in Heaven? Jesus simply asks a question: Did you visit Me? (Matthew 25:31-46) Love is a full-time job. I am compelled to stop worrying about whether getting a tattoo is right or wrong or whether attending a church service is right or wrong. Loving your self, your neighbors, your friends, your family, your strangers and your enemies is all-consuming and all-encompassing. There is so much to learn about how to love our fellow human beings, especially those closest to us. What kind of world would this be if we all stopped worrying about what is right or wrong about other people and started to learn how to love? I hear Jesus saying “Go and learn how to love. I’ve got your sins covered.” I’ve decided to do just that.
 
    
 
   Why did I call this book the penguin narratives? The reason is because penguins, particularly king penguins, are amazing and have some rather unexpected qualities, qualities that remind me of unexpected Christianity.
 
    
 
   King penguins start out as plain, brown, furry creatures. They look very different from their majestically colored, more mature adults. Christians, it appears to me, start off in a similar fashion—very plain and unappealing. They begin by trying to obey the law of God and fail miserably. Yet this is an important growth stage where we gain hope from the promises of God and learn to depend on the strength of God.
 
    
 
   Surrendering to the grace of God at the cross of Jesus is like the immature penguins shedding their brown fur, revealing the incredible king penguin “suit and tie”. Surrendering to grace might feel like drinking salt water, which is another unexpected quality of king penguins. They are able to drink salt water. That is counter-intuitive, just like the fact that the righteousness that exceeds that of the Pharisees has nothing to do with our obedience to the law of God.
 
    
 
   Penguins are birds, with wings. We would therefore expect them to fly. But they don’t. The unexpected nature of penguins is that they swim. We may feel a lot of confusion as we search for our authentic self and discover who we are. We may find that we have purposes that are unexpected.
 
    
 
   Another amazing and unexpected quality of penguins is that they share incubation responsibility for newly hatched eggs. Both the male and the female take turns at “parenting”. Is this not a picture of the shared responsibility Jesus outlined for His kingdom, where there is neither male nor female, Jew nor Greek, slave nor free? 
 
    
 
   And finally, another unexpected quality of king penguins is that they have four layers of feathers. This glorious arrangement of feathers provides many abilities such as adapting to cold and hot climates, and the ability to live both in the water and on land. This reminds me of the glorious ways in which our Messiah Jesus adapted to this world in order to share His gospel.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Fivefold Gospel Jesus Preached
 
    
 
   I am a sinner, yet I have faith (salvation)
 
   I am a lawbreaker, yet I have life (grace)
 
   I am cursed, yet I have hope (peace)
 
   I am not worthy, yet I have friends (kingdom)
 
   I am dying, yet I have love (glory)
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