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 The change that John the Baptist introduced was made 
flesh in the person of Jesus. We study the Scriptures with ex-
pectation but peer at the world with disdain. Jesus never did 
that. Jesus saw the world through a kingdom lens, a divine per-
spective, a holy paradigm.  
 Repent means to “change the way you see.” Each of us 
sees everything through a frame. Reframation resets the frame 
which determines what and how we see. The gospel must be 
proclaimed afresh in new ways to each generation which has its 
own unique questions.  
 Evangelicalism in particular seems to have arrived at a 
form of what Bonhoeffer termed “Christless Christianity,” in 
which Jesus is celebrated as Savior but rejected as Lord. Jesus 
would never allow people to bypass his sovereign claim on 
their lives. He clearly taught that to be a follower and a disciple 
required death to self and submission to his lordship. Christians 
are often perceived as unloving, bad-tempered, and even hate-
ful people. 
 Reductionisms result from reducing God, people, and 
the world into religious formulae and legal codes. Every organ-
ization is perfectly designed to produce the fruit or outcomes 
they currently produce. If what we offer to the world is a 
grumpy and constricted belief in God, then it is probably be-
cause we have a grumpy and constricted view of God. This 
book has emerged from my own serious existential faith crisis, 
precipitated by some of the reductionisms stated above. 
 The kind of work God usually calls you to is the kind 
that you need most to do and that the world most needs to have 
done.  The place God calls you to is the place where your deep 
gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.  
 The Camino de Santiago (the Way of St. James) is a 
450 miles trail in Spain. About 250,00 “pilgrims” walk at least 
a portion of it every year. The Burning Man gathering remains 
one of the most explicit spiritual quests in current Western cul-
ture. It is an incredibly generous place where nothing is for sale 
and everything can be given. In fact, everyone is expected to 
bring something to share with others. Each Burner brings eve-
rything they need for the event.  The week climaxes with  2 ma-
jor experiences which define the event: the first is the burning 
of “The Man” on the Saturday night. The Man is a huge, 50’ 
cruciform statue, symbolically situated at the very center of the 
camp, and it functions as the reference point for the week, 
hence the festival’s name. The second major event, the burning 
of “The Temple”—itself a magnificent structure which exem-
plifies the deeply spiritual nature of the Burn. Over 70,000 peo-
ple gather together in reverent silence. 
 Implicit in these modern-day pilgrimages is a search 
for God. Genuine missional engagement with culture always 
ends in renewal of the church and its spirituality. The world 
can’t see any relevance in the church today and the story of 
God being told. Human beings are haunted by God and simply 
cannot escape the fact that life is lived under the auspices of 
eternity. Followers of Jesus are being robbed of the capacity to 
speak, to care, and to notice those in the Nevada desert, on a 
trail in rural Spain, or anywhere in between.  
 We want to consider what it might look like to enter 
into the story of God. Many of our problems arise from the nar-
rowing reductions in our framing of God, people, the gospel, 

and the world. We want the followers of Jesus to enter into a 
more authentic dialogue—conversations that deepen the argu-
ment of being alive. 
 Our framework of God has been reduced, which has 
led to the reduction of the radical story of Jesus, which in 
turn results in a life that reflects those same reductionisms. If 
you comprehend God, he is not God. A solar eclipse is some-
thing that concerns the relation of our eyes to the Sun. It is 
caused by the Moon moving between the Earth and the Sun. 
An “eclipse of God” occurs not because God moves away 
from our sight, but rather because objects, ideas, and idols in-
sert themselves into our viewpoint, obscuring our capacity to 
view God in all his fullness.  
 We find ourselves enclosed (framed) within a view of 
the world that locks out the possibility of transcendence. Our 
awareness of God is therefore obscured and eclipsed, and we 
find ourselves cut off from the enchanted, theistic, sacramental 
worldview that has been lost in the last 500 years or so. It is 
the net result of the confluence of cultural and intellectual 
forces that have been growing for the last 500 or so years and 
have snowballed in the middle to late 20th century. This fad-
ing of God from human consciousness has been catastrophic. 
Man was never meant to live in such a world; he cannot make 
sense of it, or make sense of himself within it. The issue is not 
just a loss of traditional religious faith and a declining church 
but a more profound loss of our whole sense of transcendence, 
our spiritual instincts, and our consciousness of the divine. It 
is a growing blindness and deafness to the Eternal, and we 
find ourselves tragically limited to the horizon of this finite 
world. 
 This loss of the sense of the divine can be traced to 
cultural forces prevalent in our day such as: secularism as a 
dominant worldview; philosophical atheism that has domi-
nated the arts and science; specializing tendencies of scientific 
methods that reduce a total vision in order to study the parts; 
rampant materialism that has effectively supplanted the role 
of religion; domination of depersonalizing techniques and 
data; the polarizing political propaganda. God is still here (he 
never moved); it is we who have lost our sense of spiritual at-
tunement. God is “disappearing” from the human horizon. 
Consequently, the light that comes from him is dimming, and 
humanity is losing its bearings with increasingly destructive 
effects.  
 Heresy refers to a particular truth or belief extracted 
from its true and complete context and treated as if it were the 
whole truth. The error in the heresy is in the preoccupation 
that ensues, making the particular truth into the whole truth. 
separated from the greater Truth from which it has been ex-
tracted. Truth thereby becomes fragmented. The Truth was a 
mirror in the hands of God. It fell and broke into pieces. Eve-
rybody took a piece of it and thought they had the truth. This 
sort of reductionism affects everything. In the fields of science 
and philosophy, heresy occurs when knowledge becomes 
over-specialized and fractured, leading to various specialties 
warring with one another about who is correct. 
 What we must deplore therefore is not so much the 
fact that scientists are specializing, but rather that specialists 
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are generalizing. The fanatic is the result, “radicalized” by fo-
cusing on a reductionist Jihadist ideology by which all else is 
subsequently measured. The “either/or” ideology of the mono-
maniacal conservative or the arrogance of the elitist liberal pro-
hibits even “seeing” the truth in/of the other, let alone finding 
the ability to engage them as fellow humans. This was precisely 
the problem with Israel’s leaders in the time of Jesus. Their in-
terpretations became theological prisons for their own souls and 
minds as well as for the collective mind of Israel. When this re-
ductionism occurs today, the story we tell manifests itself as 
propaganda rather than theology. 
 The human desire to exercise control is one of the ma-
jor characteristics of all fallen religious systems. They express 
the hidden desire of the human heart to use God merely to serve 
one’s human purposes. God always retains the element of sur-
prise. All idolatry and religious image-making are implicit at-
tempts to limit (reduce) and thereby control God. Idolatry is the 
worship of the parts instead of the whole. Religiosity is not just 
a desire for God, but a desire to have a god, to possess him, to 
have him for their own, at their disposal.  
 The outcome of accumulated reductions and codifica-
tions of the truth are seen and experienced in our lives and 
churches as: Ossified doctrines; where ideas are believed but 
not lived and Legalistic ethics; where discipleship is reduced to 
religious moralism, and shame and guilt replace freedom. We 
have reduced the church to a place and a gathering. mission to 
evangelism, worship to singing songs, Christology to the cross, 
discipleship to the transfer of information, the ministry call-
ings/functions (Ephesians 4) to shepherd and teacher, spiritual-
ity to withdrawal from the world, and church planting to start-
ing worship services. 
 We have a penchant for locking God down to selective 
doctrinal formulas. The result is a safe and controlled zone of 
believing in belief about God rather than believing in God him-
self. Those who killed Stephen saw themselves as responsible 
for protecting the religious tradition. We are prone to reject 
God’s messengers and cling ferociously to what we already 
know, or think we know, very well. The invitation from God is 
to relationship, not the “right way” of adhering to rules and reg-
ulations. 
 We fail to grasp, let alone name, the existential issues 
evident in our own time. Righteousness was to be received as a 
gift of God’s grace. The whole Reformation was born out of the 
recovery of this single insight. “The gospel” was so reduced to 
only resolving human guilt that it inadvertently left other di-
mensions of the human condition untouched by the good news. 
The evangelical gospel has become one-dimensional— it has 
for a long time been minimized and narrowed to “the Romans 
Road” and  “the 4 Spiritual Laws.” The good news has rele-
vance to every aspect of humanity’s brokenness, not just per-
sonal guilt before God. When we play the Pharisee, we become 
part of the bad news. Guilt need not always be the singular 
starting place in an individual’s life. 
 Each and every person is “like God”—we are all cre-
ated in his image. This primary truth that precedes and qualifies 
the secondary truth—that we are indeed fallen sinners in need 
of redemption. The story must start at the beginning. It is like 
the vacuum cleaner salesman first pouring dirt on your floor, so 

he can show you how well his Hoover works. As if the mean-
ing of the universe or creation could start with a foundational 
problem! We must begin with Genesis 1. Humanity is created 
in the image of God and was good and right until separation 
from God happened in Genesis 3. Then the good news be-
comes about how God brings his family back together and re-
stores the world as he intended them. If we reduce the gospel 
by beginning with the problem, then the search for God be-
comes a negative problem-solving journey. 
 There are now more than 25,000 denominations 
worldwide—each constructed around selective visions drawn 
out from the grander view of the church in the Scriptures. 
They are each reductions which are at the heart of our own in-
capacity to see and experience God’s transcendence. 
 Stories are what make our lives worth living. Jesus’s 
teaching consistently attracted the irreligious while offending 
the Bible-believing religious people of His day. Our preaching 
and practices are not declaring the same message that Jesus 
did. The stories we consume shape who we are, what we do, 
how we act, and what we believe. While food makes us live, 
stories are what make our lives worth living. Our attempts to 
distill the Bible—which is bursting with life, intrigue, and 
drama—to a series of principles is equivalent to trying to re-
duce a living person to a diagram. The “losing of their story,” 
their constant forgetting of the covenant relationship estab-
lished in the patriarchs and at Sinai, was the root of the Israel-
ites’ rebellion and sin (e.g., Judges 8:33–34). It may be the 
root of ours as well. 
 We demythologize through shrinking revelation to 
reduced-to-fit, anti-supernatural and demystify by eliminating 
mystery, wonder, love, and awe from our approach to God. 
Myth describes those stories that have a “super-meaning”—
stories that contain the roots of defining themes.  There is a 
“myth receptor” in each one of us. Wherever myth is inter-
preted as mere biography, history, or science, its impact is an-
nulled. When a civilization begins to reinterpret its mythology 
in this way, the life goes out of it, temples become museums, 
and the link between the historical and the mythical becomes 
dissolved. The gospel is exchanged for a rational, believable 
narrative rather than one that is multi-dimensional and mind-
blowing. 
 There is something significant about the way culture 
tells stories—more than the mere entertainment they provide. 
People will get their defining stories somewhere. The church’s 
demythologized, rationalistic message, void of story, does not 
fill the soul, inspire the heart, or call us to adventure and jour-
ney. Modern technological society, in an effort to name, clas-
sify, control, and exploit, has effectively demystified the 
world. The paradoxical tension between the fear inspired by 
the other worldly Sacred and the irresistible attraction it exerts 
at the same time on the believer was the very essence of reli-
gious consciousness. 
 Much of the Bible is written in poetic form—proph-
ecy. Psalms cannot, and must not, be read in the same way one 
reads rational and systematic code. All the prophets were po-
ets. 
They pile metaphor upon metaphor. You don’t try to figure a 
metaphor out; rather you try entering into what’s there.  
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 Human desire differs from animal desire in that it is, at 
root, insatiable. The infinite, for an eternity of life, love, and 
joy which, can be nothing other than God. The appetite of any 
living organism shows its function. The stomach hungers for 
food. Our real appetites continue to be for God. Our longing for 
so much more is no mere neurotic fancy, but the truest index of 
our real situation. We want something else which can hardly be 
put into words—to be united with the beauty we see, to pass 
into it, to receive it into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become part 
of it. God is what is at the other end of our wounded desire, of 
our experience of transcendence. He has made everything beau-
tiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the human heart (Ec 
3:11). The unbelief of many is based largely on latent cultural 
imprints. These echoes are impossible to ignore: longing for 
justice; thirst for spirituality; hunger for relationship; delight in 
beauty. We generate ideologies in an attempt to fill gaps left by 
the loss of Truth. Entrenchment clouds the possibility of revela-
tion; the poisoned, reduced narrative is passed down through 
the generations and considered normal. 
 Discipleship must be characterized by transformation 
under the impact of revelation. This means constant and direct 
response to God. The complex process of seeing— the physio-
logical. Ophthalmologists have paid attention exclusively to 
eyes, not at all to the mind which makes use of the eyes to see 
with. Sensing is not the same as perceiving. The eyes and nerv-
ous system do the sensing; the mind does the perceiving. 
 Denominational splits are always built on ever-reduc-
ing understandings of God and the church. All of the most 
foundational truths of the Christian faith are paradoxical—what 
seems at first to be self-contradictory proves to be true by hold-
ing irreconcilable poles in tension: the Trinity (how can God be 
1 and yet be 3?); the Incarnation and the 2 natures of Christ. 
We live in 2 worlds at the same time; predestination and free 
will. The tension between apparently opposing doctrines is ex-
actly where faith comes alive. 
 Children are naturally humble (as well as playful) 
when it comes to acquiring knowledge, always deep in learning 
mode, always accepting they have more to learn. The feeling of 
wonderment is the source and inexhaustible fountainhead of 
[the child’s] desire for knowledge. A child will not tire of re-
peating the same experiment 10 times, 100 times, in order to 
taste the thrill of discovery over and over again. He who has 
reached the stage where he no longer wonders about anything, 
demonstrates his loss of the art of reflective reasoning. To see a 
World in a Grain of Sand; And a Heaven in a Wild Flower; 
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand; And Eternity in an hour. 
I became a detective of divinity, collecting evidence of God’s 
genius and admiring the tracks left for me to follow. 
 The concept of honor/shame has been called the piv-
otal cultural value of the Bible. Honor and shame is the operat-
ing system for 65% of the world and 80% of the unreached. 
Guilt is usually tied to some event or action: I did something 
bad. Shame is tied to a person and relationships: I am bad. No 
one can share in your guilt, but many can share in your shame. 
Shame is a focus on self, guilt a focus on behavior. In this way, 
shame is less logical than guilt. In a guilt culture, God’s power 
is about “forgiveness of transgressors,” whereas in a shame cul-
ture, God honors the lowly and humbles the proud. 

 This is not an argument “for or against” either of 
these perspectives, but rather a plea to see our blind spots, and 
to appreciate how much our interpretation of Scripture, and 
the message we convey to others, is culturally biased. Those in 
the southern hemisphere experience the world through lenses 
of power and powerlessness, fear and freedom from fear, pos-
session and dispossession, bondage and freedom. Spiritual 
warfare is understood as part of life. African Christianity sits 
within a much more enchanted view of the world. 
 Those involved in the Black Lives Matter movement 
communicate real experiences of real people who feel utterly 
powerless to change their destiny. God’s forgiveness of per-
sonal sins will not address the problems raised by the forceful 
misuse of power. The #MeToo movement is likewise 
motivated by power/powerlessness motifs. 
 We must overcome the Western assumption that the 
legal framework of the gospel is the only biblical framework 
of salvation. Liberation from bondage raises up the outcast 
and brokenhearted. The gospel also tackles human loneliness, 
our deepest regrets, a false or fragmented identity, a meaning-
less life, addiction and misdirected passion, fear of death, or a 
sense of lostness. No one can learn who is not first prepared to 
unlearn. Likewise, no one can grow in God unless they are 
willing to repent regularly. 
 After his conversion experience, Paul is obsessed 
with the idea that ‘I’m participating in something that’s bigger 
than me.’” In God the unveiling of a part of his being is al-
ways the opening of unlimited horizons in other directions, 
when most of us find that one room—that singular frame of 
God and the gospel—it just happens to be the one that con-
tains our already established system of belief, and our already 
finalized way of making sense of the world. Consider the need 
to repent of our one-room narrative. 
 Stories, because of their indirection and appeal to the 
imagination, allow us to sneak past spiritual inhibitions. Will-
ing suspension of disbelief is what makes narrative so power-
ful. To hear a great story, we suspend our watchfulness. Sto-
ries plunge the reader into a fictional world in such a way that 
when they return to reality, they perceive the world with more 
clarity and joy than before. It is one of the fastest and most ef-
fective ways to penetrate the human heart. And no one knew it 
better than Jesus. Jesus told a better story. Neither revolution 
nor reformation can ultimately change a society, rather you 
must tell a new powerful tale, one so persuasive that it sweeps 
away the old myths and becomes the preferred story, one so 
inclusive that it gathers all the bits of our past and our present 
into a coherent whole. If you would change a society, then you 
have to tell an alternative story. It is because of the desire to 
name, categorize, and control God that the plague of demysti-
fication has crept into our faith dialogues. 
 How we use language affects the way we see the 
world. Consider Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” 
speech as an example of prophetic poetics. He didn’t give his 
hearers information—he awakened a yearning in their hearts 
for justice. By appealing to the power of myth, we give ordi-
nary, everyday things new life and meaning. Tolkien helped 
Lewis to realize that the problem lay not in Lewis’ rational 
failure to understand the theory, but in his imaginative failure 
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to grasp its significance. Christ came not to put an end to myth 
but to take all that is most essential in the myth up into himself 
and make it real. We must tell a better story as well as tell the 
story better; a story that brings about healing, transformation, 
societal change, and restoration. 
 Without tangible change, the medium of my life thus 
cancels out the message I claim to believe. Walking in the truth 
is the way the believer possesses the truth (2 Jn 1-4). The holi-
ness of any authentic follower of Jesus displays something of 
the captivating beauty of God’s revelation in Christ, drawing 
those around them closer to God and to consider who Jesus is. 
To obey God is also an opportunity to “adorn” or “beautify” 
God. Mister Rogers, a ordained Presbyterian minister who 
hosted Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, told a different story. 
Make goodness attractive again. Living beautifully in an other-
wise reduced world is still important. The important thing, Pas-
cal argued, was to make people wish it were true, having caught 
sight of the rich and satisfying vision of reality it offered. The 
human mind would eventually catch up with its deeper intui-
tions. 
 Communication theory says that when predictability is 
high, impact is low. When an audience is surprised or intrigued, 
they will think long and hard about what they’ve heard. At cer-
tain strange epochs it is necessary to have another kind of 
priests, called poets, to remind men that they are not dead yet. 
Disciples therefore bear a responsibility not only for their own 
moral, spiritual, and material welfare, but also for the welfare 
of society at large. They are healers of a broken world and re-
storers of a lost glory. 
 We are the product of His hand, heaven’s poetry 
etched on our lives. All humanity experiences God’s hand. The 
God they feel they do not know has, in fact, already been at 
work in their lives in many ways. This is what the Jesuits mean 
in their motto of “finding God in all things.” Idolatry jams up 
what ought to be an innate instinct for God. Misdirected wor-
ship allows people to falsely satisfy their innate God-hunger. 
People’s idols are huge clues to the hearts of both individuals 
and culture. Tim Keller advises would-be missionaries to con-
temporary Western culture that engaging people through the 
lens of idolatry is a more appropriate, more profoundly biblical 
key to unlock the souls of the people than justification by faith 
now is. 
 Belief systems are sustained by the dominant stories 
that shape identity and give meaning. Whether the phenomenon 
of “helicopter parents” or the idol of safety and control, and the 
constant element of living in fear, the apostle Paul would have 
us grasp the significance of the Hellenist’s drive to express 
what is real through philosophy. Philosophy, at its best, is an 
honest quest to make sense of the world. Why is it that super-
hero movies seem to have endless appeal? Culture is the sphere 
where people and societies share common meaning. People 
look for the right thing in the wrong places. 
 The effect of sin, brokenness and fallenness is that we 
love the wrong things. The man knocking on the door of a 
brothel is unconsciously looking for God. We must finds ways 
to romance our culture, to engage the hearts of people who 
have no real idea how wide and deep an experience of God can 
be. We often wrongly assume the primary activity of God is in 

the church. The primary activity of God is in the world, and 
the church is the chief instrument of God sent into the world. 
One terrifying conclusion of the much-reduced heretical gos-
pel that grips the church in the West is that that somehow 
we’ve got God in our back pocket. We dialogue with people 
about God, assuming they have had no prior God experiences. 
They wanted community--and got judgment. They wanted to 
affect the life of the church--and got bureaucracy. They 
wanted conversation-- and got doctrine. They wanted mean-
ingful engagement with the world--and got moral prescription. 
They desire a church that’s active and engaged with the world, 
where people can bring their full and authentic selves and re-
ceive love and community in return. We do not love “the 
other” well because we do not know “the other.” 
 Begin with observations and questions. Power: Who 
are the powerful? Who are the powerless and why? What has 
the gospel got to say about that? Pennies: Who are the rich? 
Who are the poor? What does the gospel have to say about 
that? Pain: Where is the pain of the neighborhood? What does 
the gospel have to say about that? Parties: Where are the cele-
brations? How can we affirm and join in? Persons of Peace: 
Who are the gatekeepers of the community and how can I 
serve them? Find out what sucks in the neighborhood, find 
others that agree with you, and do something about it. 
 The gospel is not a single seed that we plant in for-
eign soil; it is a whole packet of different seeds that together 
make a harmonious garden. We want to talk before we listen; 
argue before we converse; assume before we know; reject be-
fore we honor. 
  
 [If what we offer to the world is a grumpy and con-
stricted belief in God, then it is probably because we have a 
grumpy and constricted view of God. While food makes us 
live, stories are what make our lives worth living. Stories 
plunge the reader into a fictional world in such a way that 
when they return to reality, they perceive the world with more 
clarity and joy than before. They are one of the fastest and 
most effective ways to penetrate the human heart. Jesus told a 
better story. Idolatry is the worship of the parts instead of the 
whole. The feeling of wonderment is the source and inex-
haustible fountainhead of [the child’s] desire for knowledge. 
Stories plunge the reader into a fictional world in such a way 
that when they return to reality, they perceive the world with 
more clarity and joy than before.]
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