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Dedication

To my wife Tiffany,
You have stood faithfully by my side and showed me how to be a
better man.

To my children Jake and Audrey,
You are my joy and it is an honor to be your father.

To God,
You gave me a second life although I did not deserve it.
You forgave my sins when there were many.
You never left me when I left You.
I thankYou for Your mercy, and may this book honor You.
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All I want is reality. Show me God. Tell
me what He is really like. Help me to
understand why life is the way it is and
how I can experience it more fully and
with greater joy. I don’t want empty
promises. [ want the real thing. And I'll
go wherever I find that truth system.’
—Lisa Baker, age 20
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Chapter 1

Miracle at Joshua Tree

Simon, Simon, be warned, Satan has
demanded permission to test you and
break you. But I have prayed that your
faith may not fail. After you return to
Me, I want you to give courage and
strength to your brothers.

—Jesus Christ (Luke 22:31-32, THV)

Of all that is written, I love only what a
person has written with his own blood.
—Friedrich Nietzsche

eep in the Southern California desert lays a large pile of rocks
D that rise out of the lonely sands, standing in defiance against the
pounding of the sun and the relentless change of the seasons. Those
who visit this place know intuitively that they don’t belong; they walk
as strangers in a strange land. It’s a forbidding place; a place to drift
for a couple of hours, or maybe a day or two before leaving, thankful
that they don’t have to make it their home. Those who come and go
and think about where they have been depart with an uncertain
feeling, not entirely sure they haven’t accidentally trespassed—having
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passed through a place where they were never welcomed, a space
where they didn’t belong.

Joshua Tree National Park (as the pile of rocks is referred to
today) strikes me as a place of leftovers—a dump of sorts—as if God
haphazardly tossed piles of extra stone in the middle of this nowhere
place; discarding them after He had constructed with care the moun-
tains and valleys of the rest of the world. Even so, a certain beauty
emerges from the desert floor in this place—but it is a beauty quite
unlike any other. I’ve traveled the world and Joshua Tree looks like
none of it; stark, barren, quiet, forsaken... a place where memories
were abandoned long ago.

I find no mystery in the fact that humanity seeks to find itself
in empty places such as this. We are instinctively drawn to raw spaces
in search of ourselves or deep encounters with God who made us.
With our lives now lost in an inescapable maze of instant messaging,
cell phones, and the constant bombardment of media images from the
most remote, bloodied, and broken corners of our world—is it any
surprise that something in the innermost part of the soul beckons us
to the quiet? It is so hard to see God when you are caught in six lanes
of gridlocked traffic. It is so hard not to see God in the fading rays of
a sunset over the desert. His presence is so obvious in the midst of the
things He created... even in this random pile of boulders in Southern
California.

In my life, I’ve left footprints in Joshua Tree three times, each
visit transforming the contour of my life in completely different ways.
Three short visits, each used by the One who created it to alter who I
was to become—and am becoming—for eternity. It has never been a
place to dwell, but more of a flash point, a point of contact, a place of
impact that forever changes the course of my destiny even as the rocks
themselves remain eternally unaffected.

The first time I laid eyes on Joshua Tree [ was nearing the end
of childhood—those obscure years between 6" and 8" grade. That
season of life was highlighted by church camps and retreats where I
had deeply connected with God. I was innocent; unadulterated by the
darker side of the world. Life was good. The days were simple.
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My first visit to Joshua Tree, however, was to mark the begin-
ning of the end of such innocence. In the summer before my junior
year of high school my family moved to a different state, seriously
rattling my sense of stability. Desperate for the acceptance of new
friends, I descended into a world where I allowed temptation and
desire to quietly descend on my soul. At first ignorantly, and then with
conscious abandon, I began to wander in the labyrinth of the world,
with all its lies and deceit. Behind me lay the purity and simplicity of
adolescent faith. Ahead lay a decade of twists and turns as I chased
nearly every conceivable pleasure and pursuit.

In a vacuum constraint, my journey down this new found path
accelerated during the years at college. Everything was more intense,
everything came faster, everything more often. In the classroom I
soaked in humanism and materialism. At night I partied with reckless
abandon, never thinking of the consequences, focusing only on “fun
at all costs.” I read philosophy books late into the night, my life being
contorted by these new, profound, and enticing thoughts that bounced
aimlessly in my hollow soul—an arrogant soul... my heart knowing
only the strength of youth and none of the wisdom of age. In the
company of the great philosophers I found words to sooth my
conscience, justifying the creature I had become.

After college, I entered the “real world” with great pride and
confidence, motivated by a fierce spirit of competition that spilled
over into everything: athletics, motor sports, business, the gym... |
had an obsession to achieve what the world held in high regard,
wandering away from my deep connection with God. But my second
visit to Joshua Tree, nearly twenty years after my first visit, would
change all that.

In April of 2002, my extended family met together in Palm
Springs for vacation. My parents, my sister, Karen, her husband, Todd,
and their two children came from the east. We flew in from Seattle,
where I was working for Microsoft. With me came my two kids—
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Jake, aged seven, and my daughter, Audrey, who was four—and a
beautiful and faithful woman named Tiffany, my wife of ten years.

The years had not been easy on Tiffany. While her presence
had a calming effect on many of the outward storms I created, I was
far from the companion I had vowed to be the day we wed. For the
past decade I had lingered comfortably between Christianity and
complacency, the empty places being filled with work, sports, cars,
travel, and alcohol. Only recently had I found myself on the edge of
rediscovering my faith. I was beginning again with God, recapturing
the peace and meaning I had known as a child. So perhaps it seemed
logical to return to the place that represented the summation of my
childhood belief... the place that marked the end of a great season of
faith. My sister Karen remembers my decision to go back to Joshua
Tree this way:

Nobody really wanted to go with Paul. [ mean, why
trade the pools and the air conditioning for the cactus
and the blistering sun? But Paul was insistent and we
all had learned not to fight his stubbornness. What
Paul wanted, Paul got, one way or the other. And that
day he wanted us all to go to Joshua Tree. He rallied
us and we packed up the car for the one hour ride into
the desert. We all agreed to go reluctantly—but also
purposefully. We had been seeing some hope lately in
Paul’s spiritual life, and he seemed drawn back to
Joshua Tree—almost as if he were retracing his steps
in some way.

Joshua Tree looked just as I had remembered it. Mountains of
boulders, huge and small, jutted through the sands and towered above
the scrub trees that had given the area its name. In the parking lot we
gathered our gear and began to hike through the brush and cactus on
a meandering trail toward a large rock outcropping. If anything was
wrong at that point, none of us recognized it for what it might have
been. Looking back, some of us recall feeling like something was a
bit “off,” but we hiked on unconcerned.
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At the base of the rocks my son, Jake, and I broke off from the
group to climb higher. Pulling ourselves from boulder to boulder we
worked our way up the side of a cliff. It was easy, it was fun, and the
view got better each time we climbed a little higher.

Down on the desert floor, however, my brother-in-law, Todd,
was experiencing something entirely different. He remembers it
vividly:

After Paul and Jake separated from the group, I
climbed with Tiffany, Karen, and the kids onto a big
flat rock about six feet high. It's hard to explain what
happened next, but deep in my gut I was struck by a
horrible feeling—a mixture of anxiety and fear that
began to pulsate through my body. I thought some-
thing was wrong with me. It didn't seem spiritual or
mental... it felt physical and terrible. I was scared.
First I thought I was having a heart attack, then [
thought of the kids—something was going to happen to
the kids. All I could think was “Let s get these kids off
this rock. Now!” I started yelling at Karen and Tiffany
to get the kids down. My heart was beating; I was
breathing hard; my mind was a blur of thoughts and
emotions.

You need to understand that I'm never like this. I'm
usually the calm one, the rational one. I'm the one
with the PhD who teaches at a university, the one who
tries to be solid. But here [ was in the middle of the
desert freaking out over nothing. Tiffany thought [ was
nuts. She and Karen started to make fun of me, calling
me a “‘wimp,” telling me to get over it. But I couldn t.
Something was wrong, and for whatever reason, |
could feel it...and the feeling was awful.

Even as we huddled together safe on the ground, the
sense of danger remained intense. I felt compelled to
pray for our protection. “Watch over us, Lord, watch
overus...” Butldidnt think about Paul and Jake, not
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until I looked up and saw Jake seventy-five feet above

us. “Oh God,” I thought, “Jake is going to fall...” and
that s when I heard Paul shout.

Above the group huddled below, Jake and I had climbed
boulder by boulder until we were high above the desert floor. On a
large, flat rock, about ten feet by ten feet, we had stopped briefly to take
in the desert panorama that stretched out before us. It was beautiful;
this is what I had come for. Jake stood near the edge while I walked
back to the face of the cliff behind; I wanted to look over the top of the
next rock to see if we wanted to go higher. To get high enough to see
over, I stepped up onto a rock that was about eighteen inches wide at
the base and rose to a point two feet high. With one hand lightly bracing
me against the cliff, I stood on the pointed rock and peered over the top
of the next ledge. Just a little too risky for my son, 1 thought. So I took
my hand away from the cliff and began to step down off the small rock.
There was nothing to this; a small step down onto a solid rock plat-
form...

I have replayed the next events in my mind hundreds of times,
each time trying to sort through the circumstances, trying to evaluate
what happened, searching for some sort of natural explanation. But
when I replay the details of those few fateful moments, earthly reason
fails to explain what transpired.

As I made the small step down off the pointed rock, something
moved, something lifted, something pushed... and I found myself
momentarily horizontal, four feet in the air, looking down at the small
rock I had used as a step. For an instant, my feet were at the same height
as my head; for a fraction of a second time stood still as I lay parallel to
the ground, suspended in mid-air. It was so surreally odd... incalculable.
I remember thinking, “How did I get here? I was standing on a rock two
feet high and now my entire body is four feet off the ground.” As soon
as I finished that thought, I dropped straight down, my hands hitting the
ten by ten rock and my right knee striking the pointed rock I had been
standing on. I shouted in pain. When I stood up I saw minor puncture
wounds in both my hands; but more worrisome, was a gaping puncture
under the knee cap. The cut went very deep and was bleeding badly.
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I was in fairly bad shape and knew that I would need help to
get my son down from the rock platform to the safety of the desert
floor seventy-five feet below. Walking out four or five steps to the
edge of the rock platform, I saw the huddled group below to my left.
We had climbed up the right side as it was a gradual ascent. The left
side however, was an extreme drop, and [ was surprised to be looking
nearly straight down onto the tops of my family’s heads. I called down
to Todd, asking him to help me get Jake down. Then, for whatever
reason, I felt a little dizzy, so I backed clear away from the ledge,
turned around, and put my hands on my knees. From this position,
were I to pass out, I would have just fallen flat on the large flat rock,
nearly six feet away from the edge. That’s the last thing I remember.
The memories of the others on the ground, however, are vivid and
haunting. The images imbedded in their memories have allowed me
to piece together the details of the next moments and hours—details
which, like the pieces of a mosaic, give the full picture of what
happened that day. Tiffany, my wife remembers this way:

I had been giving Todd a hard time about his fear. He
was acting like a total baby, really wigged out. But
when Paul called down from the edge of the cliff, my
immediate attention turned to my son Jake. Was he all
right? What was happening up there? Never, in my
wildest dreams or my darkest nightmares could I have
envisioned what I saw at that moment.

The whole world seemed to go into slow motion.
Karen and I screamed; Todd turned and gasped...
There, cart-wheeling slowly through the air, was Paul,
his limp body twisting like a rag doll as he fell from the
rock seventy-five feet above us. We lost sight of him a
few feet before the point of impact, about thirty feet
above our heads. The sound was awful, a hollow, deep
thud... And then I heard nothing. I yelled at my son to
stay put and began scrambling up the boulders,
certain that I would find Paul dead. When [ reached
him, he was face down, his body twisted and distorted.
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His right arm was contorted so far behind him that [
thought it might have been torn off. The skin and scalp
had been pulled away from about a quarter of his fore-
head, revealing the white of his skull. Dead? Alive?
Dieing? I rolled him over. He breathed, I breathed,
and somehow I knew it would be okay. I asked him to
look at me, but his left eye was rolled so far back in his
head all I could see was white. I asked him if he knew
his name; he said “Paul.” I asked him if he knew
where he was, he said “Joshua Tree.” I asked him to
look at me and he kept saying “I am...” but his left eye
never moved. The left side of his face was so bloody. |
was terrified that so many parts of him were broken.

Karen, my sister, remembers the events this way:

Tiffany and I had bounded over the boulders like
mountain goats and she got to Paul first. I remember
wanting so badly to get to him—yet at the same time
not wanting to get to him; so afraid of what I would
find. To this day I don t like to think about it, actually.
It was all so unreal. As soon as I got to him, Tiffany
went up to get Jake to safety. I held Paul in my arms,
and gazed into his eyes, but nothing looked back. My
thoughts raced. He’s not here. No, he’s here, just
unconscious. Is he still here? In the confusion,
however, one thing was very clear: I had never real-
ized how much I loved him. As my brother, I had
always taken him for granted; always letting the little
things bug me... but not at that moment. I wrapped his
mangled head in my shirt and held him in my arms,
overwhelmed by my affections. As we sat, all I could
say was “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus...” How much time went
by as the two of us sat there alone? I have no idea. All
I knew was that I loved my brother. All I could say was
“Jesus, Jesus...”
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As Karen held me, I drifted in and out of consciousness.
Tiffany had climbed up to get Jake and brought him back down to
Karen and me. Karen then took Jake down to where the others were
waiting, leaving Tiffany alone with me again. She assessed the situ-
ation this way:

The children were hysterical; crying, screaming. Our
daughter kept yelling from the level ground below, “A
snake bit Daddy! A snake bit Daddy!” Todd had
already left to find help. I told Karen to get the kids
out of there, which she did, leaving me alone with my
husband. For a moment [ was able to catch my breath
and collect my thoughts.

Paul looked bad. Blood was everywhere. A large flap
of skin had been peeled from his scalp. Veins and
clumps of fat hung from the wounds. I tried to get him
to look at me, but he said “I cant.” I tried to keep him
awake but he said “I don't want to.” He kept saying
“The wind was weird... I bonked my knee... Some-
thing pushed me... the wind was weird...” I look back
at it all now and it all seems like a blur. Here I was,
holding a horribly disfigured man, a man I loved,
alone in this forbidden desert... and I had to wonder,
“Was this my fault?”

Over the years I had been praying for Paul. He was
such a bulldozer. He was a good guy, but he was
totally out for himself. The kids and I were such a
distant second—and God wasn 't even in the picture.
Our lives tumbled in the wake of his life. Soccer, work,
cars, motorcycles, his friends... it was all about him
and it was very difficult. My brother called him “an
impossible nut to crack, a human superman...” I tried
to get him to church, but it didn 't take long to realize
that I couldn't change him. So I turned to prayer. 1
prayed for three years that God would do something
huge, because only something huge would work on
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Paul. There had been small glimmers of hope, baby
steps in the right direction; but as I held him in my
arms, I wondered if this wasn't the huge thing I had
prayed for—and I wondered if I wasn't somehow
responsible.

Like the others, Todd jumped into immediate action. As he
replays the event in his mind, these are the things he recalls:

Right after the fall, I ran for help. Because we were so
remote, I thought the nearest help might be hours
away. I was wrong. The people that God placed in the
desert that day... it was miraculous. As I ran for the
car, I found two climbers just beyond the next rock
outcropping and yelled to them for help. One of them
was a trauma surgeon who just “happened” to have a
neck brace in his car. The other was a first responder
with a backboard. In the nearest parking lot a rescue
ranger with a van full of students had just pulled up.
They had come to further their training in first-aid and
wilderness rescue. Of the fifty people that “showed
up’” to help, thirty-five of them were medically trained.
Tiffany said they just kept appearing out of the bushes.
Many of the rescuers, however, were preparing us for
the worst, using words like “brain damage, paralysis,
internal bleeding, alive but not out of the woods.” A
group had gathered to pray at the base of the rocks
where we had left the kids. The rescuers had formed a
line from the accident site thirty feet up to a clearing
down on the desert floor. A chain of people carefully
lowered Paul off those rocks, taking him to the
clearing where the helicopter picked him up.

As the dust settled, I waited behind to help clean up
and fill out reports. I walked back to the cliff with a
member of the rescue team, one who was well
seasoned in Joshua Tree—and someone who knew the
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consequences for those who fell there. He looked at
the rocks with disbelief. “Drop one hundred people off
of that,” he said, “and one hundred will die.”
Together we were able to piece together the details of
the fall: Paul had fallen from the ten by ten flat rock
seventy-five feet above the desert floor, glanced off of
two outcroppings and landed headfirst on solid rock
forty-five feet below.

“...Drop one hundred people off of that and one
hundred will die... one hundred will die...”

In the commotion I was left without a ride back to
Palm Springs. I hitched a ride to the park entrance
where we arranged for Karen to come back to pick me
up. With two hours to wait and think, the events of the
day began to settle in my mind—and certain unan-
swerable questions began to lead me to some unset-
tling conclusions. First, it made absolutely no sense
that Paul should have fallen. Paul is an incredible
athlete; an excellent soccer player, gifted football
player, a weight lifter in perfect condition. Paul was a
jock; tough, strong, and highly coordinated. That he
would fall by accident in such an easy situation was
unthinkable. Then there were the screams of his
daughter, “A snake bit Daddy.”” What was I to make of
that? She had no prior fear or awareness of snakes
and none were seen or talked about that day.

Most disturbing, however, was the deep premonition
of evil and fear that I had in the minutes before the
fall. In the flurry of the rescue I hadn't had time to
draw a connection between those two events. But now,
with some time to put it all together, I realized that the
very moment that I thought Jake was going to fall,
Paul had unexplainably “slipped.” I had to conclude
that something happened up on the rock that day. 1
wasn t sure what, but something happened.
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I wasn’t sure of what had happened either. As I lay on the
rocks, consciousness slowly returned, but it was like a fog retreating
into the night. I began to hear, but wished I could not. I heard the
screams of my four year old daughter: “Daddy’s dead! A snake bit
Daddy! My Daddy is dead!” It wasn’t the standard scream of a young
child, but a scream that pierces your soul. I listened to the voice of my
wife, Tiffany, her words so shaken—holding back tears and offering
uncertain comfort. My wife is very strong in emergencies, so when |
heard the fear in her voice I knew I was in bad shape. “I’m here, Paul.
I’m here...” she managed to say.

Her broken voice began to answer the questions of other
voices—unfamiliar, professional, questioning type voices: “Let me
look at him, Ma’am... Can you tell me how high? Paul, can you feel
this?” I tried to look at the voices, but the visual world was a blur of
painfully distorted images, and so I held them tightly shut. The
number of voices continued to grow, punctuated now by the crackle
of radios. I lay helplessly on the unforgiving rocks for hours. One
moment I felt like I had died, then briefly brought back to life, only
to feel myself sliding on a slope toward death again. I didn’t want to
leave my family; I didn’t want my life to end at such a young age. Yet
in the midst of all the chaos—in great defiance to the circumstances—
a deep peace was felt in my soul—a remarkable peace. 1 felt my life’s
journey on this world was ending, that a new journey was about to
begin, yet there was peace in the midst of confusion. It’s hard to
describe the feeling, but what a blessing it was in those hours.

Eventually I felt my body being carefully moved and lifted,
followed by the cool sensation of metal against my back. I heard the
sound of duct tape as my limbs and head were immobilized against
the backboard. The voices began to carry me through the rocks. I
sensed the movement and I saw shadows moving about me, but they
didn’t seem to match up with anything in my mind. My sight was
returning slowly and as it did everything looked different. Even things
that were familiar and recognizable seemed... different.

They gently placed me on the sand and many minutes passed
as we waited for transport. Soon I heard the chop of blades cutting
through the dry air, followed by a blast of dust and a new set of voices.
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They loaded me up and Tiffany jumped in. As the ground fell away
below us I felt a surge of disorientation, claustrophobia, and pain. My
body tensed and heaved as we flew through the turbulent desert air,
but the strange and powerful sense of calm that had descended on my
heart continued. I can’t explain it, but the peace was complete and it
was nearly perfect.

As we landed at the hospital and entered the world of white
coats and florescent lights, Tiffany had to face our uncertain future:

The helicopter flight was followed by a frantic series
of tests at the hospital including X-rays and CT scans.
That Paul was even alive seemed miraculous to me.
Now I awaited the diagnosis as they finished cleaning
his wounds and stapling him back together. As I sat
beside his bed in the ER, a stream of doctors flowed in
and out of the curtain. Some left shaking their heads,
others were talking under their breath. Finally I had to
ask what was going on.

“Haven't you heard?” the doctor said. “He's known
around here as ‘Miracle Boy.’ Listen, we have no idea
what happened, but we know we aren t the only ones
at work here. Your husband s tests have come back
perfectly clear, all of them. Nothing, nothing, nothing.
No broken bones, no fractures, no internal bleeding,
The CT scan indicates that his brain hasn t even regis-
tered trauma. You are welcome to stay in a guest bed
tonight and we can observe him if you want, but your
insurance isn't going to cover it, because there is
nothing medically wrong with your husband.”

I could never put to words the emotions that flooded
over me. How do you process something like that? It
was all so overwhelming. What was I to make of the
accident itself, let alone this news? The only injuries
seemed to have come from the two times he glanced
off the wall of the cliff. There appeared to be no
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damage at all from the force of the final impact. It was
incredible!

While I was still in the ER I took a call from my mom.
She had gotten a very brief message but she knew none
of the details of the accident. “l don 't know why,” she
said immediately, “But after Todd called, I started
praying. 1 felt like Satan was trying to take Paul's life
but God said, ‘No, he is Mine.’”

After only 4 '5 hours in the hospital, we were released and
went home.

From this side of the grave, we will never know for absolute
certain the spiritual details of that day. Time, however, has only rein-
forced in my mind a Scriptural interpretation of what took place. The
final chapters of the Bible paint a picture of things evil and good, the
conflict that exists between them, and how this clash is reflected in the
events of earth—past, present, and future. The book of Revelation, in
particular, presents graphic images of unseen spiritual realities that
impact the domain of the physical:

And there was war in heaven, Michael and his angels
waging war with the dragon... and the great dragon
was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the
devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he
was thrown down to earth, and his angels were thrown
down with him... Woe to the earth and the sea,
because the devil has come down to you, having great
wrath, knowing that he has only a short time... So the
dragon was enraged... and went off to make war
against the rest of the children, who keep the
commandments of God and hold to the testimony of
Jesus.’
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Had those who were in Joshua Tree been able to see into the
spiritual realm that day, they would have seen an extension of this
greater war. [ believe they would have seen the angels of protection
around us. I believe that they would have seen that protection
temporarily withheld, that they would have seen Him allow a brief
and limited assault by demonic forces. I believe they would have seen
my feet being swept out from beneath me as I stepped down from the
ledge, and moments later observed me being pushed from the heights
by demons. And then, I believe they would have seen me being caught
by angels of light on the surface of the rocks below. My brother-in-
law sensed it. I think my daughter may have seen it. I’'m certain my
mother-in-law recognized it for what it was.

Time has also shown me some of the purposes of God in
ordaining such things for my good... good that could only have come
from something as dark as this. My life went over the edge that day,
in so many ways. My body went over the edge physically, of course.
But my soul was pushed over the edge as well, as my beliefs were
awakened by the violent impact of the rocks. In deep and highly prag-
matic ways, the fall catapulted me into a completely different para-
digm for interpreting all of life, an entirely new way of seeing. The
fall marked the beginning of a new season of transformation that
has—and continues—to shape me into the man God created me to be
as He now pushes me over the edge every moment of every day,
conforming me to the image of His Son.

Why I was singled out to be specifically targeted by evil in
this way, I’ll never know. Why did God choose to save me, rather
than end my life in the desert? I have no answer. The fact is that there
is nothing special about me. The truth is that there is something
special about al/ of us. We are each objects of the great love of God,
targets of His attention and affections. As children of the One who is
good, Satan has turned his wrath for the Most High toward us,
“making war” against those God so deeply loves. The war is literal,
not figurative. The enemy is real and tangible, not symbolic or
metaphorical. And while the attack is individual, God’s provision and
protection is personal, allowing us to be wounded only for a greater
healing.
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At the end of the day, it’s not a question about what happened
to me. (Feel free to interpret my story as you wish.) The critical factor
has to do with what is happening to you, and what you desire to see
develop in your story. The Bible is very, very clear about the nature
of the war, the war that encompasses everything around you and
within you. The battles permeate the most significant areas of your
existence, impacting the issues of faith, life, and love that matter the
most.

Ultimately it’s not about my story or your story. It’s about
God s story. To seek your story within His story is the beginning of a
vital journey, a journey out of the personal desert common to all
humanity. Each of us clings to an innate drive to understand the
meaning of life. We yearn to make sense of pain and desire, hoping
to get a chance to see “life” and “self” for what they are. The journey
commences as we ponder God, stepping past current boundaries of
perception and “seeing” everything that exists through new lenses—
with eyes that recognize spiritual realities in the physical world. For
when one begins to look at the world in this way—in a way that
reflects both physical and spiritual realities—Ilife will be truly pushed
over the edge... but in all the right places, never to be the same again.
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Chapter 2

See the World Clearly

Oh Lord, I pray, open his eyes that he
may see.
—2 Kings 6:17

L ife in the modern world moves to a certain beat; a cadence by
which the masses of humanity move around us. Sure, one might
think that he “marches to a different drummer,” but the extent to
which that is possible is very limited. We all come into this world in
the same manner. We will all die as those who have gone before us.
In the in-between we sleep, work, and eat at predictable intervals,
breathing when we can, resting infrequently from the continual
demands. It all moves around us like a massive machine, a continual
drone of activity that propels us through in the perpetual currents of
society.

Or so it seems.

[ was not so sure after Joshua Tree. I had thought I was aware.
I had thought I understood. But after the accident all was in question.
Thoughts swirled through my mind: Perhaps there is a whole other
level of existence that encompasses and defines what truly is. Is life
as I have known it only an illusion, just a material mirage, or some-

www.pondergod.com 23



Paul Jensen

thing more tangible? Is it possible that what is seen and tasted and
touched is only a shadow of true reality?

Such questions linger in the human soul. From time to time we
might see images and impressions that give an instantaneous glimpse
of the things beyond: the cry of a newborn, a dream of vivid propor-
tions, the refraction of a sunbeam on a mountain lake, the cooling
body of a loved one who has just “departed” for—for somewhere else.
Unfortunately, such moments and the memory of them quickly pass,
drowned out by the incessant drone and relentless demands of the
“real world.”

This begs a critical question: What if we’ve made a critical
mistake in how we observe and interpret everything that’s going on
around us? What are the chances that we’ve made a fundamental error
about the nature of life in general, a very basic error about how we
envision life? What if what we think we see is not consistent with true
reality? Maybe what happened that day in Joshua Tree wasn’t a
“miracle” at all. Maybe it was a glimpse of true reality, a snapshot of
the world just beyond our view. A world we are destined for as well
as the one in which we live...

A MATTER OF PERCEPTION

The human brain is a device of incredible complexity and
capability. Its ability to manipulate physical data and input from the
senses gives rise to the human mind. In the mind a matrix of thoughts
and a paradigm of beliefs allow us to contemplate, imagine, and envi-
sion things beyond what the senses can tell us. In time, the mind
develops what sociologists call a “worldview,” an all encompassing
mental perspective that determines not what we see, but how we see.
The paradigm is the filter of all sensory input—signals of neural
impulses that the mind translates into its own conceptual realities.
Building upon previous mental constructs, the worldview morphs
with experience and information, continually adjusting our percep-
tion of reality according to new sensory input.

Most of us don’t even realize that we have a worldview, but we
do; everyone does. It’s an innate set of understandings and beliefs about
what is real, how things work, and how life is organized, determining
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essential concepts of life such as family, the universe, self, and love.
Our perceptions, in turn, determine our choices. Our choices, in turn,
determine the course of our earthly lives—and even the destiny of
our eternal lives. At the core of it all is our worldview.

In the Western world most of us hold to a worldview that
divides up “self” into little compartments with specific contents in
each:

Career

Education
Faith/Religion
Recreation/Hobbies
Family/Friends
Possessions/Finances

It is a clear reflection of the Western worldview that says our
lives are made up of these things. When faced with options that appear
to offer us a life that is meaningful and significant, the Westerner natu-
rally focuses on each of the little pieces of the pie, thinking that if we
fill each compartment, we will find what we are looking for. If our
pursuit comes up empty, we usually conclude that we need more...
more recreation, more education, and more money—always more
money. That often requires a commitment of even more time and
energy, further pushing us toward an emptiness of the soul. (Some-
times we might conclude that we actually need /ess of something to
get a clear vision of what life is all about... less work, less posses-
sions, less family hassles.)

This Western worldview also lends itself to the belief that
“balance is the key.” It’s not always a matter of more or less; one of
the keys to success is achieving everything in the right proportion. If
you are having a hard time at work, maybe you need a little more
recreation to tip the scale back in your favor. If you’ve had too much
family lately, maybe you need to spend more “alone time” building up
yourself.

This 1s the basic Western worldview of “self,” and it’s
powerful. In fact, the mainstream media spends billions of dollars a
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year reinforcing this concept of life, because the business world
knows that if you buy into this worldview you will buy a lot more of
what they are selling. [ know. I’ve been there. As a business executive
for many leading companies, I’ve seen the influence corporations
have. Throughout my life, I’ve traveled to over forty countries on five
continents. I understand on a worldwide basis how the consumer
thinks and how the marketers sell products, convincing people to buy
things they may or may not need. For better and for worse, capitalism
thrives on this simple fact.

Yet an even more fundamental division exists in the Western
worldview of reality: Westerners place a definitive line between the
spiritual realm and the physical realm. We make a clear differentia-
tion between the physical things that can be seen and the spiritual
things that seem to be beyond the grasp of our natural senses.

Spiritual:

Soul

Angels
Ghosts
Demons
Discernment
Morals
Prayer

Physical:

Health

Home

Work

Education

Religion (church, Bible study, etc)
Family

Possessions

Recreation
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This view of reality is based on the premise that a definitive
distinction can, and should, be made between the things that are real
(things we can touch and see) and the things of faith and the soul
(which are unseen.) The barrier between the two realms is a boundary,
a line, or an edge that must be transcended if something is to cross
from one side to the other.

This two-part view of reality is a form of belief called
“dualism.” We hear echoes of dualism in our prayers when we ask
that God would “come down” and “be with us” (a kind of spiritual
“Red Rover, Red Rover, send God right over”). You hear it in the
complacent agnostic who says that maybe there is a spiritual realm
“out there,” but how can anyone know for sure? You hear it in the
cocky voice of the atheist who denies that the spiritual side exists at
all. You hear it in our scientific skepticism that doubts that spiritual
things can, or should, have any place in rational existence.

Most importantly, perhaps, is how this dualistic view of reality
affects our pursuit of meaning and significance. It leaves us with the
perception that if we want more meaning in our physical lives we
need to cross more often into the spiritual side of things for longer
periods of time. Those who have had their fill of religious things,
however, will be inclined to search for more meaning in greater detail
in the physical world (sports, recreation, drugs, etc) or pursue an
ideology that is grounded in the physical.

Dualism also implies that God can be left behind as we go
about our normal lives in the physical world—allowing us to leave
things like demons and angels and miracles in a box in the spiritual
realm as we live through our days in the physical realm with a sense
of stability in material circumstances. Unfortunately, this view of
reality assures us that any sort of supernatural experience is out of the
ordinary, occurring only when things are out of their assigned realm.

Let me say this again: The Western world view constructs in
our minds a definitive barrier between the things of earth and the
things of heaven, between the things of the flesh and the things of the
spirit. This perception affects everything. It affects work, relation-
ships, and concepts of prayer and worship. It affects our expectations,
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our hopes, and our attitudes. Western dualism has tremendous rami-
fications on our thinking and our attempts to make sense of life.

Don’t be mistaken, unless one makes a conscious decision to
analyze this worldview, they have no choice but to be driven by it. |
should know. This worldview gave fuel to my professional career and
it consumed my personal life. Nothing was fast enough, sensual
enough, or extreme enough for me. In my pursuit of meaning and
fulfillment I looked everywhere—in every compartment of “the pie.”
I looked for it in cars, women, drugs, work, motorcycles, intellectu-
alism, and sports. I was (and to a lesser extent still am) one of the
performers in this world. My natural instinct draws me into the
outward things to fill vacant inward yearnings. Only through years of
pain, suffering, perseverance, hope, and grace have I begun to
conform my worldview to the mold that God intended.

Western dualism drives some into despair and countless others
into survival mode. According to the A.C. Nielsen Co., the average
American watches 28 hours of TV each week. So what are we
looking for or what are we trying to escape from? Many have found
fragile contentment in a 9 to 5 job. Others drift into alcohol, drugs, or
sexual experiences in hopes of drowning the pain by self-destructive
behaviors that often push them even further from the realities of life.

If the essence of what we are looking for is to be found in the
context of the Western worldview, certainly we should have discov-
ered it. Never before has a generation been better equipped for the
pursuit; no other generation even comes close to having the tools we
hold in our hands. Consider this honestly: We have more information,
we have more mobility, we have more discretionary time, and we
have more money at our disposal than anyone else in history. We have
instant access to vast amounts of information via the internet, satel-
lite images show us every square foot of the planet, and aircraft can
move us to any corner of the earth in less than a day.

Yet a quick inventory of our lives and the lives of those around
us would indicate that we have missed it. Meaning, clarity, and signif-
icance elude us. We search for it, we long for it, and we hope for the
day when it will be ours. Our efforts and our passions fuel our desires
for it. We seek it in the things we do, in the things we own, in the
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people we love. We seek it in adventure and in security and in power
over others. We seek it through our career advancements, fine
clothing, Botox injections, fake sun tans, new hairstyles, new cars,
new homes, new “significant others,” and other external adornments.
We look desperately to the heavens for help and we scour the earth
trying to find it.

Few of us lack zeal and commitment to find meaning and
peace, yet our frustrations are compounded by the harsher realities of
daily living. Most of life feels like a battle. We battle with the boss,
with the spouse, with the kids, with the checkbook. Even from within
us a battle rages. We struggle with temptation, with self-image, with
shaken confidence, with unfulfilled hopes and dreams. We are left
bruised, feeling empty, yearning for something more... even if it’s
nothing more than an explanation for why life is so tough.

While the things we desire generally elude us, from time to
time we seem to find it, perhaps in the arms of a loved one, in a
victory in the midst of a struggle, in the security of a little extra money
in the bank. From time to time, we seem to grasp it—but then find that
it dissipates with the setting of the sun. In the quiet of the evening, we
wonder where the peace and meaning have gone. We had a taste of it;
the taste did not satisfy long, and the hunger returns. It has passed us
by again. Days can fade into months and months into years, and we
wonder if we will ever find anything in lasting measure. As the years
tick by, we wonder if there is anything out there at all.

As Henry David Thoreau stated so piercingly, “Most of us live
lives of quiet desperation.” Perhaps that is the greatest struggle of all;
the desperate, quiet struggle to find a sense of purpose, a sense of
direction, a sense of meaning, and a sense of clarity. The struggle is
to find a sense of sense itself—a desire to make sense of our world,
where it’s headed and what our part is in it. The Western worldview
denies us of this desire, robs us of the hope of knowing that we count
for a greater cause, that we are a part of something that is real and
truly important, part of a process that makes a difference. Calling from
deep in the soul cries a desire to be part of something bigger than
ourselves. We hunt for anything that confirms our struggle is not in
vain, that our efforts matter—matter for something that in and of itself
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matters—something worth dying for; making the grave more than an
inevitable, anticlimactic end.

It’s one thing to know you are in a fight. It’s wholly different
to know what you are fighting for, so let me ask the same question
again: What are the chances that we’ve made a fundamental error
about the nature of life in general, a very basic error about how we
envision life... one that is not consistent with true reality? What if
we 've made a critical mistake in how we look at and interpret every-
thing that’s going on around us on a deep level? Could that be the
flaw that has thwarted our attempts on the surface level?

LOOKING OVER THE EDGE

The “accident” in Joshua Tree forced me to see in different
ways. The fall and the circumstances surrounding it were a “wake-up
call” of huge proportions that literally and figuratively “rocked my
world” and my worldview. The events of that day and the things that
took place in the months and
years that followed changed the
way | looked at everything. I
went through a complete para-
digm shift—an altering of the
mental matrix I was using to
view the world. The initial
transformations in my soul
were vivid, graphic, and often
laced with turmoil inside and
out. The ongoing transformation has proved no less demanding.

I’m the kind that has learned most things the hard way; who
by God’s grace has survived and now thrives to live another day; one
who is still on the journey, but has found the thing that had eluded
me the most during my entire searching period: peace.

In my quest for acceptance by my peers, I forgot about peace.
In everything I did, I sought success by the world’s standards and I
achieved it in great measure. But in each success, I found only empti-
ness. It took me years to realize that I liked to play soccer and race my
motorcycle because it allowed me to forget about everything else. For

Stand at the crossroads and
look; ask for the ancient
paths, ask where the good
way is, and walk in it, and
you will find rest for your
souls.

—Jeremiah 6:16
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a few moments of undistracted intensity, I could elude the haunting
emptiness. When [ was going 150 miles per hour racing other people,
all I could do was focus on that instant in time or I would die. That
focus provided me an adrenaline-filled moment of peace... but it was
never lasting. Joshua Tree changed that. The accident, recovery, and
everything I learned in the process finally revealed to me that all |
was ever doing was looking for internal peace—a peace that comes
from God alone, not from the physical world.

And such it is for so many of us. We search for peace but find
only inner and outer conflict. We yearn for forgiveness and find only
guilt, remorse, and fear—all tools of the devil that reinforce the
Western worldview and destroy our joy and hope. Unaware of the
freedom for which Christ came, we make it a duty to remember our
sins, to hold onto the guilt, thinking it somehow makes us better;
feeling that if we were to forget and be free, we would somehow be
at fault, yet again. Oh, we have so distorted what God intended our
lives to be. We strive to great ends to succeed, but with a worldview
so contrary to His reality, our definition of success is in complete
opposition to what God defines as success... the success that can only
be found in what appeared to be the greatest failure of all history:
Christ’s death on the cross. This turns out to be the only place we can
find the peace, the forgiveness, and the success for which we hunger.

I can tell you my story and I can show you what I’ve learned.
But I cannot lead you or teach you. There are certain things that you
must realize on your own, discoveries that only you can make, things
that no one else can see but you. Much of what you find, you will
discover that you have already known—intuitive perceptions about
reality that you have known your entire life, but have lacked the
ability to explain. You know that something is missing or that some-
thing is wrong, but you’ve been unable to pinpoint it.

Yes, life goes on around you as normal, but often nothing
seems normal about it. What is real and what is imagined? What is
truth and what is lie? Instinct tells you there is something different out
there, a different reality or a perspective on our existence that super-
sedes the world itself, giving clarity to realities beyond the physical.
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So I’m inviting you, even daring you, to look beyond what
you currently see; to look inside as well as out. Perhaps God might
reveal an entirely different view of the world—a view that does “not
look at the outward appearances’™ nor focuses on “the things which
are seen.” " I beckon you to peer “over the edge” of physical realities
and gaze into the spiritual—a vast existence that permeates every-
thing we can touch and see; a paradigm that gives clarity to the strug-
gles we face; a new way of seeing that gives purpose and meaning to
all we do, all we are, and all we will become.
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Chapter 3

The Lie

Has any man ever obtained inner
harmony by simply reading about the
experiences of others? Not since the
world began has it ever happened.
Each man must go through the fire
himself. '

—Norman Douglas

E very human is born in a personal desert. Empty hearts search dry
and dusty lands for anything to fill the perpetual void in the soul
of a man separated from God. Into the emptiness of our souls
continual waves of worldly lies flood our minds. Within and beyond
this world, the devil prowls about as well, ready and willing to fulfill
desires (albeit temporarily) as long as it accomplishes two things:
distraction from worshiping God and derailing our created purposes.

Satan knows his most effective offense in the Western world
is a covert one. If he were to blatantly show his face (as he does in
many other parts of the world) those in Christian and post-Christian
communities would take up arms. Instead, he moves in stealth, behind
the scenes, subtly twisting and distorting; convincing others that he
really isn’t a reality. With defenses dropped, he can roam freely,
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guiding demise undetected rather than attempting a frontal assault.
The assault will come in due time, but for now Satan appears to be
content to remain hidden in the wings, allowing the world’s media
machine to deceive and desensitize as it moves everything away from
what God intended.

The human soul is desperate. Working together in seamless
harmony, the world and the devil appeal to the desires of the thirsty
soul. In the midst of the heat, mirages appear just on the horizon—
hopeful images of cool, wet satisfaction. Encouraging you to chase
the mirage, however it manifests itself to you, they feed your desires
while offering illusions of fulfillment. Satan tempts and baits for his
solitary purpose of trying to deny God of what is rightly His. Those
of the world lure you on, using you for the fulfillment of their own
desires. Together they move in unison, seeking to influence our
society as a whole... but in the end we find that we have been led in
circles. Our desires yet unsatisfied, our feelings festering and blis-
tered on the dry sands.

As residents of the information age, our homes are open
conduits of an endless stream of images and ideas. Television, internet,
radio... a constant flow of music and media fill the rooms of our lives.
Image after image bombard us, presenting the illusion of something
real, something of value, something of substance that can be found
apart from God. Each time we give in we find brief but fleeting satis-
faction—just enough to wet our appetites for more, but never enough
to fill us in lasting measure. From the cradle to the grave, many of us
have come to accept that this life is little more than a series of momen-
tary satisfactions.

Let there be no doubt: from the beginning of time, the Father
of Lies has tempted humanity incessantly and strategically, targeting
the areas where our flesh and souls are most vulnerable. Both Satan
and the world work from the dualistic worldview, the view that says the
physical and spiritual realms are distinct and separate. When Satan
tempted Christ, and when he and the world tempt us today, the temp-
tations emerged from the lie that says inner spiritual peace for the soul
comes from physical, outward circumstances: the things you can
acquire or control, the total makeover that allows you to become
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someone else, the new job, the new house on the Boulevard, the new
car in the garage, etc.

Once someone has been infused with this most basic of lies,
they will be willing to buy into almost anything that the marketing
world tries to sell. That is a fact. I know; I’ve worked for some of the
largest corporations on the planet. I’ve spent plenty of time with
marketing firms and public relations companies who are experts at
appealing to desire and selling their wares. Like the old man behind
the curtain in the Wizard of Oz, I’ve watched them pull the levers
time and time again. From the products you buy to the movies you
see... nearly every purchase takes place at the instigation of the
media/marketing machine that appeals to our basic desires in a dual-
istic context.

With precision and expertise they aim at our felt emotional
needs, arousing the senses, and instilling the “need” to fulfill them.
Acceptance, fame, pleasure, fun, admiration, success... buy what they
are selling and you buy into the illusion that they are offering what
you want.

All the marketers need to do is to paint a picture of what they
want you to want... with you just slightly outside of the frame,
longing for what’s on the inside. By drawing on the ancient tempta-
tions, they simply create a dream—a vision for life as you desire it to
be, convincing you that it can be achieved, that it is in reach as long
as you purchase their product. Never mind that it is all a mirage,
founded on a faulty dualistic view of reality.

They will sell you anything they can, but they can’t offer you
the thing that you truly need, because it’s never been in the inventory:
peace. In fact, they wouldn’t sell that to you even if they could. They
know that the person who has found true meaning, purpose, and
contentment is a lousy repeat customer.

What strategies do they use to exert their influence? First, they
avoid human defenses. They simply go around the resistance that goes
up when humans feel manipulated or coerced. Then they appeal to
the senses; cohabitating with felt needs and dreams; disarming
personal discernment... Finally, they turn up the intensity. When we
become desensitized and unstimulated by current levels of input, the
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media machine creates images that are more graphic and products
that are more intriguing. They also become more and more skilled at
convincing us that what they offer is what we need for fulfillment and
meaning in life. Significantly it is all then packaged and presented, but
not as clear temptation or manipulation, but as entertainment.

THE DREAM MACHINE

Throughout the developed world, a mechanism of mammoth
proportion persistently and pervasively churns away 24/7/365,
creating a dream—a vision of desire promising inner fulfillment,
peace, and power. The machine does its continual work unbeknownst
to most, ignored by almost everyone else, and understood by only a
few. It is so prevalent, so constant, that we have become numb to its
presence. I’ve seen it in action, from corporate America to the side-
walks of my neighborhood in Beverly Hills. It’s called the “Dream
Machine.”

Media is powerful, but the mediums themselves are clearly
benign. Like a gun which can be used for either good or for evil, the
products of the media machine stretch across the spectrum from light
to dark. For thousands of years entertainment has offered a brief
departure from reality. It gives the viewer a chance to momentarily
depart from the daily grind or temporarily see life through the eyes of
another or (as in the case of the Greek tragedy) to savor the darker
sides of reality while not having to live it out. To this end, the enter-
tainment has legitimate value.

Media can be a conduit of worship, education, and communi-
cation. It is used to connect, to relax, and to numb. It is also used to
exploit and to pervert the most beautiful and sacred gifts of God.
Who’s to blame for the darker aspects? Everyone. In all honesty, the
escalation could be stopped by either the industry or the consumers;
meaning that responsibility lies with us all.

Biologists use a term called “mutual parasitism,” which
defines relationships in nature where two organisms suck what they
want from the other to the benefit or satisfaction of both. (A special
saltwater leech, for example, attaches itself to sharks, feasting on
byproducts of the shark’s scavenger lifestyle while at the same time
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cleansing the shark’s skin of potentially dangerous bacteria.) Such it
1s in any economy, but it is particularly graphic in the media industry.
Following an ever present video/audio Pied Piper, we allow ourselves
to be led away by the Dream Machine. For dozens of hours a week we
are happy to soak in the illusion—an escape, perhaps, from the other-
wise dull and meaningless existence of our own personal desert.

You’ve heard the statistics. According to Steve Glen and Jane
Nelsen, Ed.D., “Up to the age of eighteen, children spend an average
of 18,000 hours watching television. During that time they see an
average of 180,000 minutes of commercials which teach them that
self-medication and instant gratification are desirable, that warmth
and closeness are easily obtainable through using the right products
or services, and that the greatest success our sports heroes and other
celebrities can aspire to involves hustling beverages and products.”™

Long before working in Hollywood, I recognized how the
machine worked, describing it in my journals:

Creativity is by far a greater gift than pure intelligence.
For without it, all you are is someone else’s idea...

... The irony is, the mass media has tried to satisfy both
ideologies...

... Within the framework of pop culture, hedonism,
narcissism, pre-pubonic sexual cataclysm, and adver-
tising...

...Which subjugates the weak to a singular thought
process, “stay tuned for more input”...

... Sad how complacency and ignorance walk together
to comprise our socially correct moral character.

Money keeps the gears turning, of course. According to a
World Advertising Trends 2007 report, advertisers in the U.S. spent
$163,000,000,000 (that’s one hundred and sixty-three billion!)
dollars in 2006 marketing their products.” These are hard earned
funds from companies that depend on programming that makes you
“stay tuned for more input.” A sobering perspective is to remember
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that these marketing dollars drive us consumers to buy trillions of
dollars of goods and services.

SHOCK ME, PLEASE

Since money is the fuel for the Dream Machine, one thing
dominates the media economy: ratings. Built on this fact is a corpo-
rate structure that reflects these fiscal realities. Like its political coun-
terpoint in Washington, the media culture in LA and New York is
fickle and brutal. One moment you’re hot, the next you’re not. One
day you’re in the center, the next day they don’t even know you’re
gone.

The Dream Machine must captivate its audience and it has
become an expert at it. The result is the entertainment equivalent of
“shock and awe.” The media elite are fully aware of the desire of
human flesh for power, pleasure, and adventure. To fuel these hungers
they continually push for more progressive, more intense experiences
for the consumer. The things that were “cutting edge” yesterday are
dull today. What is revolutionary today will be the norm tomorrow. In
order to maintain market share, the new norm must then again be
ramped up to maintain competitive ratings.

The progression is easy to see. It wasn’t so long ago that tele-
vision executives refused to show couples in the same bed, even if
they were married. If you wanted to see anything below Elvis’s waist
while he was dancing, you’d have to go to the movie theaters (the
swaying of his hips to the music was considered much too provoca-
tive to be viewed in the home). The degradation that has taken place
has almost become cliché. By hundreds of small steps and hundreds
of forks in the road, Hollywood has ended up hundreds of miles away
from where it started.

Casualties on the side of the road include the inner character of
the actors themselves. Many began their careers “pop-corn clean” but
allowed themselves to be lured into compromise by the temptations of
fame and fortune. Britney Spears, Jessica Simpson, Christina
Aguilera... all were willingly pushed across the line by the demands of
the machine and their own desperate thirst for fame. Striving to be rele-
vant in an ever changing society, superstars like Madonna often become
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chameleons, doing anything to stay at the top of the headlines. They
must continually “update their packaging” to keep up with consumer
demand for change and newness.

It’s the way the world’s system works: illusions of hope
poured into the dry and empty soul of humanity, forming an esca-
lating cycle of desire and temporary fulfillment. It’s self-perpetuating,
driven by the winds of society and economics... and I see no end. We
continue to cross moral lines that are monumental, accepting the ever-
increasing entertainment shock and awe as a perpetual component of
advancing culture. Willingly, we allow ourselves to be drawn into the
intrigue of the dark side of our humanness.

REALITY CHECK

The most dangerous and insidious aspect of the mirage created
by the Dream Machine is this: it appears so real. Constant exposure
to vivid and emotional material contorts our worldview, particularly
when it is absorbed by the mind without scrutiny (as entertainment
usually is). To the thirsty, hopeful soul trying to find meaning and
purpose in the desert, the mirage of the Dream Machine becomes
mentally tangible, as if it can, in reality, give sustenance to our being.
In actuality, however, there is nothing real about it.

On the screen, the dream is brought to life by actors; paid
professionals who project an image that has little or nothing to do
with who they really might be. Yet the audience uses these characters
as points of reference for their own identities, making it unclear what
is fact and what is fiction.

Setting the stage and writing the scripts are powerfully
talented people—men and women with incredible creative skills.
They concoct intriguing scenarios that appeal to the senses and the
desires—painting with shadows of truth that resonate with the
frequency of our desperate lives. Our emotions connect with what we
see. The images touch the center of our longings strongly enough to
keep us engaged. As the dream unfolds, we identify it as something
necessary to our psyche. It rivets us, keeping us seated through one
more commercial—advertisements which inform us of yet another
thing we need to find happiness and meaning.
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Because it 1s labeled “entertainment,” it flows into our souls
largely unchecked. We would never accept actors or script writers as
legitimate educators and yet they undeniably mold our perceptions.
Has anyone checked their resumes? Are these the philosophers
seeking truth or the theologians trying to grasp the nature of God?
No, they aren’t even themselves. They are professionals, paid to
portray someone else—usually a fictional character who doesn’t even
exist. (“Reality TV” is probably the ultimate oxymoron.)

Great danger emerges when the lines between the mirage and
reality become distorted. The intensity, the numbing, and the level of
saturation that we experience as members of the current media
culture, is profound. It’s not just entertainment anymore; it’s not just
a brief departure from life. We are so saturated with its presence that
the very fabric of mainstream society is now defined by the media.

The Dream Machine is now so pervasive and so effective, that
our minds no longer take the time to filter out what is virtual from
what is actual. The heart, stirred by powerful emotion and desire, no
longer discerns truth from lie. The machine changes our perceptions
of current reality, and these perceptions will guide us into the future.
From our music to our movies, and now with hundreds of channels of
satellite and cable TV, we allow ourselves to be lured into a world
that defines who we should be, how things should work, and what we
must have to be successful and fulfilled.

Shock and sell, shock and sell... that’s the pattern. So what if
the shock doesn’t satisfy? That’s ideal for the marketer, ensuring a
repeat audience for repeated sales. That’s actually the goal. If the
entertainment served only as a brief reprieve for those who actually
do fold clothes and pick kids up from school, then a respectable end
would have been reached. But what happens when the unreal world
on the screen becomes a point of reference for the comparatively dull
and repetitive nature of day-to-day living? What happens in the heart
when the glamour and the passion and the power portrayed on the
tube take root in the heart, arousing a hunger and a desire for things
that exist only in the imagination?

On a certain level, it’s amazing how the Dream Machine has
integrated itself into modern life... with billions of people oblivious
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to its power over thought. Flowing continually into the mind, the
Dream Machine shapes reality on an individual and social level. It
now does the thinking for the unthinking masses.

Certain movies had a powerful affect on my thinking and I
created my own realities from these illusionary media images. The
movie The Sure Thing and the classic Animal House left me with a
seductive portrayal of the college party scene. I intentionally crafted
a lifestyle that paralleled these images during my fraternity years.
What my friends and I saw on the screen became our daily experi-
ences as we ran unbridled and without sense of consequence.

The movie The Doors resonated deep in my soul on an even
more profound, philosophical level. The movie was released at the
peak of my drug years and chronicled the life of Jim Morrison, the
rock and roll icon of the 60’s. What I saw in the movie meshed with
all I was seeking in college as I explored new sensations and new
visions of reality. His journey into mind expansion and his desire to
see beyond the confines of the world resonated in my soul, validating
my thinking at the time. I watched Morrison transcend the norm by
escaping the confines of self-limitation. He stretched the barriers of
traditional conceptualization—the lines of reality melded together
according to his wishes. Dark and self-destructive, I perceived that
Morrison was nonetheless a genius and he became my role model for
existential exploration. His realities expanded beyond the capacity of
mortal minds; he found truth in a universe of his own making—and
he affirmed all I was pursuing, all that [ was trying to embrace. I even
felt a tangible connection with the actor who brought Morrison to life
on the screen. Val Kilmer’s movements, his words, his voice, his
message—it was brilliant acting, further immortalizing Jim Morrison
and all he stood for. Val drew me into himself with something dark
and real, something noble and enticing... In my mind, Kilmer person-
ified Jim Morrison, and I wanted to personify both of them. They
became dark heroes, my mentors, and I continued to conform my
reality to theirs.

The Dream Machine has created a mirage in the desert of the
human soul; the images the entertainment industry project are false
visions of what life can be like and should be like. Indiscriminating
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individuals embrace the dream as something that is reality. As the
masses identify the dream as a potential reality, the machine molds
and shapes what will be. Fiction becomes self-fulfilling—yet because
it is based on the lie of a dualistic worldview, it fills nothing.

Think about it. Think, think, please. Modern media is intended
to manipulate your senses and appeal to your deepest desires, even as
it dulls your mind. In the name of entertainment, it circumvents logic,
avoiding mental scrutiny as it stimulates an emotional response. It is
also highly effective in its affect and persuasion. Philosopher Arthur
Schopenhauer states it this way:

No one ever convinced anybody by
logic; and even logicians use logic only
as a source of income. To convince a
man, you must appeal to his self-
interest, his desires, his will.’

Ratings are designed to protect the mind of a child, but to what
advantage is adult discernment? Perhaps we have a slightly more
refined filter for sifting out what is real and what is not. Perhaps we
have slightly better definitions of what is right and what is wrong than
the child. But aren’t our desires and longings more refined as well?
Aren’t we equally (if not more) vulnerable to insinuation and the
images that affirm our lusts? Don’t we allow our minds to be led into
more mature versions of fantasy and discontent?

And to what advantage is the Christian? Our bodies and minds
continually interface with the world. In what proportion are we
exposed to lies as opposed to truth? Realistically, aren’t we probably
getting at least 90 percent of our input from the lies of the Dream
Machine and maybe 10 percent from truth affirming sources? Be
honest. Think about it.

The devil is smart. Assume that he has an 1Q of about six
billion. If he can take your soul he will. If he can’t, he will divert your
attention away from God. If he can’t divert your attention, he will
wait for an opening and use it to your destruction. Likewise, the
Dream Machine is highly efficient in shaping the habits and desires
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of individuals and society. In the din of constant noise and input,
defenses drop. We allow the unthinkable to flow into our homes in the
name of entertainment, things that we would never, ever allow on our
streets. Yet without the energy to discern or divide lie from truth, these
things find their way into our souls—and from the soul emerges a
dual life.

By separating the physical from the spiritual, most Christians
have assimilated a contorted hybrid worldview... and our outward
lives reflect it. To a great extent we live in congruence with the rules
of the world. Compartmentalized in another corner of our existence
1s God, His still small voice often drowned out by the sheer magni-
tude of the messages we get from other sources. We have conformed
to worldly values and pursuits in an attempt to find meaning and
peace. One moment we strive to find it in comfort, possessions,
power, and pleasure. For an hour or two a week we attempt to find it
in worship. We have even come to judge worship as if it’s entertain-
ment—exciting, emotional, boring, fun. Haven’t we really just taken
the secular worldview of success and dressed it up in Christian
clothing? If we misunderstand the basic nature of our existence, the
essential nature of our battles, then everything becomes susceptible to
the lure of the mirage, even things pertaining to worship, to fellow-
ship, to Truth.

All search for peace and love, but if we buy into the lie, it is
actually impossible to experience authentic peace and love. Only after
seeing what the world really is, only after understanding the Truth,
can we find peace... for that peace comes only from true intimacy
with God in which the physical and the spiritual know no boundaries.
Can one come to truly believe in such an existence outside of experi-
ence? The existentialist would say “no,” and I’'m inclined to agree.
The sobering truth is that the vast majority of us come to Truth unwill-
ingly, not of our own volition. The transformation of a worldview is
usually forced on us—the result of a brutal shattering of the dreams
we have created, the dissolution of the mirage we have been pursuing.

Meaning cannot be found in the illusion of dreams of human
creation. Still, the desire for both peace and meaning drives us. That’s
what you are looking for. I know, because I have looked for the same
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thing. I searched long and hard, but what I found was not so much a
thing as it was an answer to the questions I didn’t even know I was
asking.

In the life of every individual, the time must come when the
dream is revealed for what it is not. Each must wake up to the foun-
dational errors in our personal views of the world. Each must choose
a course that recognizes the lie and begin a journey where the spiri-
tual and the physical are seen as seamlessly integrated. Our prayer,
perhaps, should not be, “If I should die before I wake...” Rather we
should wonder what life would be “If I should wake before I die...”

In the end, we must all stand in our own private desert and
face the lies behind the temptations that bombard us. That’s where it
begins, in the desert. From there, the road to Truth is very much a
journey, a journey that each must travel alone.
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Chapter 4

A Journey Universal

We shall not cease from exploration
and the end of all our exploring will be
to arrive where we started and know
the place for the first time.

—T. S. Eliot

Hear the conductor’s impetuous cry,

“All destinations unknown! Please

board as your life is called.”
—Personal journal entry

t 1s often said that “life is a journey”—a traveling through time

from one destination to another. Fraught with detours and difficul-
ties, mountaintops and valleys, the journey lacks nothing in the way
of tears and laughter as we seek purpose and fulfillment. For some
it’s an amiable journey, wandering through the years of life driven by
the winds of the lie. Others push on into a cloud of anger. They know
there must be something more, but are frustrated in their inability to
find that “something” that will satisfy their desires for meaning and
peace. Some fall into despondency, aware of being lost in the desert,
but without the illumination or the inspiration to do anything about it.

www.pondergod.com 45



Paul Jensen

Still, there are others who protect the lie at all costs—even violently
so—guarding it as the only hope they have for making sense of life
in the sand.

Then there are those who recognize both the lie and the need
for Truth. For them life becomes a quest—a quest to find answers of
substance to the questions that haunt us. These are willing to forgo the
assumptions of the world and seek fresh perspectives in order to
discover the purpose of their existence. They know that a route out of
the lies must be discerned; for the very essence of life depends upon
it. Frederick Buechner said, “My assumption is that the story of any
one of us is in some measure the story of us all.”? Such is the quest
for personal Truth; it is a universal journey that is required of all who
truly seek peace and meaning.

The prelude to my journey begins at the dawn of my memo-
ries, somewhere around age five, where those earliest of memories
are filled with the things of God. I had come to Him as a child in every
way: simple, wide-eyed, and full of confident naivety. I didn’t ques-
tion, I just believed. In the simplicity of preadolescence, this virgin
faith grew in unadulterated innocence. It wasn’t deep, but it was
comfortable, a simple expression of who I thought I was. By fifth
grade I had read the Bible cover to cover. Sometimes it seemed God
spoke to me directly, words coming inaudibly yet clearly. While
walking home from school in sixth grade the words “Philippians 4:9”
popped into my head. I had no clue what this Bible verse said, but I
saw the reference as if it were written in my head. At home I looked
up the passage:

Whatever you have learned or received or heard from
me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God
of peace will be with you.

I adopted the verse as my life-purpose statement. What I heard
I practiced and God’s peace was with my soul. In seventh grade I felt
called to be a missionary to Africa. Socially, my faith was coddled in
the relative protection of a Christian junior high where I grew in shel-
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tered insulation. Belief was genuine and it was natural; nothing
contrived or preconceived. I was just being me.

Slowly, the seasons began to change. On a weekend youth
group retreat in my eighth grade year, [ explored Joshua Tree for the
first time. In the stark, barren landscape, I walked with my friends
and with God. We saw Him simply and clearly, even in this place of
desolation... but there were changes. We were no longer children—
though we had a long way to go before becoming adults. That
weekend we drifted through the jumble of stones at our leisure, imper-
vious to the dangers around us and within us. It was “fun” and it was
the last “event” of my adolescent Christianity; the summation of
youthful spirituality.

When I was sixteen, my family moved from California to
Ohio. In California I was just a regular kid. I was a good student who
played football, soccer, and baseball and I had a group of friends that
accepted me for who I was as a Christian. When I arrived in Ohio, I
soon realized I was very different from the others. The music I
listened to, the clothes I wore, the things I liked to do... everything
that I had been in California was out of place in my new high school.
My choice to not drink further isolated me from my peers. I played
soccer and found some friends but I couldn’t find my niche in the
crowd. Day after day I walked the halls in silence; the phone rarely
rang on the weekends. I longed for the acceptance of my peers. |
became angry that I did not fit in with the world and grew tired of
playing the good boy.

In frustration, I eventually made the decision to drink—a deci-
sion that would define who I would be and what I would strive for
over the next two decades. Along with the choice to party I also
changed my attitude. While never consciously deciding to leave my
childhood faith, I now used all of my God-given talents to glorify
myself instead of Him. A competitive and obsessive nature took over;
before long I was one of the biggest drinkers in my school. With my
new attitude and desire to party, I quickly gained the friends I was
searching for. This further fueled my passion to party and to be the
center of attention. I had given up God to be successful in the world.
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I had chosen the lie of the Dream Machine, and Satan was more than
willing to accommodate me.

By the time I went to college, every spare ounce of energy was
put into “fun at all costs” and it worked. I had become the consummate
“fraternity boy” and achieved tremendous success (at least as success
was defined in that subculture). I had a huge group of great friends,
played soccer for my college, and partied almost every night. My
pride drove me on a daily basis. I thought I had it all but I was really
just blind, selfish, egotistical, stuck-up, judgmental, and shallow.

For a while I felt lingering remorse and I sought a shadow of
repentance for my lifestyle, but the frequency and intensity of sin
began to dull my conscience. Where my childhood had been lived in
contrast to the things of the world, I entered adulthood completely
immersed in the dream of the machine. I was glad that I had not
succumbed to the religious boundaries of the typical Christian who
had insulated themselves in naivety. In growing arrogance and pride
I judged them for their intolerance and pitied them for the limits with
which they had shackled themselves. Certain songs, such as Losing
My Religion by R.E.M. became anthems for my new life.

A veil of self-deceit and self-conceit descended. I lost the gift
of discernment and replaced it with TV, movies, and music; these
things became my moral compass, indicating where I needed to go to
be fulfilled. It was all about me. It was all about fun. I felt invigorated,
affirmed, and empowered. [ wasn’t on a path to destroy my life; I was
convinced that I had found life and was living as [ was created to live.
A new paradigm for right and wrong replaced the conviction of the
Spirit of God. As a result, I quit asking for forgiveness. There was no
need to repent if indeed I was “living right.” The definitions and
implications of sin (and therefore the need to repent) were conve-
niently stuffed into the religious compartment of my life and held
there under the illusion of dualism, allowing my mind to condone and
pursue blatant hedonism. The plot had thickened. The lie had inter-
vened between my innate desire for intimacy with God and the love
that He 1s willing to give. I had become a poster child for Romans
1:25:
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For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and
worshiped and served the creature rather than the
Creator.

In my heart, as in every heart, the lie manifested itself
uniquely. For some the lie tempts with comfort or security or wealth.
For others the lure of acceptance and adventure draws one into the
illusion. Regardless of the specifics, the core of the lie is always the
same, telling us that true meaning and fulfillment can be found in
the physical realm.

To the extent that we buy into the lie we will pursue accept-
ance, adventure, possessions, power, knowledge, or accomplishment
in manmade things, rather than in God. Those who perceive that the
dream is out of their reach will feel resigned to a defensive life of
rejection, conflict avoidance, protection, or depression. Consider this
carefully: isn’t your mind immediately catapulted in one of these two
directions (desperate pursuit or hopeless resignation) the moment you
look toward anything but God for peace and meaning in your soul?

I clearly took the aggressive route. Hook, line, and sinker I
swallowed the bait of Satan. With increasing intensity I succumbed to
temptation and I did so in willful calculation with my body and my
mind. Increasingly, drugs were having an influence on the flow of
thoughts in my mind. They allowed me to see the world differently,
skewing the boundaries of reality, changing perceptions about what
was and what might be. I questioned everything: life, death, ethics,
morals... and I found answers in drug-induced ponderings. What my
mind perceived at the moment determined what was true.

Through it all, however, God never left me or my deeper
thoughts. While looking in all the wrong places I was really searching
for what only God can supply and He graciously gave me reminders
of Truth. While partying on spring break in Mexico, a friend dared me
to write about what [ was experiencing. In my current state of mind,
I just wrote, not remembering one line of text from another. But when
I finished, I was shocked to see what I had penned:
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To ponder God’s creations,

Is to ponder the essence of our being,
To see into the light,

The breath that saves us all.

It’s not to ask but to believe.

To see is to be an unbeliever.

It was the first poem I ever wrote and through it I realized that
despite my sin and regardless of how far I had allowed my emotions
to drift away from God, my soul still yearned for Him. It was a
sobering thought.

THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS

Outwardly, life seemed to be going great. | was experiencing
the best that the world had to offer. None of it was intentionally evil
or malicious; I was just the fraternity guy gone wild. I had friends,
women, and (due to countless hours spent in the weight room) a
powerful body. As a sophomore I won the “Greek Physique” contest,
and I had the ego to match. My entire self-worth was entwined with
such things. I had become part of the world; I had become the lie.

From time to time I’d retreat in an introspective mood where
I’d write poetry and ponder life and God... then I’d walk away from
it and jump back into the party. My pursuits were about 97 percent fun
and 3 percent faith. I had a completely fragmented life, dividing into
components what God intended to be whole.

Through fairly complicated mental gymnastics and self-
convincing pep talks, I was able to temporarily avoid what psychol-
ogists call “cognitive dissonance”—a mental disharmony that occurs
when the mind tries to accept two conflicting concepts. By carefully
selected logic I twisted clear scriptural realities, contorting my percep-
tion of God to fit my own preferences. My beliefs became eclectic; a
strange mixture of the Bible and philosophy as I reached out to
thinkers who affirmed my evolving worldview.

Spinoza intrigued me as he defined God in geometric terms. I
admired the sacrifices he made; forsaking the material world, living in
poverty to avoid polluting his consciousness with physical concerns. I
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resonated with the thoughts and choices of Voltaire. He held a defiant
and rebellious stance against organized religion and it’s graphic fail-
ures, while simultaneously holding to faith even while he gorged his
fleshly appetites. At the time, I shared his thoughts as I shunned reli-
gious gatherings. “Church” was getting high and listening to Pink
Floyd. My “worship” took place in the cathedrals of philosophy. “Holy
days” involved trips that raised my senses and indulgences to higher
levels. During my senior year of college I went to Hollywood with a
friend where we submerged ourselves in the Sunset Boulevard club
scene. It was the peak of LA nightlife, the pinnacle of my pursuits, and
a complete immersion into a world that sought pleasure without
restraint. I loved it. Night after night we lived my dream, experiencing
everything that I thought life should be.

I was the epitome of the double-minded man, “... like the surf
of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind.” Confident of God’s forgive-
ness on a spiritual level, I ran free in the physical. I had never really
considered the worldview behind my thoughts, but I was certain that my
relationship with Him could be compartmentalized, left in its corner
without consequence as I pursued earthly pleasure.

I was an extreme specimen in the museum of dualism and I
didn’t even know it. Others feel the tension as they try to find a comfort-
able balance between fleshly desires and our inner spiritual yearnings.
Some people appear to sustain a peaceful balance indefinitely to the
end. Others are torn by cognitive dissonance on a daily basis. Either
existence 1s a tragedy. Neither leads to life as God designed it to be
lived: over the edge, with physical and spiritual realities inseparably
integrated.

A CRACK IN THE FACADE

My first inclination that something was truly wrong with my
dual life came in the form of a dream during my senior year of college.
I called it “a dream within a dream.” Throughout the entire night, my
consciousness vacillated between sleep and wakefulness. I would sleep
and dream vivid images, then I would wake every half hour or so and
ponder what I had seen. When I'd sleep again, the dream would
continue from where it left off, the vision continually unfolding:
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I was suspended in space. Planets were drifting towards me,
passing by on my right—hundreds of them, one after the other—
images of God's creation. The last planet stopped in front of me,
rotating before my eyes. I then found myself upon it, standing on a
flat plain, looking at buildings in the distance. It was a city, an image
of the things created by man. The city was normal in color and all
appeared as it should; tall buildings, clean streets, beautiful trees...
full of life and vibrancy. As I watched, it was as if a veil lifted before
my eyes, everything turned to a neutral sand color—washed out tans
void of hue. Inside the city I found no life; the buildings vacant, the
streets silent and dead. Then it was as if entropy was accelerated. The
city decayed before my eyes, as if the life-giving moisture had been
drained from it. I reached out and the buildings turned to dust in my
hand.

To this day the dream is still so clear. I can recall it verbatim,
as if [ had physically experienced it. The meaning behind what I had
seen was clear. Following God’s birthing of the planets and earth,
humanity built its own reality. From a brief distance it all seemed so
significant, so permanent—the impressive result of man’s engineering
glory and a symbol of progress and achievement. But up close the
city’s lifelessness was revealed. In and of itself, it was vacant, dead,
and barren. It was [ife without God—which is no life at all—and
destined to crumble. Physical reality was like sand... and it was slip-
ping through my fingers.

As graphic as the vision was, it should have come as no
surprise. The basic laws of physics and even a superficial skimming
of history clearly attest to the temporary nature of the physical world
and the future of our godless pursuits. The timeless wisdom of
Solomon repeatedly warns of this impending reality in passages such
as Ecclesiastes:

I wanted to see what was worthwhile for men to do
under heaven for the few days of their lives. I under-
took great projects: I built houses for myself and
planted vineyards... I also owned more herds and
flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. [ amassed
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silver and gold for myself and the treasure of kings
and provinces... Yet when I surveyed all that my
hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve,
everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind.’

It shouldn’t have taken a dream to see this. But like most, my
self-imposed ignorance of this fact had allowed me to avoid the
obvious: this world and all that is in it will not last and is ultimately
meaningless. In the weeks following the dream I began to see things
a little bit more clearly. As I did, anxiety crept into my heart. I felt a
gap narrowing, closing the distance between the dream I had been
living and the nightmare [ was creating for myself. I was beginning
to reap what [ was sowing. After six years of the lie, my soul had been
degraded in every way and I had nothing of value to show for it.

One morning I was lying in the bath tub, trying to come down
from the night before. Chemicals swirled in my brain as my mind
tried to connect my thoughts. Nothing seemed to make sense except
for two things: I was alone in this world... and I was scared.

[ started to try to rebalance things—a little more God, a little
less of everything else. I started to detach myself from the life I had
led. I backed out of the fraternity and cut back on drugs and alcohol.
I was heading in a different direction, but rather than making life
better, these adjustments only caused conflict. The acceptance of my
peers waned. All the “fun” was beginning to dissolve. In its place an
intense mental persecution and fear descended on my heart.

God was graciously revealing Truth. The game I had been
playing was clearly no game at all. This was a war, a war for the soul;
and when I started to resist, pleasures were no longer lavished on me
for my waywardness. As I started to see into the unseen, the evil one
stepped over the edge and showed his face. One evening, alone on
my bed, I felt a chill go over my body. It was as if a disconcerting
and unwelcome breeze had filtered in from outside. There in the upper
corner of the room a massless, faceless, silhouette of black hovered
in silence. I prayed against the spirit in the name of Jesus. The form
casually dissipated, leaving me alone trying to catch my breath. I sat
stunned and startled to have found myself in such a place. It was the
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first indication that the world and the deceiver were real; the first reve-
lation that they were, indeed, my enemies.

CIVILIZED

Shortly after graduation, I married Tiffany who I had met the
summer before my senior year. Beautiful in both spirit and appear-
ance, God used her as a stabilizing influence in my heart. Marriage
and children changed the outward contour of my days, adding a new,
richer dimension to everything [ was. A deep appreciation of my wife
and heartfelt fatherly devotion took the place of many things. I was
becoming socialized, conformed to more acceptable behavior in the
eyes of society and religion, and the years began to slip by.

But I was still in hot pursuit of the things of the world and 1
defined myself by my job, my sports, and my travels. I was still
addicted to the “high” and found it in adrenaline laced sports. |
indulged my passions with motorcycle racing that took me to 150
miles per hour. I pushed myself to succeed in every situation, meas-
uring my self-worth by my worldly accomplishments. I couldn’t see
it at the time, but [ was always trying to prove something to someone
or earn acceptance through what I did. (It wasn’t much more than an
adult version of the high school drinking scene.) There was momen-
tary substance to it, but it never satisfied, proving to be shallow and
empty.

In the eyes of the mainstream, [ may have been “towing the
line” a little better, but the line was full of tension. I was a “success,”
but I began to experience a growing void as the things of the world
lost their edge and their taste. In the privacy of my journal, I was
honest with what I faced:

Self criticism—criticism of how I have come to view
life and the emptiness I feel striving after the suburban
dream. I fear it’s a never ending dream that will end
with me being cold and lost. This is what [ must strive
to avoid. I need to rediscover the love of “life,” the life
not seen by most, the path of reasoning. To take vaca-
tions and wander through the desert. To see the magic
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of a sunset. To stop and soak in life. For life is all
encompassing. It surrounds us, penetrates us with its
Gift. To see God in the blossoms of a tree... I have
sacrificed this perception to achieve the wonderful
family and career I have. Now I must strive to grab
hold of the perception I lost and rediscover life as a
man. For life is fleeting, but our souls are eternal.

Like countless others, I had been caught in the lukewarm
middle—neither hot nor cold, neither wounded nor healed, neither
useful nor destructive. As I lingered in this half-Christian, half-
worldly state, the devil left me alone. And why wouldn’t he? Was I a
threat? Was I a challenge? No, I was part of his team. I was just
another gear in the Dream Machine, a Christianized version of Satan’s
exact intent. Pink Floyd described me perfectly in their song Comfort-
ably Numb. 1 was neutralized and ineffectual for anything that
mattered... and deep down, I knew it.

I was facing the great tragedy that many realize at life’s end—
not the inevitability of death, but the fact that so few who die have
ever really lived. 1 was drifting in the flow of the culture and it was
going nowhere:

I am weary. The journey is long but my path is uncer-
tain. My heart and mind are at war. Shall I be rational
or emotional? Shall I live for me or for others? My
Lord, time has taken its toll. The emotions have faded
like sand in an hourglass. Where does it end? How
does it change? What is the catalyst to erase the hurt,
the apathy, the memories, and begin a new life? Is it
possible?

Answer this question and I’ll no longer walk on the
razor’s edge. Leave this question hanging, and I shall
drift aimlessly like an actor reading his lines,
following the script of another.
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Help me to find my way home once again, Lord, for I
have lost my way.

THE DECISION

Perhaps it was instinct; perhaps it was an inner desperation
that intuitively drew me back to the mountains just before my thirty
second birthday. For the better part of a decade, our little family had
been moving around the globe following my work. Memphis, Cincin-
nati, London, Cincinnati again... now we were in Seattle. I had been
going back to church and the men’s group was planning a weekend
winter retreat in the Cascade Mountains. It would be the first such
sojourn since the junior high school retreat to Joshua Tree nearly
twenty years prior.

The retreat itself was unremarkable and perhaps that’s what
made it feel so outstanding. When I first came in to the meeting room,
it was filled with men—normal men, unpretentious in simple
surroundings. I stood in back as they worshiped and prayed. No band,
no flowery religious talk, no emotional hype... just men, just God,
just communicating with each other. It shook me from inside, waking
me from what seemed to be a long, long sleep. I had explored
meaning in the universe through mind alteration; I had tried to create
my own world in business; I had expounded on the nature of God in
the ethereal depths of philosophy... and I had missed it. I had lost
“the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.”’

In the solitude of that retreat—alone in the crisp, cool, and
quiet breezes, standing with these normal men—I remembered that
which I had forgotten, that God is real and present in this crazy
world... that He was present in me. Among the trees and the rocks I
saw shadows of belief, real belief. I heard echoes of a distant faith, the
faith of a child who had once heard and seen so clearly. My heart was
returning Home. The wandering soul had come full circle and was
rediscovering peaceful intimacy with the Creator.

The impact of the realization was immediate and I left the
mountains with a new sense of resolve—with the sense that the
missing piece was being recovered. Back at home, however, reentry
was not the emotional utopia I had expected. Instead, I found myself
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mentally tortured with irrational fears and uninvited feelings of
anxiety. For a while I thought I might be going crazy, but Tiffany was
being attacked the same way. Together we prayed and the plague of
fears was lifted.

It was another lesson in the ways of the greater war. By
restoring my allegiance to God, I had inadvertently made myself a
target for evil. With no spiritual Geneva Convention to ensure that
the enemy would fight fair, Satan had attacked unprovoked. Through
prayer God had delivered and we were grateful. We knew that we had
passed through an important junction. But we were tired from that
battle and looking forward to a break from the wartfare.

One week later we were on our way to the deserts of Southern
California... and to Joshua Tree. The journey was just about to begin.
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Chapter 5

The World Collapses

There 1s a God shaped vacuum in the
heart of every man which cannot be filled
by any created thing, but only by God,
the Creator, made known through Jesus.’

—Pascal

A ny true journey begins with a realization, a moment of epiphany
that reveals the absolute necessity of one of two things: either
something is that must not be or something is not that must be. As
such, a journey is distinctly different from wandering and drifting
aimlessly in the current of society. No, the one who journeys does so
with purpose, intending to either escape or to embrace essential
elements that influence the very essence of life.

Humans, by nature, are creatures of comfort. Without a real-
ization of the need for change we are inclined to remain as we are,
where we are, and who we are. To uproot our souls and move beyond
the status quo requires certain forces, forces that upset our sense of
comfort and complacency and propel us into the now necessary
unknown. The journey out of the desert of the lie begins with a
forceful awakening from the dream of the machine. Since one is not
even aware that he has been asleep, the realization itself is upsetting.
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From birth we have been continually indoctrinated with the lie, the lie
that says our value comes from what we have, what we do, and what
we look like. It is all we have ever known. It is the unwritten,
unspoken platform upon which our culture is built. By default, the lie
leads us into repeated and fruitless endeavors as we errantly attempt
to find in the physical world that which can only be embraced in the
spiritual.

The awakening can come in many forms, but always follows
one of two patterns. First, the lie is exposed through pain and unful-
filled desires; or second, it can be revealed by the haunting emptiness
of success. Though diametrically different in appearance, both
achieve the same result: the beginning of a journey that points one in
the direction of God.

HARSH REALITIES

Joshua Tree should have changed my entire life. You would
think that being the recipient of a modern day miracle would have
changed my course. Remarkably, it did not. My interpretation of the
event actually fed lies which were deeply entrenched in my psyche. |
had always led a charmed life, the things of the world coming easily
and excessively. After the fall it still looked like I could have it all, and
more. | now felt certain that God’s job was to save me and to empower
me. [ had looked death in the face and walked away victorious. God
had proven to be faithful and dependable. I now saw Him as the ulti-
mate right-hand man, a bodyguard to aid me in my pursuits.

While God had protected me from the final impact of the fall,
I was still recovering from a concussion I received when I glanced
off the side of the cliff on the way down. It hurt my head to go outside
in the sun. I couldn’t read more than a few lines in a book before |
would get tired. For two weeks I stayed at home trying to get the
strength to return to work. When I finally went back to work, it took
great effort to function. I was a shell of my former self but I was
quickly healing. I could feel myself getting stronger every day. As
usual, I focused all my attention on myself, thinking that through my
actions I would be restored and return to life as normal.
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So I jumped back into life and that life was still all about me.
Tiffany was astounded, stunned that I was resilient to change after
such an event. She had been praying for a change in my life for years.
A miracle had taken place, but it appeared to pass through my soul
without consequence. I was stubborn beyond reason and I lacked
humility. Though I had come to see the truth about physical and spir-
itual realities, the lie was still alive and well in my soul. God had
taught me a lot through the fall in Joshua Tree, but my heart had failed
the test.

A relatively minor car accident would prove to be my
undoing. Five weeks after the fall, during my routine commute home
from work, I was hit from behind by a youth pastor at a stop light,
snapping my head back into the headrest. The impact compounded
the concussion I had received from the fall in Joshua Tree, causing
additional injury to my fragile head.

With one stone, Satan had wounded two birds. The crash
would financially derail the youth pastor’s plans to go overseas in
mission work. And in a brief instant, all I held dear crumbled into a
confused mess in the driver’s seat. I drove home shaken and in shock,
fearful of how my brain would react to the new trauma. I got my
answer the next morning. All the symptoms from the previous concus-
sion returned, now compounded by a multitude of new issues.

Now, every moment of the day I felt like I was on a ship out
at sea during a storm, like I was drunk and unable to balance. The
world was constantly moving even when I stood still. I couldn’t carry
more than five pounds or the pressure in my head would become
unbearable. Minimal exertion—such as walking up a slight hill—
would cause the pressure in my head to rise incredibly. I couldn’t tilt
my head up to look at the sky, or down to look at the ground, without
feeling a tremendous shift in my skull that would make me feel like
falling down. Peripheral vision was blurry and my balance and vision
only got worse at night. My brain could only process so much infor-
mation; once it was full, it had to shut down or I would feel claustro-
phobic in my own head. I wanted to run away from my own mind, but
there was no escape from the pressure. The house had to be museum
quiet or the sounds would drive me crazy. At work at Microsoft, I had
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an incredibly difficult time reading e-mail, let alone interpreting
complex spreadsheets. With my body devoting all resources to restore
my brain, [ was an easy target for other physical illnesses. I contracted
“walking pneumonia,” draining what remained of my strength and
stamina. This was followed by allergies, migraine headaches, and the
strain of asthmatic breathing.

My life had been all about controlling my environment. But
now I was no longer in control of anything, and fear rushed in to take
the place of my vanishing self-confidence. One day I collapsed in
tears on my stairs, crying as Tiffany tried to comfort me. As the tears
fell, my fears and frustration welled. In ten weeks, I had gone from
having it all to being reduced to nothing. Over the decades, I’d been
blessed and protected; I had beaten the odds on so many things. Now
it was blow after blow and I felt persecuted by God, who had always
given me what I wanted. I was angry, extremely angry. And I was
most angry at God. I screamed, “Why, God!?” The world and my
thoughts imploded upon themselves. I was no longer a man; I was
nothing. Everything that defined me as a person was ripped away
without my consent. Nothing had clarity except my fears, and then
these fears multiplied upon themselves. I feared that my fears would
consume me, that I might disappear into my own tormented world. I
couldn’t understand why God saved me from certain death to then
just allow me to be destroyed by a youth pastor. I couldn’t see it then,
but I understand now.

The incident had finally exposed my personal version of the
lie; a lie I didn’t even know I was living. I had sought satisfaction and
peace for my soul in the physical world. Now, I was living out the
vision I had seen: I had built a city unto myself and it had turned to
sand. But this time, it wasn’t a vision. It was my life slipping through
my fingers... and I could feel it.

Everything I had, everything I thought I was, was being
revealed as part of the mirage... and I was terrified. Fear flooded into
every corner of my being as I realized that my sense of control had
been nothing more than an illusion. I was afraid to take the steps from
my car to my house. A brief walk down the sidewalk with my
daughter, Audrey, induced panic attacks. It was fear like I had never
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known before. It wasn’t a response to a clear outward threat; it radi-
ated throughout my body and my mind from somewhere deep in my
heart. God was stripping me of the lie and preparing me for a different
kind of life.

PROMISE IN PAIN

“Pain,” 1s such a relevant term. We block out its memory and
adjust our lives to avoid it. It’s one emotion in the realm of feelings,
yet it overshadows most others. Pain can invade the body—or worse
yet, the heart—exposing our most vulnerable places. Love, for
example is the most desired of feelings, yet pain is its unfortunate
by-product. (It’s ironic that something that yields so much joy can
cause so much sorrow if the desire for it is denied.)

Tim Hansel described it this way:

Pain. We all know what it tastes like. Whether its
source is physical, emotional, mental or spiritual, its
interruption in our lives disrupts and reshapes. It inter-
cepts our hopes and plans; it rearranges our dreams. It
always leaves a mark.’

In pain there is no future. Prior to the accident, I had always
looked to the future with expectation. I was always ready to move
upward and onward. With pain
in the future, I found myself
yearning for the past, wishing
for the smaller things that used
to make up my complaints. After
six months of mental and phys-
ical struggle, my courage and
patience were spent and I realized that death is not an unreasonable
option. It is reasonable to wish the pain would subside by any means.

Physically, I know I didn’t have it as bad as many, many
others. There are multitudes that would have gladly traded my strug-
gles for their own. The majority of my pain and agony, however, came
from my soul. I thought I was Superman, but the physical struggles I

You purchase pain with all

that joy can give and die of

nothing but a rage to live.’
—Alexander Pope
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faced proved to be my Kryptonite. I was, after all, a mere mortal. |
was vulnerable. I was weak. Every person has their own version of
Kryptonite. Lurking in the bushes are threats to the things that we
place on the throne of our lives, elements of the lie in which we have
placed our trust, things that displace God from His rightful presence
in our hearts. God was using my particular struggles to reveal the core
of my desires and the lies that had displaced His Truth in my heart.

The lie says we are defined by what we do, what we have, and
what we look like. God uses pain strategically and purposefully,
revealing the fragile earthly things we rely on for false purpose and
peace. Sometimes—probably most of the time—pain is the only thing
that communicates through our thick skulls. (I had been in a miracle
and I still/ didn’t get the message.) Looking back I can see that the
message from the accident was a divine gift; and that pain and fear
were its wrapping. I had to be broken. I had to be cleansed and purged
of my former self in order to be built back up as God intended me to
be. Through pain and with pain He often strips us down to the point
where we are like Moses, crushed—and finally ready to surrender to
Truth. Like the shackles of a slave, the lie must be broken if we are
to be truly free. Freedom often comes through the violent beating of
the hammer on an anvil, until the man can walk uninhibited as
intended, to the glory of an emancipating Master.

For the sake of our peace and our intimacy with Him, God
knows that the lie cannot remain. With the love and firm grasp of a
perfect Father, He uses both the fear and the pain to wake us up from
false dreams in order to implant our hopes in things that are real and
true.

Those whom I love, I rebuke and I
discipline. So be earnest, and repent.
—Revelation 3:19

HOLLOW VICTORIES

Pain can find its way into the soul through unusual avenues,
routes that one might never expect. Consider these thoughts from
Arthur Schopenhauer:
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Every epic and dramatic poem can only represent a
struggle, an effort, a fight for happiness; never enduring
and complete happiness itself. It conducts its heroes
through a thousand dangers and difficulties to the goal;
as soon as this is reached it hastens to let the curtain
fall; for now there would remain nothing for it to do
but to show that the glittering goal in which the hero
expected to find happiness had only disappointed him,
and that after its attainment he was no better off than
before.’

“Success,” as it is defined by the lies of the Dream Machine,
comes with a haunting realization: accomplishment and attainment
can lead to an emptiness beyond compare. Success, as well as pain,
reveals the incapacity of worldly things to satisfy the soul in any
lasting measure.

It seems so obvious, does it not, the pointless pursuit of power
and greed? Those who desire money will never have enough; those
whose god is power will forever be its servant; greed and ambition
only result in loneliness and unfulfilled dreams. And in the end, we
shall all die. The earth remains, just the players are exchanged. We
do not remember those who came before us just as our descendents
will forget those who came before them.

This truth is so contrary to the assumptions of the lie, that the
human heart can barely comprehend it. Instead, we suppress it or
ignore it. When perceptions of reality, viewed in honest reflection,
reveal only further longing in the soul, is it any wonder that we should
seek to numb the mind? Advertising, news, entertainment media...
all contribute to the general decomposition of our imagination, dulling
our senses. It is little wonder that suppression of the mind is quite
legal in every society. Alcohol is a basic form of Western suppression
and every culture finds something artificial to diffuse the vacancy
found within the soul.

To climb to the top and find nothing there, having neither
enjoyed the journey nor found substance at its end... does this not
reveal that few have truly answered the question, “What is the
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meaning of life?”” But where is one to go when the pinnacle of success
1s found to be void of peace and meaning? Does one face the mirage
for what it is? Does one ignore the obvious and pick another desire to
pursue? Having experienced the hollowness of the lie—and having
no other alternative worldview—aren’t we destined for anger, denial,
suppression, or depression?

A STRANGE HOPE

I had discovered philosophy in college. In the writings of the
great thinkers I found men who were courageous enough to venture
beyond conventional wisdom and trite religious cliché in order to
probe the depths of our existence with brutally honest questions. I
loved the philosopher; I still do. Unfortunately, very few of them
offered any tangible answers to
the questions they so profoundly
articulated.

The philosopher knows
that the issues of pain and
success are fundamental to life.
But foundational to these issues
is the issue of life itself. What is
life? Look around and you see yourself among the masses, laboring
and striving to achieve earthy goals—yet never fully understanding
the reasons behind our desires. Is it too much to ask, “Why?” Who
looks beyond our desires and asks the eternal question, “Why? ” Niet-
zsche, Confucius, Siddhartha Gautama... all asked this question. They
explored the humility of the soul and discovered the emptiness in this
world. Few philosophers, however, are willing to take the next step
and embrace a fulfillment that comes from beyond this world.

God told the prophet Jeremiah that He had a plan, a plan to
“give you a future and a hope.”” The hope He offered had little to do
with physical circumstance, but rather finding true peace and meaning
in the midst of any circumstance. God offers the hope that we might
become real; that we might be defined not by the lie but by Himself;
that we might live for things that are lasting and of eternal signifi-
cance. God uses both pain and success to reveal the emptiness of the

A philosopher is a blind man
in a dark room looking for a
black cat that isn’t there. A
theologian is the man who
finds it. —H. L. Mencken’
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things of this world; that we might finally embrace things that are of
true substance.

After the accident, as my worldly idols crumbled, I began to
grasp some of these things for the first time. My pride and arrogance
had been crushed and I began to understand and empathize with
others who also suffer in this world. My pain illuminated their pain,
allowing me to see beyond my selfish self. I was becoming real. In my
journals I wrote:

I fear a side effect from my fall is the ensuing
pessimism which pervades my soul. It’s as if God
opened my eyes to the struggles which all living things
endure. I now empathize with the sick, needy, dying,
living in fear, and suffering... I see fate befall the
huddled masses, the lonely stranger encounters its
embrace. The pious kneel at their altar, while the
wicked dance in their disgrace. Can you see the cries
of the innocent? Can you fathom the depths of their
dismay? As misfortune ensnares both the wicked and
holy, and leaves us all in disarray.

As I struggled with this new paradigm, God led me to the
words of Peter in the Bible:

Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm your-
self also with the same attitude, because he who has
suffered in his body is done with sin. As a result, he
does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human
desires, but rather for the will of God. For you have
spent enough time in the past doing what pagans
choose to do—Iliving in debauchery, lust, drunkenness,
orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry...

Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial
you are suffering, as though something strange were
happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in
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the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed
when his glory is revealed.—1 Peter 4:1-6, 12-13

The Bible verse went deep to my soul and spoke directly to
me. Rejoice that you participate in the suffering? That was so back-
wards from what I had believed. But I had spent enough time in my
life doing what “pagans” do and I had found it void. Now I was
suffering in my body; I was suffering a painful trial and I was begin-
ning to understand the purpose for the suffering. As such, I’ve come
to see the car crash as a gift, a rare window through which I was able
to experience the nature of our existence with clarity. It was a major
“wake-up call,” an outside message disturbing my sleep, telling me
news of vital importance. For that I am thankful. Through the lie,
we’ve succumbed to spiritual ether that dulls our senses and causes us
to greatly underestimate the tactics of our foe. Only semiconscious
of the intensity and the significant ramifications of the battle, we never
fully engage. Instead we lay dormant, numb with spiritual Novocain,
vulnerable to the suggestion and insinuations of the lie that bait and
lure in the name of entertainment.

But pain and the disillusionment of worldly success break that
trance, upend our assumptions, and point us toward the edge of a new
direction for life: All we should do—all we can do—is seek the Lord,
that He may grant us grace in this world as we pass on to Heaven.
And if we follow His will, we shall find the rarest of all gifts... peace.
Should we find that peace, we will never want to lose it, for the only
thing eternal in life is God.

From this perspective, we can safely conclude that God cares
only about the genuine wealth of our souls and not our earthly desires
that are based on the lie. Like Moses, He has a divine plan for our
lives. What we may see as evil or empty, He is meaning for good that
we might become useful in His hands—even if it means “being beaten
into the dust” from which we came.

UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER
At some point the dialog must cease about such things and an
honest personal assessment must begin. While the world seems to
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offer so much, it’s all just a fragile personal illusion. If personal peace
1s to be found, it certainly is not found in things such as these. This
world and this life are a meaningless struggle against the inevitable.
Why do you pursue the envy of others? Is not life too short to waste
your time on empty pursuits?

To avoid pain is only to ignore true reality. To push on to
greater and greater heights is futile. “Life” is found neither in the
absence of intense pain nor in the attainment of great success. To
believe so is to embrace one of the great lies of dualism, that there is
some lasting value in material things alone. Enduring peace and
meaning cannot reasonably be found in things that do not last. No
one on their death bed wished they had worked more hours or
acquired more things.

Soon enough, we will face this fact through the inevitable loss
of all that the Dream Machine promotes as meaningful and valuable.
We know this from the laws of physics; we know it from the ancient
wisdom of those who have gone before us, and we know it in our
hearts. Therefore, embracing the lie (after we recognize it for what it
1s) leads only to pessimism, fatalism, and even insanity as we continue
to grasp at the things we can see for answers to questions that can
only be found in the things that are not seen.

There comes a time, either by force or by choice, when the lie
must die. The lie and its personal implications must be refused not just
in principle, but in a personal volition that requires a change of course
and an abandonment of specific plans and dreams in light of their
futility. The only reasonable option is one of surrender, surrender to
God, where we seek His ways and His face like never before, willing
to accept life on His terms.

Two months after the car accident, I was seeing little physical
progress in my recovery. My soul had continued in a spiraling descent
of frustration, anger, and disillusionment. It was now summer and
Tiffany was planning to take the kids on her annual visit to see her
family. The timing couldn’t have been worse. My fears and physical
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pain had reached a peak and I felt I was teetering on the edge of sanity.
We both knew that there was little Tiffany could do to help even if she
stayed. So we agreed that she should go, leaving me alone. It was just
as well. The next step in my journey was a two-person ordeal... and
she wasn’t one of those people.

After I dropped them off at the airport, I drove to a secluded
hill overlooking the Cascade Mountains. Finding a quiet place to sit
and reflect, I pulled out a personal poetry book I hadn’t written in for
nearly ten years. It was difficult to write—so much time had passed,
so many things had changed since those years in college when every-
thing was so clear—but as the words began to flow, my thoughts
found their place.

I openly confessed to God that I was angry and frustrated. |
released it all to Him, holding nothing back about what I felt and
thought. It just didn’t make sense to me why I had been saved in a
miracle and then left to suffer. But I vowed to stop asking and
accepted this as my position in life. At that moment, I chose to put my
faith in God. With my head finally bowed in submission before Him,
I renounced earthly pursuits and devoted my life to His Kingdom...
regardless of how I felt, regardless of the circumstance, regardless of
the outcome.

Exhausted by decades of self-effort, I collapsed into the arms
of the One who had wounded me. I was done with the fight. With the
Cascade Mountains looking on as my only witness, my heart knelt
before Him and I began to embrace Him as my Lord—not joyfully,
but purposefully—as one who had been conquered. I cried in
surrender as all the emotions of what [ had been through over the past
few months were lifted from my soul. The strong-willed, stubborn
child had been broken. I succumbed with whimpering and with
tears—but without the energy or will to be defiant or question
anymore. The white flag went up. An admission of position followed:
I was weak and He was strong. He was God and I was not. My will,
my preferences, and my dreams began to breathe their last. The lie
had died, desire died. There was nothing left.
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For the first time, I was prepared to truly seek God—not the
god I had imagined or desired, but the God who truly is. Surrender has
since become an ongoing process of my heart, but that day was the
beginning of something new. I began to seek God not for what He
could do for me, but simply because He existed and I wanted to know
Him as He is.
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Chapter 6

Ponder God

God 1s dead. God remains dead. And
we have killed him.'
—Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

Nietzsche 1s dead. Nietzsche remains
dead.
—God (Eternal)

A ‘ x I Tozer once said, “What comes to our mind when we
. o think about God is the most important thing about us.”
That’s a statement well worth consideration, for there are no thoughts
greater than those we hold towards God. Our concept of God forms
the pivotal reference point around which all of life revolves. God
creates; God loves; God sustains; God is the source and the destina-
tion of all we seek—the peace and meaning we all desire. Our percep-
tion of God forms the mental paradigm that we use to interpret all
personal experiences, giving us the context and perspective from
which to live and define ourselves. The center of our worldview, the
conceptual boundary of reality... our thoughts toward Him are, most
certainly, “the most important thing about us.”
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Tozer assumes that modern humanity does, in actuality, think
about God. I make no such assumption. In the constant hustle of
Western life, one’s mind is violently thrust about from demand to
demand, the soul swept by the currents of daily obligations with little
time to seek or experience peace. Moment by moment we are
consumed by the world and the Machine until the days themselves
slip by unnoticed. Hours upon hours pass by without pondering,
without considering, without contemplating God at all.

Throughout adolescence and adult life my thoughts of God
were a matter of convenience, even entertainment, as I reveled in the
engrossing world of philosophy. What I did think about Him was
contorted and confined; I conformed God to my image, rather than
humbly allowing Him to conform me to His. After the accident,
however—with the physical aspect of my being in such disarray and
with all my idols in shambles—I had both the need and the desire to
seek God anew. My universe had collapsed to the minuscule reality
of an atom. All my pompous pontification and philosophical specu-
lations had dissolved and evaporated, leaving me bare, facing the pure
simplicity of a broken spirit. In my journal I wrote:

Reality has befriended me on an island of unfulfilled
dreams. I hold on to one thought, a piercing vision
containing the essence of my subconscious: “We are
born. We shall die. It matters not what we accomplish
as long as we have found God and remain at peace
with ourselves.”

“As long as we have found God. ”—a more important search
does not exist, nor could a more daunting task face mere mortals. To
seek God is no arbitrary chore, but a consuming hunger that yields to
no artificial fulfillment. It’s a quest that requires all that we are—a
passion in proportion to the desperation one derives from our intrinsic
need to find Him. For in God alone shall we find the peace, meaning,
and fulfillment that has eluded the mass of humanity since the earliest
days of our existence.
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IN THE BEGINNING

Our very existence begs the question of our origin, for every-
thing is the result of something. (There has never been a proven
exception to this basic law of physics.) Without a sense of our past we
live with no reference for the present or future, aimlessly trying to
seize the moment while avoiding the inevitability of death. Life and
death: It’s the guaranteed continuum that we see passing before us as
the moments of our lives tick away. Earth, stars, trees, civilizations...
all have a beginning and an end, as does all matter and energy. Intu-
itively we know this and instinctively we know that beyond life and
death there must exist a Presence, a Passion, a Person... an original
cause to all that is seen. Who that might be has been the innate ques-
tion asked by all of humanity, the question that shouts from the core
of our being.

Some seek the answer with sincerity and honesty, being true
to the longings felt in their inner being. Others seek only superficially,
asking the questions but dodging the Answer itself, unwilling to face
the implications of finding One greater than self.

Aristotle saw the need for such a first cause.” Rather than
embrace the possibility of God, however, he thought that the world
might have emerged from energy and matter alone—though he never
addressed where that energy and matter might have come from. In
the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas developed Aristotle’s ideas
further, taking them to their logical conclusion. With great eloquence
and a passion that emerged from his personal faith, he illuminated the
physical and philosophical need for a starting point for all matter and
order. By expounding on the laws of cause and effect, he logically
and persuasively argued that every effect must have a cause. Pursuing
this logic beyond the boundaries of the physical, he argued for the
existence of an “uncaused cause”—a beginning to everything mate-
rial caused by something immaterial. “Therefore it is necessary to
admit a first effective cause,” Aquinas argued, “to which everyone
gives the name God.” For several centuries many dodged the obvious
by hiding behind the limitations of the scientific method. Many
claimed that the universe was eternal and in a perpetual “steady state”
that had no beginning and would have no end (even though this idea
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1s completely contrary to basic laws of thermodynamics). Early in the
twentieth century technology caught up with this notion. Albert
Einstein became a theist after looking through the telescope of Edwin
Hubble.’ By comparing the speeds and the distances of stars relative
to each other, Hubble had traced the history of the universe back to a
single point in time and space. The implications were profound: A¢
one point there was nothing. Then there was everything... and Some-
thing had to cause it. It was a life-altering realization for the two men
and their findings sent theological shock waves throughout the scien-
tific community.

Profound advances in the fields of biochemistry and genetics
have also shaken conventional theories of origins.” The sincere
atheist—the one who honestly searches for truth with a mind open to
the possibility of a personal creator—soon runs out of scientific
reason to deny the obvious. Those who are willing to lay aside their
presuppositions and allow the evidence to speak for itself often find
their objections falling apart one by one—and that’s when they find
God.

Those who choose to deny God endure, of course, and many
do so not on scientific grounds, but on moral ones. Charles Darwin
hardened his heart against the Creator when his daughter died at an
early age.” The philosopher Voltaire maintained his belief in God, but
rejected organized religion due to the hypocrisy and perversion he
found in the official church. Those who have experienced such pain
and disillusionment know that such a reaction is more than under-
standable. But to conclude that God doesn’t exist because “bad”
things happen doesn’t follow reason. One is compelled to ask them,
“If God doesn’t exist, why are you so angry with Him?”

At the same time, I commend the atheist for their personal
honesty. Western Christianity, on the other hand, has adopted a thinly
veiled atheism, living as though there were no God on a pragmatic
level. For the most part, God is dead in Europe; the end of a long
process of cultural diffusion, intellectual dilution, and a fading
passion. Institutionalized religion squeezed God into a religious
compartment until He resided only in monolithic church buildings
and children’s bed time stories. To a greater or lesser degree we each
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do the same. We have our personal thoughts about Him, but have we
not compartmentalized God and contained Him in a little mental box
of our own creation?

Our essential need for God, however, is not so easily
contained. Pascal, the French physicist and philosopher said, “There
is a God shaped vacuum in the heart of every man which cannot be
filled by any created thing, but only by God, the Creator, made known
through Jesus.” When pondering the yearnings of the human soul,
Voltaire concluded, “If God did not exist it would be necessary to
invent him.”

Because of our practical atheism, we are driven “to invent
him” in ourselves. We continually seek to become that which is
lacking in our perception of Him. We attempt to function as God
ourselves, trying to fulfill His role in our life and in society. The
consequences of these subliminal thoughts—the thoughts that drive us
to act as God—pollute every aspect of our psyche. If we don t see God
for who He is, then we begin to act and think as if we are little gods,
as if we are strong, as if we control our destiny. Indeed this was the
first of all temptations, the beginning of humanity’s departure from
the original design.”

As a result, we take every decision into our own hands even
though we lack wisdom and insight. We carry the weight of respon-
sibility for things we cannot control. We feel the searing burn of
failure when our weaknesses are revealed. We glorify ourselves for
our capabilities when we succeed.

When we compartmentalize God, we must face the “godless”
places as gods ourselves. We are left alone to decide, determine, and
control. By isolating ourselves from the reality of His permeating
presence in all things we attempt to judge, rule, condemn, and sustain
reality on our own. We might be successful to a degree, but what a
terrible weight to bear—a weight with no end. We are destined to fail
at such attempts. Eventually, something comes apart and the charade
comes crashing down. At some point we will break, and the sooner the
better. In such times we can receive the pain and suffering as a gift
from God, tools in His loving hands used to shatter our false aspira-
tions to be our own gods. Certainly suffering also comes from the
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natural consequences of our own waywardness, but even these
seasons can be embraced as a gift of an all-loving God who beckons
us back to Himself and life as He designed it.

I pity the man who “plays god” to the end, those who appear
to live comfortable lives under an illusion of control. Beyond the
grave, when it is too late to alter the course of their eternal journeys,
they realize the error of their ways.

Prior to the accident I had been highly successful at “playing
god.” I now believe that is why I had to be broken down as a man. My
identity had to be wiped away before I could begin to see God and
seek Him for who He is. I didn’t want to vary my route, but I had no
choice. All my perceptions of control were ripped away. I was naked
and exposed. The mirage of my strength and the fagade of personal
control were obliterated. In my brokenness, I came to see that safety
and security are nothing but illusions. My wife, kids, job, health,
sports... everything could be taken in a fleeting moment. This was a
basic, but terrifying realization. I knew such things in my head, but
when the truth reached my heart fear intensified beyond anything |
thought possible. Everything I had thought was safe and secure under
my care was now exposed, protected only by a false sense of peace
that had no substance.

Through pain and suffering I fully discovered that the only
way to find true peace on this earth is to give the control to God and
trust in Him alone. This type of trust can be forced upon us in diffi-
cult circumstances, but it is still always a choice—a choice that can
only be made from an accurate perception of who God really is. The
choice is ours: will we look to our own fleeting strength and limited

knowledge or will we search beyond what we can see until we find
God?

KNOWING THE UNKNOWABLE

The pursuit of God eventually brings us to the edge of rational
thought. Reason certainly points us in His direction but it can only
take us so far. Science beckons us to search beyond the confines of the
scientific method, but has limited usefulness as we seek things outside
of the physical. Even the word “holy” has numerous connotations that
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reach far beyond the superficial, illuminating a dark chasm in under-
standing. To be holy means “to be set apart,” to be “unlike anything
else,” and to have “no comparison.” God is holy in every sense of the
word. Should we fail to understand this, we will be destined to contin-
ually limit our concept of God while at the same time priding
ourselves for having defined Him properly.

Human conceptual systems are built on previously developed
mental constructs that allow us to make connections and comparisons
with other things. If we limit ourselves to conventional thinking, we
can only liken God to things we can observe by sight or touch (He is
like a dad or like the air...). Or we will define God by what He is not
(sinless, fault/ess, etc). But who is like Him? To what can God be
compared? What reference point can be used to attempt to describe—
let alone understand—this One who created all from nothing? Some
understanding can be found in the very things that God has created:

For since the creation of the world God’s invisible

qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have

been clearly seen, being understood through what has

been made, so that they are without excuse.
—Romans 1:20

This revelation of nature speaks loudly and clearly of the
general reality of God. Though broken and distorted, nature continues
to be a reflection of both His presence and His power. But beyond
knowledge about God, where is one to go should they seek to actu-
ally find such a being? A unique and special revelation of God exists
in the Bible where God is revealed through the pens of the historians,
poets, prophets, and apostles. Many hearts have found Him as they
have contemplated the words of this book. Others have come to see
Him in the very process of researching the Bible’s inspiration, authen-
ticity, and reliability.

Take C.S. Lewis as an example. His works of fiction have
found renewed fame through the cinema portrayal of The Lion, the
Witch, and the Wardrobe (from The Chronicles of Narnia—a story
saturated with spiritual analogy). Lewis was not always receptive to
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such things. The Oxford professor became a hardened atheist by the
atrocities he observed in the First World War, yet he came to a
personal faith in God after carefully investigating the historical and
literary credibility of the Bible. What Lewis discovered moved him
beyond mere theism into a personal relationship with God through
Jesus Christ. When speaking of the experience, Lewis said, “It was
more like when a man, after long sleep, still lying motionless in bed,
becomes aware that he is now awake.”"

Lewis was a close friend of J. R. R. Tolkien, the creator of the
Lord of the Rings. The two men spent countless hours together
pondering God and the spiritual realities of the physical war they had
endured on earth and the spiritual battles they continued to face—
battles that were vividly reflected in their literary works.

Others, such as archeologist William F. Albright, came to
believe in the special revelation of the Bible after verifying its histor-
ical accuracy through excavation of ancient cities and sites. In the
relics and stones in the deserts of the Middle East, he found repeated
confirmation of the historical accuracy of a book he had once consid-
ered fable. The book then guided him into an intimate life with God."

As such, the Bible serves as a literary bridge crossing the gap
between the seen and the unseen, the physical and the spiritual. In no
uncertain terms, it describes the attributes of God, the One in total
control of the universe. Not a molecule moves without His full aware-
ness; not a breath is sustained without His consent. From scientific
observation, Einstein concluded, “God does not play dice with the
universe.””

To grasp the extent of God’s power, one would need to grasp
the full magnitude of the entire universe—both its mass and its
energy. Then one would need to comprehend that after creation God
had no less power at His disposal than He did before. These are the
kinds of thoughts that point us toward a truer concept of God. To let
the mind wander into eternity and into infinity; this is required of the
one who truly wants to seek and know God. “All-powerful, all-
knowing, all-present, from eternity;” these are the types of words that
the Bible uses to try to describe the One who made what we see, the
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One in control, the One who navigates beyond the limits of the time-
space dimension.

The prophet Hosea calls us to “press on to know the Lord.”"
But who, might I ask, is equipped for such a task? With only finite,
linear understanding, how could the seeker ever find Him unless He
reveals Himself in tangible ways? At this point something critical
separates biblical Christianity from all other expressions of faith.
Other world religions seek to find God from their own understanding,
defining God through their own worldview. In contrast, Christianity
began when God took human form, displaying God’s effort and devo-
tion to find us. This is an infinitely distinct departure from the normal
course of human religion. While humanity has sought the route that
leads to God, God Himself bridged the spiritual-physical barrier by
coming to earth as a man. The Christian has the audacity to claim that
God stepped “over the edge” and came to earth, transcending the
realm of the heavens and inhabiting the world of the material... And
He did so that you might see Him, touch Him, learn from Him, and
know Him.

Through a body of flesh and blood, He held us, comforted us,
fed us, and then displayed to us the very nature of God: love. He was
God on this earth. His movements
perfectly reflected the heart of the
Father, a living example and illus-
tration of the way life was
intended to be—a way completely
different than that promoted by the
lie—a life of service and sacrifice.
Christ personified the love we all
seek, true love that is caring, sacrificial, enduring, gracious, and
great.”

Christ’s ultimate display of God’s love reveals no sentimental
illusion. Through betrayal, beatings, and the hours that He hung
bleeding in the hot sun on the cross, Jesus Christ showed us not only
God, but that God is /love. Real love. Tangible love. He displayed a
love that is complete, accepting, and willing to forgive all. It’s a love
so unusual that the Greeks created a special word to describe it:

No one has seen God, but
His only Son, who is Himself
God, He has explained Him,
has made Him known.
—John 1:18 THV
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agape, a love given without condition or reason to those who have
no claim to it. A.W. Tozer confessed his struggle to communicate the
love of God with these words:

We must try to speak of His love. All Christians have

tried, but none have done it very well. I can no more

do justice to that awesome and wonder-filled theme

than a child can grasp a star.”

This kind of love can be both passionate and ferocious. When
I faced the death of my desires, I had to face a love that shattered
softer definitions and a God who no longer fit my conventions. His
love was willing to wound me so that [ might be healed. God cared
enough to make me weak so that He would become strong through
me. He was willing to let me see death so that I might truly live.
Looking back I can see it as a profound gift, but in the moment, during
the long recovery, I didn’t understand. In the world we are raised and
encouraged to be strong, to be independent, to control... to be like
God. The accident had forced me to fully realize at least one thing:
whoever I was, I was not Him.

PONDER GOD

“Ponder.” I’ve said that word so many times since I was nine-
teen. “Philosophical,” “transcendental,” “metaphysical”... I once
explored and stated these words with pride as if I alone understood the
key to life, as if I alone knew the secret to peace and meaning. To be
fair, I barely understood the meaning of them (let alone the applica-
tion of them in my life). As an inquisitive youth, I understood with the
utmost conjecture on how the order of things fell in my world.
Dreams, illusions, mysteries... I decided what they meant and what
they were. I truly felt [ understood, that I had found answers through
my rhetorical questioning.

But the time must come when philosophy gives way to reality,
when all our theologizing about the nature of God gives way to
speechless awe. In order to ponder God we must be willing to actu-
ally step over the line, discarding philosophical and intellectual pride,
and placing faith in the one true God alone for enlightenment. In the
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secret quiet places of the heart; that’s where we transcend physical
limitations. When we are in the quiet place, silent and still, that’s when
fear and stress are shed like an unwanted coat in the spring, when we
can rest in the warm rays of the sun after a long winter.

To this end, the one with an over abundance of information is
at a disadvantage when compared to the one who simply searches
with his soul. Saturated with knowledge and the words of others, the
theologian wrestles with the most important ideas in the universe.
Conversely, the shepherd gazes into the universe through the stars at
night and contemplates the growth of the grasses by day. In the silence
he feels the reality of God resonating in his senses, true intimacy with
the Creator 1s ignited—an awareness more tangible than anything that
can be touched or tasted... and in those moments, the simple man
finds rest and peace for his soul.

So sacred is this re