


Discovering The God Imagination

Reconstruction A Whole, New Christianity

by

Jonathan Brink



Copyright Notice

Discovering The God Imagination: Reconstructing A Whole New Christianity 

© 2010 Jonathan Brink 

All Rights Reserved 

Printed in the United States of America

ISBN #9781453650745

All Scripture quotations are NIV unless otherwise labeled.  Scripture quotations are 

from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®.  Copyright© 

1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. 

All rights reserved. 

The “NIV” and the “New International Version” trademarks are registered in the 

United States Patent and Trademark Office by International Bible Society.  Use of 

either trademarks requires the permission of International Bible Society.

Scripture taken from The Message. Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 

2002. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group.



What People Are Saying

In Discovering the God Imagination, Brink asks the hard questions about sin and 

atonement with not only humility, but also with candor, honesty. forthrightness, and 

clarity. You may not agree with all his answers and conclusions, but we can all agree 

about the immediacy of the issues he raises. Certainly we all will know ourselves to be 

have  been made richer by his work. -- Phyllis Tickle

Jonathan Brink has given us a gift, a Gospel gift. He calls upon us to allow the story 

of God, the activity of God, the present reality of God to shape new questions of faith 

and life. Jonathan reminds us that faithfulness is not in starting with the answers, 

but in starting with God. In this well written and honest book he walks us back into 

the story of God and what we discover is both revolutionary and at the same time 

obvious. This walk is one that not all will want to take, but all who take it will be 

glad they did. -- Doug Pagitt
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Chapter 1 – The Act of Discovering
“Love is something eternal; the aspect may change, but not the essence.” - 

Vincent Van Gogh

Discovering The Gospel

What is the Gospel?  

As strange as this question may seem we’ve entered into a historical period that 
questions our basic conclusions about The Gospel. The Gospel assumes there is 
a problem and there is a solution.  It’s framed largely by two events: the Garden 
and the cross.  It explores the nature of suffering, justice and reconciliation. 
It’s informed by a long story of people interacting with God.  But what is the 
inherent nature of the Gospel? What actually happened in the Garden of Eden?  
In order to follow Jesus, it would seem obvious that we would want to know 
exactly what Jesus is doing on the cross, what problem he is solving, and what 
it means to humanity.  Yet there is no clear, historical agreement regarding 
our basic understanding of the Gospel.  Scholars and theologians have been 
wrestling with this tension within the Christian tradition for roughly 1,700 
years. 

We know the Gospel is a story of reconciliation.  Something is broken.  To 
reconcile is to bring something back into agreement, or harmony.  It is to 
restore something back to wholeness.  But if we don’t understand what is being 
reconciled, how can we effectively participate?

And as much as the solution may seem obvious – humanity is reconciled 
to God – at the same time it is hidden. We don’t quite understand how.  To 
understand a solution we have to know what problem it is solving.  We have 
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theories, but each of these theories suggests a different understanding of the 
problem. Each creates as many problems as it attempts to solve. And if we 
get our understanding of the problem wrong, it would seem obvious that our 
understanding of the solutions would be skewed as well.

This mystery of what is actually happening on the cross is called the “Paschal 
Mystery”. The Paschal Mystery suggests we don’t really know the exact nature 
of the cross.  It is the acknowledgement from scholars and theologians that 
although we can choose to settle on a specific theory, each has enough problems 
and paradoxes to prevent a distinct certainty about the nature of the Gospel. 
Each theory has enough evidence to suggest it but not in a way that is significant 
enough to resolve it.

This book suggests a provocative possibility: much of our historical 
understanding of the problem is wrong.  The basic assumptions we make about 
what is happening in the Garden of Eden are skewed by the very nature of 
the problem.  We locate the problem in the wrong place and end up trying to 
resolve a problem, which doesn’t actually exist.  We cover the root problem 
and spend most of our energies solving the secondary problems it creates.  The 
process of how we get it wrong is based on a very simple construct, yet the 
consequences are devastating.  It leads to a human condition of needless pain, 
suffering and death. 

But before we point fingers or suggest blame, most of the historical theories are 
the natural extension of the root problem.  They are the natural conclusions we 
should expect if we misunderstand what is happening in the story. Once we 
understand the root problem, especially how it plays out neurologically, we can 
begin to see how to effectively address it.

My primary objective was to ask, “What is the root problem?” What problem is 
God really solving in the human story?  When everything is uncovered, what is 
the embedded captivating story that creates human suffering? The assumption 
is that God is also attempting to solve the root problem.  What is the nature of 
justice from God’s perspective?  What is the nature of reconciliation?  Exploring 
and determining each allows us to participate with God in God’s mission to 
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restore everything.

The story reveals the root problem as the human capacity to “realize” an 
alternative or false reality to God’s original perspective, a lie if you will.  It is an 
event that takes place locally in the mind. The primary realization being distorted 
is the judgment of the self, and eventually every relationship we encounter.  This 
idea is simplified in the single question of the Tree of Knowledge, which asks, 
“Are we good or evil?”  The story strongly suggests it is the only question that 
matters in the human story.  Everything else is secondary because everything 
hinges on this one question.  In essence, humanity loses God’s perspective in 
the most fundamental question of all, our fundamental human value, which 
we call dignity. 

The lie then distorts our understanding of both the root problem and God’s 
response.  It casts our judgment back onto God and produces the perception of 
separation, what is commonly called the “chasm”. This lie captivates humanity 
and produces a subjective context for judging the value of everything in 
creation, resulting in both a relational and physical death.

To explore the root problem, I have simply gone back to the original story that 
informs my own faith, the Bible.  I have carefully walked through the story, 
listening deeply to the evidence directly therein, and drawn a conclusion about 
what is happening. 

I chose the Bible primarily because it is a highly regarded historical document.  
I chose it because the story informs my imagination.  It resonates unlike any 
other story I have ever read.  It provides a remarkably simple understanding of 
the origin of pain, suffering, and evil that most religious systems don’t seem to 
provide for me.   It deeply informs how we already live.  It reveals patterns so 
obvious that once we see them, they become almost humorous.

The Bible also provides an insightful possibility for how we transcend pain, 
suffering, evil and even death. Transcendence rests in becoming aware of the 
nature of the problem.  Once we understand it, it changes the nature of the 
problem.  It is no longer a mystery.  It is no longer hidden.  It is something to 
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be solved. It reframes the story in a way that invites us into the Way of Jesus, 
which is love. It intrinsically mobilizes us to overcome by surrendering to and 
embracing the God imagination already present. 

Solving the problem begins with a change of mind, with engaging the God 
imagination, with seeing the world from God’s perspective.  It begins with 
discovering what is already and has always been true.  Once we understand 
what the problem is, we can begin to see how everything God is doing in the 
story is actually for our good. Transformation resides not in changing the 
world but in how we see the world. Participating with God in changing the 
mind becomes the path.

~~

Discovering the Problem

Some time ago, I was privy to an experience which completely altered the 
course of my faith.  It jarred my original understanding of the problem in such 
a way that it compelled me to begin asking a very different question about what 
is really happening in the human body.  It compelled me to look deeper than 
what I was used to, and eventually required me to question everything.

I was invited by my mom to provide mentorship to a group of men at a rehab 
home for men with addictions to alcohol and drugs.  Every Wednesday I would 
meet with three or four men in the early hours of the morning for an hour each. 
My role was to engage them in conversation and hopefully explore some of 
the deeper issues behind the addictions. There were ample surface level details 
about their problems, but with time and trust, we would work to get to the 
root issues that were creating the problems.  As a former addict myself, I was 
intimately versed in this world.  Hopefully I could provide some kind of hope, 
stability and even healing.  

Most of our conversations explored their stories, which always included their 
stories of self-destruction, crimes and their judgments about them.  No matter 
how much punishment the state or even loved ones had doled out, it was 
nothing compared to the personal hell they would rain down on themselves.  
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Within the facility was a guy named “Bob”.  Bob was a living paradox.  He 
had done everything he was instructed to do in order to become a Christian.  
He had said the Sinner’s Prayer, spent time serving the poor and helpless, and 
constantly studied the Bible. The program required him to rise at 5:30 AM six 
days a week and spend 2-3 hours in study and prayer, spending the rest of the 
day in work.

Yet despite almost 16 months of hard work he was still the pure embodiment 
of internal rage.  Bob unconsciously projected a deep-seated anger to those 
around him.  He was the textbook definition of the walking wounded.  He wore 
all of his emotion on his sleeve and reminded us of it.  In spite of buying into 
the process of healing, Bob was still suffering deeply.

Bob presented somewhat of a paradox for those at the house.  If salvation 
produced a change in action, the evidence was suggesting he wasn’t “saved”.  Yet, 
he had done virtually everything the program instructed him to do.  In spite 
of this doubt, Bob expressed a remarkable courage and tenacity. Something in 
him just wouldn’t quit.  In spite of his obvious lack of transformation, he was 
resilient enough to continue searching.  It was this “won’t quit” attitude that 
allowed people to stick with him.  He was willing to try virtually anything.

The first time I saw him I couldn’t help notice his massive furrowed brow. It 
crinkled into a natural frown, the way someone looks when they are really, really 
mad.  The muscles just above his nose had literally grown to accommodate his 
mood and were permanently formed, creating deep wrinkles in which he could 
hide things.

Because of the trust my mom had developed with the men, I was granted a 
tremendous amount of authority to begin with, and Bob was no exception.  
Part of my work included using a form of guided prayer that would hopefully 
expose some of the deeper issues embedded in their lives.  I asked Bob to close 
his eyes and simply imagine himself in a box.

He chuckled in disgust at the request, “That’s not hard to do.”

“Are you angry?” I asked.



“Yes,” he said, the creases deepening in his forehead another half inch.

“Can you think of what you are angry about?”  He didn’t answer at first but 
eventually nodded.  “In front of you is a door.  It will take you to the moments 
of your life that God wants to heal you from.  When you are ready, turn the 
handle and walk through the door.”

Bob sat for a couple of minutes in silence and then finally responded.  
Immediately his face contorted into a childlike fear, revealing that he was 
experiencing a moment of tremendous pain.  He tried not to cry, but his lip 
quivered and wouldn’t stop.  “Where are you?” I asked.

“I’m in my driveway,” he said.

“What color is the pavement?” I asked, hoping to stir his memory of the 
situation.

“Grey with skid marks from my bike.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m six,” he said again, forcing back the tears.  He was not going to cry if he 
could help it.

“What’s happening?”

“My mom is leaving,” he said, crumbling under the weight of the emotion.  He 
let out a bark that seemed to come through his nose, like the sound of someone 
laughing with his mouth closed.  At first I thought he was sneezing, but then his 
shoulders crunched up and his face revealed the depth of his pain.  Tears began 
to flow.  I could see he was recounting various conversations he had carried on 
with himself over the years, rationalizations as to why she had left.

“Where’s she going?” I asked.

“She’s leaving us for good,” he said.  His face reverted back to anger that had 
gripped him for so many years.  He body tensed up.  It seemed to be his only 
posture for dealing with the pain.

“What are you saying to her?”
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“I keep asking her why she’s leaving but she just keeps saying, ‘I have to go,’” he 
said.

“Now I want you to do something.  I want you to look around and find Jesus.”

There was a long silence as he turned his head in several different directions.  
Then he stopped, transfixed on a point.  “I see him,” he said, for the first time 
revealing a shred of hope, but completely unable to understand how to process 
the experience.  I didn’t say anything for a while because I didn’t sense any 
questions arising at the moment.  It didn’t seem to matter to Bob.  He seemed 
to be stunned by the presence of Jesus in what was his darkest moment.

Then the question just seemed to come out, “Ask Jesus why she’s leaving.”

“Jesus, why is she leaving?” he asked.  The fear emerged once again.  In his 
mind, it was just as likely that Jesus would tell him it was his fault, as anything 
else.  My heart began to race, hoping for the best but in a subtle way preparing 
for the worst.  And then the levee broke.

Bob lost all composure and fell to the floor in the fetal position.  He let out a 
loud wail followed by random gasps for breath.  But instead of tears of pain, his 
face exposed a radical transformation to one of weeping and release.  Even the 
creases in his forehead seemed to relax, revealing the face of a little boy who 
had been released from an oppressive prison.  His body rested on the floor 
quietly weeping for at least five minutes.  He wiped the tears from his face and 
eventually sat with a contemplative gaze.

“What did he say?” I finally asked.

“He said, ‘She was hurting too much and she didn’t know how to take care of 
me.’” He got up off the floor but it was as if I was speaking to a different person. 
A tremendous peace washed over Bob.  “I always thought she didn’t love me 
anymore,” he said, crying, but at the same time aware of the new information.  
“But Jesus told me she did love me.  She always did.”

He opened his eyes and sat there for a couple more minutes just processing 
a lifetime built on a lie.  He grabbed his face as images of a lifetime of self-
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mutilation and destruction poured over him.  “What have I done?” he said.

I knew Jesus’ response was critical to this moment in Bob’s life.  

His face seemed to glow, his forehead relaxed. Something had fundamentally 
changed in Bob.  He was now able to see the experience in a radically different 
light.  The only remnants were the permanent lines formed in his skin.  The 
impetus for his anger was gone.

As I drove home, I couldn’t help but ask what just happened.  The experience 
arrested my attention, and changed my interaction with these men. For the first 
time, I began taking a deeper look into the specific nature of what had occurred.  
I began listening intently to what exactly was happening at the point of transition 
from captivity to hope.  As I began looking for the root problem, many of the 
men had similar experiences.  When we discovered the root problem, change 
was not long and drawn out, but immense and instantaneous.

My own formal training and traditions left me somewhat conflicted.  We have 
traditionally assumed that if someone had walked through the traditional steps 
it would “set them free.”  Jesus even said, “The truth will set you free.” But my 
experiences with Bob and the men who followed didn’t fall into that category.  
Getting to the truth first required removing the obstacle keeping each man 
from embracing it.  In every case, the men had experienced some moment that 
produced enough evidence to question their own value as human beings.  Each 
had believed the lie that they were “not worth it.” 

The encounter with Bob would compel me to begin asking, “What is the nature 
of the problem people are experiencing?” What is the root cause of human 
suffering at the deepest levels? How do we create the problem and how do we 
get out of it?  Was there some moment in the human story that suggested an 
original problem?  I knew my own traditions could shed some light on the 
question.  Over the course of the next ten years, I would spend much of my life 
asking these types of questions. 

What I did not realize at the time was that my encounter with Bob was a 
peek into the root problem. The events and subsequent emotions of Bob’s life 
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appeared to conspire against him, forcing him to create an understanding or 
“realization” of this problem – specifically, how he judged his own value as a 
person. Something had happened which appeared to invalidate him.  At the 
core of his being was something telling him he was unlovable, and he bought it. 
In Bob’s own mind he was worthless.

Although the judgment he had made about himself was untrue, Bob had 
created it and thus given it life.  And because he had created it, it was true for 
him. Instead of finding out what was actually true, he held onto the lie, which 
captivated him.   In a moment he constructed a covering, a protective shell of 
both “victim and perpetrator”.   It hid his true identity as a whole human being.  
The event made him the victim, but he also unknowingly perpetrated his own 
victimhood by holding onto the lie. 

For much of Bob’s life he took on both the victim and perpetrator roles. He 
nurtured the original lie because his own bias looked for evidence to support 
it. The destructive fruit of his life continued to reveal the underlying problem, 
so he punished himself hoping to change things. Instead, the shame produced a 
downward spiral of devastating proportions. The more he fought it, focusing on 
it with all of his being, the more he produced and saw evidence it was somehow 
true.  It was self-reinforcing. No matter how hard he had tried to deal with the 
problem on his own, even appealing to religious traditions, nothing seemed 
to work. The experience captivated his thought process, or imagination, in an 
overwhelming way.  

Reconciliation was only possible by addressing and removing the original 
construct creating the problem.  But at the core of the problem was not an 
experience, or emotion, or circumstance causing Bob to suffer.  The events, the 
emotions, and the specific circumstances of the event were all true.  His mother 
left.  It was painful.  His life was inevitably changed.  What captivated Bob was 
the incorrect judgment he made about himself regarding the event.  What kept 
him from seeing it was the “covering” of victim and perpetrator.  

Reconciliation was not about changing what was true (the events), but letting 
go of what was false (the judgment) in order to discover what had always been 
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true (dignity).  Jesus simply provided a deeper understanding of the moment, 
but that understanding provided Bob with the evidence he needed to shed his 
destructive judgment.  Without an oppressive judgment he could see himself as 
something other than victim or perpetrator. And for the first time, he could see 
his own dignity.  He could see the way Jesus looked at him, and he was good. 

But to do that Bob had to return to the scene of the crime. Jesus became the 
clarifying image for Bob.  He became the authority who brought truth into 
the situation.  It was only when Bob accepted Jesus’ authority to speak into his 
life, that he removed the covering and exposed the lie. Together we discovered 
the root problem.  We had uncovered what I would later describe as the God 
imagination, a way of seeing the world through God’s perspective.

~~

Discovering the Mystery

The question that would haunt me was, “Why is the root problem such a 
mystery?”  Why had the obvious eluded Bob?  The event with his mother 
was the most pivotal event of his life, yet it had taken twenty years for him to 
confront it.  Instead of dealing with the root problem, Bob had spent most of 
his life focusing on, and dealing with, the destructive fruit it had produced.

It was a second experience almost seven years after my encounter with Bob that 
would provide an essential clue into the nature of the problem.  I was in a coffee 
shop reading a great book, which put me in a decidedly reflective mood. After 
I’d been reading for about an hour, a woman with multiple sclerosis walked 
in the door.  I recognized the curling of the hands and distorted walk, the 
twitching and the awkwardness of the disease. For reasons I couldn’t explain, 
her presence created an immediate sense of discomfort.  She smiled at me as 
she passed by and I didn’t know what to do.  I tried to pass off what felt like a 
disingenuous smile back.  But it wasn’t just me. I looked around and noticed 
she had the attention of the entire coffee house.  Everyone was looking at her, 
noticing her for her MS, for her inability to function in a “normal” way.

As I watched the woman order her coffee, I imagined what she must have been 
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thinking. Did she notice our stares?  Did she feel our discomfort?  Derek, the 
barista, put on his best face, but it was obvious that he was uncomfortable in 
dealing with her. He couldn’t help raising his voice to her, as though her hearing 
had also gone.  It hadn’t.  It was an awkward moment for him, as much as for 
those who were watching.

At the same time, I couldn’t help notice her sense of grace in the moment.  As 
she held her coffee, she moved with a sense of peace, even in the midst of her 
jagged walk.  It seemed like she had come to terms with her own condition.   
She smiled at everyone as she passed by and finally sat down with her coffee.  
She was the only one in the room who seemed to be comfortable.

Yet the room was not.  I was not.  Something about the disease pressed on me 
like a heavy weight.  It made me uncomfortable.  It arrested the attention of the 
room.  It was only when she sat down and the effects were less noticeable that 
things finally returned to a semblance of normalcy.  

But the experience had jarred something in me.  What was it about her that 
made everyone uncomfortable?  The obvious fact was: she was different.  She 
was entirely unable to blend into the crowd.  She stood out because of her MS, 
which forced those around her to deal with something different. Yet I knew 
her mind functioned the same as the rest of ours.  She had the capacity to be 
conscious of the stares, and yet she was gracious in her response.  

As I sat with the experience, I began to ask what was really going on. Why was 
I having such a visceral experience? Why had my body literally turned hot?  It 
was obvious to me the woman was a child of God.  She was just as important 
and had just as much value as I did.

And then it hit me.  In this woman was the possibility of my worst fears. Had 
God somehow forgotten her? In her was the tangible evidence that God had, 
perhaps, forgotten her.  She was the exception, forced to wear her imperfections 
in public. The problem was that her problems reminded me of my problems. 
It exposed my deepest fears and wants. Her presence made me conscious 
of my own frailty and of the breach within my own heart. Her brokenness 
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reflected something I didn’t want to be seen or detected. Her “disease” made 
me conscious of my own “disease” with this life.  Her presence forced the room 
to question who else might be the exception.  We were all tangibly perturbed 
by the experience.

The deepest fears of my heart were being laid bare. I was reminded of my own 
inability to fully embrace love in the moment, and to love others.  I knew God 
had called me to love, but in this awkward moment I felt bent in a completely 
different way. If Jesus were truly found in the “least of these” then I had become 
the Apostle Peter. I had denied the image of Jesus sitting in front of me.  I felt 
visceral sense of shame at my own judgments.

As I sat with the emotion of the moment, I recognized a sense of shadow, 
pushing me to ignore it. The easiest thing for me to do was to become blind 
to the moment, to avoid the reality of it.  My fears were easier forgotten.  The 
shadow wanted me to run from the coffee house.  It wanted me to rise up against 
the woman and tell her to go away. The experience with the woman produced 
a strange suffering. In that moment I was the one uncomfortable. I could not 
ignore the problem had occurred in me.  I was the one making judgments.  I 
would later wrestle with this moment as I was contemplating the nature of 
suffering, and see it for what it was.  I would be reminded of the words of the 
renowned author and Oxford scholar C.S. Lewis, who once said:

“God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts 
in our pains; it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” 

The woman with MS had given me a great gift.  She had taught me in this one 
moment the dominant role of suffering in our lives. Suffering produces a deep 
awareness of the root problem. It calls out and reflects something in our own 
lives, something that demands a response.  This root problem offers us choices:  
to hide, to demand it leave, or to confront.  If we choose to confront it we can 
begin the long journey of transformation.

~~

Discovering the Question
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What would it mean to confront the pain and suffering, to step back into it and 
face it head on?  If these two encounters did anything, they called my bluff.  
I could no longer ignore the dissonance in my own soul.  Much like Bob, I 
too had been questioning my own sense of value.  Something in me seemed 
incomplete. I was bent towards questioning love as opposed to embracing it 
and holding onto it. The longing revealed the embedded judgments I had been 
making.

The truth is I was good at hiding it.  I had learned to manage the pain and 
suffering well enough that people didn’t know. At the same time, the more I 
began to admit it, the more I became aware of what was missing. By facing my 
pain and suffering, I was actually increasing it.  By exposing my own reality, 
I was forcing myself to confront it or be consumed by it.  Admitting I was 
actually searching for love revealed I didn’t quite believe I had love.  This in 
turn opened me to seeing what became one of the most important pieces of the 
puzzle: the original question.

In my work with the men, we had learned to consistently listen for the “scene 
of the crime.” We rarely changed the reality of the event.  Transformation came 
from changing the judgment of dignity in the event.  In every case, the men 
were seeing the event as something that invalidated them as human beings.  
These memories exposed their worst fears and compelled them to hide.  And 
when it was something they had done to themselves, it was infinitely worse. 

The idea of the scene of the crime drew me back to the human story in Genesis 
1-3.  Some scholars had argued for something called “original sin”, which 
suggested a single isolated event that happened, as opposed to something that 
happens.  But the more I examined the evidence the more I found it failed to 
resonate.  Something about it didn’t add up.  The alternative possibility that 
suggested nothing happened didn’t seem to provide much relief either.  There 
was just too much evidence present in history to suggest something did happen.  
I needed a better story.

As I expressed my fears openly, I found out I was not alone.  Many like me were 
beginning to express doubt over the validity of our traditional theories of the 
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story.  I was engaging in dialogs with people who, like me, had come to the 
point that the old stories just didn’t work anymore.  Yet unless we offered an 
alternative, we were doing little more than complaining.  Our doubts ultimately 
led us to a profound willingness to question, which opened us up to consider 
other possibilities.  It was the doorway to seeing a better story. 

As I explored Genesis 1, 2 and 3 over a period of three years a remarkable 
simplicity began to emerge.  God creates a magical world of beauty and 
harmony. There is so little information – only a few simple, vital details. God 
establishes creation with an extraordinary sense of imagination, then embeds 
in the story this significant insight: over and over again God judges it as good. 
Then out of this same sense of imagination God shapes humanity and calls it 
very good. God’s judgment becomes the key.  Everything is good. There is no 
exception.  This is the God imagination, a way of seeing the world from God’s 
perspective.

Creation is a world of remarkable freedom.  Humanity is given exceptional 
permission to “eat”, or partake, of everything. But in the midst of this creation 
is also a single tree. The tree is identified as the Tree of Knowledge of Good 
and Evil. Everything is permissible, with the exception of this one tree. This 
tree essentially asks one single question.  Are we good or evil?  Seeing this 
question opened the floodgates to everything.  Through it, we come to see the 
root problem God was attempting to solve in the Garden. 

The tree prompted a confrontation with the nature of truth and reality.  Could 
humanity do something to change God’s perspective of what was true?  Could 
humanity experience evil, even know evil – and thus become evil?  Everything 
hinged on how we answered this one question, because the judgment of the self 
produced our understanding of reality. 

Exploring Genesis happened to coincide with my own exploration into 
neuroscience, and how the brain operates and processes information. For the 
first time in history, scientists were beginning to understand how the brain 
constructs judgment and a sense of reality.  Was it possible that the story would 
present a tale that was consistent with science?
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As I examined the story, the answer was unequivocally yes.  The entire scene of 
the crime rested on a single verse:

Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they 
were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for 
themselves. (Gen 3:7)

In other words, the story was presenting a problem happening inside the brain.  
Adam and Eve were already naked, but for some reason their judgment of its 
meaning had changed.  Naked was still true but no longer good. The evidence 
that followed revealed that their judgment of its value had changed.  They had 
gotten the one question wrong.

Everything hinged on the word, “realized”, essentially a construction of a sense 
of reality. Realizing didn’t mean it had to be true.  They just had to agree it 
was true.  This false realization created a sense of disorientation with the self 
that was devastating. Their sense of reality was suddenly different than the 
God imagination. They had in essence constructed and agreed to a lie.  Worse, 
neuroscience was now revealing that once a lie is embedded it creates a bias 
towards information that reinforces it. 

To my amazement, Scripture was locating the problem in a much different place 
than the traditions.  Was it possible this was the root problem in humanity?  Was 
Genesis suggesting the origin of pain and suffering?  Was it possible, as human 
beings created in the image of God, we could construct a sense of judgment 
about the self that was counter to what was true?  The story strongly suggested 
it was.  The problem was in essence an ontological shift within the self about 
the nature of the self. 

The hardest part was actually reconciling the simplicity of it all.  Was our 
understanding and access to the kingdom of God really as simple as a single 
question? And if this were true, what would it mean to look at the rest of the 
story through this different lens? Would the story validate this idea?  Would 
it transform our understanding of the rest of the story, especially the cross?  
Would it radically alter our understanding of the nature of sin, the religious 
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systems and the law, the atonement, the work of Jesus, and especially the cross?  
Was it possible to redeem the very essence of the Christian faith, and ultimately 
what it means to be human?

As I examined the story I couldn’t help but notice that my own historical 
theories didn’t line up with the story.  The evidence suggested something 
entirely different.  Yet one of these theories had lasted for over 1,700 years, and 
my own tradition’s theory had lasted for over 1,000 years.  How was it possible 
for the obvious to go undetected?  How was it possible for great minds to come 
to conclusions that seemed to skip right by what the story was presenting? The 
obvious answer was that it was not possible to see what was happening until I 
had stepped out of my own tradition.  

If the evidence in the story does anything, it reveals the captivating nature of the 
judgments we make.  We become prisoners of our own imagination.  We create 
an alternative (some would say dualistic) world.  When we believe something 
is true, we make it true in our world.  And if this judgment is false it blinds us 
to what is actually true.  The nature of the root problem is then like a covering 
that keeps us from seeing both the root problem creating the blindness, and the 
God imagination that informs us of what is actually true.  And if we believe our 
judgments to be true, if we believe we are evil, then our existence can likely be 
described as hell.

Without a clear sense of the answer to this one question we feel the void. We 
don’t want to be evil, yet we can’t ignore the evidence that seems to suggest it’s 
possible.  Instead we live in between these judgments, hoping for the best but 
struggling with the worst.  The only way to deal with our judgments is to run 
and hide – to ignore the root problem – which virtually everyone in the story 
does. 

To fill it, we create alternative means of self-validation like pride, relationships 
and social comparison.  We create laws to deal with social structures and the 
problem of murder.  We invent oppressive systems of religion as a means to 
deal with the problem of guilt. But instead of ignoring human constructs, God 
uses them to speak directly to us.  God consistently meets humanity in the 
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midst of its brokenness. God uses what we create to reveal its oppressive nature 
in order to remove it.  And all along, God waits patiently as we exhaust these 
possibilities.

The story slowly reveals the God imagination in relationship to the people of 
Israel. Love refuses to give up.  The story also presents the clarifying image of 
Jesus.  In Jesus we see the God imagination made real. We see the true image 
of humanity. We are designed to overcome, love, and suffer under the weight of 
terrible circumstances, and remain undefined by them.  In Jesus we also see the 
true image of God’s response to what happened in the Garden and throughout 
the story.  When humanity is at its very worst, God remains whole.

And finally the story presents the atonement – how God is actually reconciling 
humanity to God.  To understand the human story means confronting our 
traditional notions of what is happening on the cross, to ask, “Where is the 
problem located?” Once we answer this question, a new understanding of the 
atonement opens up. We are invited to discover the depth of what is happening, 
to shudder at the sheer magnitude of love it reveals, and embrace it with open 
arms. The story reveals God’s central concern is not a punitive sense of justice 
for breaking a law, but an overriding concern for the consequence of death.  

The entire story is God’s methodical mission to restore humanity by producing 
evidence of love so profound it shatters the lie which consistently produces 
death.  The cross is God’s means of destroying the stranglehold of death 
which overshadows humanity, keeping it from seeing the God imagination. 
Restoration is something that happens locally in the mind and has more to do 
with how we see the world than anything else. God is restoring our image of 
the created order. 

At the heart of this process is the extraordinary requirement of faith.  Faith 
is taking the risk to discover the possibility that God is not like our projected 
images. God is whole, unchanging, fierce and unwavering. Repentance is 
letting go of false images to discover what is already true.  It’s stepping into the 
mystery for the sake of uncovering reality. In other words, the quickest way to 
change the world is to change how we see the world. It is an embrace of what 
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has always been true.

In order to remove the lie, we must be willing to participate in this process. We 
must be open to the idea of a new imagination, a God imagination.  It is seeing 
the world through God’s eyes.  It is finding the extraordinary image of God in 
each human being.  It is seeing the brilliant image of God hidden under all the 
lies, the garbage, and the oppressive baggage. It’s discovering the God image 
in ourselves, and in our neighbors, and in the world around us, in spite of the 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary.

~~

Discovering the Way 

If we’re honest, we’re attracted to Jesus for selfish reasons. Something is 
seemingly irresolvable in our lives and no matter how hard we try to address 
the problem it just doesn’t seem to work. We long for reconciliation to make 
sense of our own existence, but our religious and legal constructs leave us 
wanting.  But we can’t ignore Jesus said things like, “I have come that they may 
have life, and have it to the full.” (John 10:10) We wrestle with the selfish notion 
of wanting what Jesus is trying to give us, which is life. It is so easy to just roll 
our eyes at this statement and wonder what in the world is he really saying.  
How is it possible? 

The root problem essentially creates a problem of judgment.  Everything in life 
becomes subjective and individual.  Everything is relative. So we have to judge 
in order to figure it out.  At the root level, we’re trying to judge whether or not 
we’re good or bad.  We build a case to justify that we’re good, but encounter 
mounds of evidence to suggest we’re the “exception”.  If we get the judgment 
wrong, we encounter a profound level of relativity, which eventually produces 
pain, suffering and eventually death.  This process extends to every relationship 
we can encounter.  

The story suggests a remarkably simple transition to an objective life that became 
known as the Way of Jesus.  The Way began with love as the defining judgment. 
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Love is the judgment of good.  It is any action that holds or restores someone’s 
dignity towards wholeness. There are no evil people, just evil realizations about 
people.  Discarding these realizations and discovering the God image in the 
world around us becomes the journey.

Love draws each of us into reconciliation with reality by discovering the image 
of God already present in each human being. It validates the soul by seeing it 
the way God sees it, as good.  It invites each person out of oppression and into 
the journey toward restoration of one’s own dignity and also the dignity of 
those around them.

Realizing this Way of Jesus is only possible by removing the covering that blinds 
us to reality.  It requires stepping back into the scene of the crime and finding a 
way through.  Only when we face death can we discover resurrection.

The brilliance of the Way is its simplicity. Even a child can do it.  There is no 
exception to worry about.  There is no subjectivity to manage. There is only 
good.  And it’s all good. Love addresses the question of “the exception”.  Is 
there something we can do to change God’s perspective of us?  Could humanity 
actually do something to permanently remove itself from the Kingdom of God?  
Jesus reveals that even when we attempt to kill the God image, the answer is no.  
There is, in essence, no exception. By removing any possibility of exception, we 
remove the possibility of being the exception.

Just because the Way is simple doesn’t make it easy.  The Way calls us into a 
radically different paradigm for life, one diametrically opposed to what we’re 
used to.  The Way puts us in direct conflict with our own biology, as well as the 
religious and political cultures we live in.

Where my experience with Bob helped me locate the problem, and my 
experience with the woman in the coffee house helped me begin to see the 
nature of the problem, solving the problem was ultimately about living into the 
Way.  What would it mean to live an objective life, to see everything from God’s 
perspective?  What would it mean to love without exception?

I began to ask these questions on a trip to Seattle with my wife and three young 
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children. As we passed the Starbucks in the waterfront district, a woman named 
Lenora walked up to us. She was obviously homeless and didn’t have any shoes 
on. I was acutely aware of my natural reactions to protect my children from her.  
Something in me wanted to keep them from any harm, as if she was actually a 
threat.  This instinct made me wonder how anyone would feel to be always seen 
as a threat.  She was a modern day leper.  As we began talking to her the crowd 
stared at us, wondering why we were giving her our time.

My instincts to run were momentarily quelled by the idea that standing in front 
of me was Jesus in the flesh. Instead of being limited to the superficial realities 
of her condition, I chose to look for the God image in her, to look past what I 
was used to judging her by.  I tried to see her from God’s perspective, as a child 
suffering under the weight of an oppressive judgment.

She tried to sell me a story  that she needed money for a key deposit for the 
shelter. I knew it was most likely a well-scripted lie, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t 
really need a story. This was my moment to meet Lenora.  Something in me just 
felt like $20 was the right answer. I don’t know how to explain it other than I 
just went with my heart at the moment. 

I looked into my wallet; all I had was a $100 bill.  I turned around and saw a 
Starbucks, so I excused myself to go get some change.  I bought a coffee and 
then went back to Lenora. I handed her a twenty, and then something inside 
of me said to give her the coffee too.  So I asked her if she wanted the coffee. 
She smiled at me as though I had saved the world that day. Believe it or not, the 
coffee meant more to her than the money.

I asked her if she wanted cream or sugar and she did, so I took the coffee back 
to Starbucks and got her cream and Equal, four packets. I found out most coffee 
establishments in Seattle wouldn’t allow the homeless in unless they’re wearing 
shoes. Lenora wasn’t. Her circumstance had excluded her from an institution 
well known for its sense of community.

While I was gone, Lenora talked with my children and was deeply gracious 
to them. She made my son laugh and complimented him on his Spiderman 
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skills, which he loved. She complimented my girls, which made them smile. I 
returned and handed her the coffee just the way she liked it.  I introduced her 
to my family and they all were gracious to her. Lenora really didn’t know how 
to act.  Our interaction was transformative.  When I left she was beaming.

As I walked away with my family, Lenora held onto the coffee as though it were 
gold. It had become a symbol; she was still valuable in this world.  It reminded 
her she was still important. She still mattered to someone.  The staring eyes 
around us no longer held the power to judge.

Lenora awakened something in me. In giving her money, I was satisfying a 
present need in her. She may have been telling the truth about the key deposit. 
Or she may have been waiting for her next heroin dose. I’ll never know. When I 
stopped and served her, got her coffee, went back for cream and sugar, she lit up.  
In serving her, I was satisfying a deeper need in her, the need for validation. It 
reminded her of her inherent worth – something she struggled to hold onto. 

The exchange worked both ways. In this encounter we were both experiencing 
a restorative love.  I was taking part in the discovery of her dignity as a child 
made in the image of God. When she looked into my eyes, she felt validated.  
And strangely I felt validated as well.  I was discovering my restoration 
was intimately linked to restoring others.  I was discovering my capacity to 
participate in restoring God’s creation through my encounter with her. In just 
giving money and walking on, I would have missed why God had called me 
to this moment.  I got to see the image of God in her.  Love had given me the 
imagination of God.

For some the Way will be a radically different paradigm.  It will seem, “too good 
to be true”. Or it might cause fear and anger.  I completely understand these 
feelings.  Understanding the nature of God’s perspective is a direct confrontation 
with the root problem.  It will invite us to wrestle with the basic nature of what 
is true.  For others, it will resonate at a level so deep it will awaken the heart.  
It will speak in a way many have called “salvation.”  It will release us from the 
oppressive weight of religion and open the door to freedom.




