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INTRODUCTION 
 

Blueprints and cathedrals, at first glance, have little to do with creative writing.  Yet, the 

word “cathedral” evokes spirituality, and thus provides an image that enables a discussion of how 

to approach writing on spiritual issues.  In his analysis of the contemporary evangelical publishing 

industry, scholar Abram Van Engen explores how a writer should, or can, approach and produce 

literature from a Christian perspective.  He proposes that, in the current market niche occupied by 

the evangelical publishing industry, audience and market demands have created a narrowly 

delineated “blueprint” model shaping a specific style and content of acceptable religious/spiritual 

literature, a model to which others less “mainstream” within the evangelical sub-culture react.  

These reacting individuals argue for an approach to “Christian” writing that instead emphasizes 

freedom and imagination over against boundaries.  Van Engen proposes that these two extremes of 

absolute boundaries and rampant imagination be combined into what he terms a “cathedral” 

reality, or approach, to writing on Christian spirituality (28, 34-35).  This approach recognizes the 

importance of the boundaries of orthodox Christian theology, but also provides space for personal 

imagination and exploration of that theology, a space into which Van Engen invites writers and 

Christians to enter, though he does not describe how exactly we are to do so.  This project 

responds to that invitation, and, through Back to Canaan: A Parable, further develops the idea of a 

“cathedral” approach to creative writing on Christian spirituality as suggested by Van Engen. 

Back to Canaan: A Parable is a spiritual memoir that seeks to enter into the “cathedral” 

reality, and weaves together my own spiritual story with the biblical story of the Hebrew patriarch 

Abraham.  However, this biblical story is over four thousand years old.  For a twenty-first century 

audience to penetrate the narratives of the Hebrew Bible, and to enter the cathedral, it is necessary 

to ask certain questions and cultivate a certain orientation or perspective to the ancient text.  So, 
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with what questions do we approach the cathedral?  Scholar Clark Pinnock states, “Scripture ought 

not to remain a dead letter, but constitute a living challenge to people of every present age” (71).  

(Scripture here refers to both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament; this discussion will 

concentrate on the former.)  Pinnock proposes that cruciality – that which is essential, vital, and 

significant – is the motivation for biblical textual interpretation.  By invoking what is crucial in the 

text, we are responsible for reflecting on it in relation to our contemporary experience and context 

(Pinnock 72).  Cruciality is the test applied to whatever is communicated between humans; it asks 

the following questions: Does this make sense?  If so, does it have meaning that I comprehend?  If 

it does, then what does that meaning do for my life; how is it relevant?  This test of cruciality must 

especially be applied to communication about those things discussed in religious contexts, or 

whatever is considered sacred in human life.  If that communication fails to trigger the questions 

of cruciality, though its subject is of ultimate value or importance, it is perceived as irrelevant or 

insignificant.   

The contemporary evangelical Christian community in America, specifically in the 

literature produced through its publishing industry, has, by and large, failed this test of cruciality 

with regards to its products entering twenty-first century culture.  This failure, which manifests 

itself in Van Engen’s “blueprint” model, appears due to the fact that the gatekeepers of the 

evangelical publishing industry have either forgotten to ask these questions of their literary 

products, or have misunderstood or lost sight of the answers given.  After a brief examination of 

the blueprint model and its cultural and religious context, we will look at how and why humans 

create sacred stories, and how we extract and interpret the meaning, relevance, and significance 

implicit in such stories.  These broad concepts need grounding and contextualizing in order to 

better comprehend them, so we will use the texts, theology, and interpretive process of 

Christianity to do so.   
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In the second half of this discussion, I will develop an alternate approach to spiritual 

writing, using Van Engen’s “cathedral” reality as my starting point and guide.  I propose that the 

defining difference between the blueprint and the cathedral in creative writing is one of authorial 

perspective, in which an author working from the cathedral perspective focuses less on writing to 

market or audience demands, and instead allows for a sense of wonder, a clear theology, and a 

guided imagination in that creation.  I hope to show that these three terms and concepts are vital to 

both the test of cruciality and the writing of a spiritual memoir exploring the role of ancient faith 

and text in a twenty-first century context, specifically through the application of the cathedral 

approach in Back to Canaan: A Parable. 

RUMORS, the first of three sections, will utilize theories of religion and culture in 

understanding the context and production of the literature of the evangelical community, which 

suggests issues of ultimate meaning.  The second section, GLIMPSES, will explore how readers 

extract, and connect with, the meaning and relevance shown in sacred stories and biblical texts.  

EPIPHANIES, the final section, will consider how theology, wonder, and imagination may reveal 

both the entrance to the cathedral, and the means of entering its sacred space through writing a 

spiritual memoir.  A key idea to remember as we move forward is that the act of communication 

itself implies an innate meaning in what is being communicated, whether it is received aurally or 

textually.  But, the mechanisms or vehicles of communication also determine how well or how 

deeply the subject matter and meaning penetrates and is received.  Without an understanding of 

How, the questions of What and Why become obscured or ignored, creating an imbalance in the 

linked components of communication that must be restored for effective and relevant 

communication.  The following will attempt to discover how that balance may be achieved. 
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RUMORS 
 

“God is a novelist.  He uses all sorts of literary devices: alliteration, 

assonance, synecdoche, onomatopoeia.  But of all of these, His favorite is 

foreshadowing.  [In the period before her conversion to Christianity], He was 

laying traps, leaving clues, clues I could have seen had I been perceptive 

enough.  […]  Sometimes, as in a great novel, you cannot see until you get to 

the end that God was leaving clues for you all along.  Sometimes you 

wonder, How did I miss it?” 

Lauren F. Winner, Girl Meets God, p. 57 

 
Foreshadows: Evangelicalism as Clue 

How we perceive and pursue clues as to what is important and valuable in life is 

determined by our immediate context, which is itself largely shaped by culture and religion.  

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s classic explanation of culture defines it as “an historically 

transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed 

in symbolic forms by means of which [humans] communicate, perpetuate, and develop their 

knowledge about and attitudes toward life” (89).  Culture is an ongoing, expressive system of 

meaning-making, in which tangible forms stand for and are used to communicate intangible 

concepts, abstractions, or experiences between members of a given society.  It reflects in its 

expressive products a given social structure and its ultimate values, or what is held ultimately 

important or meaningful.  Religion, as a tangible socio-cultural institution, is primarily concerned 

with order and meaning, and also reflects what is believed to be supernaturally ultimate by both 

individuals and groups.  Sociologist Andrew Greeley posits that there exists in the human 

personality “a propensity to hope.”  Through the subsequent need to have this hope periodically 

validated against the “outrages” of human existence, humans may find renewing and reaffirming 

experiences through a wide variety of means external to themselves; this is the experience of grace 
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(Greeley 15, 18-51).  Religion engenders a perspective on the nature of reality and human 

positioning within it; it is a hopeful individual’s or group’s “other-worldly” orientation that then 

motivates and generates “this-worldly” manifestations through human culture.  When, within a 

same society, co-existing groups of individuals hold opposing perspectives and values, whether 

religious or not, sub-cultures are created by one (or many) of those groups.   

Subcultures always exist within, and have contact with, a larger cultural system, but, 

maintain what Wendy Griswold calls a “powerful set of symbols, meanings, and behavioral norms 

– often opposite those in the larger culture – that are binding on the subculture’s members” (65).  

The subculture is not just consumption tastes or common interests, but a coherence of values, 

symbols, and practices that reflects the ideological perspective of the members, and which 

identifies that subculture as unique and distinct from its larger cultural system.  Yet, as Andrew 

Greeley notes, there are reciprocal flows of influence between the religious and other institutions 

of a given culture, and the “symbol stories” of each both influence and are influenced by the other 

(131).  An individual, and a group, is shaped by the play of the relationship between various 

societal institutions, including the religious.  That, in turn, shapes the individual’s and the group’s 

experience of and interaction with those institutions depending on the perspective on reality that is 

established and maintained.   

The above theories of cultural and religious formation and interaction provide us with a 

conceptual framework that we may now use in a brief examination of evangelicalism as a 

subculture within the larger U.S. cultural system.  According to a 2006 report from the Baylor 

Institute for Studies of Religion, fully a third (33.6%) of the current U.S. population (roughly 100 

million people) identify themselves as evangelical Protestant (8).  This identity is defined by four 

core, trans-denominational characteristics: a focus on the Cross of Christ; the necessity and 

primacy of personal salvation based on the Cross; the centrality of studying the Bible; and the 
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importance of acting in human life according to the previous three characteristics (McGrath 111-

12; Baylor 9; Marsden 4-5).  While the history of American evangelicalism stretches back to the 

eighteenth century, it is the current position of the contemporary evangelical community that is 

most important for our discussion.  Contemporary evangelicals appear segregated from wider U.S. 

society and culture, and, as Christian Smith notes, often feel “excluded, marginalized, or 

discriminated against by secular institutions and elites,” while those same institutions and elites 

often view evangelicals “with deep suspicion, and as enemies of freedom and liberal democracy” 

(4).  This marginalization promotes the distinctiveness of the evangelical community, and also 

motivates its continuing existence and cultural products. 

Evangelicalism is built around a coherence of values that binds its community together, 

orients the members’ perspectives, and gives the community a vocabulary, symbols, and context 

within which to communicate and act.  For our purposes, it is important to note that the earlier 

stated characteristics drive, in large part, the community’s adoption of mass media in all its forms, 

both as a way of maintaining the boundaries of the subculture, and as a way of circulating its core 

beliefs and principles in wider society.  The desire to “facilitate communication and support within 

Christian communities” prompted the evolution of a conservative evangelical publishing industry, 

one that, despite the “historic calling” of evangelization and doctrinal purity, has “retreated to a 

niche that follows market necessities,” creating a “parallel universe” with products similar to its 

secular counterpart (Bartholomew 47-48, 51).  Despite its withdrawal from larger culture, though, 

the evangelical publishing industry has become hugely successful by market standards, having 

accrued $2 billion in sales in 2004 (Kennedy).  Clearly, this withdrawal has not hurt its financial 

accomplishments. 
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Evangelical Publishing: A Blueprint for Faith 

However, despite the evangelical publishing industry’s success, there are indications that 

its products do not define or satisfy all of the community’s members, nor do those products 

completely maintain the community’s boundaries.  The evangelical adoption of pragmatic, 

rationalist Enlightenment ideology in its early history has come to impact how evangelical 

organizations produce goods for the community that “counter surrounding secular products,” yet 

also “undermine the faith” on which the lives of the churches and the individuals are built 

(McGrath 50-56).  In this rationale, the mechanisms of evangelism often become of more 

importance than its subject.  With their adoption of mass media, evangelicals “striv[e] to 

popularize their culture by deintellectualizing content and dramatizing presentation” (Schultze 63, 

69).  Though successful in maintaining a unique sub-culture, the products of this popularization 

have absorbed and reproduced much of wider society’s mechanisms for packaging, marketing, and 

consuming a product, and rarely (effectively) escape the subculture.  These products, as Bruce 

Little observes, imitate rather than understand wider cultural forms; they attempt to attract wider 

culture through commonality, but do not challenge the basic cultural assumptions that are, 

supposedly, different between them.  As such, these products appear contrary to the long-term 

growth and strength of Christian thought and practice in human life, and bypass the traditionally 

orthodox perspective that Christian faith is a life-long and life-wide journey of discovery, not a 

drive-through Bible study.   

With major gatekeepers (authors, editors, booksellers, wholesalers, and distributors) 

largely under the umbrella of the Christian Booksellers Association (CBA), the industry has 

grown increasingly centralized, publishers and booksellers becoming “idea brokers” deciding what 

ideas will be presented to the public, and in what form (Ferré 109).  Stephen McGarvey points out 

that evangelical publishing has developed distinctive rules dictating a “long list of things [authors] 
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should include [relating to character and content], and a longer list of what [authors] should not.”  

McGarvey continues with the observation that these books are often billed as “safe,” or “comfort 

food for the saved,” but they are “rarely culturally relevant or well-written.”  As Jonathan Cordero 

observes, Christian [writing] is above all else “a morally conservative and audience-centered 

product; it is spiritually, doctrinally, and denominationally generic; it accommodates culture by 

sacralizing a popular cultural form, yet does not engage culture; and its aesthetic/stylistic form 

tends toward softened depictions of reality” (par. 46).  This style of writing reaffirms and 

reinforces the perspective and faith of those already in the subculture, because it writes to and for 

that audience, but lacks an “authenticity” that appears as credible or relevant to readers interested 

in more than “comfort food.”  As Van Engen observes, this lack manifests itself in the treatment of 

such issues as couples engaging in premarital sex; there must be repentance or unhappy 

consequences within a “blueprint” sanctioned book, regardless of whether or not such actually 

happens in reality (28, 35).  Books such as these often do not provide means for allowing the 

reader to explore his or her own perspective; they provide a temporary escape without a long-term 

impact.   

Both Van Engen and Gregory Wolfe detect similar attitudes in the normative evangelical 

community and publishing industry: that art “becomes useful insofar as it conveys the Christian 

message” (Wolfe 99); and, that the books published and sold through specifically “Christian” 

outlets show, on the whole, “good people doing bad things to words: they make of them utilities.  

[Books] are turned into tools – loudspeakers, to be precise – so that a certain Good News can be 

spread” (Van Engen 33).  Eugene H. Peterson calls this way of using language “depersonalizing 

and functionalizing”: it is a programmatic formula for words that takes little account of the 

individual person reading, or receiving, those words (9).  This blueprint often appears to “confine 

reality (including God) to a closed system supposedly lifted straight from scripture; reality is 
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reduced to the blueprint, and made to fit.”  This produces a style of writing in which questions are 

not to be raised, but rather, coherent and identifiable, albeit limiting, answers are to be provided.  

The result is “flat and ineffective [writing]” (Van Engen 34, 29) that often does not enlighten or 

explore reality; these books define it, delineate its territory, and judge it.  Narrowly defined 

biblical truths, concepts, and principles must be easily seen and understood in and through these 

books with a minimum of processing effort on the reader’s part.   

The idea of a blueprint serves well in discussing Christian writing produced in this context: 

the lines, measurements, directions, and goals are carefully defined, but the sacred structure 

described by the blueprint – a cathedral – never rises beyond the page to impact the reader’s vision 

and imagination.  This model, and the motivations of the community shaping it, recognizes the 

need to connect mythic (i.e. biblical) stories with contemporary life, but in the attempt to “get the 

story right,” this style of literature seems to miss the connection to other potential readers and 

questioners.  It gives the reader a blueprint for faith, but does not create or allow any space in 

which to explore that faith.  This blueprint suggests rumors of the ultimate, and foreshadows what 

might be, even if it does not easily allow for translation from the page to reality. 
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GLIMPSES 
 

“It felt more than true, it felt meaningful.  I was starting to believe I was 

a character in a greater story, which is why the elements of story made sense 

in the first place.  The magical proposition of the gospel […] was very adult 

to me, very gritty like something from Hemingway or Steinbeck […].  [It] 

was not a children’s story.  It wasn’t cute or neat.  It was mystical and odd 

and clean, and it was reaching into dirty.  There was wonder in it and 

enchantment.” 

Donald Miller, Blue Like Jazz, p. 35 

 
Elements: Seeing a Story 

Perfection, Thomas Howard observes, “hounds us relentlessly” (336).  Myths are one way 

of describing the human awareness of this ultimate value; they are sacred stories, and are created 

and shared by a group of people who find “their most important meanings in [them],” as Wendy 

Doniger O’Flaherty proposes (27).  As C.S. Lewis notes, there is little or no expectation of 

narrative quality in a myth: just the feeling that something “of great moment [has been] 

communicated to us.”  Even though we feel that the events and meanings of a myth have a 

“profound relevance” for us, we “do not [necessarily] imaginatively project ourselves” into its 

narrative (Lewis, Experiment 43-44).  To make a connection of the immediate present with the 

distant myth, humans construct symbols – a “picture or image which resonates, articulates, and re-

presents the experience of grace [the supernatural experience of renewed hope]” (Greeley 53); a 

symbol describes the meaningful thing, but is not the thing itself.   

Symbols – of which myths are one type – are “open-ended” (Greeley 47); they ask the 

question, “It’s like this…isn’t it?”  The thing-turned-symbol becomes the means by which 

individuals attempt to share, persuade, or otherwise reproduce grace-experience.  Words, then, are 

also symbols: they describe a thing, and as Robert Siegel points out, it is in the very nature of 
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language (and words) to be “metaphoric” in some sense (344), to refer to or describe something 

else.  The symbol loaded with meaning and possibility begs to be shared, communicated by, in our 

case, the author, through a text, to a reader.  It is through the text that an author seeks and intends 

to articulate a “grace-experience,” and it is the words/symbols of the text that a reader can, and 

aims to, interpret.   

 
Elements: Reaching Into a Story 

As Tim Meadowcroft observes, we approach any conversation or work of art or literature 

with the “assumption of intention” (620) – the reader assumes the intent to communicate by an 

author, especially when a text or story is considered sacred, and the author divine.  A pre-

condition of intentionality assumes that the author expects that whatever is put in the text is 

relevant to the reader: that author and reader have enough in common to discern a text as 

something worth paying attention to.  Inference is the reader’s awareness of relevance in the text, 

and the process of extracting that relevance; the reader uses aspects of his or her own immediate 

context in deducing certain meanings of the text.  If a text’s subject matter and contextual effect 

(what the reader discerns as related to immediate context) are substantially different from the 

reader’s own context, this prompts considerable processing effort.  However, its originally 

intended paradigm or principle will be “perceived as relevant” if it has the ability to take into 

account the reader’s context, while also drawing the reader on “to something new.” (Meadowcroft 

622-23)  The processing effort determines the text’s significance (reader response), which is based 

upon the meaning (basic paradigm).   

If the text is granted authorial intentionality, then the basic meaning and implications do 

not change over time, though the reader may (re)discover them, and make new, fresh connections 

between immediate context and the original text.  This play of intentional meaning, significance, 

and effort may be seen in the story form known as parables.  Parables are simple stories that 
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engage the audience “subtly, imaginatively, and indirectly,” as Marvin Wilson observes (149).  

The point of presenting a parable is not to give the audience something new, but is rather, as 

Eugene Peterson explains, to show something they have overlooked or not taken seriously, 

because the point of it has never previously been seen (14).  Truths within the story are never 

explicitly stated, but are rather alluded to through the familiar elements of the audience’s life, 

which allows the audience to draw their own conclusions (Wilson 149).  Parables present what is 

already known at a surface level in such a way that the audience can later penetrate more deeply 

into the relevant paradigm underlying the story.  In order to more fully explore these ideas, we 

now turn to specific mythologies, specific texts, and a specific author – Christian mythology, the 

Hebrew Bible, and the triune God. 

 
Elements: Transformed By a Story 

Biblical authors never argue the existence of God; they assume it, as Wilson states (146).  

Though His ways may be incomprehensible to humans, he is nonetheless Immanuel (God with us).  

Neither is God understood in a purely abstract, philosophical manner, but rather, He is understood 

functionally; God acts, and God speaks.  And one way of functioning is through words.  Thus, 

though the Judaic and Christian traditions recognize biblical texts as culturally conditioned in the 

subject matter and in the language, and take that into consideration while reading and interpreting 

the text, at the heart of both is the awareness of the texts as divinely revealed, as God’s Word.  In 

his work Divine Discourse, philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff argues, on the basis of 

contemporary speech-action theory, that sacred texts purporting to be divine speech do not just say 

something, but also do something; they communicate content, but also command, exhort, promise, 

and create.  As Jewish scholar Robert Alter notes, words underlie reality, in the biblical view (69).  

Language, in this sense, does something, especially when it is divine language.  And the study and 

internalization of language does even more. 
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In all scholarly endeavors, it is ultimately the student’s responsibility to learn, and it is 

always the hope of the teacher (even when the student and teacher are one and the same) that no 

course of study should leave the student unchanged.  As Jewish scholar Barry Holtz observes, 

rabbinic tradition views the reading of the Torah (both the Hebrew Bible and subsequent 

commentary) as an interaction, a “passionate and active grappling with God’s living word” (16) 

that calls for a dynamic and living response by the reader to the text.  Both Judaism and 

Christianity respectively view the Hebrew Bible and New Testament as an eternally original 

“word” to each generation, whose task it is to both take the text seriously, and also to contribute 

fresh, new, relevant interpretations of the story contained within.  Holtz highlights the underlying 

theme of Torah and its study, which may yet be the underlying theme of the stories of Abraham 

and myself, to which we will come presently: Torah is ultimately about transformation (29).  The 

rumors and glimpses discussed thus far provide clues, and point out ways by which we can 

perceive and pursue transformation.  Yet there is something else that must be added to that 

experience and process.  Transformation itself is sparked by a sense of “wonder and enchantment” 

that sees the words of a story reaching into wherever one happens to be; it brings potential into 

being. 
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EPIPHANIES 
 

“In one sense the new country [described in George MacDonald’s 

Phantastes] was exactly like the old.  I met there all that had already charmed 

me in Malory, Spenser, Morris, and Yeats.  But in another sense all was 

changed. […]  Now I saw the bright shadow [of Holiness] coming out of the 

book into the real world and resting there, transforming all common things 

and yet itself unchanged.  […]  That night my imagination was, in a certain 

sense, baptized.” 

C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy, p. 181 

 
Theology: Foundation and Structure 

Though theology may seem an unusual correlative with wonder, it is the concrete means 

by which we are enabled to understand the transformation sparked by wonder.  The Christian faith 

encourages study, questions, intellectual endeavors; the subject of Christianity invites inquiry into 

the nature of God, His work in human history, and human relationship to and with Him.  This is 

the definition of theology, pure and simple; it is nothing more than the conscious practice of 

seeking understanding about those things that are ultimate in human life.  And yet, there can 

hardly be anything more important, for, as we saw at the beginning of this discussion, culture and 

religion as conceptual frameworks point toward the human pursuit of the ultimate in life; this is 

theology of a sort.  British scholar Alister E. McGrath notes the twentieth century trend in Western 

Christianity dividing theology from spirituality: it has become a set of “disembodied ideas,” or a 

“purely intellectual pursuit,” which treats the heart, imagination, and emotions as irrelevant or 

unconnected to the study and practice of theology (135).  Theology, in this case, is an academic 

discipline, disconnected from those things that are important to the average person.   

The separation of theology from the life of individuals in the Christian Church has also 

made an impact on those individuals’ reading of biblical text, especially the Hebrew Bible/Old 
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Testament.  Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart propose that the failure to understand both the reason 

for and the character of Hebrew narrative has caused many Christians to read those narratives 

rather poorly, perhaps seeing them as allegorical morality tales with hidden meanings, rather than 

as spiritual histories with implicit spiritual meta-narratives (89, 92) that have eternal relevance and 

significance beyond the historical particularity.  The academic approach to Christian theology thus 

fosters an approach to biblical text that promotes information gathering of schematic truths for the 

mind rather than insightful internalization of those truths for the life.   

 Those within the evangelical publishing industry recognize theology as integral to their 

products; they demonstrate an awareness of the questions that are asked in human life, but appear 

to present them as incidental to the answers that must be communicated.  In the opposite direction, 

contemporary theology in the context of postmodernism often appears to ask questions without 

arriving at answers at all.  And yet, theology proper, especially Christian theology, cherishes the 

questions and the process of asking them, without losing sight of the answers that are hoped for 

and believed in.  Theology, in this light, is done in the context of a life-long and life-wide journey, 

and is inherently connected to and encompassing of human actions and emotions.  As Terry C. 

Muck observes, physical journeys in the Bible “took on enormous spiritual meanings;” they had 

the “trappings of the material, but the substance of the spiritual” (109, 117).  If the idea of a 

journey may be expanded to encompass both physical and spiritual, then, Muck suggests, we learn 

from many sources, and in many modes; humans, like journeys, are complex, multidimensional, 

and multidirectional: all of the faculties are accessed and used – intellect, emotions, intuition, 

revelation, and imagination (118).  And yet, journeys are also compelled: they arise out of some 

mysterious and unexpected trigger that is both the motivation and the shape of the journey.  

Wonder initiates the journey, but is itself initiated by the penetration of the divine into the 

mundane.   
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Wonder: The Open Door 

We are told that Abraham’s journey began because God appeared to him, mysteriously and 

unexpectedly, calling him out of Ur and into Canaan.  Such an appearance invites wonder by the 

audience, a response of amazement, and, as Glen Scorgie suggests, subsequently provokes an 

ambivalent and contradictory experience: a longing for novelty, and a fear of the unknown 

(“Wonder”).  It is the response to the experience of wonder at the divine that determines how a 

theological journey progresses.  If the wonderer fears the unknown, he or she may construct 

boundaries that reduce uncertainty and ambiguity, increase security and stability, and provide 

distinct, concrete “instructions” for answering questions and progressing on his or her own 

journey – a blueprint for their experiences.  Blueprints are safe, not least because they can be 

easily grasped and understood.  Reality is manageable in a blueprint perspective; even if the 

measurements, supplies, and tools are correct and truthful, they reduce both the physical and the 

spiritual aspects of life to little more than absolutely measured lines and one-dimensional surfaces.  

So long as the reality described by the blueprint remains confined within those boundaries, the 

potentiality of wonder may be avoided.   

While it is unfortunate that we sometimes define ourselves by what we are not, that often 

may help us to determine what exactly we are.  The wonderer who responds with a longing for 

novelty, who pursues curiosity, instinctively rejects the “easy” answers provided by a blueprint.  

While she recognizes that elements of the blueprint, and the world around her, point toward the 

answers she seeks, she nonetheless suspects something “more” that holds profound relevance for 

her, without which all the pointers and guidelines available remain “unleavened.”  Wonder 

encourages imagination, which, though sometimes disparaged as a source of falsity and delusion, 

is more about making fresh and creative connections, of “seeing” certain things in our minds 

(Scorgie, “Baptized” 280).  As William Dyrness suggests, imagination enables us to “relate the 
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present to the past, and allows us to actually project ourselves into other places and times – it 

becomes a window into new worlds” (85).  The Cross of Christ shapes that window through which 

the Christian artist catches glimpses of other worlds, and reveals what ought to or could be.  

Because the Christian story claims nothing less than the complete transformation and reorientation 

of the human world toward the triune God, the Christian artist (and the Christian) is both freed and 

limited by that story, as the possibilities inherent in transformation are tethered to this new, 

reoriented perspective that shapes what may be considered as “good true, and beautiful” (Scorgie, 

“Baptized” 282).  As Dyrness claims, successful, imaginative art is able to “fuse a vision of what 

might be, or in some fundamental sense what ought to be, onto a keen sense of what really is” 

(92).  Imagination is the key to pulling those two orders of reality into a fresh, creative 

perspective, and it is wonder and theology that baptize the artist and his imagination into being 

able to do so. 

Earlier we noted that theology is a conscious practice: it is the deliberate, intentional habit 

of asking questions and pursuing (and finding) answers.  The Bible is viewed as sacred history by 

both Judaism and Christianity, and is read with the assumption that this history must be 

understood to make full sense of the text.  But as Scorgie notes, drawing on Old Testament scholar 

Walter Brueggemann’s insights, history alone is not enough; though it moves in the opposite 

direction from imagination, the two are linked.  Brueggemann (and Scorgie) calls for a “historical 

imagination,” which is an extrapolation forward in a manner consistent with the past.  We must 

learn to read biblical text from the “inside out,” entering into the perspective of the original 

community and authors that produced it.  Otherwise, as both scholars observe, imagination 

devolves into “undisciplined fantasy.”  (Scorgie, “Baptized” 280)  To read history with 

imagination, then, is to go beyond the words on the page, and ask, “What might those words be 

pointing to?”  Words are symbols, as we have already learned; they are metaphoric and open-
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ended, and thus always point toward something beyond themselves, beyond the text.  Theology 

and wonder provide the foundation, structure, and space to explore the sacred space described by 

biblical texts.  

 
Narrative: Exploring the Cathedral 

After reviewing the numerous narratives to be found in both the Hebrew Bible and New 

Testament, and thinking about my own story, namely, the intense and complex period between 

2003 and 2005 during which I kept a detailed spiritual journal, I chose the Genesis account of the 

Hebrew patriarch Abraham.  From a Judeo-Christian perspective, Genesis marks the origin and 

beginning of human history, and it seems fitting that it should assist in marking the beginning of 

my own “new” history.  Biblical narratives, according to Robert Alter, recognize that man “must 

live before God, in the transforming medium of time, incessantly and perplexingly in relation with 

others” (22).  With the perspective that God observes and holds together human history, Hebraic 

authors see all of life as a sacred unity – man moves in God’s story as much as God penetrates 

human history.  This perspective allows for and accepts paradox, a true statement that only 

appears contradictory, for such is often “signs of the divine” (Wilson 152).  Hebraic authors paint 

verbal pictures in broad strokes within their narratives, expressing concepts in self-contained units 

or blocks (Wilson 50), in which one plane of a block is exposed against another, apparently 

contradictory plane, creating a tension of perceived illogicality, paradoxical situations, and 

dynamic relationships not fully comprehensible by human minds.  We see these dynamic 

paradoxes in the story of the patriarch Abraham, in Bereshit (Genesis) 12-23 of the Hebrew Bible.   

This narrative details the life of a desert nomad called out of his homeland in Mesopotamia 

to wander in the desert of Canaan.  This move, precipitated by the deity Yahweh, uproots 

Abraham and his family, including his sister-wife Sarah, and sends them into hostile, strange 

territory.  After arriving in Canaan, famine forces Abraham down into Egypt, where he hides his 
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relationship with Sarah and allows her to be taken as a bride for the Egyptian pharaoh.  Discovery 

of Abraham’s true relationship with Sarah results in expulsion from Egypt, and a return to Canaan, 

where Abraham and his nephew Lot, now wealthy herders, decide it best to separate, as their 

respective holdings have grown too large for them to remain together.  Lot chooses the abundant 

Jordanian plain, and the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, leaving Abraham to remain in the desert 

heights of Hebron.  As the years go by, Abraham rescues Lot from enemy captivity, fathers 

Ishmael by Sarah’s servant Hagar, barters with Yahweh to stave off the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah and his nephew Lot, fathers Isaac by his ninety-year-old wife Sarah, begins a sacrifice 

of Isaac at Moriah, and purchases a cave in Canaan for Sarah’s burial place.  Throughout all of 

these events, Yahweh visits Abraham, promising him the land of Canaan for his descendents, a 

son, greatness, and exalted status as the father of many nations.  And throughout the narrative, 

Abraham grows ever deeper into an understanding and a relationship with the mysterious Yahweh, 

who becomes the only God of Israel.   

But, these are only the events, the subject matter of the narrative.  Anyone can go to any 

Bible, open it to the book of Genesis, and read this story with some greater detail than what is 

presented here.  Jewish and Christian commentaries, biblical anthropological and archeological 

texts, and religious histories explain the culture, society, and traditions of the ancient Near East 

and its peoples at the time suggested in the Genesis narrative.  All these resources greatly aid in 

understanding the cultural context and conditioning that surrounds the biblical texts and their 

authors.  But the major emphasis on this Genesis narrative, indeed of all the narratives in the 

Hebrew Bible, is the person and character of Yahweh – God, whose purposes, as Robert Alter 

notes, are “always entrammeled in history, [interacting with] the acts of individual men and 

women for their continuing realization” (12).  The questions, the wonder, the journey: these all 

begin with God’s hand reaching into the story of human life. 
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To focus solely on the movements of Abraham throughout the narrative would miss the 

fact that his journey began with a divine Being’s initiating a relationship with him.  Further, this is 

a Being who promises the supernatural satisfaction of natural desires; who orchestrates human 

events and history in ways that reflect His character and uphold His reputation; who provides 

human beings, through the manifestation of promises, provisions, and substitutionary sacrifices, 

the means of approaching His perfect horizon with the required righteousness so as to be in a 

relationship with them.  Though, however, God remains “hidden,” unknowable, as Erich Auerbach 

notes, the reader’s (and author’s) efforts to investigate and interpret what can be known about this 

God through biblical narratives “constantly find something new to feed upon” (15).  The story of 

Abraham, and his journey, then, is really a story of the deep and profound mystery of Yahweh’s 

discretionary choice, His reaching out from a perfect horizon with no other motive than “an active 

love” (Dearman 130).  If this motive, coming as it does from outside human history and with 

divine intent and words, is eternal, then, to paraphrase C.S. Lewis, it is eternally up-to-date, and 

thus eternally relevant (FL 137).  And if, as the Judaic and Christian traditions claim, it is each 

generation’s task and responsibility to study and interpret for the purpose and hope of 

transformation, then ignoring the experience of wonder that triggered my own journey has 

potentially perilous consequences.  Of course, this assumes, along with centuries of tradition, that 

the experience of wonder and the practice of theology within Christianity incur benefits for the 

responsive individual, regardless of artistic bent. 

 
Parable: Room to Grow 

The primary criterion for choosing the Christian mythology is that it is my own, both by 

upbringing and by choice.  Yet it is not familiar to me: the sacred myths of Christianity are at a far 

remove from my own world, and, at first glance, irrelevant and unconnected to my life in the 

twenty-first century.  Although I heard simplified versions of these stories as a child, they made 
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little impact on me, neither was I taught to discern any deeper meaning or relevance to these 

stories, other than they were stories that a “good Christian” ought to know.  Christianity was little 

more than a veneer on my life for many years, and its sacred narratives were little more than 

unusual stories that defined the label of “Christian.”  Over time, however, I began to question 

whether or not there was any deeper meaning to these stories, and began to read the Hebrew Bible 

(Old Testament) and the New Testament, along with other non-Christian religious texts, in the 

attempt to understand my own life in contemporary Western culture.  When I have a problem, I go 

to a book.  And when I’m trying to figure something out, I write about it.  Those two actions are 

linked in my spiritual memoir in progress, titled Back to Canaan: A Parable.  The first complete 

section, subtitled “Ur – Haran – Egypt,” represents the style and content of the work as a whole, 

and serves to demonstrate the cathedral approach to writing about ancient faith within the context 

of contemporary culture that is proposed and developed in this project.   

In contrast to the blueprint literary model described earlier, it is evident that an actual 

“model” for the cathedral approach has nowhere been delineated; this was both intentional and 

inevitable.  When I began thinking about the differences in literary models and approaches to 

writing about spiritual issues, I wondered if my conclusion would determine that there are “no 

rules” in the cathedral approach.  To some extent, this is true.  It was a very organic, natural 

process that grew out of my material, rather than trying to force the material into a certain kind of 

book.  I found that, instead of trying to write in a specific style or voice, I ended up making 

intuitive connections between the biblical narrative and my own story.  However, even with that 

freedom in writing, there were limits to the ideas I was allowed to play with in the texts, and the 

interpretations and applications I was able to make.   

The idea of physical barrenness as it applied to Sarai’s childlessness described in Genesis 

11.30 was expanded to my own mental barrenness in 2003 (pp. 38-40).  However, that could only 



Robinson - 26 - Memoir as Signpost 
 

be done because both types of barrenness have their roots in a desire for something the person 

deems important, or even necessary to their very existence (i.e., Sarai lacks a child in a time and 

culture when child-bearing validated the status and value of women); the desire then becomes all 

consuming, obliterating hope or desire for anything else.  That limitation, though, allowed me to 

explore the fact of an all-consuming want or desire, and how the twenty-first century context of a 

twenty-three year old female might shape both the desire (to “live” over merely “existing”) and 

the “barrenness” that develops (severe depression and suicidal impulses). 

Another example may serve to highlight the freedoms and limitations of this literary 

perspective.  Genesis 12.11-20 is an account of Abram and Sarai’s leaving Canaan for Egypt 

because of famine.  When the Egyptian court discovers that Abram and Sarai lied about their 

relationship with each other (being husband and wife as well as half-brother and sister), they are 

expelled from Egypt to travel back to Canaan.  The text tells us that God never appeared to any of 

the characters involved, but that he sent plagues on the Egyptians, so that Abram’s deceit might be 

uncovered.  This inset narrative became the means for exploring the internal “tug of war” that 

occurs when one must choose between two alternatives that go in opposite directions, and yet still 

tries to have both for as long as possible.  It cannot be done; and eventually one must, or is forced 

to, choose.  Wisdom, and divine prodding, makes the better choice, and Abram, though uncertain 

and distressed over the recent events, begins the journey back to Canaan (pp. 53-60).  Though my 

own choice and personal details are alluded to, and refer to earlier explications within the chapter, 

the reader is able to discern the correlation of both Abram and the narrator (myself) returning to 

the divinely appointed “place” of promise and blessing with God. 

The paradox of the experience of writing a personal memoir so intimately connected to a 

specific biblical text and its meanings is that, far from being onerous, limitations are welcome.  

Without limitations, all things may be possible, but not everything makes sense; boundaries help 
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us to make sense of what we see and know.  The events and themes of the story of Abraham 

provide signposts to guide thinking, understanding, and writing, without which my own story 

would have little coherence or relevance.  But, by locating my story within the boundaries of 

biblical narrative, I am able to link the past, present, and future of my life to “an overarching story 

that gives meaning not only to [my own] existence, but also to the existence of the universe” 

(Greeley 69).  This cathedral approach accepts that there are some boundaries in the Christian 

story shaping human thought and productivity that cannot be abandoned, yet within those 

boundaries lies all of human life, which contains a multitude of mysteries I am humbled to 

encounter.   

The trick is to respect those boundaries, allow them to guide us through the Story we are 

exploring, rather than use those boundaries as blinders for one narrow perspective.  This approach 

isn’t about compacting a worldview into a book; it is about reorientation to the ordinary, making 

your perspective fit a larger, greater Story.  It is about seeing the world and your whole life in it as 

sacred journey.  The word “journey” works well to highlight the experience of a cathedral, of 

which it is impossible to see all of it at once, if ever.  The specific height, depth, and breadth of 

such a sacred space invites on-going exploration, because it encompasses mystery, containing, as 

cathedrals do, many rooms, with open doors beckoning the wandering wonderer into its 

mysterious reality.  If this all sounds too abstract, go look at a sunset, then try to describe it to 

someone else.  You’ll see what I mean.   



CONCLUSION 
 
The first half of this discussion, RUMORS and GLIMPSES, involves seeing and hearing, but 

the information gathered means little without mental and spiritual insight.  So that all faculties of 

human being are brought into concert with one another, we must have a reoriented perspective that 

directs how and what we see and hear, which we receive in EPIPHANIES.  We must first have a 

foundation and structure that gives us space to explore, but not so much space that we are reduced 

to confusion by the sheer expanse of it.  We find this in the practice of theology: learning to ask 

questions, and the right questions, so as to arrive at the best, and correct, answers.  We must also 

allow the experience of wonder to keep open the door into the space created by theology; 

otherwise, we will end up at one of the two extremes of credulity or skepticism.  Imagination then 

brings theology and wonder together, so that an individual may learn not just the original meaning 

and intent of a text, but also how to “extrapolate forward” that meaning and relevance for his or 

her own immediate context. 

Theology, wonder, and imagination build the cathedral at which the blueprint only hinted, 

and the space within and the boundaries of that cathedral provide the way into the Genesis 

narrative of Abraham.  Without them, the story of an ancient Near Eastern herder would remain as 

dry as the desert in which he lived.  The cathedral approach to literary production allows this story 

to come to life in the spiritual memoir Back to Canaan: A Parable, written to explore both literary 

approaches and personal spirituality.  If the biblical texts claim eternal relevance and significance, 

then, by its very inclusion, the Abrahamic narrative has something to say to us, even now; as Clark 

Pinnock observes, the Bible has a “potentiality of meaning that is waiting to break forth” (73), in 

all times and places.  Though others reading the same Genesis account may find different 

significance in it, my hope in writing and sharing this memoir is that my contemporary audience 

may begin to see that it really does have relevance and significance for us in the twenty-first 
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century, as well as provide a potential vocabulary or signpost for us along the journey that is 

human life. 

A final observation:  the cathedral in Western civilization is shaped like a cross.  The 

extraordinary thing about a cross is that each arm extends indefinitely in all four directions, and 

yet it never loses its shape.  G. K. Chesterton once said, “The cross opens its arms to the four 

winds; it can grow without changing.  It is a signpost for free travelers” (24).  This project is my 

ordinary story, a guidebook for free travelers in the twenty-first century. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
 

Two Literary Models or Approaches 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BLUEPRINT MODEL 
Mainstream Evangelical Literature 

 
 
 
 
 

Ideologies – imagination = didactic, flat structures used to explain, not question, faith 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CATHEDRAL APPROACH 
Alternative Christian Attitude 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Ideologies + imagination = sacred, multi-dimensional space within which to explore faith 
 



 



BACK TO CANAAN: 

A PARABLE 

 
A Spiritual Memoir 

by 

MEGAN J. ROBINSON 



Father Abraham had many sons 

Many sons had Father Abraham 

I am one of them, and so are you 

 

Most of what we remember of Abraham is the awful image of a resolute man with 

arm raised, knife in hand to slay his promised son on a lonely mountain.  The 

lyrics to this Sunday school song recently resurfaced in my head, unbidden and 

rather annoying, quite honestly.  But they contain a glimmer of Truth.  Once you 

get past their singsong words, and the remembrance of years of unwitting torture 

imposed by arms marching in violent time to the song, these words reveal 

something we often forget.  We forget the I AM who says,  “I will bless you, and 

make you exceedingly numerous.”  The truth of these childish lyrics is that, by 

faith, Abraham was counted righteous, and chosen to be the father of many.  By 

faith, Abraham entered a spiritual family, and by faith, so did I.  But that story of 

belonging isn’t a neat and tidy one, and, like all good stories, continues on long 

after last words are spoken that supposedly wrap up all the loose threads.  Good 

stories never end.  What it is about Abraham’s story that makes me think I can 

understand mine?  If I, by faith, am a child of Abraham, what does my ancient 

father have to teach me? 
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Barrenness 

Now Sarai was barren; she had no child.  In a world in which children were the measure of 

a woman, her lack must have felt like a physical pain, every other family’s riches a slap in the 

face.  I wonder how many arguments, how many recriminations, accusations, how many 

ultimatums the clan of Terah heard on the Chaldean plain.  Abram’s tent was probably full of 

some pretty thick air at moments, and one can only imagine just how much of Sarai’s sterility was 

due, after a while, to biology, and how much to the tension between her and her husband.  Abram 

and Sarai both must have felt like lonely moons circling the lushness of their clan members’ 

worlds, left to orbit in silence and emptiness.  Childless Abram, son of Terah, uncle of Lot, 

husband of Sarai, who are you?  Before YHWH calls you out of Ur, before you have your sons, 

before you come to Moriah, what kind of a man were you?  How heavily did life and desire weigh 

on you?  Did your lack of children, of sons, kindle and flame in your mind until all your other 

riches and joys in life were burnt up by that one, singular desire?  Did the wanting of something 

else, of something more, ever just blanch your spirit until even the idea of waking up each 

morning became an impossible burden?     

Barrenness isn’t just a physical state; it can be psychologically pervasive, encompassing 

every thought, every emotion, every desire.  It becomes the antithesis of hope, entering 

unobserved, a dull grey ache in the back of the mind that, once noticed, breaks like a tide across 

your awareness, full and fierce.  I’m not sure what comes first, or the order in which they arrive – 

the amalgam of loneliness, fear, darkness, emptiness, or despair itself; but ultimately, despair 

comes when you start to realize that the loneliness is never broken by a friend, the fear isn’t 

dissipating into boldness, the emptiness never gets filled, the darkness never gets brighter, and in 

fact, the light in the darkness grows smaller and dimmer and further away.  And the scariest part of 
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it all is the realization that you don’t know how you got there, or how to find your way out, or if 

you ever will.  What gods do you pray to?  What gods answer? 

 

14 June 2003: I feel as though I’m unraveling.  I become more and more alone, less 

and less inclined to talk about what goes on inside, to talk below the surface.  

I shrink from relationships, at the same time hungering for them, and 

wonder how on earth I’ll ever get married with the way I handle things now.  I 

heard recently that the quickest, surest way to distance yourself from God 

was to be less than honest with Him – really struck a chord in me.  I, who 

make noises about honesty and authenticity in relationships, can’t be either 

in the one that matters most.   

I feel as though there’s something I need to deal with, but I don’t know what it is.  I 

keep dancing up to it, and skittering away when I get too close, afraid to look 

“it,” whatever it is, full on.  And I just can’t bring myself to talk about how I 

feel or what could possibly be the problem.  Part of me wonders that there is 

a problem – could it just be the “poor me” complex?   

I feel cold inside, fearful, full of fear, full of nothing.  I walk around, a husk of words 

and charm and looks, wondering what exactly I’m doing here, and when the 

wind is going to blow me to bits and show everyone that there’s really 

nothing there. 

And I’m so tired – tired of walking around, of the sameness and ugliness of things, 

of never really being alone and comfortable, or being with someone and 

comfortable.  And I’m so tired of waking up every day feeling that it’s a 

burden to just live, to go about the day and do stuff, to not just enjoy and be 
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happy, and have a good day.  I just realized that I’m not sure I know how to 

do that…   

And now I’m sitting here crying, for I’ve looked over what I just wrote, and I’m 

thinking that this is too sad, I shouldn’t be like this – how did I come to this?  

I get depressed like this and don’t like it, but I don’t know how to get out of it.  

Seule is the feminine form of “alone” in French.  And I realized just how 

comfortable I feel calling myself that, as if it were my name.  Je suis Seule.  

Je m’appelle Seule.  I am Alone. 

**** 

Illumination 

 Theophany.  It’s a fancy word for the appearance or revelation of a deity to a 

mortal.  The Greeks loved dramatic theophanies in their stories: an unsuspecting mortal 

consorts with a beautiful stranger, and is suddenly confronted by a vision of awful, 

glittering splendor several times the size of any normal human.  The thoroughly 

flummoxed mortal is left to grovel at the feet of such a benevolent deity, whose very 

presence is grace and gift enough.  If the mortal’s life be transformed by this theophany, it 

was a literal physical alteration: into flora or fauna or some other part of the natural world.  

But the Greek stories never record the aftermath of this transformation on the poor human; 

the capricious deity usually mourns the loss of a human like a child cries over the loss of a 

pretty play-thing, before moving on to some other eye-catching toy.  I wonder how grateful 

those humans really were, outside the stories.  I wonder how much light those stories shed 

on the lives of their hearers. 

Abram’s childlessness, his and Sarai’s barrenness, brought their humanness 

constantly before them: a persistent deficiency in their own power to accomplish 
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something so very basically human.  In their lives in Ur, a sophisticated and advanced city-

state by all accounts, they would have found means to occupy their time.  They would have 

had evenings of weaving cloth, repairing tools, preparing food, birthing livestock, being 

family, and, as the years wound on, wondering if this was all there was to life.  It may not 

have been a bad life; they seem to have been part of a large clan, settled, cared for, 

provided for, accepted in the community.  But they must have wanted something more, 

perhaps even more than they wanted a child.   

Have you ever noticed how wanting can feel like an ache?  Especially when you’ve 

wanted with such intensity, and for so long; it becomes a part of you, and not even just a 

part then.  It becomes you.   

Most of my early life can be characterized by that ache, that longing for something 

more.  When you grow up in a safe home, provided by loving parents who love and 

support you, the last thing you expect to experience is that ache of wanting, that turn to 

despair.  Especially when you’ve been told your whole young life that, with Jesus in your 

heart, you shouldn’t feel that way.  I grew up in a Christian home, and grew up attending a 

church that taught law and doctrine very well, but forgot about love and grace, and the fact 

that love and grace are never-ending, and neither is our need for them.  I “got saved” when 

I was five years old, and for many years rested on my laurels, assured of my seat and 

crown in heaven, certain of my escape from the horrors of hell.  I learned the “do’s and 

don’ts” of Christianity according to the Baptists, and parroted all the propaganda spouted 

by our church leaders, and the basic tenets of faith important for us to know in order to 

skate through the “Christian life.”  What else was there to Christianity? – very little outside 

our small independent fundamental Baptist church, and even less to do with Jesus Christ or 

God Himself. 
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Eventually, all the rules and regulations handed out by our church started bringing 

up questions that my parents couldn’t answer outside of the usual propaganda.  But it made 

us all start to think a little differently, and eventually those unanswered questions made me 

hard and resistant to anything to do with the church and God.  It wasn’t that I didn’t think 

He wasn’t real, or that all the claims He made couldn’t be true; it was just that I didn’t care 

and wanted nothing to do with Him.  Life inside the church simply wasn’t fun – I couldn’t 

listen to rock music, go to a movie theatre, wear pants or sleeveless shirts, or go to a co-ed 

party without proper chaperones, because girls are weak and defenseless and boys can’t be 

trusted to keep their thing in their pants.  And if that was Christianity – life in a bubble – I 

wanted nothing to do with it.   

And this was how I grew up – angry, frustrated, lost, and empty, though I don’t 

think many people guessed at it.  Angry and frustrated because I wanted more than what I 

had, and I wanted answers to questions I didn’t know I was asking; lost, because if you 

don’t even understand where you are, how do you know where to go?  And empty, because 

nothing was satisfying and nothing was real and nothing was right.  I finished high school, 

but didn’t go to college right away, which only added to my ever-growing frustration with 

life, and instead went to vocational school for a year to be a secretary (something I vowed 

when I was seven years old that I would never be), and began to work full-time, all the 

while wondering if this was all I could expect, and all I could look forward to in life.  

Neither it, nor God, seemed like much.  Then, in 2003, I started attending community 

college part-time and working part-time.  One of those jobs (there were a few) came with a 

manager who, in the short time I knew her, became one of the best bosses I ever had, and 

the beginning of the great challenge to my way of thinking and living. 
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By now, my “faith” was something that I talked about as part of my routine, but it 

wasn’t really something personal or relevant to my life.  Sheri was a deeply spiritual 

woman in the modern sense of the term – broadly ecumenical, widely read, tolerant of all 

faiths, and something of a magpie when it came to her own, incorporating the pretty and 

fun bits of Eastern and Western and esoteric philosophies into her worldview.  God, Gaia, 

ghosts, and Ghandi were all there, and I had never met anyone with a belief system like 

that.  I felt challenged, threatened; I didn’t know what to do with her beliefs, and didn’t 

like it.  She asked me once if I didn’t want her to bring up such things, for she could tell 

that I had problems dealing with them.  Her kindness in doing that is something I will 

never forget and will always learn from.  I had just enough wits to say that I wanted her to 

keep bringing it up and sharing her views, because I sensed that this was somehow 

important. 

And what I began to realize after that was that I did not know anything about the 

Christian faith for myself, and I did not truly believe what I’d been taught my whole life.  

And, I did not know if it was what I wanted to believe.  This realization – that all your 

claims to belief are not truly yours, and all assumed certainty and surety is now quicksand 

and ambiguities – begins the slow and imperceptible slide into despair.  When answers 

leave the realm of the known and the certain, questions become very scary things indeed.  

The year 2003 was a bad one.  It was a year of understanding finally that I didn’t know the 

God I claimed to accept when I was five, and wondering if I even really wanted to.  It was 

the year I realized that I wasn’t handling life very well.  The fragmenting of the self, those 

bits and pieces of you shattering and flying apart, like the elements of our long-ago 

creation in the proposed Big Bang, compounds the problem of hopelessness.  When that 

happens, well, then you just start to go crazy. 
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I focused too much on what was wrong in the world and in my life – the evil and 

the craziness, the hate and ugliness and brokenness that people pour out onto each other 

and themselves; how I didn’t have this or that, or I wanted something more or different 

than what I already had, always knowing somehow that it was never going to be right even 

if I did get it; it would never satisfy, no matter how hard I might try to make it do so.  The 

idea of death, of not struggling and battling through my days, of going to sleep one night 

and never waking up, was very warm and very comforting, and very welcome.  I was 

hungry for heaven, or at least the idea of it, and unwilling to deal with the mess and chaos 

and filth of this broken and flawed world. 

I grew colder and colder inside, self-anesthetizing against feeling and emotion and 

intimacy with others, so full of fear about living and so much else; so bound by fear that I 

was paralyzed, unable to look outside myself.  I walked around all the time feeling like a 

bleak, black hole, wondering, “Can no one see this?  Does nobody notice how empty I 

am?”  It felt as though my entire being was a silent scream, begging for someone to reach 

out, to notice my ache, to take the first steps towards me, because I sure as hell wasn’t 

brave enough or strong enough to do it for myself.  Nobody ever did, or at least I never 

noticed.  E. R. McManus states that “one part of suicide is antagonism against the myth of 

aliveness.”  I knew instinctively that “living” had something to do with “aliveness,” it 

involved a little something extra in addition to “existing,” or merely surviving.  And I also 

knew that I was only existing; the myth was very pretty and very nice, but it wasn’t real. 

I hated being there.  And I was ashamed of it; I was a good girl, supposed to be 

happy and grateful and successful in life.  Part of me wondered if there was really anything 

wrong with me at all, if it wasn’t all just some complex I was creating for myself, trying to 

make myself more special than my life so far had seemed to make me.  I always thought of 
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suicide as the coward’s way out of life, a premature escape hatch because you just didn’t 

want to do it anymore.  But I understood it now.  I felt guilty and ungrateful for wanting 

something else, anything other than what my life was, because I wasn’t happy in it, and 

didn’t know why, and couldn’t see how it would ever change.  And so, that one night in 

June I was journaling, trying to get the emptiness out of me, and I began to weep, out of 

desperation and sadness and utter barrenness.  Some part of me finally, truly talked to God 

that night: “I can’t do this anymore.  I’m not brave enough to take my own life, but I can’t 

continue merely existing.  This isn’t a life…but I don’t want to die without having lived!” 

 Would we know light if it wasn’t for the darkness?  Would we understand 

illumination if we didn’t also understand blindness?  A theophany reveals a god to his 

people; how would we know him if we weren’t all too aware of our own mortalness?  The 

root of the place-name Ur means to be or make something luminous, to show or to shed 

light.  Eastern Ur of the Chaldeans, the region of light, the place of illumination. 

What kind of day was it when YHWH appeared to you, Abram?  Were you 

encompassed by an ache so profound, so deep that everything in you just finally crumbled 

to pieces?  Did God physically show himself to your eyes; did your ears hear an audible 

voice?  If the details of that theophany were ever told, no one recorded them.  I can’t claim 

to have ever ‘seen’ God, nor can I describe what his presence ‘feels’ like, if such a thing 

could be done.  But I do know that he comes into our lives in those moments when we are 

completely, totally aware of our finitude, our inabilities, our brokenness.  His theophanies 

aren’t full of Grecian splendor; they don’t always dazzle the eye with fireworks.  They 

come in that silence beneath sound, in that hearing without words, into the darkness so 

black you don’t even realize that light has been given you, that you have been given a call 

to “Go.” 
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**** 

Other Gods 

Picture, if you will, a clan settled in the region just northwest of our Persian Gulf, spread 

beside the Euphrates River.  Civilizations spring up around it, each with its own language and 

culture, for in that day, the peoples of the earth spread out from the aftermath of Babel-tower, that 

paean to human ambition.  Being scattered to the four corners of the earth doesn’t seem to have 

hurt them any.   Akkad, Sumer, Babylonia, Egypt: their gods still exist for us today, diminished 

perhaps, or perhaps just refashioned in forms more readily recognized.  Perhaps we don’t carry 

little stone gods in our packs anymore, but we’ve fashioned new ways of wearing them, driving 

them, listening to them, constantly beguiling, distracting, fragmenting our attention and focus.  

Even the smaller gods, those not so shiny distractions of worry or fear or even emptiness, manage 

to catch our attention, gather our prayers, shape our lives.  So what if they aren’t made of stone 

anymore?  They still surround us. 

When Abram left Ur, he took with him his wife, his father, and his nephew, who each 

brought along their possessions, including their gods.  What a confusion of tongues Abram must 

have heard!  (One of Douglas Adams’ Babel-fish would have come in handy.)  The journey from 

Ur to Haran would have taken a while, with the families, animals, and household servants in the 

caravan.  Haran must have seemed a very welcome place after that initial journey, a spot to refuel, 

regroup, relax.  I picture Abram as a man with a very dynamic, strong personality, and some 

measure of power in his clan, because I can’t imagine that those households would have followed 

him out of their home into a strange land otherwise.  The promise was given only to him, after all.  

They couldn’t understand the divine force behind such a promise, and they weren’t asked to. 

Abram must have heard the same questions over and over again: Where are we going?  

Why are you taking us there?  Which god appeared to you, anyway?  He may have answered to 
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each, I don’t know.  I’m waiting for God to show me.  He promised to show me that place.  Sure, 

Abram’s clan would have replied; a god no one knows, who only speaks to you, who has no high-

place or statue or festivals for us to see or use.  Well, over here is Ba’al’s altar, and over there is 

Ashtoreth’s statue, and here is an amulet for you to wear, ‘cuz we really think you’re the one who 

needs protection and guidance here.  And because Abram knew these gods, because they were 

familiar from childhood, because he loved his family, and because it was just easier, he knelt at the 

altar and kissed the statue and wore the amulet, and stayed in Haran. 

I wonder if Abram felt each morning, as he exited his tent and looked southwest toward 

Canaan, that restless, unsettled feeling telling him that he wasn’t where he was supposed to be, 

that his childhood gods were distracting him from YHWH, this new god with a promise so 

compelling he uprooted his family and left his home.  But those other gods compelled his attention 

too; and in trying to answer the question of ‘Go’ or ‘Stay,’ he lost the force of YHWH’s 

theophany, and remained in place, unsatisfied, unfulfilled.  I wonder if that time between the first 

call and the first realization of Canaan had any distinction for Abram later on, or if it was just a 

long, dry stretch of time and space, unbroken and unremarkable but for the death of his father: one 

more piece of his old life gone.  There are places where we pause in the journey, and we’re not 

sure why, but eventually, a seemingly random event in our lives propels us forward again. 

I don’t remember much of the year after that night in June, though I do remember losing 

my job, and frantically trying to find another as the year wound down.  I finished all the courses I 

could take at the local community college, applied to Bowling Green State University in Ohio, and 

sent out resumes by the dozens.  The plan was to work full-time, save money, lie fallow for a few 

months, and just mark time before heading off into the world to start my real life (because the one 

I already had felt so keenly lacking in anything I considered ‘real’).  Of those multitudes of 

resumes, only several resulted in interested companies, and only one in an actual interview.  I 
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remember walking out of that interview in late November thinking, “Well, that was a wash; I 

won’t be hearing from them again.  Call it practice, and move on.”  That company sent me an offer 

the next day, and lo and behold, the dawning of 2004 saw me sitting pretty and acting helpful at 

the front desk of one of the company’s satellite offices.  Looking back at the absolute dearth of 

responses to the resumes sent out, the circumstances surrounding my arrival at that company, and 

its aftermath, I’ve come to the conclusion that I was meant to have that job.  I wonder if Abram 

looked back at his father’s death, and his subsequent move, in the same bemused, clarified light? 

**** 

Altars and Plagues 

Caravans and deserts are, by their nature, transitory, and tents, however large and 

comfortable, are only temporary hostels.  Abram finds his ‘home’ constantly on the move since 

leaving Haran, whether from the perils of being a loose tribe among the Canaanites, or because, 

following YHWH, he never hears ‘Stay.’  Somewhere in his travels, Abram begins to shed his 

other gods, and starts calling on YHWH more and more.  How did you choose, Abram?  What 

things of yourself did you jettison in the choosing?  What things did you keep? 

You kept the memory of that theophany, but perhaps you started questioning its meaning, 

its significance.  Perhaps the ever-constant fact of Sarai’s barrenness hovered at the edge of 

awareness, and you began to wonder what YHWH meant when he promised to make you a great 

nation.  Perhaps you convinced yourself that meant your defeat of the Canaanites, becoming a 

great leader, even a king – you, a desert nomad from Babylon.  Yes, you said to yourself, this is 

what he meant when he promised to make my name great.  Abram the wanderer will be Abram the 

king.  You began to look at this new land you traveled through with different eyes, perhaps 

planning raids and alliances, perhaps planning a palace, perhaps thinking to take another woman 

as wife, one from the Canaanites themselves.  You came to Shechem, rested, washed your feet, 
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combed your beard, began scouting out the territory.  It isn’t what I expected, you thought, but 

Canaan has its own beauty, its own charms.  You turned around, and there was the Lord, YHWH, 

between you and Canaan, and all your plans, promising the land around you to your 

descendents…yours.  Confusion, awe, pure astonishment blanks your mind, questions rushing to 

your lips.  And just as suddenly as he came, he leaves, leaving you stuttering, bewildered, a little 

more changed. 

You rush into camp, your mind awake to the presence and promise of the Lord, and you 

build an altar in praise, worship, gratitude.  Questions, plans, dreams all quiet into the glorious 

promise of descendents; perhaps, that night, you looked at Sarai with an old look she had almost 

forgotten.  The next day, and the next, and the next, you pass your new altar to YHWH, a constant, 

tangible reminder to yourself of his promise.  Not everyone in your camp feels the same; perhaps 

they, like the Canaanites, use it as an excuse to oppose you, to murmur against you for coming 

into this strange, unfamiliar place with your strange, unfamiliar god.  You moved again, pitched 

tent between Bethel and Ai, built another altar to YHWH.  You don’t fully understand why you do 

this, why you call to YHWH, who asks so much of you and yet seems to give nothing back.  But it 

feels right, and it makes sense to make these tangible declarations of allegiance, and in some ways 

it’s easier than following all those other gods.  YHWH hasn’t mandated festivals, or ceremonies, 

or rituals or special days; even if moving house and tribe is difficult, it’s an adventure, something 

different.  Life hasn’t changed all that much; it’s a little unfamiliar, but you know where you are, 

what can be done.  YHWH’s promise, a little bit of grit – you’ll be fine. 

Famine.  You knew the warning signs; you knew what could happen; you thought things 

would be okay.  Didn’t YHWH promise you this place?  But your people are hungry, murmuring, 

questioning, challenging, pushing against you.  Some perhaps try to sway you through words kind 

and common-sensical: See Egypt to the south?  It’s better there; they have food, we can take what 
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we need.  We’ll still be our tribe, ourselves; we don’t have to live in Egypt forever, just until this 

time passes.  Fear and worry drove you south, concern for your tribe, and helplessness and 

frustration at the situation.  Neither option seems the best: go to Egypt, or stay in Canaan?  

Perhaps a few in your household believed you when you talked about YHWH; perhaps they saw 

some glimmers of his theophany in your eyes, your words.  Perhaps they too wanted the 

‘something more’ implicit in his promise.  But their voices were weak, drowned out by hunger and 

need.  Keeping up trust in the promises of YHWH doesn’t seem so necessary or important in the 

face of satisfying a more immediate and elemental desire.  And so, at last, you led all those 

murmuring, questioning, challenging voices down to Egypt, and left YHWH in Canaan. 

**** 

By the time I started working, I’d received my acceptance to BGSU, and knew, even if my 

boss didn’t, that I’d be moving to Ohio in a few months.  The satellite office had a small staff, 

mostly older men who knew their jobs well, and went about doing them, leaving me to the front 

desk and customer service.  I met John my first week at work; he was the only one of the staff 

close to my age.  (I’ll call him John; it isn’t his name, but it’s nicely bland and will keep random 

strangers from identifying him on the street.)  I didn’t really notice him at first, didn’t really care 

about getting to know him.  In fact, I thought he was a bit of a geek, and wondered what on earth 

we’d find to talk about, supposing we ever had a conversation.  So I resigned myself to a very 

lonely and boring eight months, but also found consolation in the thought of all those books I’d 

finally get to read during my lunch hour.  One day, after my first couple of weeks passed, John 

walked into the lunchroom, asking to join me for lunch.  Again, not really interested.  But I 

couldn’t figure out how to say no politely.  John was almost thirty then, and I, almost twenty-five; 

his past was colorful, to say the least, and mine kept to the sheltered paths of a good Christian girl.  

Surprisingly, though, we found a lot to talk about; but even more, we recognized in each other the 
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same melancholy ache, the tendencies toward depression and despair by which we identified 

ourselves, the same lost emptiness we were both trying to fill. 

Soon, though, lunch hours weren’t long enough; we started emailing and instant messaging 

during work, after work, on the weekends, taking breaks together throughout the workday.  I grew 

to really enjoy seeing him each morning, hearing his thoughts on different topics, sharing jokes 

that, of course, only we found hilarious.  At first, I thought it was cute, and interesting, and terribly 

fascinating to have conversations with a guy who questioned everything.  His brain never shut off; 

he constantly asked questions, formed opinions, had arguments on life, the universe, and 

everything.  January and February passed; March stormed in; John and I continued getting to 

know each other.  I let him in on my ‘secret’: that I would be leaving in a few months, but 

otherwise, he was just a fun, interesting co-worker, with a life very different from mine, and going 

in a very different direction.  The guy in my head, the one who would win my heart, was not the 

one sitting across the table from me every afternoon, even if we did share, in his words, many 

‘synchronicities.’  Yet one afternoon, we left work together, and I thought, “Here is someone I 

could love.” 

Most of us carry tapes in our heads, old monologues recorded in childhood that constantly 

loop around and around, telling us what we can and can’t do, who we can and can’t be; plus new 

dialogues we record for ourselves in the attempt to tape over those childhood voices.  The old tape 

in my head at the time kept telling me not to fall for John, not to get too attached, because I was a 

Christian, and, (here’s the sticky wicket) he was not.  These were words and ideas I’d heard for 

years, and could quote chapter and verse (especially Second Corinthians 6.14) for why this 

(potential) relationship should not and could not happen, not to mention predict the reactions of 

my family and friends.  I stifled the thought of a relationship with John, thinking that to ignore it 
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completely is how to make it go away.  He’s not a Christian, he already has a girlfriend; and what 

are the odds he would be interested in me, anyway? 

There is a distinct and profound difference between knowing a concept, and 

owning it to be true in your own mind and belief.  Just knowing it doesn’t just change 

anything, but the experience of owning it for yourself changes everything.  John and I 

quickly became more than friends, and though we were both very clear as to the fact and 

why ‘we’ weren’t going to work, we kept finding ways to let each other in, to tie ourselves 

closer and closer to each other, until what was John and what was me and what was God 

all snarled together into one big Gordian knot.  And so it went for a while.  But things 

shifted somewhere inside me one day.  I don’t know yet what it feels like to have a 

relationship be right, but I do know what it feels like to have it be wrong.  It feels 

incredibly lonely.  And one afternoon in early spring, I finally realized how lonely I was 

with John, in spite of our closeness, because we couldn’t share the one thing so important 

to share, the one thing I was trying so hard to own.     

John’s past, and his own religious questions and seeking, shaped for him a 

philosophy that was more of a Buddhist-behavioralist one than anything else: nothing 

exists, so whatever happens to you doesn’t really happen, but it’s important to let it flow 

through and around you, without desiring any of it.  He didn’t think that we as individuals 

made our own choices; rather, our environment imposed choices or directions upon us, and 

we just follow the chances of the universe.  When I first told John how I felt about him, he 

answered that, since his girlfriend would finish her doctorate, and I would be moving at the 

same time, he would just ‘wait to see’ what would happen.   

John’s way of dealing with choice was to not choose at all; he let everyone around 

him make their ‘choices,’ if they could be said to be making choices at all from his 
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perspective.  While I believe in the mysterious balance and tension between divine 

ordinance and human free will, it doesn’t seem to me that we as individuals exist in a 

vacuum, nor can we escape making choices of some kind.  I could never tell if John 

realized that his abdication of the ability and responsibility to choose was, in itself, a 

choice.  But, at any rate, it left me carrying the dead weight of his renunciation, and my 

own guilt and confusion over being the ‘other woman,’ and of realizing that I was not 

choosing the woman I was coming to want to be. 

There were moments in those intense and complex months when I was willing to 

throw everything I knew and thought out the window because he thought I was beautiful 

and smart and sexy and interesting.  And I was afraid that, if I didn’t ‘keep’ John, no one 

would think or say such things about me again.  And in some ways he needed me more 

than I needed him, and I wanted to be the savior to his little boy lost.  It is a hard thing to 

realize that part of you stays in a relationship because you want to save the other person 

more than you want to love them, and you don’t like yourself very much for that 

realization.  And then you like yourself even less for the realization that another part of 

why you won’t give up a relationship that you know is not going to work is because it’s 

hard to give up the flattery of being wanted and desired.  And the reality has become that 

you want to use that person for their love more than anything else, because the fear of 

being alone, unfulfilled is almost too much to bear. 

**** 

Long Day’s Journey 

Just before Abram enters Egypt, he pulls Sarai aside, tells her to advertise herself as his 

sister, not his wife.  Both relationships are true, but, he says, “You are too beautiful still; if they 

think we are married, they will kill me to get to you.  Just hide as my sister, and I’ll be fine.”  The 
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courtiers of the Egyptian pharaoh saw indeed that Sarai was beautiful, and because she was only 

Abram’s sister, took her to be the wife of the king.  What must have Sarai felt, watching her 

husband take the pharaoh’s bride-price just to save himself – anger, shame, fear, confusion?  And 

how did Abram feel, gaining what he thought he wanted at the expense of divine promises and 

earthly vows – that ashy tremble of realizing to where exactly his choices brought him, shame, 

fear, guilt?  You thought you left YHWH in Canaan, for it is certain you cannot find him now, 

Abram, and you hope, you hope, you hope he hears you in spite of yourself.  But, just because he 

doesn’t speak to you doesn’t mean he isn’t there.  Certain plagues, some disease fell upon the 

Egyptians, and Pharaoh looked at Sarai, and knew; threw her back to Abram, pushed the tribe out 

of Egypt.  What a sinking feeling, to be caught in your lie!  How do you carry the shame and guilt 

of being confronted with your choices, knowing, believing for the first time since the Lord reached 

down to you, that they really do matter?  That you can’t pursue divine promises with one hand 

outstretched, and the other still clenching other gods, other plagues, your own hidden desires? 

 

20 May 2004: I am praying desperately to not believe the lie that God is keeping 

something good from me, that what I want promises pleasure better and 

more real than God’s pleasure.  Psalm 16.11 and Psalm 84.10-12 both show 

this lie completely bare – I was made for something else, something more: 

God’s pleasure.  I was praying this morning and was hit with a remembered 

epiphany – no one on earth can satisfy me completely, no matter how much 

I want them to, and how much they seem to.  Only God can fill me, give me 

the abundant life.  Now that I’ve gone deeper, I’ve been drawn into the worry 

that I’m not doing properly the life that He calls me to, and also this morning 
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I realized that by focusing on that, I’ve already drifted from the important 

thing – knowing Him.  All else will flow out of that. 

I’ve been thinking that I’m doing pretty well lately, and this is exactly where I need 

to beware – I will forget what God’s grace and love have done in this past 

year, how I’ve thrown myself on Him, because I can’t do it on my own.  I need 

to be grateful for His healing, for His knitting together the parts of me that 

were unraveling; but I need to not forget that all I am and what I have are 

gifts from Him – nothing on my own merits. 

Father, I confessed again tonight.  And yet confession is not repentance, for I have 

not turned away.  Create in me a clean heart, O God; renew a steadfast spirit 

within me.  Make me to hate my sin and love Your holiness; help me to put 

on the new man.  Change my heart, let me meditate on Your words and 

beauty, so that what is good and pure and pleasing to You flows out of my 

life.  I feel as though I must implement everything I’ve learned NOW, and 

must get it all perfect NOW – You didn’t set it up that way.  The process of 

sanctification is a life-long journey.  Psalm 32.3 – Blessed is Megan 

Robinson, whose sin the Lord does not count against her.   

22 May 2004: By my struggle to let go of myself and John, I am telling God that He 

is not enough.  All my fancy words are just that – ephemera that fade in the 

air, no substance.  I am mad, Father – pissed off, in fact – that I can’t have 

this, this first taste of romantic relationships; mad that I became the “other 

woman,” that I enable him to do this; that I can’t let go of what I know and 

see so clearly is not meant to be; that I’m not strong enough to do this. 
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I’m mad about this pain of growing, the chill of change, the art of seeing how I must 

lose myself.  I’m mad that I listen to the lies more often than to the truth; 

that I can’t be an island, separate and contained, that I’m so human as to 

need community; that I have to learn to change my desires to Yours.  I’m 

mad that I have to be so vulnerable.  

Father God, I’m mad that I have to throw myself on Your grace, that I’m so weak 

and broken, that my pride is bigger and uglier than I ever intended it to be.  

I’m mad that I put myself here, that I can only lay the blame at my own feet.  

I’m mad that I’m letting my fear of being alone, of never being wanted again, 

cloud my vision of You; that I’m letting fear be bigger than hope and bigger 

than You.  I’m mad that I’ve waited for so long and am having to wait longer 

still.  I sure hope You’re big enough for all this, Lord – because I’m mad that 

I’m not. 

Hebrews 4.15-16 – For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize 

with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, 

just as we are, yet was without sin.  Let us then approach the throne of grace 

with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in 

our time of need. 

I’ve grown up with the words of mercy and grace and love sounding in my ears; I’ve 

known nothing but love in my life, and yet I am finding it hard to accept Your 

grace.  I’m finding it hard to bend in humility.  Break my knees, damn it!  

Shred this false pride, this lying heart that tells me I’m enough!  I’m coming, 

Lord, kicking, biting, scratching, fighting tooth and nail to keep what I have to 

lose, but I’m coming.  I’m drawn by something, drawn by the mystery 
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unfathomable – You love me, more than Your own life, more than Your Son’s 

life – at this moment that I’m in, You love me with a depth and width and 

height and passion and intensity and ferocity that I can’t believe, don’t even 

really want to accept.  I see how small I am, how I hold onto to the stones 

that only weigh me down.  Father, all I’ve got right now is the hope, the 

mustard-seed that there is something better waiting for me, that You’re 

waiting to give me. 

I want to be free of this obsession, free of the worry, the guilt, the obstacle.  My will 

has so deceived me; burn my desire in Your purifying fire.  I’m so weak, so 

poor, so broken, so scattered – but I’m Yours.  Thank You for the comfort of a 

high priest who can sympathize, for the knowledge that I can come to Your 

throne for mercy each time I fall, for grace to cover my sin, my selfishness, 

my pride and vanity.  Jennifer Knapp says it better right now – “although my 

dreams may be tattered, my will, my heart battered, I know You will hear my 

cry.”  

I don’t know why I fear, why I hesitate; You’ve so easily proved that You can save 

man, so easily proved that nothing is too big for You.  Why do I cling to what I 

see?  Make me to know Your love, I don’t want to just step off the edge, I 

want to run, to leap, to plunge – be recklessly abandoned to You, to be free.  

I want to drop these shackles I’m allowing to bind me. 

Father, I believe!!  Forgive me, help me with my unbelief!  Give me strength – I can’t 

do this on my own.  I don’t want to give him up, I want it both ways.  You 

have told me though, No one who puts his hand to the plow, and looking 

back, is fit for the Kingdom of God (Luke 9.62).  How, then, can I say I follow 
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You?  How then can I say You have transformed me if I cling only to what I 

see?  I’ve been listening to the seduction, the lie that someone here on Earth 

will satisfy me completely.  You told me the other morning, quite clearly, that 

no one on Earth is enough.  I know this, Father; help me hold it close, hold 

close the knowing that only You can satisfy, that everything fades but only 

You remain – only You are faithful to me.  

All my small, seemingly irrelevant choices make this big choice so much the harder 

– stupid me.  Had I really believed that the small things mattered so, it 

wouldn’t have come to this point.  I thought I could handle it; I thought it 

would be harmless.  I was so wrong.  It all matters – every thought, every 

hope and idea and action makes me more or less the person I say I want to 

be – like Christ.  In my willfulness, I thought I could pay lip service to You, 

could give You most of me, but keep something back for myself.   

Hebrews 12.11 – Now no chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful; 

nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness to those 

who have been trained by it. 

Father, this is the hardest thing I’ve had to do – to fall in love, to deny something I 

want very much.  But I see that You love me, in this; You give me the promise 

of something better, something greater that I couldn’t think to ask for – the 

fruit of righteousness and peace, the joy of walking in You.  Give me the 

strength to give up myself, to step out in faith, though I cannot see what 

comes next, though I do not know the way.  For you have not given me a 

spirit of fear, but one of power and of love and of a sound mind (II Timothy 

1.7).  James 4.6-8 tells me “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.”  



Robinson - 60 - Back to Canaan 
 

I claim that promise, that You will draw near to me if I seek You; that You are 

faithful, and You cannot deny Yourself! 

24 May 2004: I learned today that God does indeed give us strength in our time of 

need; and He gives words to say, if we’ve asked for them.  I learned today 

that I can drink the cup full of bitter-sweet…humility learned the hard way, 

broken pride, sacrificed desires, for He makes it sweet…He is sweet.  I’ve 

been praying the words, Better is one day in Your courts than thousands 

elsewhere, followed by, That has to be true because I’m not believing it right 

now.  I’m not looking forward to having only myself as company for lunch, to 

not having conversations with him.  Father, I have to believe that this is for 

the best, that all this is going to go towards good.  Replace my desire for 

John with the desire for You. 

Fill me, refine me, be everything to me.  Let me be content with singleness, and let 

me take these opportunities as a single person to have fun, to experiment, 

grow, be satisfied in You.  Create a desire, let me nurture the desire for a 

holy, pure, Christ-centered marriage; let me look forward to it, if that is part 

of Your plan, but not focus on it.  Father, I feel more at peace now that I’m 

not divided, now that I’m not tearing myself in two.   

It’s lonely doing the right thing, standing with You, not following my desires; but it’s 

even lonelier trying to satisfy myself.  I didn’t realize how it would hurt, how it 

would cost me to die to myself.  Every fiber of me wants to run to him, to 

comfort him, to satisfy my desire for companionship.  This is discipline, 

Father, isn’t it?  This is what You meant, to take up the cross and follow You 

– we can’t look back, we can’t identify with anything or anyone other than 
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You; like St. Augustine says, there’s no place for us to rest outside of You.  

Father, let him feel, let him know Your love!  Even if he doesn’t accept 

everything about You now, let him accept Your love, Your peace, Your 

promises of so much more, so much better than what he’s holding on to. 

25 May 2004: Right now, it is small, cold comfort knowing I’ve done the right thing 

for both of us.  I’m on my lunch break, arguing with myself, forcing myself to 

do something, anything other than contact him.  Father, please tell me this 

gets easier!  Please tell me there’s beauty at the end of this – it doesn’t feel 

like it right now.  Please tell me I’ll be able to talk with him again, someday, 

sometime when we’re both distanced from this a bit.  Please help me to hold 

on to “better is one day with You than thousands elsewhere.” 

**** 

I feel like both Sarai and Abram: the hidden, and the hiding.  And I feel like 

Pharaoh also, compelled by divine plagues to police between the two, bring both to light.  

Abram was expelled out of Egypt, the conscious memory of his theophanies and his 

choices weighing heavily on his mind, the growing understanding of just how 

encompassing that initial call out of Ur had become.  Who knows the number of nights you 

stared deep into the desert sky, my father Abram, sleepless and wondering, questioning, 

searching for clues to this YHWH, for understanding of him and his promises.  And in the 

mornings, in the bright, harsh glare of the sun, still uncertain, striking camp, continuing the 

long journey back to Canaan. 
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