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is month’s Herald includes a review on Rob Bell’s Nooma Videos and letters from those 
who have, or will be leaving the church.

1....Is Rob Bell a False Teacher? e Scoop’a on Nooma
Letters from the Mailbag

13..Goodbye and thank you, from the Awwads
13..Fond Farewells and New Beginnings, by Chris Lejeune
14..is Isn’t Goodbye, But See You Later, by Sascha Baer
15..UCCD, Not Only My Church, But My Family, by Denis Boris
16.. 9 Months in a Healthy Church, by Raphael Sto Domingo

e Scoop’a on NOOMA

THE SCOOP’A ON NOOMA- PART 1
Here’s the scoop on the Rob Bell video series 
storming through youth rooms and sermon 
series across the country.

In February 2008, Zondervan Publishers 
released the nineteenth in a series of videos 
called NOOMA. No series gets to the 
nineteenth installment unless it is 
extraordinarily successful, and the NOOMA 
videos are surely that. In churches and youth 
groups across the country, they have become 
something of a phenomenon.

All ten to fourteen minutes in length, the 
NOOMA videos feature Rob Bell, pastor of 
Michigan’s Mars Hill Church, one of the 
fastest-growing churches in America, and a 
leader in the "emergent church." From a 
production standpoint, the NOOMA videos 
are excellent. Exceedingly cool staging, great 
music, understated but engaging drama, and 

an easy but earnest style from Bell make 
them undeniably compelling.

But it isn’t just technical merit that has 
catapulted the NOOMA videos to such 
popularity. Nor is it simply Bell’s natural 
ability to communicate and tell a story, 
though that may be part of it. At the end of 
the day people are watching these videos 
because they believe Rob Bell is teaching 
them about Christianity and the gospel of 
Jesus Christ.

In parts 2 and 3 of my review, I’ll make some 
comments on each of the videos, and then 
comment at length on some of the most 
theologically important ones. But here in part 
1, I want to give you the gist. Watching 
eighteen of these videos in quick succession 
gives one a good idea of what Bell and 
NOOMA are trying to communicate overall. 
And, popularity aside, the result is not 
particularly encouraging. I have reviewed 
some of Rob Bell’s work on this site already 
(9marks.org), and the weaknesses in his 
understanding of the gospel noted in those 
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reviews trouble these NOOMA videos as 
well.

GIVING CREDIT WHERE IT'S DUE
First, though, we should give credit where 
it’s due: Bell is an extraordinarily gied 
communicator. e NOOMA marketing 
campaign bills him as a "storyteller," and that 
is a spot-on characterization. But he’s not 
merely a storyteller. He teaches too, and in a 
way that is far from boring. ere’s a reason 
people fill up stadiums across the nation to 
hear him speak.

On top of that, the videos are pitch-perfect 
in their production, from camera angles to 
music to lighting. Part of their appeal is the 
way the content is woven together with the 
setting. In one video or another, Bell speaks 
to his audience from a park bench, a diner 
booth, an airport waiting area, a concert 
hall, his own living room—you name it. 
Every now and then he has to pause for the 
environment to intrude—a waitress brings 
coffee, a large group walks for an 
uncomfortably long time in between him 
and the camera, a plane screams as it takes 
off. I’m sure every second of that is scripted, 
but it’s effective scripting. It makes you want 
to shoo the large group out of the way so you 
can hear what Bell has to say next.

SUNDAY SCHOOL WITH SOME COOL
Maybe the first thing you’ll notice beyond 
their technical excellence is that the 
NOOMA videos are not highly theological. 
Every now and again, there is one that delves 
into something that approaches theology 
proper, but on the whole the messages are 
relatively simple—Sunday School lessons 
with an extra dose of cool. ere’s a video on 
how to deal with an anger problem; another 
expounding on the true meaning of sex; 

another explaining that God wants our 
hearts and not just our religion; another 
telling us why God doesn’t always give us 
everything we ask for; another explaining 
that grief over a loved one’s death is not 
wrong and should point us to hope in God’s 
plan to restore the world.

All this is fine, and might even be helpful.

PREACHING THE GOSPEL
But Bell intends to do something more in 
NOOMA than provide "life lessons." He 
intends to preach the gospel. In fact, he says 
so repeatedly, with statements that run 
something like, "at’s the gospel, that’s the 
good news that Jesus brought us." And that’s 
where these videos become more significant 
than cool youth Sunday School lessons. ey 
become dangerous.

e gospel as Bell communicates it in 
NOOMA runs something like this: All of us 
are broken, sinful, selfish, and prideful 
people. We carry around the baggage of our 
hurts, our resentments, and our jealousies. 
As a result we are just a shell of the kind of 
people God intends us to be. But our God is 
a loving God who accepts us and loves us 
just as we are. He can comfort us, heal us, 
and make us whole, real, authentic, living, 
laughing people. Not only that, but Jesus 
came to show us how to live revolutionary 
lives of love, compassion, and acceptance. By 
learning from his teachings and following 
him, we can live the full and complete lives 
that God intended.

And that’s about it. at’s not just the 
introduction that leads to an explanation of 
the cross, atonement, the resurrection and 
salvation, either. So far, at least, that’s what 
NOOMA holds out as "e Gospel." Full 
stop.
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THE CROSS? THE RESURRECTION?
In the videos I watched, there’s almost no 
exposition of the cross. I only remember it 
being mentioned twice, once to say that 
Caesar killed Jesus and once when Bell says, 
"e cross is like God saying, ‘I don’t hold 
your past against you.’" Well, kind of. But 
that hardly exhausts the meaning of the 
cross, does it? At the very least, he ought to 
have continued that sentence by saying 
something like, "I don’t hold your past 
against you, because I held it against my 
Son." But then I suppose that sort of 
uncomfortable thought would have 
destroyed the smoothness of the 
presentation.

Even the resurrection—which usually plays 
an enormous role in Emergent theology—
doesn’t get much emphasis here. NOOMA is 
all about "Jesus’ teachings," but only a select 
few of those. You won’t hear Bell talking 
about the teachings of Jesus that focus on 
ransom, blood, new covenants, and rebirth
—much less judgment, sheep and goats, and 
"Depart from me." For Bell, Jesus’ teachings 
are apparently limited to his ethics, and Bell’s 
gospel is evidently limited to a call for 
people to embrace those ethics and "live like 
Jesus."

I have a theory about why Emergent church 
types seem to be able to communicate so 
well with "our generation," why they’re able 
to relate so well to people who have always 
been hostile to the gospel. You can chalk it 
up to some kind of "authentic" style if you 
want, but I’d contend that a big part of their 
ability to communicate the gospel without 
offense to people who have always been 
offended by it is that they leave out all the 
offensive parts!

HEY ROB, TRY THIS
ere’s no denying that Rob Bell is a 
tremendous natural speaker and 
communicator. He’s good at telling stories, 
using his face to emphasize a point and his 
eyes to arrest your attention. But before we 
get too far with the infatuation, somebody 
should point out that it’s actually relatively 
easy to "connect" with the world when you’re 
talking about handling anger, or the true 
meaning of sex, or how closely God holds 
you to his chest when you’re facing a storm 
in life, or how disgusted God must be with 
that guy preaching the sermon about hell.

e harder thing—and the thing that would 
really test Bell’s mettle as a communicator—
would be to make a NOOMA video about 
substitutionary atonement, for example. Not 
one that re-thinks it and re-casts it for a 
generation that doesn’t like that kind of 
thing, but one that addresses "He was 
crushed for our iniquities" with the same 
unflinching "honesty" and "authenticity" as it 
addresses "Love one another." Would that 
installment of NOOMA be received with the 
same enthusiasm the others have enjoyed? 
What if he made one about the final 
judgment, and the fact that "No one comes 
to the Father but by me?" How well would 
that be received among the audience Bell has 
built?

I don’t think every ten-minute video needs 
to contain a crash course in systematic or 
biblical theology. Christian life and doctrine 
is a vast and rich universe of truth, and if 
Rob Bell wants to do ten minutes on sex, ten 
on anger, ten on this or that, that’s obviously 
fine. It’s always easy to say by way of critique, 
"at ten minutes should have said more 
than it did." So that’s not where I see a 
problem with NOOMA.
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e problem is that in the videos which aim 
to present the Christian gospel, the gospel 
presented is woefully incomplete if not 
outright wrong in places (which we’ll discuss 
at more length in the second part of this 
series). Yes, there’s sin and even grace in 
NOOMA; God loves us as we are, with all 
our junk, as Bell puts it. But beyond that 
there’s little to no cross or resurrection, no 
atonement, no substitution. Once we’re told 
that God accepts us as we are, all that follows 
is a call to live as Jesus lived in order to make 
the world a better place—which if it weren’t 
so hip would just be called "moralism," or 
even Liberalism.

WHAT’S MISSING; WHAT’S NEEDED
I have said in several places on this site that 
there is much about the Emergent 
theological storyline that I find compelling. 
Who wouldn’t be excited by the idea of 
God’s people—broken, sinful people 
accepted by him just as they are—living and 
working to diffuse God’s grace and love 
throughout the whole of society? So far as it 
goes, that’s a great and biblical vision, and 
there’s a reason it resonates with people. But, 
in my opinion, where the Emergent church 
and these videos go wrong is in telling the 
world that that . . . is . . . the gospel.

It’s not. Good as that storyline might be, it is 
finally too small and too colorless. For God 
to lovingly accept us as we are no matter 
how ashamed we might be of ourselves is 
nice and all, but it’s a pretty pale gray 
compared to the Bible’s story of a just and 
loving God sending his Son to take the 
punishment of a rebellious people so they 
can live with and for him forever.

If you want to engage a "new generation" 
looking for authenticity, honest answers, and 

a willingness to look unflinchingly at human 
sin and suffering, that’s the gospel that will 
do it. Unfortunately, that’s also the gospel 
that these NOOMA videos, at least so far, 
seem unwilling to talk about.

THE SCOOP’A ON NOOMA- PART 2
Here’s the scoop on the Rob Bell video series 
storming through youth rooms and sermon 
series across the country.

Rob Bell’s NOOMA videos have made quite 
a splash in the Christian world. In some 
ways that’s not terribly surprising. e little 
videos are masterpieces of technical 
production, and Bell has just about perfected 
the art of looking into a camera and making 
you think you’re having a nice conversation 
over coffee, or on a subway platform, or 
between breaths as you plant a tree together. 
It’s all very compelling, not at all "churchy," 
and so Christians look at it and think, "Wow, 
I could show this to the guy I buy coffee 
from every morning and not be 
embarrassed. is is great stuff!"

In some ways I don’t blame them for saying 
that. Bell’s approach is undeniably fresh, and 
it will communicate with people who are 
immediately turned off by a suited guy in a 
pulpit with a fake green plant in front of it. 
In that sense, NOOMA is good. Really good.

But that’s not the end of the story. Once you 
get past the razzle-dazzle of the videos’ style 
and really listen to what Bell is saying, you 
start to wonder if maybe they’re not so good 
aer all. Watch the videos with a discerning 
eye, and certain questions start nagging you: 
What’s the cross for again? Why did Jesus 
die? How do you become a Christian? Hold 
on—did he just say that everyone has the 
Spirit of God living in them already? Jesus 

http://www.9marks.org/books/scoopa-nooma-part-2
http://www.9marks.org/books/scoopa-nooma-part-2
http://www.9marks.org/books/scoopa-nooma-part-2
http://www.9marks.org/books/scoopa-nooma-part-2
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has faith in me? I am the gospel? What in 
the world does that mean?

Most of the videos in the series don’t really 
get at the most important questions about 
what the gospel is. Most of them talk about 
practical topics like sex, anger, materialism, 
loving your enemies, and the like. But there 
are a few that really focus on the gospel itself 
and try to answer the question, "What does 
it mean to be a Christian?" e best way to 
get at the heart of NOOMA’s presentation of 
the gospel, I think, is to watch the episodes 
titled Trees, Luggage, Dust, Rhythm, 
Breathe, and You. Of course there are places 
here and there in the other videos that speak 
about the gospel, but I think the crucial 
points are made in those six.

In Part 1 of this review, I argued that, at the 
very least, the gospel Bell presents in 
NOOMA is incomplete. Essentially, it boils 
down to the assertion that God loves us just 
as we are, wants to heal us of our 
brokenness, and calls us to live a life of love 
and compassion just like Jesus did. ere is 
very little about the cross, very little about 
the resurrection, and nothing about how sin 
separates us from God or deserves his 
righteous anger.

But the problem doesn’t end with 
incompleteness; it’s not just what is le 
unsaid. e concern is worse than that, 
because if you take the videos on their own 
terms, and if you take Bell’s presentation of 
the gospel at face value, what you end up 
with is actually something very different 
from biblical Christianity. You end up with a 
"gospel" that misleads people about their 
relationship with God, is inexcusably 
unclear about the meaning of Jesus’ death 
and resurrection, and finally makes 

Christianity little more than a banal moral 
system that tells people to live in a certain 
way.

NOOMA MISLEADS LOST PEOPLE
Let me explain what I mean when I say that 
the gospel presented in NOOMA misleads 
lost people about their relationship with 
God. e Bible could not be clearer that the 
consequence of sin and rebellion against 
God is that we are separated from him, our 
relationship with him is severed, and we are 
brought under his judgment and 
condemnation. "Your sins have made a 
separation between you and your God," 
Isaiah says (Is. 59:2). And Paul writes in 
Romans 1 that the wrath of God is revealed 
against all ungodliness and unrighteousness 
of men.

ese facts—that sin separates human 
beings from God, and that God judges sin—
constitute one of the most important themes 
in the entire Bible. It explains why 
everything else was necessary—the 
sacrifices, the priests, the prophets, and 
especially Jesus’ death on the cross. It’s why 
Jesus cried out, "My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?" (Matt. 27:46). He was 
separated from God so that his redeemed 
people would not be.

Bell doesn’t say any of that in the NOOMA 
videos. In fact, he seems to tell lost people 
exactly the opposite—that they are already 
in relationship with God and even forgiven 
of sin, and that the only problem is that they 
just don’t realize it. Whether because of 
shame, or embarrassment, or sheer 
ignorance, they’re hiding under the covers 
(see his video Lump) when a loving, merciful 
God has already forgiven them, is already in 
relationship with them, and is just waiting 

http://www.9marks.org/books/scoopa-nooma-part-1
http://www.9marks.org/books/scoopa-nooma-part-1
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for them to realize it and start acting like it.

Take the video titled Rhythm, for example. 
Bell compares God to a song that is playing 
throughout the universe in every heart and 
soul. "e song is playing all around us all 
the time," he says. "e song is written on 
our hearts. And everybody is playing a song. 
See, the question isn’t whether or not you’re 
playing a song, the question is ‘Are you in 
tune?’" In other words, are you living the 
kind of compassionate, loving life that 
harmonizes with the song that’s already 
playing in your heart? Here’s the last line of 
that video: "May you come to see that the 
song is written on your heart, and as you live 
in tune with the song, in tune with the 
Creator of the universe, may you realize that 
you are in relationship with the living God."

Now, that language is bewilderingly slippery. 
Is everybody playing a song, or the song? 
Who is Bell talking to exactly when he hopes 
they realize that they are in relationship with 
the living God? e lost person who’s 
hearing this for the first time? e person 
who’s been living "in tune with the song" for 
a while? None of that’s clear.

Or take this passage from Bell’s video 
Breathe:

Life is fragile, and yet at the same time 
we’ve been breathed into by the creator 
of the universe. And this divine breath is 
in every single human being ever. . . . 
We’re these sacred, divine dirt-clods. 
And yet we possess untold power and 
strength. Your life is but a breath, and yet 
you were made by the creator of 
everything. Now for thousands of years, 
people have understood that this 
physical breath that we all possess is 

actually a picture of a deeper reality. In 
the Bible, the word for breath is the same 
word as the word for spirit. In the 
Hebrew language, it’s the word "ruah," 
and in the Greek language, it’s the word 
"pneuma.’ . . . Breath, spirit. Same word.

e divine breath is in "every single human 
being ever," and everyone knows that breath 
and spirit are the same word. Well, alright so 
far. Every human being has a spirit. But 
then:

e first Christians took hold of this 
idea, and they took it way farther. ey 
actually believed that the Spirit of God 
resides, or can literally dwell, live in a 
person. One scripture in Romans 8 says 
that if the pneuma (Spirit of God) who 
raised Jesus from the dead is living in 
you, then God will give you life. Another 
scripture says that what the Spirit of God 
does living in you is it sanctifies. Now the 
word sanctify, it means to, like, purge, or 
to clean out. What it essentially means is 
that when you let God in, when you 
breathe, what happens is you become 
aware of all the things you need to leave 
behind, everything you need to let go 
of. . . . Jesus said that what the Spirit of 
God does is it guides us into truth. Is 
there anything you need guidance in?

Again, who’s he talking to here? It’s hard to 
believe that he’s suddenly quit talking to lost 
people and shied to talking only to those 
who have repented and believed in Jesus. Yet 
he’s talking about the Spirit of God dwelling 
in us, and what that means in our lives. Does 
Bell think that the Spirit of God dwells in 
"every single human being ever"? When he 
puts the phrase "when you breathe" right 
next to the phrase "when you let God in," is 
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he saying that the way you let the Spirit of 
God into your life is just by taking a breath? 
When he says that the early Christians "took 
this idea way farther" and began to talk 
about the indwelling Spirit of God, does Bell 
realize that they only applied that idea to 
people who were Christians? Or does he still 
think that’s true of "every single human 
being ever"?

Here’s how it ends: "A person doesn’t have to 
agree with this for it to already be true. God 
has already given us life, in the breath we 
just took, and the breath we took before that, 
and the breath we’re gonna take and the 
breath aer that." Okay, but are we back now 
to talking about just breath and just spirit of 
the kind that every human being has? Or are 
we still talking about the Spirit of God?

And what about this, from the video 
Luggage: "It’s like right at the heart of [Jesus’] 
message is the simple claim that God has 
forgiven us of all of our sins, doesn’t hold 
any of our past against us—because none of 
us have clean hands, do we? . . . So when I 
forgive somebody, I’m giving them what 
God has given to me. . . . May you forgive as 
you’ve been forgiven. May you give to others 
what’s been given to you." Again, who’s he 
talking to? Who’s been forgiven? If I’m not a 
Christian, and I’m hearing all this for the 
first time, am I supposed to see myself in 
that statement? Am I supposed to walk away 
thinking I’m already forgiven?

To be fair, I wouldn’t draw any hard 
conclusions from this on its own terms. e 
language is just too slippery, to the point that 
it almost seems designed for one to be able 
to interpret it however one wants. If you’re 
lost, you can hear it and walk away 
convinced that the Spirit of God is dwelling 

in you, that you have life, and that you’ve 
been forgiven of all your sins. But then 
again, Bell could come back and say, "No, I 
didn’t mean that at all."

Actually, I wish he would say that. en we 
could chalk it all up to the consummate 
communicator not communicating very 
well. ere’s a passage in one of Bell’s books, 
however, that leads me to think that Bell 
really is asserting that life, forgiveness, and 
even the Spirit of God is already possessed 
by every single human being ever. e only 
hitch is that some people don’t realize it. 
Here’s the relevant passage from Velvet Elvis 
(page 146):

e fact that we are loved and accepted 
and forgiven in spite of everything we 
have done is simply too good to be true. 
Our choice becomes this: We can trust 
his [God’s] retelling of the story, or we 
can trust our telling of our story. It is a 
choice we make every day about the 
reality we are going to live in.

And this reality extends beyond life.

Heaven is full of forgiven people.

Hell is full of forgiven people.

Heaven is full of people God loves, 
whom Jesus died for.

Hell is full of forgiven people God loves, 
whom Jesus died for.

e difference is how we choose to live, 
which story we choose to live in, which 
version of reality we trust.

Ours or God’s.

I don’t know how else to understand this: 
What Bell is asserting here is a bizarre kind 
of universalism in which every human being 
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is forgiven and yet some forgiven people end 
up in hell anyway. e NOOMA might be 
slippery, but this passage from Velvet Elvis 
isn’t at all, and that may offer some insight 
on what he’s actually saying in NOOMA. 
e only way I can see to understand it is 
that Bell is telling lost people that they are 
forgiven, that they are in relationship with 
God, even that the Spirit of God lives in 
them and is waiting to guide them and 
sanctify them if only they’d wake up and 
realize it.

at kind of thinking though is 
devastatingly misleading to lost people. To 
be lost is not merely to be ignorant about the 
fact that you are already in relationship with 
God, forgiven, free, and full of his Spirit. To 
be lost is to be separated from God and 
under his judgment. at’s a crucial part of 
the gospel, not just because Bell’s alternative 
involves the absurdity of forgiven people 
suffering in hell; it’s crucial because, unless 
you understand that God hates sin and 
judges it, the cross doesn’t make any sense. 
In fact, it becomes kind of superfluous. e 
fact is, somebody could hear Rob Bell’s 
version of the gospel in NOOMA and walk 
away feeling forgiven and Spirit-filled 
without a single thought about Jesus’ death. 
And at that point, what you have is 
something quite other than Christianity.

NOOMA IS UNCLEAR ABOUT THE 
MEANING OF THE CROSS
All that may actually go a long way toward 
explaining why the Emergent movement 
seems to have so much trouble with the 
cross: ey can’t really find a place for it. It 
doesn’t fit neatly into the storyline. I’ve 
written about this in another place, with 
particular regard to Brian McLaren’s work. 

But it’s true of Rob Bell’s material in 
NOOMA, too. Blood atonement just doesn’t 
find a natural home in the Emergent story, 
so even though it can’t be ignored entirely, 
the cross doesn’t get mentioned very oen. 
And when it does, it’s never with any clear 
explanation of its meaning.

I didn’t keep a count of exactly how many 
times the cross makes an appearance in the 
eighteen NOOMA videos I watched, but I 
am certain that it doesn’t get any extended 
treatment, much less a video to itself. But 
where it is mentioned, the viewer is le 
utterly unclear as to what Jesus’ death does, 
or why it matters.

Here’s what Bell says about Jesus’ death in 
Luggage:

It’s like right at the heart of his message is 
the simple claim that God has forgiven 
us of all of our sins, doesn’t hold any of 
our past against us—because none of us 
have clean hands, do we? I mean we’ve all 
wronged someone, but with Jesus there’s 
no condemnation, there’s no list of 
wrongs, there’s no judgment. It’s like the 
cross is God’s way of saying, "I don’t hold 
your past against you."

ere’s nothing necessarily wrong there, but 
then again, the whole idea of these videos is 
to talk to non-Christian people and tell them 
about Jesus Christ. Exactly what are they 
supposed to gain when Bell says that the 
cross is God’s way of saying that he doesn’t 
hold their past against them? At the very 
least, that’s pretty thin stuff to offer up as an 
explanation of what most Christians 
consider to be the center of their faith.

ere’s a slightly more filled-out treatment of 
Jesus’ death in You, where Bell presents the 
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gospel as a choice between changing-the-
world-by-force-and-political-coercion-like-
Caesar and changing-the-world-by-love-
and-compassion-like-Jesus. Here’s his point 
about the cross:

Well, obviously the way they were living 
and the things they believed brought 
them—it raised all sorts of questions for 
those around them. Who do you believe: 
Caesar, who thinks that a new world, a 
better world, is made through his brute 
military and political power by forcing 
people to do what he says, or Jesus, who 
invites you to make a new and better 
world through loving acts of compassion 
and generosity? Caesar who killed Jesus 
on an execution stake, or God who raised 
Jesus from the dead? Whose way do you 
think is better? Who do you think is 
Lord? Jesus or Caesar? Whose kingdom 
do you find more compelling?

ere’s not much there to go on, but the 
point seems to be that Jesus’ death was a 
picture of Caesar’s wrath against his life of 
love and compassion, and the resurrection 
was then another picture of God vindicating 
Jesus’ way over Caesar’s way. Love conquers 
violence. McLaren floats a similar 
understanding of the cross in e Story We 
Find Ourselves In, calling it the "powerful 
weakness" theory of the atonement. e 
problem with that, however, is that it casts 
Jesus’ death as a mere spectacle. It’s just God 
showing us that he prefers Jesus’ way to 
Caesar’s. But it leaves the cross actually 
accomplishing nothing objective.

I’ve watched several hours’ worth of 
NOOMA videos now, and I still have no 
idea what Bell thinks the cross was for. 
Somehow it has to do with God not holding 

our past against us, and together with the 
resurrection it’s a powerful statement that 
God doesn’t care for Caesar’s mode of 
operation. But that’s it. at’s all Bell gives us 
in eighteen different videos.

So what’s going on here? My guess is that it’s 
the same impulse that would lead Bell to 
ignore the fact that God judges sin. Wrath is 
uncomfortable, and it doesn’t play well in the 
Emergent culture. People don’t want to hear 
about a God who could be wrathful.

Of course, that causes problems for 
explaining why Jesus had to die, because, 
like it or not, the cross is bound up with 
wrath. Aer all, that’s what the word 
"propitiation" deals with. If you’re not willing 
to talk about a God who has wrath and is 
willing to use it, you’re going to be really 
uncomfortable explaining why the Bible says 
that God killed his Son. You’ll probably just 
ignore it. And when you can’t ignore it any 
longer, you’ll say something benign and 
cloudy like, "It’s God’s way of saying that he 
doesn’t hold our past against us." en you’ll 
tut-tut Caesar for killing Jesus. What you 
won’t do is face up honestly to the fact that 
Scripture says, "Yet it was the will of the Lord 
to crush him" (Isaiah 53:10).

Here’s the thing: No one would say that the 
cross is a comfortable topic. It’s not. It’s a 
horrible moment in the history of humanity, 
one that embodies the most heart-
wrenching truths imaginable. God the Son 
dies. e eternal Father forsakes the eternal 
Son. ere’s a reason God extinguished the 
sun and shrouded the whole thing in 
darkness; the universe twisted up and broke 
when Jesus died. e cross is not something 
that’s fun to stare at, and it’s not a crazy 
instinct to want, at first, to avert one’s eyes 
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from it.

en again, it’s precisely in those grotesque 
paradoxes of the cross that its beauty lies. 
Admittedly, that beauty isn’t obvious at first 
glance. You have to stare at the cross to see 
its glory. You have to see why God the Son 
died, why the Father forsook the Son. You 
have to see the meaning of it, and not just 
the bare, bloody facts of the matter. Once 
you do that—once you’ve stared long 
enough and deeply enough—you start to see 
that it was exactly there, in its very ugliness, 
in the most horrific outpouring of wrath that 
the world has ever seen, there was love 
incomprehensible!

at’s the real tragedy of Bell’s approach to 
the cross. He’s not willing to stare at it long 
enough to see its glory. e wrath inherent 
to it is so distasteful to him, so off-putting to 
the audience he’s speaking to, that he ends 
up, sadly, without the resources to tell his 
listeners about the most profound and most 
beautiful love in the universe—that of Jesus 
laying down his life for those he loves, and 
absorbing the wrath of his Father in their 
place, as their Savior and Redeemer.

NOOMA TURNS CHRISTIANITY INTO A 
BANAL MORALISM
Of course, once you decide to demur from 
talking about the cross, you’ve really turned 
Christianity into nothing more than a banal 
moralism that tells people to live in a certain 
way. Now that’s a charge that’s loaded with 
irony, because moralism is one of the main 
things the Emergent movement is reacting 
against. But take a look at what they’re 
saying. Take a look at how Rob Bell defines 
Christianity in these NOOMA videos. It’s 
not much more than, "Live like this, not like 
this."

Consider the way Bell describes what it is to 
be a Christian in Rhythm. If you’re living "in 
tune with the song," you’re there. "When I’m 
like selfish and stingy or refuse to give," he 
says, "I’m essentially out of tune with the 
song. . . . When you see someone sacrifice 
themselves for another, for the well-being of 
somebody else, it’s like they’re playing in the 
right key. at’s why it’s so inspiring and 
powerful. ey’re in tune with the song." It’s 
all about doing this, living like this, acting 
like that.

And it’s not that Bell is saying that "living in 
tune with the song" is the result of God’s 
regenerating power in the life of the believer, 
either. It’s just a decision you make to do it. 
"An infinite, massive, kind of invisible God
—that’s hard to get our minds around. But 
truth, love, grace, mercy, justice, 
compassion…the way that Jesus lived. I can 
see that. I can understand that. I can relate to 
that. I can play that song!"

All you have to do is believe in yourself.

No, seriously. He says that. And really it’s 
even worse than that, because believing in 
yourself is the grand finale of a whole 
theological argument in which Jesus is made 
out to have faith in us, rather than the other 
way around. Jesus has faith, Bell says, that 
we’ll be able to live like he wants us to.

All this happens in the video entitled Dust. 
Having explained at some length how the 
Jewish rabbis would choose students to learn 
under them, Bell asks why it was that Peter, 
seeing Jesus walking on the water, got out of 
the boat to do it himself, and why it was that 
he started to sink. Here’s how Bell answers 
those questions:

Why is Peter’s first reaction, "If it’s you, 
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then tell me to come to you?" Because 
he’s a disciple, he’s oriented his whole life, 
devoted his whole life to doing what he 
sees his rabbi doing, learning to be like 
his rabbi. So he sees his rabbi walking on 
water, and what’s the first thing he wants 
to do? "I wanna walk on water, too. I 
wanna be like my rabbi." And so Peter 
gets out of the boat, and he starts walking 
on water, and he yells out, "Jesus save 
me!" And the text reads that Jesus 
immediately caught him and said, "You 
of little faith, why did you doubt?" Now, I 
always assumed that Peter doubts Jesus. 
But Jesus isn’t sinking. Who does Peter 
doubt? He doubts himself; he loses faith 
in himself, that he can actually be like his 
rabbi.

So it’s not that Peter let his fear of the waves 
overwhelm his faith in Jesus’ power to keep 
him afloat. No, it’s that Peter lost faith in 
himself. He stopped believing that he could 
do what Jesus did. He was, as Jesus put, a 
man "of little faith"—never mind that Jesus 
always uses that phrase to refer to someone’s 
lack of faith in God, not lack of faith in 
themselves. Here’s the point Bell wants to 
make:

I mean, all my life, I’ve heard people talk 
about believing in God. But God believes 
in us, in you, in me. I mean faith in Jesus 
is important. But what about Jesus’ faith 
in us? . . . I mean, what if we can actually 
be the kinds of people that God created 
us to be? What if he actually believes 
that? I mean, what if he actually believes 
that we can be the kind of people who 
live like Jesus lived, the kinds of people 
who take action because we’re aware of 
all these endless opportunities around us 
all the time, for good, for beauty, for 

truth? Jesus has faith that you can follow 
him and you can be like him. . . .

May you believe in God, but may you 
come to see that God believes in you. 
May you have faith in Jesus, but may you 
come to believe that Jesus has faith that 
you can be like him.

So that’s it. Christianity is about living like 
Jesus lived—and Jesus believes we can do it 
if we just try hard enough.

In fact, if you take Bell seriously, "live like 
this" is pretty much the bottom-line of Jesus’ 
message to the world. As he sums it up in 
Trees: "My understanding of Jesus’ message 
is that he teaches us to live in the reality of 
God now—here and today. It’s almost as if 
Jesus just keeps saying, ‘Change your life. 
Live this way.’"

Change your life. Live this way.

at is moralism.

Sure, it’s a tricked-out moralism. ere’s 
some colorless grace at the front end of it 
(God accepts us as we are). It also has a 
really great moral example in Jesus 
trailblazing a new way of life right under the 
nose of the Roman Empire, and it comes 
with a big story about God launching a 
rescue effort to put the world back together. 
But it’s still moralism. It makes Jesus into 
one more philosopher/teacher telling us all 
to live this way, not that way. It makes 
Christianity a matter of Jesus trusting us to 
live a certain way, rather than our trusting in 
Christ to save us from sin.

CONCLUSION
I realize that Rob Bell is trying to 
communicate with people who have never 
given the time of day to spiritual things. He’s 
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trying to present Jesus to them in a way that 
will be accessible to them. I think that’s a 
noble goal, and I don’t think it’s a futile one. 
But I also think that the way Bell has gone 
about it—with particular reference to these 
NOOMA videos—is something far smaller 
than and far short of biblical Christianity.

Having watched so many of these videos, it 
strikes me just now how seldom Bell uses 
the traditional Christian language to name 
Jesus. He doesn’t call him Savior, or 
Redeemer, or Son of God, and only very 
occasionally does he call him Lord. Instead, 
he very much seems to prefer calling Jesus 
"teacher" or "rabbi." I’m sure part of that is 
that he wants to be fresh and edgy. But I 
think it also points to just how far these 
videos lower the meaning of Christianity.

e fact is, the NOOMA videos retell the 
story of Jesus in a pretty radical way. ough 
Jesus is certainly respected and honored, the 
point of the story no longer involves the 
divine Christ who died on the cross as a 
substitute for his people, rose from the dead, 
and is now enthroned in heaven, but rather 
Jesus the Nazarene who teaches people how 

to live and how to find God. Jesus shows the 
way, rather than being the Way. He is 
respected, honored, and heeded, rather than 
worshipped. He is "Rabbi," rather than 
"Savior." is is, as New Testament scholars 
Darrell Bock and Daniel Wallace described 
it recently, the replacement of "Christianity" 
with "Jesusanity."

Bell would never use this word, but I believe 
what he’s presented in NOOMA is really just 
another religion that’s not so much different 
from any other religion in the world. For the 
gospel of NOOMA isn’t finally about the 
Son of God who lovingly dies in his people’s 
place to redeem them from sin and save 
them from God’s righteous judgment. It’s 
about the really great teacher who says, 
"Change your life. Live this way."

Once you’re past the flashy packaging, that’s 
not really all that inspiring, is it?

Part 3, which offers brief reviews on each 
video, can be found at 9Marks.org.

ank you from Rami & Jen Awwad
Dear UCCD Staff,

We would like to thank you for your service to the UCCD Community and to the Kingdom 
of God. We've both been members of various churches in the past but we both feel our time 
at UCCD has been one of exceptional growth.

Several things have stood out to us in our time here. First has been the faithful preaching and 
teaching of the gospel. In nearly every sermon, bible study or class we've attended the Gospel 
of Christ has been shared. It has been a lesson for us in how we should be incorporating the 
Gospel in our own lives and speech. It has also made us keenly aware of something to look 
for in the next church we join. ank you all for making sure this is the priority of UCCD!

Secondly we've benefitted greatly from the systematic teaching of the Word. Most of the past 
churches we've attended have been 'topic' oriented. By systematic studying both of us have 
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had our knowledge and understanding of Gods promises, His kingdom and His eternal plan 
increase greatly.

Having small children and a newborn, we've been blessed by so many members and staff of 
the church. It has been a great joy and pleasure to have been part of this church. We will 
continue to pray for you all and for God's Kingdom to grow in Dubai and across all the UAE.

Sincerely,
e Awwads

When I first came to UCCD just over 
two years ago I was not a believer, 
although if you had asked me if I was, 
the mere fact that I was coming to 
church and reading my bible would have 
confirmed in my mind that I was a 
Christian. I remember Pastor John 
Folmar telling me on a few occasions, 
while taking me through Christianity 
Explained, that I needed to give my life 
to Christ. I needed to follow him. I said 
to myself, “Of course I have given my life 
to Christ. I mean, I’m coming to church 
and reading my bible, aren’t I?”

ankfully, the error in my thinking was 
clarified for me through Pastor John and 
through ‘e Cross Centered Life’ by C.J 
Mahaney. On Tuesday, 12th May, 2009 I 
gave my life to Christ. 

As I look back at the time aer my 
conversion, I am grateful for the people who God brought into my life to disciple me and help 
grow me - people like Jeremy Yong, Vaughn Marles and Etienne Nel and John Welkner. I thank 
God for these brothers and pray that God would continue to use them not only in the lives of 
those in the church but for the advancement of His kingdom as well.

ere have been many highlights over this past year, from going to India with the Surge team 
to studying Systematic eology with Pastor John and the other interns.

Fond Farewells and New Beginnings
From Chris Lejeune, Youth Pastoral 
Intern.
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One of the biggest highlights was the day Nicky and I got married. is day was made so 
special by the many people who not only came to celebrate it with us, but also by so many in 
the congregation who contributed either by decorating the hall, playing the music or baking 
the delicious cupcakes! Both Nicky and I are still so grateful for the love that you showed 
towards us. UCCD really has become our family over the last few years and saying goodbye 
is really tough. 

ankfully we are not leaving Dubai and as I go to Redeemer Church to take up the pastoral 
assistant position I pray that we will take with us the same love and passion for Christ and 
his gospel that we have come to know at UCCD.

Over the past year it has been an incredible honor and privilege to be able to serve at UCCD 
as the youth pastoral intern. I give thanks and praise to God for the many lessons he has 
taught me throughout this year, especially lessons of humility, perseverance and love for 
those whom I share an inheritance with - an inheritance that none of us earned or deserve 
but was secured for us through Christ’s death and resurrection.

As the time comes to say goodbye I thank each and everyone of you for allowing me to serve 
you and for allowing me to be a part of your lives. ank you for being a part of mine.  I 
thank God for how he has used UCCD to change my life and how he continues to use this 
body of believers for the advancement of his kingdom.

I pray that you always spur one another on to love and good deeds for the praise and glory of 
His name.

Chris Lejeune

is Isn’t Goodbye, But See You Later
To the Saints at UCCD,

It is with great gratitude that I write this letter. 
Gratitude to our great God for bringing my wife and I to this body of believers and gratitude 
to the UCCD community for welcoming us, loving us, fellowshipping with us and partnering 
in the gospel with us in these past 9 months. It truly has been a privilege to have been a part 
of this body and specifically being brought here to learn and grow in the ministry through 
the internship program. It still amazes me that I’ve enjoyed so much solid training under the 
supervision of the church staff and elders and have even been sponsored by the church to do 
so. is generosity is truly remarkable and is blazing example of UCCD’s mission 
mindedness and gospel-growth vision.

If there is one thing that Julia and I have come to appreciate in these nine months it would 
have to be the importance of the local church. e church as a shining display of God’s glory 
to a watching world, the church as a city on a hill, which can be seen far and wide, the church 

From Sascha Baer, Pastoral Intern.
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as a community of sinners saved by grace, who spur each other on to love and good deeds, 
the church as a foretaste of the unity we will enjoy in worshiping our holy and awesome God 
for eternity. So much of what we have seen here is what makes up a healthy church: 
expositional preaching, gospel-centeredness, solid doctrinal teaching, evangelistic fervor, 
organic discipleship relationships and loving fellowship. We as a couple want to serve and 
fellowship in a church like UCCD for the rest of our lives. We have come to see how central 
the local body of Christ is in so many things, and we want to spend ourselves in serving the 
body of Christ, be it in church-planting, church-reform or church-growth. Our Lord and 
Savior said: “I will build my church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it!” (Matt 
16:18).  What a privilege it is that he uses us as instruments in his hands to accomplish his 
purpose of building his church.

We rejoice that the gospel is so central in this congregation, that the glorious message of 
salvation through the blood of our Lord Jesus Christ shed for us on the cross is preached on 
a weekly basis. We rejoice that this message is not presented as stale and out-of-date, but that 
it reverberates from our Friday gathering into our conversations over the dinner table, our 
various CLGs, our youth and children ministries, our family worship times, affecting every 
area of our lives. We hope and pray that this good news will stay central in the theology and 
life of UCCD in the years to come, 
for the glory of God and the hope of 
those that trust in his name.

Regarding our future we praise God 
for the opportunity to serve God for 
another year in the midst of all of 
you in the capacity of assisting John 
Welkner in UCCDs youth ministry. 
For the summer months Julia and I 
will be back home with family in 
Germany, before our intended 
return in early September.

Sascha Baer
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Internship program is almost finished. Looking back at the months spent in church training 
I marvel at the work God has done in my family. 

So many people came alongside me during our program to help, support, and teach. It’s just 
amazing how much time many of church members poured into the life of my family. We 
have learned a lot about Jesus through redeeming fellowship we have experienced in the 
church. We have grown in our affections towards Christ because of the church. e life of 
UCCD was the main learning field for me. Everything we learned in class we saw lived out in 
the church and not only that we saw it but we were also encouraged to practice it ourselves. I 
was continuously challenged in terms of evangelism, faithfulness to the word, family 
devotion and so on. In the community like that you just can’t stay unchanged. You either 
become a living sacrifice for Christ, or you sacrifice church for the sake of indulging yourself. 

I remember when we had lunch with guest speaker abiti Anyabwile and he asked interns 
about what keeps us in Dubai. Immediately without a moment’s hesitation I responded, “e 
church”. It might sound simple but it’s so true. I have come to realize what God intends the 
church to be, and by God’s grace we’ve experienced more of that here in Dubai; real church 
which is built on and around the Word of God. How precious it is. I think that the church of 
God is the greatest gi we have aer God himself.  

Another thing I have fallen in love with is the Word. I am so grateful to God that through the 
internship program he has blessed my family with the thirst and hunger for his Word. I am 

UCCD, Not Only My Church, But My Family
From Denis Boris, Pastoral Intern.
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so happy to be poor in the spirit. I want to keep this condition through the rest of my life and 
I know that it’s possible by God’s grace if I continue practicing the means of grace where 
God’s word is central.  Reading of God’s word has become a regular daily practice in our 
family whereas before internship it was occasional. Some of the most profound encounters 
with God happened while reading or listening to His Word. e Word is the extension of 
God; when we hear His Word we hear God! So I encourage everyone who’s reading this letter 
to never forget that God was pleased to reveal himself through the Word and we have a 
privilege of having it. 

Reading is in the blood of UCCD. I had a chance of experiencing that during very first week 
of internship when I was stricken by the amount of reading assigned. I always loved to read 
but I never thought that other people’s meditations on the word of God can so much help me 
in my spiritual growth. e saying that we don’t need any book except the Bible is rather 
arrogant than puritan.  Given we have such a great heritage le for us by Christian thinkers 
over the centuries, whey would we neglect their help?  I like what C.J. Mahaney and others 
have said- we are able to see what we sees only because we can stand on the shoulders of our 
forefathers. Reading has deepened my understanding of God and his Word, and we have 
grown in our enjoyment of Him.  

I thank God for the teachers we have at UCCD; they are shepherds  not hirelings. I have been 
mentored not only in terms of pastoral ministry but first and foremost in terms of ministry 
in my home.  Interestingly enough all teachers are practicing pastors and what they teach is 
what they live out every day of their lives, namely the Gospel.  I have learned many things by 
observing and participating in elders’ work and life.  It has been great to learn from them, 
about the centrality of the Gospel, and see their attitude towards it. 

To those who might wonder why I talk about UCCD more than internship program, and 
family more than myself, well, the answer is simple.  e Internship is just a part of the 
church’s vibrant life and I am just a part of my family.  An even better way of thinking about 
it might be that the internship is an extension of the church and I am an extension of my 
family.  You can never think about internship apart from the church.  So I want to thank you, 
UCCD for this wonderful year in my life. I am reluctant to call you all, just “UCCD”, because  
on one level, those are just letters in an acronym.  But please know that when I say “UCCD” I 
say it seeing the faces of my dear family. I will do my best to serve Christ’s body well since I 
have grown in my knowledge, experience and love to the Lord.    

May God’s glory shine brighter through UCCD.   

Your brother in Christ, 

Denis Boris
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9 Months in a Healthy Church

I just want to set the record straight first; 
I’m not advocating that UCCD is the 
perfect church or the standard that all 
churches should live up to. What I am 
advocating is that it has definitely been the 
healthiest church that I’ve ever been a 
member of. I say this because you strive to 
continually keep the main thing, the main 
thing. I find UCCD to be gospel-centered 
and governed by Scripture. I am very 
thankful to all of you for the major 
encouragement you have been to me. I am 
very grateful for your love and financial 
support for allowing me to serve as an 
intern and “learn church”. e biggest thing 
that I will take back with me is seeing a 
church displaying God’s glory. ank you 
UCCD!

As I look back over the past 9 months, there 
is much to say as to how God has used 
UCCD to really change me. 

I have never been apart of a church where 
the gospel is so explicitly preached in every 
sermon. You can see that it is the gospel of 
Jesus Christ that unites people in this 
church. When I look around, I see the beautiful bride of Jesus Christ. e very people God 
purchased for His Son with His Son’s life! 

Your love for God’s Word is very evident. How you continue to allow it shape you and mould 
you more and more into the image of Christ is such a wonderful sight to behold. It is evident 
that Scripture is held as the absolute authority of the church; both in the way it is governed 
and the way the members love one another.

It has been an absolute privilege and joy to be an intern here. ank you for the numerous 
chances I have had to serve this body. e way the church (and I don’t mean the pastors, 
elders, or the internship program itself, but the congregation) has really continued to shape 

From Raphael Sto Domingo, Pastoral 
Intern.
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me is a true testament of God’s grace. I thank you all firstly for your friendship, your love and 
your gentle rebuke. ank you all for your kind generosity and your support. I’ve had 
wonderful times of fellowship with many of you, whether it were Carols in Dubai, the Safa 
Park picnic, aer First Friday Prayer & Praise (FFPP), aer or before church and meals that 
I’ve had with many of you. As Jesus says, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, 
if you love one another” (John 13:35). I see this in the church, this love that you each share for 
one another. It has been wonderful to get to know many of you. ank you to everyone that 
has been very hospitable and your willing openness towards me. 

I pray you may continue to follow and trust the Elders. I’ve had many opportunities to see 
firsthand how much they love, feed, edify and pray for you all. Pray for them too, as they 
learn how to carefully lead the sheep.  Hebrews 13:17 - “Obey your leaders and submit to their 
authority. ey keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their 
work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.”

As the Apostle Paul prays and writes to the church in Philippi, I pray the same for UCCD. “I 
thank my God in all my remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine for you, all 
making my prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until 
now.” Only by the strength of God may “I yearn for you all with the affections of Christ Jesus. 
Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see 
you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind 

striving side by side for the faith of the gospel.” (Philippians 1:3-5, 8, 27)

Your fellow partaker of grace,

Raphael Sto Domingo



May Calendar

May 5, 2011, Thursday

7:00 pm Thursday Bible Study in James.

7:30 pm Oasis (Youth Ministry)

May 6, 2011, Friday

9:30 Friday Foundations

10:30 UCCD church gathering

6:00 pm   Member’s Meeting

May 12, 2011, Thursday

7:00 pm Thursday Bible Study.   

7:30 pm Oasis (Youth Ministry)

May 13, 2011, Friday

9:30 Friday Foundations

10:30 UCCD church gathering.  

May 19, 2011, Thursday

7:00 pm Thursday Bible Study in James. 

7:30 pm Oasis (Youth Ministry)

May 20, 2011, Friday

9:30 Friday Foundations

10:30 UCCD church gathering.  

4:00 pm Membership Matters 

May 21, 2011, Saturday

9:30 am - 12:00 pm Membership Matters

May 26, 2011, Thursday

7:00 pm  Thursday Bible Study in James.

7:30 pm Oasis (Youth Ministry). 

May 27, 2011, Friday

9:30 Friday Foundations 

10:30 UCCD church gathering.  

MEMBERSHIP MATTERS
e Importance of Church Membership

is class is for both those interested in 
joining and those who simply want to know 
more about UCCD.

Friday, May 20th, 4:00 pm - 7:00 pm
(Followed by a free dinner)
Saturday, May 21st, 9:30 am - 12:00 pm

FRIDAY:
1.What Do We Believe? (Our Statement of Faith) 
2.How Shall We en Live? (Our Church 
Covenant) 
3.Why Join A Church?

SATURDAY:
4.UCCD Leadership: Who? What? Why? 
5.Worship and Missions: Our Philosophy

Please reserve a space by emailing Kristine 
on: Kristine@uccdubai.com 

MEMBERS’ MEETING
Friday May 6, 6:00pm

Please attend the upcoming Members’ Meeting on 
Friday May 6th in Emmanuel Hall.

In this meeting we will be voting on the Proposed 
Statement of Faith, the Proposed Constitution, and 
the Proposed 2011-2012 Budget.

Phone: 
(04) 884 6623 
Email: info@uccdubai.com 
http://uccdubai.com
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