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I HAVE A LOVE·HATE RELATIONSHIP with some prominent atheists. 
 
   Now I don't kid myself-I know that most of the most vocal atheists have only a "hate" 
relationship with me. I believe in God, which puts me on the outs on its own merits, never 
mind the irredeemable Jesus thing. 
 
   But much as I can, on occasion, be annoyed by proudly secular places like most Western 
European nations, I would still vastly rather live there than I would in Tehran-or, say, 
Calvin's Geneva, where stray thoughts could get you executed.  
 
   Why is it that I'm just as horrified by all the religious awfulness in the world as the 
secularists are? This was a considerable barrier to finding my way into whatever faith 
experience I was stumbling into. 
 
   I have a six-word theory that has gotten me past this: God is good. Religion is bad. 
 
   If you've enjoyed and been helped by a terrific faith community, my theory might raise 
your hackles, as it should. And I'm all for banding together with spiritually like-minded 
people. By all means, don't do this alone! But, on the other hand, I'm banking on the hope 
that if you've enjoyed our conversation to this point, you'll like this theory before we're 
done and that, if you dig a little, you already agree with me. 
 
   Now the theory, of course, only works if "religion" is its own entity apart from God, 
something that incorporates one's culture and nationalism and judgmentalism and 
inferiority into some spiritual realities that whip it up into a nice meringue. 
 
   This idea seems connected to our conversation about spiritual stages-as well as being 
surprisingly freeing in our desire to experience hesed, this shockingly good God. What if, 
for instance, we can separate our growing experience of this God-at least at first blush-
from the way we vote or whom we have to oppose? Is it possible to marvel more and 
more at the great deal we're getting with God and also read the most scathing book from 
the nastiest atheist and effectively agree with everything he or she says, apart from the 
conclusions? (And perhaps also apart from the tone, which in the case of the "nastiest" 
atheist writers, at least-does tend toward arrogance and sanctimony. I mean, do these 
authors seem happy to you? Is that worth noting? And now that we're on this subject, is it 



fair to wonder if a few of these writers project at least a hint of racism and classism? 
Everyone except educated, white, Western atheists is characterized as a contemptible, 
dangerous idiot who should-in the view of one popular writer-be legally silenced. Should 
we take note of that? And most don't seem to have much room in their world for wonder 
or art, both of which are important to me. And yet they do clearly have a key ... okay, 
maybe I should just put a whole chapter together on this stuff. Duly noted.) 
 
   Some of my friends tell me that they now regard the great religions of the world as 
cultures every bit as much as faith systems and that this insight has helped them quite a 
bit. For instance, we all know plenty of Lutherans or Jews or Catholics or Muslims who 
don't practice their faith but also don't cut themselves off from their heritage. 
 
   On the other hand, I'm told that in Calcutta alone, there are over a million "Hindus who 
follow Jesus." But these people are rejected by local Christians because if they wanted to 
follow Jesus, they ought to be willing to join in with Christianity, whatever the social costs 
in terms of their culture or caste. But they're not rejected by local Hindus because they've 
stayed in the culture. 
 
   Having spent a little time in the Middle East, I'm friends with a handful of "Muslims who 
follow Jesus" who have by no means left the Muslim culture for a Christian one. (You'll 
recall that in Lebanon, for example, Christians and Muslims spent a decade or so killing 
each other.) 
 
   In that sense I suppose I could be called a secularist who follows Jesus since my 
background was secular! atheist and to this day that feels like my world. I'm baffled at the 
thought of "Christian fiction" rather than just fiction. Christian pop music is alien to me. 
Even the idea of the Urrited States being a Christian nation is challenging for me, since my 
whole experience and upbringing seemed to have been in a secular nation. But my friends 
who grew up in Christianity by and large see a different America. That's what cultures do. 
In my mind, this is a big deal. 
 
   A while back, a man asked to meet with me in my church office. He had grown up 
Jewish, which was very important to him. "I was born a Jew, and I'll die a Jew!" was his 
opening statement. His girlfriend at the time had dragged him to our church. She'd started 
coming when she decided to revisit the faith of her youth, and it had affected her to the 
point that she said she wouldn't sleep with him anymore unless he agreed to come once (a 
powerful strategy, I think you'll agree). In exasperation, he did visit. But then he kept 
returning on his own, which scared him. 
 
   I asked why he kept coming back, and he said before he started coming to our church, 
he had a huge anger problem, to the point that he'd go out some nights just to find a 
fight. He'd actually been straitjacketed not that long before. But since he'd been with us 
and had taken some suggestions he had heard, his anger problem seemed to be gone, 
which felt miraculous. So now his question to me was this: Was I going to try to make him 
a Christian if he stuck around? Because just in case I'd missed it, he'd die first. 



40    I told him that 1 didn't care if he ever became a Christian and that I, of all people, 
actually had very little investment in Christianity. After a pause, he asked if this was some 
sort of strange tactic. I said 1 thought I meant what I'd said, but I had a question for him. 
Was it all right if I regarded the good things that had been happening to him as because 
of Jesus? He didn't have to think so-that was his business-but was it all right with him if I 
believed it? I told him that my suggestions about anger had actually all come from things 
Jesus said to do, and that if we did them, we would get certain results-results that he was 
in fact experiencing. 
 
   The next time I saw him, I asked how he was doing. "1 give all praise to my Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ, Dave!" he said. Now, for one, this is not a line 1 would have 
suggested to him. (Go back to Peck's stage theory for why that's so and also, perhaps, for 
why that line was so helpful to him.) After a bit of a pause, I said, "Something's happened 
since 1 last saw you, hasn't it?" 
 
   Indeed something had. His life had come crashing down on him. He decided to leave his 
girlfriend, for her sake, given his evidently uncontrollable anger. To calm himself, he had 
taken a cold shower and, in the middle of it, shouted, "Are you there, Jesus? Because 1 
could use some help'" And right then, he got hit with something so hard he had to grab 
the sides of the shower to stay standing. In my world, we would call that "being filled with 
the Holy Spirit." But whatever you call it, it stunned him and broke his unstable mood 
right off of him. And now here we were, having the conversation we were having. 
 
   God—it turns out—is  good! But religion turns out to have much less to offer, being so 
closely tied to whatever culture we find ourselves in. Paul argued that Jesus came to earth 
and broke down the "dividing walls" between people. In my experience, Jesus keeps that 
deal to this day; he's very invested in that deal. Religion, on the other hand, tends to do 
the opposite. 
 
   On this note: What if truth is fundamentally relational? This sounds nutty to anyone 
who's spent any time in, say, a school. We've spent our lives learning that truth is 
propositional or abstract. Truth comes from theorems, from pure logic. Truth is the 
opposite of emotion, and relationships are emotional. 
 
   But that point of view seems to be fraying. Quantum physics, for instance, has pitched 
that the only way we can know anything is by understanding our own vantage point-
meaning that we're in relationship with anything we're trying to prove.  
 
   Jesus famously said, "I am ... the truth," which is a very different statement from "I 
teach the truth." Truth here gets personalized. My reorienting experience in Acts 2 pushed 
me in thls direction: This God is different than others because he wants to talk with and 
listen to me. In fact, folks who read the Bible are confronted by a God who claims to be a 
relationship—Father, Son, and Spirit. 
 



   As someone who loves to read and think new, deep abstractions, I nonetheless find 
myself wondering if the only things that actually matter are relational-if the Beatles had it 
right that all we need is love. 
 
 
   In this way of thinking, religion (which, again, is so closely tied to our culture) is usually 
about ruIes and codes, about ways to behave, about nonrelational morality (about "being 
good," whether or not you ever meet another person), about what will get you embraced 
and what will get you shunned. God, on the other hand, is all about how you can become 
a closer friend with him, with others, and with yourself. C. S. Lewis pitched a view of hell 
as a giant, ever-expanding subdivision where—because of continual, petty quarrels—
you're ever-increasingly alone. 
 
   Let me take you back to math class for a minute and talk about two different kinds of 
sets. Bounded sets are best pictured as circles. The issue with bounded sets is whether 
you're inside of them or not. We all have bounded sets. For instance, I'm a man. If you're 
a woman, sorry, you're on the outside of that one. I'm an American. I'm more than six 
feet tall. I go to church. And so on. The more we specify our bounded sets, the more we'll 
ultimately create a set with only ourselves inside of it. Bounded sets. 
 
   Centered sets are best pictured as dots. The issue with a centered set involves motion, 
not whether we're inside or outside. Imagine a dot in the center of your set-for grins, let's 
call this dot "Jesus" or "God" - and imagine a lot of other dots on your page. Let's call 
those dots "everyone on earth." The issue in each case is whether a given dot is moving 
toward the center or not. 
 
Let's say I'm really close to the center dot-who, again for our purposes here, we're calling 
"Jesus" or "God." I'm maybe a foot and a half away. And let's imagine a dot that's a mile 
away. Way, way off the page. Can't even see that dot with the naked eye, but it's there. 
And let's say we're both, from our different vantage points, moving toward the center 
dot. On this theory, we're both doing great. I, of course, have some perks by being so 
close, but on the most fundamental questions, we're both actually in the same boat. Now 
let's say that distant dot is, as before, moving in a nice steady line toward the center but I, 
although much closer, have actually begun to veer a bit. Nothing dramatic, but I've spun 
away from the center just a skosh. On this theory, that dot a mile away is better off than I 
am, at least for the moment. 
 
   Bounded sets—the circles in this analogy—are religions or cultures. With a religion or 
culture, you're either inside it or outside it. No gray area here. Now many religions or 
cultures are benevolent toward those on the outside. They might say something to the 
effect of, "Hey you outsider. Why don't you jump into our bounded set? It's awesome in 
here! And, as the godly religion/culture, you'll get the chance to be much closer to God 
than you are at the moment. Yes, there may be a trifling cultural thing or two you'll need 
to do to accommodate to us, the godly religion/culture. Being a good Illinois Baptist is, 



after all, a little different than being a good Bengali Muslim, who are we kidding? But 
we'd love to have you!" 
 
   The thing is: Most people don't want a new bounded set. They like theirs just fine. 
They've spent years getting to know it; they're comfortable with it. And for the most part, 
bounded sets tend to preach to the choir rather than to outsiders. 
 
   Think about this in political terms for a moment. Let's say you're the sort of person who 
reads the New York Times editorial page. Pretty much every correspondent there loathes 
conservatives and wonders who these idiots are. One of my favorite Boston Globe 
editorial page moments (the Globe is a subsidiary of the Times) came a few years back in 
response to one of many editorials ripping George W. Bush, particularly viciously in this 
case. The next day the paper printed three or four letters, all of which had a common 
point: You, the editorial writers of the Globe, are horrible, awful people! Why? Because 
you didn't rip into Mr. Bush nearly enough! You call that ripping him? You should be 
ashamed of yourselves! 
 
   Now let's say you're a conservative reader from a conservative family who stumbles 
upon this editorial page. What are the odds that you'll read one of these contemptuously 
anticonservative editorials and think to yourself, Oh my gosh! They're right! I'm an utter 
fool (and, goodness, a bigot, to boot)! Who knew? And it's not only me! My family and 
everyone I've ever known and loved are fools and bigots! Thank you, Globe editorial 
page, for opening my eyes! 
 
Or let's say you're a committed Eastern liberal who turns on anyone of a hundred 
conservative talk radio programs. What are the odds that you'll experience that conversion 
in reverse? 
 
The point: Bounded sets preach to other true believers, for the most part. They tend to 
preach over and against those infidels who aren't a part of their bounded set. And 
bounded sets often throw a fair number of nonessentials into what it means to be in their 
set. It's not that these nonessentials might not be reasonable inferences from what's at 
their center. It's just that a lot of those reasonable inferences accumulate until they're one 
big ball 
 
   So—taking this from the religious side of things in this instance—let's say you're a part 
of a church that thinks, as mine does, that following Jesus is a big, big deal. Beyond that, 
though, let's say most of your friends are antiabortion (something that-as you see it-seems 
to have plenty of support in the Bible). And maybe it's important to support political 
candidates who are transparently conservative believers. And when you look around, most 
of your friends think lobbying for the politics of Israel is a good idea. And you've also got 
your opinions about things like gay marriage and any wars that might be being fought at 
the moment And you have a number of other opinions that strike you as reasonable 
inferences from believing in Jesus (gender roles, other religions, the role of public schools, 
good versus bad science, the merits of other churches, church/state separation, maybe 



even how to dress). Suddenly your bounded set has quite a bit in it, and jumping into it 
requires a pretty complex maneuver. 
 
   That said, let me double back and say: Bounded sets are awesome! They do a lot of 
things right, which is why we all-religious or secular-belong to them. Bounded sets are 
comfortable because we know the rules and we know what to expect from people. 
Outside of bounded sets, we often feel on edge; we're outside of our home country. 
 
   And yet. 
 
   Inside our bounded sets, we do tend to get into shooting wars with outsiders. Of course, 
you're welcome to join our bounded set on our terms, but if, inexplicably, you decline, 
well, that can only mean you're siding with the bad guys. Nobody's happy that you've 
made that strange choice. But someone's got to fight for all that's good about our country 
and world. 
 
   Which goes back to why I'd rather live in Paris than Tehran. A defiantly secular culture 
has its own bounded set, but-if only because I grew up secular-I'd rather live there than in 
a defiantly religious one. I don't believe I'd find living under Sharia law to be a freeing 
experience. In this sense, I do think it's reasonable to blame religion for a lot of the world's 
ills and, frankly, for being no fun. 
 
   And hang on-maybe that gets me back to my atheists. What I appreciate about them is 
their broadside against religion, which I regard as so timely and needed that I'll devote a 
whole chapter to this point later in the book. But then before we're done, we discover 
that—bummer!—they're religious, deeply religious. By and large, they hate and oppose all 
who are outside of their set (most of the world, as a matter of fact, which is always true of 
bounded sets). They're filled with judgment toward outsiders, whom, for all their 
invective, they seem to know remarkably little about. Some of them would like to bring in 
legislation to stop the evil inroads of their enemies. They're certain they're right. And like 
all who are rigidly locked into bounded sets, they seem to experience little joy. Upon 
reflection, while I'd like to steer clear of living under Sharia law, I'm pretty sure I wouldn't 
be any happier under Khrushchev's atheistic state. 
 
   The Jewish man in my office would not have responded to any religion I offered, and 
most certainly not to the complex bounded set that is the Christian religion. God, 
however, was a totally different thing-even if I called that God Jesus, a name he never 
would have imagined he could accept. 
 
   But when he started crying out to Jesus-"crying out" to Jesus as a relational choice 
rather than the abstract "considering truth claims" about Jesus, and crying out to Jesus 
rather than to Christianity—Jesus seemed quick to reach out to him, and everything 
changed. 
 



   Now my friends who've stumbled into the world of this hesed-flinging God do discover 
that they can't keep this experience alive without banding together with others on this 
same journey. I do, as you've noted, pastor a church. But I wonder if it might be worth a 
little thought about how one can walk this journey of faith with others while at the same 
time taking a shot at maximizing our centeredness and minimizing our boundedness. And 
you're on to something if you're thinking that this might have some crossover with the 
stage theory we talked about. 
 
   But back up; what about all those inferences that many of us indiscriminately dump into 
our bounded sets? Are none of them important? Do I refrain from having opinions about 
those inferences? Absolutely not! I have my opinions and I like them just fine and if you 
were as enlightened as I am you'd share each and every one. 
 
   But along with the writers of the New Testament, I do my best to keep my eye on the 
center dot, move toward him, and encourage as many folks as I can to recalibrate Cone 
take on the literal meaning of repent, for what it's worth) their journeys his way as well. 
This recalibrating takes a little work. But what we find as we do that is just stunning 
encouraging beyond what we could have imagined. 


