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Beachc ombing
Reinier Sonneveld

!Surprise is the essence of humour, 
and nothing is more surprising than the truth."

Bil l Watterson, Casper & Hobbes

!Everyone was astonished at what Jesus had said."
Mark, Good News

Fir st dr aft of the tr anslation!
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For ewor d

If there is one thing that is lethal to Christian beliefs, it is 
punctiliousness in the kingdom of God. With this kind of stu#ness a 
person becomes neither cold nor warm whenever he reads the Bible, Jesus 
becomes a friendly and above all reassuring man, and more than anything 
else obliges God to give us health, a $ne partner and a good job. The 
stu%y Christian has lost his radical spirit. The deepest source of this is 
that he has lost sight of the living Christ.

Reinier Sonneveld has written a book that could preserve us from 
spiritual turpitude. The strength of it is that he began his Bible&reading as 
a beachcomber who goes out looking for the most unexpected $nds. Of 
course, Sonneveld has the advantage of his share of theological baggage. 
He is, moreover, sharp witted and blessed with originality. But none of 
this would have helped him if he had not been intrigued in the $rst place. 
A straight&laced Christian thinks that the Bible has no more surprises in 
store for him. By contrast, Sonneveld is open to the possibility that the 
Holy Spirit can still lead him from one surprise to another.

I am convinced that the most important work of the Spirit is to bring 
us to Jesus Christ. That is what he has done with Reinier. With no other 
Dutch book have I been so struck by the brilliant, unexpected and 
sometimes shocking thoughts and actions of the Lord Jesus. With regard 
to that, I can only see similarities with Philip Yancey"s The Jesus I never 
knew. In his book is also the message that no better antidote against 
religious boredom exists than a candid reading of the four Gospels. As if a 
stone is thrown into still water.

For more than one reason Sonneveld has touched me. For him, grace 
clearly means that we are !never too unsuitable for God, never." He only 
sees steadfast growth in holiness if the believer has discovered something 
far more precious that the 'eeting pleasures of sin.  Sonneveld"s criticism 
of the present day (lite !who must have everything in perspective, except 
their own relativism," is highly perceptive. He makes clever use of 
language; his style is so original that the book will also be read with a 
smile.

 Through his courage, the writer has also positively touched me by 
repeatedly making himself vulnerable. Not so long ago he hardly believed 
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any more. For years he didn"t go near a church. We authors of faith&
building books are not such stalwarts aft er all. But Sonneveld survived. 
And since then he is busy with a fascinating voyage of discovery. !Like a 
sort of Columbus, but in an unending America."

I think the greatest service his book does for his readers is that 
Sonneveld manages to take them along with him on his voyage of 
discovery. Furthermore he doesn"t avoid di#cult Bible t exts, for example, 
the position of women and getting baptized for the dead. Thanks to him 
I come anew under the in'uence of the upside&down character of Jesus" 
life on earth. With the Lord Jesus, all our own customs and values, all our 
personal priorities, all our individual preferences are turned inside out. 
And yet our deepest security is exclusively in Him. I f that is not unique, I 
don"t know what is?

Aad Kamsteeg
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The Good N ews is news

!What do beachcombers do? Beachcombers are people who put 
themselves in the way of surprises and readily go looking for things."

That is what I read somewhere on the Internet and it very aptly 
applies to believers. Bible reading is like beachcombing. A beachcomber 
aims at nothing in particular, never knows beforehand what he will $nd, 
but keeps on searching. A beachcomber is willing to be surprised. Wil l he 
$nd valuable yellow amber this time; or a thimble, a shoe&buckle, a 
weapon, a toy doll, age&old coins? Or perhaps a message in a bottle? 
!There is certainly something romantic about beachcombing. It is 
relaxing, surprising, a%ecting, even mysterious. It is a surprise every time 
I come across something on my beachcombing escapades."

I f you are trying to $nd a needle in a haystack, then you know what 
you are looking for, but not that you will $nd it. With beachcombing it is 
exactly the opposite. You know you will always $nd something, but you 
never know what it will be. It is searching without any preconceived 
ideas. And then you $nd the most wonderful things.

At least, that was Napoleon"s experience. !Everything about Christ 
amazes me. His Spirit overawes me and His will brings me into confusion. 
Between Him and what is in the world there is no possible comparison. 
H is is true to Himself. In vain can I investigate anyone throughout 
history like Jesus Christ, or anything that compares with the Gospel. 
Neither history, nor mankind, nor the ages, nor Nature o%ers me 
anything with which I could compare or explain it. Here everything is 
extraordinary."

And it is precisely the Bible"s strangeness that is dangerous.  
C.S.Lewis, the well&known fantasy writer, was an Atheist for years, but he 
walked into the trap. !A young man who wishes to remain a sound Atheist 
can never be too careful of his reading. There are traps everywhere ) 
Bibles laid open, millions of surprises, !$ne nets and strategems." God is, 
if I may put it lik e this, very unscrupulous."

I was just as stupid when I met this unscrupulous God. As soon as I 
thought I had H im within my grasp, somehow He always appeared to be 
di%erent again. If I declared with great aplomb that God is dead, then I 
discovered that He had freely submitted Himself to capital punishment 
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long ago. However, *God is dead+ is not the end of Christianity, but it"s 
beginning. If I thought that faith wa s su%ocating in big words, then there 
is Christmas, and God appeared as a tiny baby in a little manger with a 
little donk ey. I complained that God didn"t $t int o the twenty&$rst 
century, but suddenly realised that he $tted even less into the $rst 
century: he was literally hounded to death. I felt myself caught up in the 
incomprehensible pangs of love, until the entire Bible appeared to be a 
universal tragi&comedy, and when I looked further int o it, a tragi&comedy 
of love. I thought of God as mythical, only to discover that the twenty&
$rst century is even more mythical. I felt betrayed by God, and the only 
answer I was given was Jesus, who asked my questions much more 
directly than I had ever dared: !My God, My God, why have you forsaken 
me?"

That"s when I decided to go beachcombing.

Wil lem Jan Otten is one of the greatest Dutch essayists who, aft er a 
long search, became a Christian. When he was challenged to explain it, he 
referred to a childhood memory. It is the end of the $fties; he is still a 
child and sees something absurd in the middle of a typical Dutch polder: 
four or $ve elephants.  !They were loose and standing completely 
unconcerned, just like herons. They dawdled along as if they were doing 
the most natural thing in the world, but they were elephants. Loose 
elephants." He bolted home but no one believed him. Elephants on the 
loose don"t exist in Holland. Neither did his classmates at school believe 
him; no one believed him.

Naturally there is an explanation.  They had probably come from a 
circus that was being set up nearby. But we live in a time when the big 
question is: is there really a circus? That is faith. A believer has seen loose 
elephants in the polder. But that"s impossible. That"s ridiculous. Even so, 
in spite of what might be risible, we hope the Circus is still in town.

The philosophers Lars Svendsen and Pascal Bruckner suggest that the 
west is sinking deeper into apathy since it has written God o%. If there 
really is another world somewhere that has an impact on our own, the 
tension remains and we are ready to be surprised. Without God your life 
becomes completely boxed in. If everything is just things, things and 
more things, what is there left to wonder about?

Both philosophers nowhere indicate that they themselves are 
Christians and therefore their conclusions are even more provocative. I 
thought the church was really dreary and I know many non&believers who 
can amaze themselves ) and yet Svendsen and Bruckner still claim that if 
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you say goodbye to faith you lose the ability to be astonished. You would 
think you would sooner feel meaningless, that you would feel yourself less 
calm or more lonely because there is no more God. But right now, 
perhaps it is the amazement that always gave this meaning; and that sense 
of comfort and solidarity.

Wonder is the unique element of the faithÉThe Theologian Timothy 
Dwyer did some research into the phenomenon of amazement in 
antiquity. He concluded that the Greek and Roman texts almost never 
mention amazement in connection with religious activities. But Jewish 
texts, such as the Bible, tell how invariably perplexed people were if they 
had a glimpse of God. And in the apostle Mark"s Christian text it 
becomes a veritable refrain: !The bystanders were amazed at what Jesus 
had said." ,Mark 1:22,27; 2:12; 3:21; 4:41; 5:15,20,33,42; 6:2,6,20,50,51; 7:37; 
9:6,32; 10:24,26,32; 11:18,32; 12:11,12,17; 14:33; 15:5,44; 16:5,6,8-

What is it that so amazes Christians? What is their great discovery?
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On image bui lding

A young advertising executive, a novelist and an organisation expert 
come for an audience in Heaven. They are shown into a gigantic library, 
with access to every book known to humanity, and told to wait.

Then Gabriel, the famous archangel, 'ies in. !Welcome, lady and 
gentlemen. I will keep this short. God wants to save mankind. What 
would you suggest as a plan of campaign?"

The advertising executive, the novelist and the organisation expert 
look at each other and begin to smile. This is something right up their 
street!

!Big! It has to be big, man!" cries the advertising executive immediately. 
!Massive! Save the entire world! Cool!!

Gabriel chuckles. !You"re already starting to speak in tongues! But, 
carry on."

The organisation expert takes over. !The end result looks clear to me: 
save mankind. But it will need some speci$cation. Which people? Save 
them from what, and what for? Once that"s clear we can set up a step&by&
step plan."

!What we need is a hero," says the novelist. !Plan or no plan, we must 
create a hero."

Gabriel nods to her. !I wil l pass this on." Then he disappears while the 
three advisers wait excitedly for what will happen.

A little while later Gabriel returns: !I have submitted your advice, and 
I can tell you that God has chosen a landÉ"

!Hey, say no more, man!" interrupts the advertising executive, starting 
to jump up and down. !I"ve got it in one! America! It"s got to be America! 
The U"S of A!+

!No, Israel."
The advertising executive falls silent. You can see the three of them 

frowning. !Israel?" queries the novelist, but then brightens up. !Oh, wait a 
minute, that"s very ingenious isn"t it; at the moment I srael is the centre of 
international attention. So we"re talking about the twenty&$rst century 
are we?"

!The $rst century, I believe."
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!I beg your pardon?" The organisation expert is indignant. !You realise 
that even a plan for a church f.te stands or falls on good communication! 
That"s a very backward century you know, no television, no satellit esÉ"

Gabriel frowns. !I don"t know exactly what the situation is. But I 
understand that God has been sympathising with a tiny nation by the 
Mediterranean Sea for centuries, and among them the Saviour will be 
born.+

The advertising executive jumps up again. !OK, OK, $rst century, 
Israel ) Man, what a cock&up! But we can $x this, we can still make 
something of it, can"t we guys?  We"re not exactly nerds, we do have a bit 
of experience."

The novelist nods. !The Saviour must be a great man of letters, or a 
great general. These are the only options we"ve got left; they are the only 
ones who will ever be remembered. Israel is ridiculously small and has 
hardly any writing tradition; but good, a genius could arise."

!And a plan, a clear step&by&step plan," cries the organisation expert 
again, but Gabriel has already gone.

When the archangel returns, the three are fretting and fuming with 
impatience. !And? And?"

!It"s going to be Galilea, he"ll be born in a manger, and he is the son of 
a carpenterÉ"

!What?! exclaims the ad&man. !Galilea is the squarest place in Israel. It"s 
the middle of nowhere, man! Get them all down to Jerusalem pronto, to a 
really hip neighbourhood. Don"t let the parents dictate how he"s brought 
up either, that wouldn"t produce anything useful."

!Is it a he?" frowns the author. !You"ll get a lot of moaning from the 
feminists later. Very awkward."

!But his mother is actually pregnant before marriageÉ" Gabriel tries to 
interject.

!No&no&no, that"s a terrible disadvantage," growls the organisation 
expert. !But make sure that he grows up to be a handsome, charismatic 
man, genial and popular."

!NowÉ" hesitates Gabriel.
!No? Then do make sure that he gets immediate access to learned 

professors, and popular, modern friends up there in Galilea."
Gabriel nods. !Yes, that"s a good idea." And he"s gone.
The three advisers shake their heads. !Who on earth are we dealing 

with here?" grumbled the organisation expert. !They"re throwing in the 
towel from the start. They don"t have a plan, and even if they had, this is 
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the most idiotic plan ever conceived. If you approach it like this, then you 
won"t even save a hamburger&stand from bankruptcy, let alone mankind."

Gabriel comes back quickly: !I must tell you that the Saviour of the 
world is going to be self&taught. And he will take $shermen for his closest 
friends, and later on he"ll include corrupt tax&collectors and prostitutes."

!He"ll do what?! The advertising man explodes in nervous laughter, but 
eventually controls himself and there follows a lengthy, painful silence.

Aft er a while the novelist coughs politely. !Is this some sort of É
squatter? What are you thinking of? If you intend to become great, you 
don"t make friends with the underworld. This is an anti&hero, of the 
dumbest kind. But there is usually something charming about anti&
heroes; they"re sympathetic. So he could get on well with the whores; but 
fraudsters ) no, don"t do it; really, don"t do it."

!But you"ve got to think about image! Otherwise you"ll mess everything 
up, totally!" The advertising executive holds his head in both hands.

!He will certainly have to make friends with the leaders there! The 
cultural avant&garde, the interesting philosophers! In heaven"s name, why 
not let him go immediately to Rome and get into discussion with the 
great and the good ) that"s where the centre of authority is. If he really 
wants to make something of himself, that"s where he"ll have to be."

!Does he have any special powers, or outstanding abilities? We could 
turn him into a super&hero then ) such as Spiderman, or Batman?"

!Hey! Great idea Gabe! Miracles ) that"ll really work!"
Gabriel nods. !I haven"t t old you that yet, but yes, he will do 

miraclesÉ"
!Great miracles? Spectacular wonders?"
!No."
!If only it was the twentieth&$rst century, it could be made into a 

movie!"
Gabriel sighs and looks round at the group. !Do I have to go back?"
!Certainly, the whole plan will have to be completely re&jigged 

otherwise it just won"t work."

Gabriel goes away again, but is back within minutes. !Sorry, I don"t 
understand this either, but God has now decided that this Saviour has to 
die!"

!That"ll throw a spanner into the works!"
!Wait a minute. Dying is OK, but not before he"s left a fantastic book 

behind; and made lots of disciples, and been preaching for decades."
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!NoÉ"
!Oh yes! Spend a couple of years out in the back of beyond, make 

friends with the country bumpkins and then dieÉ"
!Wil l the death at least be a bit heroic? Is there going to be a historian 

present? Then perhaps something might come of it."
Gabriel looks pained. !No, there won"t be any writers there. It wil l be a 

cruci$xionÉ"
The novelist shakes her head. !The most barbaric death imaginable at 

the time. Most Romans were ashamed that at the heart of their well&
ordered empire there should have been such an insanely cruel form of 
execution. Everyone will immediately forget this so&called saviour.

!You"ve actually ruined everything without even trying, haven"t you! 
Gabriel, be honest with us. Have you by any chance inserted the little 
word *not+ too many times when passing on our suggestions?" 

!Of course not." Gabriel seems to have run out of options. !Look, I"m 
sorry, but I"ve done my best, I have passed everything on, discussed it all 
for hours at a time, but this is what has been decided. This is the plan." 

!Plan!" The organisation expert spits the word out. !Please don"t misuse 
the word *plan+ like that."

Gabriel looks round at them. !Well I"m going now. PerhapsÉ" And he 
'ies away.

The advertising man looks bewildered. !I can"t take any more of this, I 
give up."

The organisation expert nods wearily. !You have to do something with 
advice."

The novelist also wags her head, disappointed and tired, very tired.
The trio 'oats back down t o earth, disillusioned. !Nothing"s going to 

happen to the earth," they say to whoever will pay them any attention. 
!We tried everything, but Heaven won"t listen to us. They"ve got a 
hopeless organisation up there. This is the lousiest marketing&plan ever!"

They have just got back when Gabriel comes down behind them. !I"ve 
got some news, great news! The Saviour has risen from the dead! Isn"t 
that what you wanted? Isn"t that something that will sell? Something 
that"s bigger than life? Image&building?+

He looks around. !I see you"re o% already. Oh, what di%erence does it 
make? You surely would have said that there were no trustworthy 
witnesses there, only the ri%&ra% and the malkins; or that the resurrection 
from the dead is just a trick, and no one will believe it. And of course, 

11 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



how can just one resurrection save the world? Yes, that"s what you will be 
saying. What a lovely bunch you are."

And with a broad grin he 'ies back into Heaven humming a tune.

12 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



The str ange PR of God
"On the t en oddest Bi ble ver ses#

!This is how I see youÉas someone to whom, at a particular time, I 
have to make clear that faith is only possible as it has to do with the 

unbelievable, that which you constantly question, while you imagine it as 
realistically as possible: why, why?"

Wi#em Jan Otte$
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The Lousiest M ark eting Plan Ever

!He humbled Himself and became obedient to death ) even death on a 
cross! ThereforeÉat the name of Jesus every knee shall bowÉand every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord." ,2:8&10-

Philippians 2:6"11

The greatest organisation ever produced among humanity has sprung 
from the most foolish marketing plan ever. Christianity has its billions of 
wil ling captives, but look at how it began. A Jew far away in a slum area of 
Galilea, cradled in a manger, by a poverty&stricken mother who was 
unexpectedly pregnant, went about particularly with farmers, prostitutes 
and fraudsters, and as soon as he became successful, he was so radical that 
he was executed. End of story, so why give it a second thought?

As they sing in the musical Jesus Christ Superstar: !Why you let things 
you did / get so out of hand? You"d have managed better / if you"d had it 
planned. Now why"d you choose such a backward time / and such a 
strange land? / If you"d come today / you could have reached the whole 
nation. / Israel in 4 B.C. had no mass&communication."  But the Jesus who 
began in such a backward region not only reached !an entire nation." He 
had even greater plans. He was aiming at the whole world.

Evolutionists are still looking for all kinds of !missing links" between, 
for example, sightless creatures and the eye. With just a loose lens you 
have nothing aft er all; or an iris, an eyeball, tear&ducts, eyelashes, optic 
nerves, retinal cones, and so on. Disconnected, all these elements in 
themselves are meaningless and therefore would not exist. But they are all  
simultaneously necessary for a functioning eye, while it is inconceivable 
that they could exist independently. Therefore the eye must have been 
designed.

The same is true of Jesus, a rabbi, an upstart who was executed, a 
friend of down&and&outs, an enemy of the established order, a wonder&
worker and so on. Taken in isolation there is nothing extraordinary about 
it and it would have remained unknown to history. But the bizarre 
combination that constitut ed Jesus is like an eye. It works as a complete 
entity and through Him we can see.

Jesus is design. An eye must be designed, and there is also no !missing 
link" between people and Jesus. There is no half&Jesus ) a halfway form 
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that reveals just a little. For centuries Israel was undisturbed and suddenly 
Jesus dropped out of the sky.

And actually he does everything opposite to what you would expect. 
This is no human design; you can"t invent this. As 1 Corinthians 2:9 says, 
!no human mind has conceived this." Only on looking back aft er a very 
long time, if you have been carefully moulded by Christianity, do you 
begin to suspect. Al l the preaching that followed in the next 2000 years 
was like a child who has watched a genial magician at work and tried to 
explain it at home, stumbling over his own words in his enthusiasm, full 
of amazement and ignorance. Believing is stumbling over your own words 
because you have only just seen somethingÉyou don"t invent that.

I t is precisely the peculiarity of faith that implies the truth. "I believe 
because it is absurd," said the Church very early on; because the oddest 
PR ever conceived led to the most in'uential mo vement ever seen. How 
could it be otherwise, that this was the d(nouement for which everyone 
was waiting, but that no one could suspect? It is just like a child I heard 
about who, on receiving a fantastic Christmas present, a real surprise, 
said: !And I didn "t even know I wanted this!"

I f you didn"t know any better, you would not be able to do anything 
but conclude that an alien had landed ) and you would be amazingly close 
to the truth. But whereas generally something so bizarre would become at 
best a pub story, this story just went on and on and on. It keeps on 
echoing round with an unprecedented persistence. It is told over and 
over, and very quickly thousands of people gave their lives for it, rather 
than disavow it; and it keeps on spreading and is $rmly and deeply 
embedded in our history.

I have heard many stories, but never one as peculiar as this one. I 
never heard a story that I so badly wanted to be true.

%To be continued&
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The Lousiest M ark eting Plan Ever "c ontinued#

!Your attitude should be the same as that of Jesus Christ." ,Philippians 
2:5-

%Philippians 2:1"1; Luke 2:1"20 eventua#y&

How could it really happen that Augustus Caesar, who wanted to 
immortalize himself by holding a population census, is now unknown to 
most people; while that tiny baby who ordinarily was only a number 
anonymously recorded in Augustus" census, is now known and worshipped 
the world over?

The historian H.G.Wells acknowledges this about Jesus: !More than 
nineteen hundred years later, an historian such as I, who does not call 
myself a Christian, discovered this highly important man. The historical 
crit erion for the greatness of an individual is: What has he left behind 
that can be developed further? Has he prompted people to think along 
new guidelines that were so powerful that they still exist aft er his demise? 
According to this criterion, Jesus is the greatest."

Advertising people have not yet come up with anything as big as this. 
McDonald"s, Coca Cola, Nike, Levi"s, all the big brand names that may 
last for a century, and individually perhaps longer; but over $ve hundred 
years or so they will be $nished. Christianity began to really get going 
only a'er  $ve hundred years; but it has kept on going.  Whereas family 
businesses become bankrupt aft er a few generations, this family business 
thinks in t erms of ages. In comparison with the Church everything else is 
mere hype.

Jesus had no advertising agenciesÉand you can soon recognise thatÉ
from the way he behaved! Suppose he had brought in PR&advisers, they 
would have been tearing their hair out in frustration because again and 
again he would have blown it. Buddha had forty years in which to teach 
his doctrine; Mohammed had twenty&two years. Jesus didn"t die of old age 
or sickness, surrounded by a multitude of admiring fol lowers. Aft er only 
three years he was dragged to his death as a hated malefactor. And there 
was nothing left other than a disorganised bunch of disciples.

How could something so insigni$cant become so important?

According to Father Neville Figgis, that is the greatest surprise about 
Christmas; !The Muslim slogan *God is great+ is not a truth that people 
need to learn through a supernatural being. God is sma# is the truth that 
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Jesus taught the people." Every ideology maintains that its gods and its 
most important ideals are great. But with Christmas it was announced 
that the Christian God is sma#. That is a unique discovery: that God is 
great through becoming small ) and only in that way. That is how Jesus 
became !hyper&super&exalted," and this is how extravagantly it is described 
in the Greek text of Philippians 2:9.

And only thus can the Church be great. You might become self&
satis$ed if you see what the Church has achieved. But immediately, in the 
earliest confession of faith known to Christianity, in this verse from 
Philippians, Paul brings everything into sharp focus; it was his humility 
that elevated Jesus. Only through being unpretentious will you become 
majestic. That is the true Christian attitude. ,2:5-

Therefore it doesn"t add up when, in Christian magazines and books, 
increasingly you see pictures of beaming, handsome young people. The 
Church hasn"t become great by radiating power. The Church has become 
great by bringing good news. Real news. I don"t believe that !the beautiful 
people" are good news for the world. That"s what is promised everywhere. 
I t is news that God also came for the ugly ducklings, the spotty teenagers, 
the fatties, the losers. ,See p.42; Matthew 9:22-

That is why grandiose cathedrals and 'ashy church buildings have 
nothing whatever to do with Christianity. Jesus never built a cathedral. 
He didn"t even have a house to live in and was born in a stable. ,Matthew 
8:20; Luke 9:58- A gospel that knows no better than to sell itself through 
good&looking faces is no gospel at all. Christianity doesn"t spread itself by 
means of glowing posters and sound PR. Christianity follows Jesus.
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Lunatic or God or É

!Every kingdom divided against itself will be destroyed." ,12:25-
%Matthew 12:22"42&

As you read the Gospels, Jesus comes across as an exceptionally 
balanced, gifted and loving man. For someone who has had such a great 
in'uenc e and inspired so many people, it would be di#cult t o be 
otherwise.

But there is one element that disturbs the picture. This wise man said, 
!I am God." ,For example, in John 8:58; 10:30.- Only the insane say this 
sort of thing. H ence, that is how the established order reacted, and in the 
language of the time ,that was not so 'at as ours-: !He is possessed by the 
devil." ,12:24- That is indeed the most logical reaction: Jesus is mad.

How will Jesus react to this? He goes straight to the heart of the 
matter: What indicat es to you that I"m mad?  Can you see any evidence?

You notice here that Jesus throws his integrity into the ring. He is a 
tr uly uni$ed personality ) because you can recognise an idiot. An idiot 
can"t hide what he is for long; you soon discover that. A lunatic ,thus, the 
devil in the language of that time- cannot do the miracles that Jesus was 
doing. So much good would be the end of him, and he would put himself 
out of business. And to call yourself !God" is altogether insane. You would 
be unmasked eventually, because !a tree is known by its fruit". ,12:33-

This then becomes a question about where Jesus stands in this regard. 
Is he also a lunatic, not believed because of his own potty behaviour?  But 
that would be strange, since his acts become recognisable through a 
benevolent wholesomeness. OK, He appears to be a really solid, reliable 
person, so is he perhaps the only single exception? Can you be completely 
healthy and yet mad at the same time? No, says Jesus, something like that 
would devour itself. !An int ernally divided kingdom will be brought to 
ruin." ,12:25- Whoever is not honest is busy destroying himself.

That is why leaders of sects rarely claim to be God. They make 
themselves out to be !an emissary from God," because even their foolish 
fol lowers wouldn"t swallow any more than that. So geniuses like Buddha 
and Mohammed never claimed that they were God. And why would they 
do that, since they didn"t think that of themselves anyway. Thus they 
became very old. Why should Jesus go further and claim such insanity for 
himself? In Israel at that time it was virtually suicide for a person to claim 
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to be God. And indeed, we know how it ended for Jesus. It really was 
suicide to call himself GodÉSo why? He still had so much to tell them, so 
many people to heal; so much still had to happen. His movement had 
barely begun, so why say such a thing? Why indulge in such needless 
provocation?

That is to ruin yourself for sure. So it appears that Jesus really was 
mad. Had he not said it himself: Whoever wrongfully calls himself God, 
destroys himself? The tree is known by its fruit. Well then, if cruci$xion 
is the fruit, what does that say about the tree?

But be careful, Jesus became crushed. Lunatics !crucify" themselves, but 
it was the world that cruci$ed Jesus. That is the decisive di%erence. 
Lunatics $ght against themselves and ruin themselves, but Jesus retained 
his uni$ed individuality and substantive state throughout. That is the 
meaning of the di#cult t ext concerning !the sign of Jonah." ,12:39- Jonah 
remained three nights inside a sea&monster ,12:40-, but came back and 
called the city of Nineveh to repentance. ,12:41- Just the same, Jesus 
disappeared even deeper into death. But when he rose again, he launched 
a revolution that is still not worked out: two billion fol lowers! 

That says something. That is a sign. Even if there were only the 
slightest reason to call Jesus mad, there would never have been any 
fol lowers. No one who has ever called himself God had any adherents for 
very long, certainly not aft er their death. Madness consumes itself. A 
madman would never have moved Nineveh so far as to repent. And two 
bil lion Christians are not following a madman, but God. They are the sign 
of Jonah.

So why, in heaven"s name, did Jesus call himself God? There is no valid 
reason other than because it was true.

%To be continued&
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Lunatic or God or É "c ont$d#

!Neither will I t ell you by what authority I am doing these 
things." ,20:8-

Luke 20:1"8 %Eventua#y Luke 20:1"19&

If you really look closely at Jesus, the dilemma is inescapable: Is he a 
lunatic, or is he God? Al l the same, the dilemma is often toned down and 
some of today"s religious academics claim that there is a third option: we 
are being misled. Slowly, they say, a lie crept into the text of the Early 
Church tradition that gradually got bigger ) but in reality Jesus never said 
that he was God. So he remains a completely uni$ed human being, with 
nothing strange about him. He was just a normal, wise teacher.

And indeed, in Luke 20 Jesus refused even to go that far. !If you won"t 
say what authority John had, neither shall I.t ell you the origin of 
mine." ,20:8- That sounds very childish in itself. The religious leaders of 
the day asked him why he thought he had the right to cleanse the holy 
temple. Who had given him that authority? Jesus then posed a counter&
question about the authority of John the Baptist: was it supernatural or 
not?

The stance that Jesus adopts looks like a silly diversionary tactic, but 
later on appears to be notably profound. It unmasks the academics. Their 
problem was that they didn"t dare to choose. Both options ) supernatural 
or natural ) whether applied to John or Jesus, were too scary for them. If 
they were to say supernatural, then they would have to believe. If they 
were to say natural, they would have to 'ee f rom the people. Yet you still 
ask yourself the same question: Why did they keep on hesitating? Is the 
dilemma really so di#cult? These options are only di#cult for those who 
are not courageous. ,16:31-

Jesus played it so that the academics ,then and now- were exposed as 
cowards. !We don"t know". ,20:7- Huh! It is senseless to lay divine claims 
before indecisive people. They won"t do anything with them. Jesus will 
never reveal to them who he is. !Then neither will I t ell you by what 
authority I do these things." ,20:8-

The Church began with people who did make a choice. In A.D. 64 
thousands of Christians were executed by Nero. They were not cowardly, 
but committ ed to the option that Jesus was supernatural ) and for them, 
that meant death.
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Why did they do that?  It didn"t work, it was their undoing, it looked 
as if the Church would be destroyed forever. Surely Jesus" message of love 
could be much more e%ectively spread without such needless 
provocations. Moslems have never made a God out of Mohammed, and 
neither have Buddhists out of the Buddha. So why would Christians do it? 
I t is certainly not a good idea to call your leader God. It is tactless, 
ine#cient and absurd.

But something succeeded in making brave men out of unstable 
doubters, who set up a universal Church and overcame tremendous 
opposition. What can explain this change? It requires in$nite courage to 
be able to stare death in the face and still not make that tiny, doubtful 
observation that maybe it was all nonsense. How can you let yourself be 
executed, other than over something that turns the world upside down 
and that you can"t get around? What can it be, other than that tens of 
thousands knew absolutely for certain that the strange rabbi Jesus really 
had risen from the dead, and really was God?

Now, there are sometimes leaders of cults who will get their entire 
fol lowing to commit suicide. But that is always self&murder, in a small 
group and especially when the guru is still nearby. Everyone is still under 
his spell. This also applies to the training&camps for suicide bombers, 
such as in Afghanistan and Palestine. There you are instructed for years to 
commit suicide as soon as possible, while you are still hypnotised and the 
preaching still lies freshly embedded in your brain; otherwise you would 
not dare to do it any more.

But in the case of Jesus, his disciples were executed long a'er his death. 
How could you possibly be under anyone"s spell for that long? If indeed it 
were a lie ) aft er thir ty years you could far more readily divulge that. By 
then the pressure would be o%. Yet at the same time, it is still so recent 
that it would be easy to control and adjust any fantasising. You would 
never allow yourself to be executed for stories that could simply be 
corrected by eyewitnesses.

I f Jesus really is not God, then we must speak plainly about the 
greatest falsi$cation of history ever perpetrated. But it is rare to $nd a 
religious academic who will admit to that. It is always: !We don"t 
know," ,20:7-, as if there can be a middle way. But Jesus raised the stakes 
by making it still more conclusive. Say that I"m crazy ) or recognise that I 
am God. !Whoever is not with me is against me." ,11:23- And if you don"t 
make a radical decision for Jesus and choose the cowardly alternative, 
then eventually you will ruin the Church: !Whoever doesn"t gather with 
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me, scatters." ,11:23- For if you remain indecisive, then ultimately that is 
also a choice. Not choosing is really a contrary choice. Jesus puts this 
question to all the Bible critics: Wi# you listen attentively; do you dare to 
choose? He who makes Jesus out to be just another teacher, kil ls him all 
over again ,Hebrews 6:6-
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A danger ous working hy pothesis

!Is it not writt en in your law, !I said, you are gods?" How then can you 
say of me that I blaspheme because I said I am the Son of God?" ,10:34-

John 10:22"42

What sort of logic is this? Jesus" reasoning here sounds somewhat 
laughable, don"t you think? He quotes a Bible text in which some people 
were called !gods" and !therefore" no one can attack him if he calls himself 
GodÉ 

I t is, moreover, an example of careless reading. Read Psalm 82: !The 
gods know nothing, understand nothing. I might once have said: You are 
gods. But they will die and come to grief." In a word, this is about false 
gods! Jesus proves that he is God by stating that false gods were also 
called gods?

I t is Chanukah, the Festival of Lights. Have our Christmas festival in 
mind.  What is being celebrated is 164 B.C. when a Syrian leader allowed 
the Jews to rebuild their temple and temple&compound. Subsequently you 
realise that this feast actually looks ahead to Jesus. He is like a temple 
among us, because God lives in him. ,2:19&20- And he has been desecrated 
by us, but God will restore him through his resurrection.

But it is now winter and Jesus is walking back and forth under a 
covered portico to keep himself warm. ,10:22,23- Then he is confronted by 
a group of Jews who $nally demand some clarity. Jesus never says publicly 
that he is the literal Messiah, but he increasingly implies it. How is that? 
,10:24-

Jesus answers that he has never been vague, but that they simply will 
not believe. Because he protects his sheep to the uttermost and gives 
them eternal life; that is also precisely what God does. Jesus" works are 
therefore the proof that he is one with his Father. Livid with anger, they 
want to stone him; not because he does so many good works ,because, 
without question, that is what he does- but because he calls himself God. 
,10:25&30-

That is absurd. He does so many good works, and yet should not these 
correspond to his claim to divinity? Are the bystanders really wi#ing to 
consider?  Pointing his $nger at them, Jesus also proves that God himself 
called idols !gods." That was done for the sake of the argument. Thus: !You 
maintain that you are gods. OK, I call you gods ) we"ll see if you can 
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substantiate it. Well now, the Bible still holds good, so such a working 
hypothesis is also valid for me. And what is more, I am no false god but a 
special envoy from God." ,10:32&36-

Jesus allows himself to be investigated openly. He must substantiate 
his claims. !If I don"t make them good, then please don"t believe in me. 
But if I do live up to them, then believe because of what I do." ,10:37&38- 
He discloses himself to true scholarship. He is there to be proved false ) 
or to be veri$ed. And the Jews speci$cally rule this out. They say they 
want an investigation ,10:24-, but they have already reached their 
conclusion. They have no desire for untrammelled scholarship. They dare 
not even undertake some experimental thinking. Jesus is not the nucleus 
of history, full stop.  And in order to maintain this negation they can"t do 
anything other than adopt blind violence. !They wanted to take him 
again." ,10:39- And eventually that led to a cruci$xion; a blind crowd that 
refused to consider.

Jesus plays for high stakes by maintaining the option that perhaps he 
is a false god aft er all. Falsi$cation was possible. But false gods die ,Psalm 
82:7- and Jesus rose again from the dead. Looked at scienti$cally it was 
therefore clear: Jesus is God.

I t is scary just to contemplate whether or not Jesus is indeed so 
exceptional. Before you know it, your logic has brought you to faith!
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I t$s all over

!He said, !It is $nished!" He bowed his head and dismissed his 
spirit." ,19:3-

John 19:28"37

You know the moment at the end of an action movie when the hero 
nearly comes o% worst in a big $ght scene. We are at the climax, when he 
,sometimes she- has $nally met the villain, who appears to be winning and 
the hero almost dies ) but suddenly $nds new reserves of energy and at 
the last gasp he still defeats the villain and wins. Job done.  Usually the 
movie ends with a few nice scenes in which we see how happy the hero is, 
and that"s the end of the $lm.

At $rst sight that"s what the Gospel looks like. Jesus meets the devil in 
his decisive battle on Golgotha, nearly loses, but then is resurrected and 
so still wins. End of story.  But the Gospel stands everything on its head; 
it is in fact the only story I know that tur ns this standard storyline inside 
out.

Look at it. N ormally the story is $nished once the hero has won. But 
now Jesus says, just before he dies, !It"s $nished!" ,19:30- Not aft er he is 
resurrected, but already, before he dies, it"s all over. 

At the beginning of the story there was something reasonable 
promised; !God shall give him the throne of his father David." ,Luke 1:32-  
!He shall save his people from their sins." ,Matthew 1:21- He is !the true 
light that light ens every man, coming into the world." ,John 1:9- Every 
good story holds out a promise ,sometimes subtly- at the beginning and 
redeems it at the end. But in the case of Jesus nothing is redeemed. !We 
had hoped that it was he who should redeem Israel," said his disappointed 
friends aft er his death. ,Luke 24:21- I see no king; I see no saved people, I 
see no liberated world. I see only a man on a cross, writhing in dreadful 
agony. No one is defeated but himself.

Jesus says that the story is $nished when he lost. But a story is only 
over when the opponent is defeated. According to the ordinary stories 
that we know, this means that in an absurd manner Jesus is the opponent! 
He is, aft er all, the only one who is defeated when he declared the story 
had ended. That is the crux of the matter. In some way or another all the 
misery died with Jesus. It"s as if he dragged the opponent with him in his 
defeat.
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And yet, this is the only way that he can still be the victor. His 
humbling proves his exaltation. It is not his resurrection that is the 
ultimate victory, had everything gone according to the usual storyline, but 
according to the Gospel the resurrection is above all an underlining, a 
con$rmation that he is indeed victorious ) through having lost!

That is the revolution. In every story, good triumphs over evil; but in a 
strange way Jesus became the evil, dragged it, as it were, with him in his 
defeat, and so conquered it. If Jesus had been an ordinary hero he would 
have gone against the opposition and made mincemeat of them. At that 
time the Jews were also waiting for a Messiah who would take command 
as a military general and sweep the Romans away. But Jesus is 
preposterous. He wiped himself out. The way of heroes is the way of 
violence; the way of Jesus is love. Violence will never save the world; love 
has already done it.  The Gospel doesn"t put the $re out, but becomes the 
$re and sucks all the oxygen away so that the $re is extinguished.

According to our plot, the Pharisees and the crowd are the only 
heroes in the story. In other words: us.  It is also a well&known 
phenomenon in missionary areas, that there is rejoicing as Judas betrays 
Jesus. Judas is the hero; he is clearly the winner and Jesus the wimp. We 
!win" because we get rid of a pain in the neck and we"re the hero. 
However, the Gospel deliberately does not choose us as the hero, but 
Jesus as the !villain." And he eventually wins.

That"s how we think we can save ourselves from him, but he saves us 
from ourselves! He saves us from our plans, our idea that we have to 
exterminate evil, our idea that we have to do everything. It"s not we who 
have to carry our own destiny, he has already carried it for us.
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God$s parody

!They brought Jesus to Golgotha, which in our language means !Skull 
H il l.+" ,15:22-

Mark 15:16"32 %eventua#y Mark 15:16"39&

The solders play a sick game with Jesus. He claimed to be a king didn"t  
he, so that"s what he"ll be! He was greeted with mock respect, and a cloak 
of royal purple was thrown around his shoulders and a thorny crown 
plaited out of $rewood. ,As if someone is sitting on !death row" awaiting 
execution, and smoking, and is givenÉ- It looked as if they were imitating 
Jesus" entry into Jerusalem of a few days earlier. Let"s all kneel because 
here we have the King of the Jews! The coercion of Simon of Cyrene to 
carry the cross is also a component of this parody. Jesus really is a king, so 
he can actually do with the help of one of his subjectsÉ

The soldiers are playing out a parody on Jesus" claims & a sort of horror  
version of the Queen"s Birthday. But as you read carefully you can notice 
that it is really the opposite. God is performing a much more radical 
parody here with us. 

During that time there were various myths about Zeus and Jupiter ) 
the Greek and Roman supreme deities respectively, in which they die and 
are resurrected. If an emperor of the day had scored a military victory, 
then he held a triumphal procession in which the death and resurrection 
of Zeus, and later Jupiter was enacted. A rather sick a%air naturally, calling 
a common&or&garden emperor !god" ) even a psychopath like Nero.

This sick victory parade becomes parodied in the Gospel; with 
disconcerting attention to detail. Both processions begin in an interior 
part of the palace with a crowd of soldiers. ,15:16- That"s where the victor 
gets his royal purple cloak and his crown. ,15;17- He is hailed as king 
,15:18&19- and !conducted" to a raised area outside the city. ,15:20-

As the procession moves along, an animal walks alongside the 
emperor. The parallel now becomes more complicated but also gets 
better. Next to the animal walks a citizen carrying a double&edged axe, 
the weapon that will later be used to dispatch the animal as a sacri$ce. 
And who walked alongside Jesus? Simon from Cyrene, who was carrying 
the !murder&weapon" ) the cross on which Jesus will be o%ered. ,15:21- And 
where is this journey heading? Golgotha stands there, with its stark 
meaning: !the place of a skull." ,15:22- And where did the triumphal 
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procession that had begun in Rome come to an end? On Mount 
Capitolium, which translates as *Skull H il l.+

Part of the ceremony up on the mountain was the o%ering of wine to 
the victor, which he refused ,15:24- Then the animal was sacri$ced and the 
victor lift ed up on high. ,15:24- Here we discern a strange symbolism: the 
sacri$ce represented the god who dies, whereupon the emperor 
subsequently stands for the god who is resurrected. At which point 
someone normally says: !Truly, this man was the Son of God," just as the 
Roman o#cer by the cross of Christ didÉ,15:39- With Simon from 
Cyrene it was perfectly clear: with Jesus walked the victor and the 
sacri$ce as one. Jesus is both the God who dies and rises again. He is both 
the sacri$ce and the Emperor; the failure and the glory.

There are other parallels, such as both triumphal processions began 
early in the day ,15:25- the persistent acclamation of the king ,15:16,26,39- 
and that the emperor stood on the high point between two Senators, just 
as Jesus was hung up between two criminals. ,15:27- Several soldiers 
consciously played this out, but there are too many details ) they 
probably didn"t know them all at that time. God had planned it. Through 
all the symbolism he is saying: look, this is the way I win. We can have our 
little vict ory parades; get a kick out of our status, our ego, our honour ) 
God laughs at it. He arranges an anti&victory procession. God wins 
through losing.
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The imper cepti ble world ne ws

!The kingdom doesn"t come by observation. It is already within you. 
As the lightning lights up the sky, so shall the Son of Man 
appear."  ,17:20,23,24-

Luke 17:20"37 

Where are we now? Have you noticed anything about God or not? On 
the one hand you don"t have to observe something about his kingdom 
from the picture he paints. !It doesn"t come by observation." ,17:20- The 
world wil l be radically overturned, but this happens !secretly." It does 
happen; it is in progress, but subtly. On the other hand he does promise a 
great show in the end. The new world order doesn"t appear to exist yet, 
but when it comes there will be no escaping it, just like a lightning 'ash. 
,17:24-

Is the kingdom there, and as an investigative journalist do I have to 
look for signs of this silent, worldwide revolution? Or is the kingdom not 
here yet and do I have to be like a disaster reporter, ready every minute to 
report on a coming event of unknown magnitude? Where, in heaven"s 
name, is the kingdom of Jesus?

That was exactly the question raised by the Pharisees, even though 
they sardonically proposed: !Dear Jesus, you have been talking continually 
about this tough kingdom, and so on, but where is it?" ,17:20- Jesus calmly 
answers that you can"t discern his kingdom just like that. It is 
approaching; a step nearer every minute, but you can"t point it out, 
because it doesn"t work quite so simply with this kingdom. It comes 
invisibly. And the best proof of this is that the Pharisees don"t see it 
straightaway even though it has landed among them! ,17:25-

The approach is thus invisible. It steals up closer. In a private chat with 
his disciples Jesus sets it out more clearly. ,17:26&30- Noah"s neighbours 
were also not prepared for the approaching Flood. But the ark was 
already standing there among them. And the people who lived around Lot 
didn"t sense the disaster coming, even though he still lived right there in 
Sodom. Jesus is the king, and everyone can take his word for it,  but they 
don"t see the simplicity of it. Because he is a strange King; he is a 
su%ering servant who will be rejected by everyone ,17:25- The bomb is 
ticking silently, but everyone wil l know when it blows up.
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Jesus" revolution is thus a silent revolution. ,See pages 104 and 126-. 
He stands on the front line and has fought the decisive battle. He is the 
King who single&handedly took on the enemy and slew the entire army. 
We are still busy redeploying our battle&lines, we still chatter about the 
distant future, while on the other side the entire army is wiped out. And 
we"ve still got nothing out of it.  Because this King didn"t defeat the 
enemy through clash of arms and a show of strength, but by being 
humble. He leapt ahead alone, stood before the hostile enemy, and looked 
it in the  eye. He defeated an entire army by washing its feet.

In the Second World War a dead English pilot was washed ashore. In 
his inside pocket the Germans found a fake detailed plan for a full&scale 
landing on Malta. They relocated countless divisions in that area. But 
shortl y thereafter came D&Day at Normandy. From that moment on, the 
Al lies were winning and it was only a question of waiting until the 
decisive defeat, which nevertheless would surely come. That single dead 
English pilot was crucial to the whole world war. The terrible starvation 
in the winter of 1944 was still ahead, but as you listened to the news, you 
knew that victory was a foregone conclusion.

The coming of Jesus is even more radical !breaking news" than D&Day. 
We are still sitting in a worldwide winter of starvation, but the crucial 
battle has already taken place. In fact, the enemy is already defeated; only 
the last few positions have to be mopped up. And when everything is 
swept clean it will tr uly be Liberation Day, and that, no one can escape. 
Presently it is still a silent revolution, but when Jesus makes his grand 
entrance it wil l be as overwhelming as a lightning strike. ,17:24-

%To be continued&
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I mper cepti ble world ne ws "cont$d#

!They all continued eating and drinking, marrying and giving in 
marriage until the day that Noah entered the boat and the great Flood 
came."  ,17:27-

Luke 17:20"37 %eventua#y Matthew 24:23"28&

The kingdom of Jesus approaches quietly and then suddenly becomes 
overwhelming. It is now making its inconspicuous appearance, but 
eventually there will be a calamitous deluge. ,17:27-

The Pharisees who were sarcastically angling to $nd out where Jesus" 
kingdom was, would obviously love to have had a visible kingdom. They 
would love to be able to say, !Look, there it is! That"s it!" ,17:21- And 
indeed, that"s how we often handle our own future. Then we invest only 
on the basis of a clear prognosis.  We want visible results. We shrink back 
from bestowing too much time on !hopeless" cases such as prostitutes, 
addicts and criminals. Are we afraid that our money for needy lands will 
end up in a bottomless pit? Are we ashamed of a pathetic, dilapidated 
church building? Do we strive for realistic numerical growth in our 
congregations otherwise we"ve got it all wrong?

And indeed, lack of visible results can denote sin. But a church must 
be really sick if it is only concerned with visible results, and everything 
that doesn"t contribut e to that is writt en o% and scorned as irrelevant. 
Sometimes I shudder when, for instance, Christians constantly point to 
the wonders that are happening, or to their growth in church 
membership. Then we are like the Pharisees who would so love to be able 
to point and say, !It"s here, it"s there!"

The Pharisee"s question is recognisable. God, where are you hiding 
that kingdom of yours? Martin Buber, the great Jewish thinker, admired 
Jesus enormously but could not accept him. When he was asked why not, 
he said: !The Church is based on the belief that the Messiah has come 
and that this is the salvation that God has bestowed on mankind. We, 
Israel, are not in a position to believe that. We know from deep within, 
and with certainty, that the foundations of world history have not 
changed ) that the world has not been delivered. We feel that it is not 
delivered." That was in 1933. The Second World War was still to come.
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What is keeping the kingdom from arriving?  Christ"s answer is that 
there"s a long time to go yet. It is only breaking news that buzzes around 
the world. Now, according to the media, it looks as if we have a glittering 
future. ,1 Corinthians 2:1- But the Gospel doesn"t sparkle. If a Roman 
heard the word *Christus+ it would have sounded odd to him. The $rst 
thing he would think of would be *chrestus,+ ) the name given to a slave 
that meant *useful.+ The same as Tefal or Moulinex today. And Paul didn"t  
have much more than the accursed execution of his King to preach. 
Christ was humiliated and ridiculed during his life, so why not his 
disciples as well? ,17:25- The Gospel is like Noah"s ark. ,17:26- There it 
stands, in a corner of the world, and quietly increases in size. It raises a 
laugh now and then, but other than that no one takes any notice and 
everything carries on as normal.  But it is ultimately the only means by 
which you can be saved from the coming great world catastrophe. 

For the kingdom does approach, but cautiously ) its de$nitive arrival 
is overwhelming. The Second Coming of Christ is like a deluge ,17:27-, as 
if a town like Sodom should be turned upside down. ,17:29- It"s not 
necessary to point that out, you know that already. Thus, Jesus said $rst 
of all that you mustn"t demand that his kingdom become visible. If you 
tr y to enforce visibility then something goes wrong. But for now, he 
proposes that you must do no more than concentrate on the $nal arrival 
of his kingdom. You won"t have to keep peering at that, it will be 
abundantly manifested.

In the meantime countless false messiahs will come. ,Matthew 
24:23&28- So&called saviours who assert that they have brought heaven to 
earth, a universal panacea, the revolutionary discovery of the age. Te# Se#, 
you might say. Naturally something that is very time consuming. I just 
wonder, if Tell Sell has such wonderful solutions to problems, why they 
don"t just advertise them. That is also Christ"s criticism of the pseudo&
messiahs: they sit !in the inner room." ,24:26- A real Saviour doesn"t sit in 
the inner rooms; that"s so overwhelming, it"s obvious. Otherwise it"s false.

There is nothing false about a deluge, nothing deceptive about the 
upending of Sodom. The tr ue Wonder Remedy for the world wil l come 
with similar grandiloquent claims. ,Luke 17:30- You can really see that we 
often want to take the Wonder Remedy in advance. We want big results 
now and present ourselves with a lot of bombastic bluster. But Jesus is still  
the humiliated one, and Christianity still carries a cross. ,Matthew 16:24- 
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The tr uth in y our pock et

!Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written 
down, I suppose that the whole world would not have room for the books 
that would be written." ,John 21:25-

Ever been amazed at how thick the Bible is? That is perhaps the 
strangest thing about it, that it is so thick. What"s the point of it? 
Couldn"t it have been made shorter, clearer, simpler?

Al l of theology owes its existence to the fact that the Bible is so thick 
and complex. Clergymen earn their living from it. The Jews and Muslims 
have got things a lot easier with their Torah ,the $rst $ve Bible books- 
and the Koran. These books are just about as thick as our New 
Testament. You only need patience to be able to learn all that o% by heart. 
And there are many Orthodox Jews and Muslims who can do it.

But Christianity is stuck with this book that is far too thick, and that 
no one can memorise completely. And then in the above text it is 
hammered out that it"s still really too thin!

And indeed, let"s go further. There was an O Corinthians, and a Third 
Corinthians and a Laodicean letter. ,1 Corinthians 5:9, 2 Corinthians 
13:10, Colossians 4:16- There are quotations taken from The Book of th( 
Wars of Jehovah ,Numbers 21:14&15- and The Book of Jashar ,Joshua 10:13- 
There is a vision of a man called Iddo the Seer, and several extracts from 
commentaries, and there are references to all kinds of chronicles that we 
don"t know. ,2 Chronicles 9:29, 13:22, 24:27, and for example I Kings 14:19, 
29; Esther 10:2- Countless sayings of Jesus are not found in the Gospels, 
but sometimes somewhere else. ,1 Thessalonians 4:5, Acts 20:35; 1 
Corinthians 9:14- Hundreds of books written about God and Jesus have 
been lost, but perhaps they will come to light in the New Earth. At least, 
I imagine that all these splendid texts will be raised with the dead. I"m 
glad there will be a bit of eternity left over where I can read these at my 
leisureÉ

In any case, the Bible does feel rather generous; sometimes even 
excessively so. Not only are all the stories and Psalms repeated ,for 
example in 2 Samuel 22:1&51 and Psalm 18-, what do you make of a 
complete restatement of the Law in Deuteronomy, and yet another 
repetition of everything in Chronicles? And then, to cap it all, why do we 
need four Gospels?
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You can also see something like this in Nature. It is absurd how many 
di%erent sorts of animals and plants there are ) why not just ten or a 
dozen; that would work just as well? Grass grows on thousands of hillsides 
where no cattle graze, and 'owers grow where no eye will ever see them; 
at the very most, an Edelweiss is only admired by a passing mountaineer. 
And then take our sun, more than a million times greater than the earth. 
That"s not a table lamp, that"s a forest set ablaze just because you want to 
read a book. But then, there is not just one sun, but God strewed billions 
of stars around and we see but a few of them.

That is how God is. God is not e#cient, he is wastefully extravagant. 
God has a hole in his hand; certainly since the cruci$xion.

More than all the lost and unread books, there are the books that have 
never seen the light of day.  That is what John says at the close of his 
Gospel ,John 21:24&25- The Torah and the Koran don"t say anything about 
it; Or thodox Jews and Muslims look for something well rounded, 
something perfect. Nothing wil l shock a Muslim more than a 
contradiction in the K oran ) of which there are innumerable examples 
but they are very quickly explained away.

In this you can test something really bourgeois, as if we know it all by 
now, as if we"ve got a leasehold on the truth. As a matter of fact, even 
Christians think like this. That is precisely why the Torah and the Koran 
are memorised; so that no one can delete anything, and even if every copy 
were to be burned, provided there is just one person who could recite the 
entire holy book from memory, then the religion is saved. It is not the 
book that protects them, but they who protect the book.

That"s how it is. If the revelation isn"t the boss, you very quickly 
become the boss over the revelation.

%To be continued& 
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The Tr uth in y our pock et  "cont$d#

!Don"t t ouch me," said Jesus, !because I have not yet ascended to the 
Father." ,John 20:17-

John 20:11"18

How irritating of God that he gives us the universe that stretches out 
above us, yet its farthest distances are impenetrable. How delightfully 
irritating that he gives us a book that is literally too thick t o stick in your 
pocket.

Now it wil l always be a book that you can browse through, and even 
more, in which you can lose yourself completely ) constantly making new 
discoveries. You can be a Christopher Columbus all the time. Revelation 
is something you are told, that you could never have invented yourself. 
For Orthodox Jews and Muslims, the Torah and the Koran hold a position 
that is similar to that of Jesus in Christianity: it is the perfect Word on 
earth.  I t is complete in itself.  They have their Word and can memorise it 
and protect it.

But the Word has escaped! The Word has gone into Heaven and can 
never be shoved into our trouser pocket now. We really do want to hold 
onto the truth, just as Mary Magdalene tried to cling to Jesus as soon as 
he was resurrected.  ,20:17- But what does Jesus say: ! Don"t hold onto me, 
because I have not yet ascended to the Father."  ,That word !because" has 
disappeared from the New Bible Translation.-  That is a strange sentence. 
Don"t hang on to him because he hasn"t gone away yet? But surely, she can 
only embrace him while he is still there?

Or, Mary Magdelene can only really hold onto him once he has gone. 
Now she claims him only if she can hold him; but once he has gone into 
Heaven, she can still !hold on to" him but no longer claim him for herself; 
because Mary Magdalene wanted to determine who Jesus was for herself. 
In that way she was !like children sitting in the marketplace, and calling 
to each other: *When we played the 'ute for you, you didn"t dance; when 
we sang a dirge for you, you didn"t cry.+" ,Luke 7:32-

These children carry on so because they insist everyone has to join in 
their game, and they whine if they don"t get their own way. That is what 
we are like when we expect Jesus to obey our ideas. But he will not dance 
to our tune. If we sing dirges, he won"t weep for us. Jesus is Jesus; always 
tr ue to himself.
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Otherwise you become a fundamentalist. That"s what I mean about 
someone who wants to protect the holy book and intends to keep the 
tr uth safely tucked away in his pocket. A confession of faith or a hymn is 
regularly given this status among ChristiansÉthey are at least not so 
muddled and as thick as the BibleÉ"Truths become dogmas as soon as 
people begin to doubt them." ,Gilbert Chesterton- That applies to the 
Bible as well. Then, for example, a purely divine book is made of it.

Whereas the Bible is also a human book. You never know where the 
human begins and the divine ends. That is the beauty of the Bible. It 
contains everything, but it can"t be pointed out exactly. But the 
fundamentalists want to settle everything arbitraril y ,there is nothing 
human in it-, as well as the textual critics ,look, this is historical, and that 
isn"t-, and the atheist ,there is nothing divine about it-. But it is all one 
and the same. Because it is human it protects you from arrogance. 
Because it is also divine it protects you against Relativism. But as much as 
you would like to, you can"t pinpoint the dividing &line.

We would like to have made Christ fast by crucifying him; by having 
him safely nailed up. We would also like to have our truth well ordered. 
Look, this is from God, this is from man ) but please, not both at the 
same time! Not a man who is also God; that is far too unpredictable. 
Ultimat ely that"s a lack of con$dence. Because that is what John wants: !I 
have written this so that you believe." ,20:31- Not so that we can add it all 
up and unravel everything.  You can only believe in a Bible that is not 
conveniently arranged, but in which the divine and the human are 
interwoven.

So there appears to lie a secondary meaning in John"s strange ending: 
!If you were to write down everything else that Jesus did there would be 
no room left to put all the books." ,21:25- Jesus has indeed ascended back 
into Heaven, but he is always busy with us, year in year out. The invisible 
library keeps on growing. The Word $ts less and less conveniently into 
our trouser pocket. The tr uth is so confoundedly expanded, it bursts 
through its own bonds and does not allow itself to be tamed. And we? We 
must just take a gamble, make the leap in the dark, and hope for the 
bestÉ

That means that Christ has ascended into Heaven: that we can never 
tame him, but that he always gets away. The Word is always extending and 
is always greater than we can grasp. You can never put all that in your 
pocket.

The strangest thing about the Bible is that it"s so thin.
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Chipping Sodbur y becomes the City of London

!Can any good thing come out of Nazareth? The Messiah surely 
doesn"t come from Galilea. ,John 1:47; 7:41-

John 7:37"44 %eventua#y I Corinthians 1:26"29&

Nazareth was a drowsy village in a Galilean backwater. Galilea was the 
sort of place that you would never see mentioned in a daily paper. It was 
as anonymous as a lay&by alongside the highway. No one wanted to live 
there. And the saviour of the world would certainly not come from there. 
,John 1:27; 7:41-

But then the saviour of the world did actually come from there. 
,Matthew 4:16-  A sleepy village becomes the centre of the world. 
Chipping Sodbury becomes the City of London. The empty lay&by 
becomes a palace. From the very $rst verses you can see the fascination 
with the absurd in the Gospels. If you delve into your family background 
today and discover that your great&grandmother was a prostitute, you"re 
not lik ely to say anything about it. And if you also $nd children out of 
wedlock, incest and conspiracy, then you keep your mouth $rmly shut. 
But Matthew records these things without a moment"s hesitation. 
,Matthew 1:1&17- Jesus" genealogy is certainly not very 'att ering. But 
unmistakably, God didn"t come to earth t o 'att er anyone.

I t is as if Matthew would say:  hold on tight folks, this is going to be a 
wild ride, and your soul is going to go through endless loops!  Because 
everything is topsy&tur vy. The $rst becomes the last and the last becomes 
the $rst; the softies inherit the world; the hardest workers get the same 
salary as layabouts, you don"t look for who your neighbour is, but whose 
neighbour you are; the weakling is the hero, the blind see, and those who 
can see become blind. ,Matthew 19:30; 5:5; 20:1&16; Luke 10:36&37; Joel 
3:30; John 9:39 respectively.-

This is roller&coaster talk that reaches its highest point at Christmas. 
Christmas is a dizzy feast where all the absolute extremes coalesce. The 
Almighty becomes the In$nit esimal. God becomes a single cell in Mary"s 
womb and divides and sub&divides until he becomes a tiny baby. Ha Shem 
,The Name- suddenly discards his name. What must Mary do about all 
the gossip over who the father is? In those days there was only one 
possible explanation: oh, the umpteenth rape by a Roman soldier. In a 
village your reputation can certainly be ruined forever by gossip. Monica 
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Lewinsky will forever get the blame. Jesus" life was a scandal from the 
very beginning. That is what God did with Christmas: he threw his 
reputation away. From the very $rst moment he suddenly cursed himself. 
,Galatians 3:13-

But the rejected woman seems to be the most blessed among all 
women! ,Luke 1:42- Now everything is reversed. God doesn"t distance 
himself from the very lowest but becomes that himself. That is alarming 
in that it says so much about who God is and especially who we are. 
Evidently are we never too base, never!  Nothing is too low for God; he 
doesn"t tur n his nose up at anyone. He begins his salvation with what 
stands absolutely at the bottom of the social ladder.

Everyone, really everyone is good enough for God. That is what 
Christmas tells us. And even stronger, the debased one calls himself an 
il lustration. Since when is what is ludicrous our example? And. although it 
has often been forgotten later, the Church in the $rst centuries 
understood this well. Women and slaves in particular sat in the Church. 
The dregs of society consequently became towers of strength; the total 
wreck became the show model. The nobodies of the world became 
someone in the Church. ,I Corinthians 1:28-

Virgilio Elizondo came out of the Mexican slums and became a 
theologian: !In the nakedness of the baby in the cradle, with none of the 
worldly decorations that point to dignity, honour or aristocracy, the truth 
of God about a person is revealed. The person as a person is in the image 
of God and radiates his glorious beauty. In Jesus, God became a nothing 
in the world, so that the nobody and everyone else should know that no 
one, no single human being, is of any less value than another."

Naturally we are afraid of others and the social underclass. Moroccans 
are scary, caravan dwellers especially so. That is how we pigeonhole 
everyone and are never surprised any more. But Christmas is the feast of 
surprises. It forces a completely di%erent attitude upon us, according to 
Elizondo: !The one that we most despise today can very well become our 
saviour tomorrow." Don"t shut anyone up in the cage of your prejudices, 
but expect the best of everyone. ,Hebrews 13:2-

God reverses everything with Christmas: from the unknown could 
come the very best. From the outcasts could come the greatest wisdom 
and resources.
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Ever yone is an Out cast

!Let no foreigner who has bound himself to the Lord say, +The Lord 
wil l surely exclude me from his people.+ And let not the eunuch complain: 
*I am only a dry tree.+" ,56:3-

Isaiah 56:1"8 %Eventua#y Acts 8:26"40&

The Ethiopian eunuch is in his chariot, reading in the scroll of I saiah 
the text from chapter 53. He is so fascinated, that once it has been 
explained to him, he promptly has himself baptised. Then he continues 
on his journey.

What was he doing along the way? Did he carry on reading? Because 
suddenly, in that fragment from Isaiah it is written, !Rejoice, O barren 
one!" ,54:1- And aft er that, !Here is water for everyone who is thirsty." ,55:1- 
Then note this text about a eunuch! A stranger can genuinely belong to 
God; the castrated eunuch is not unfruitful. ,56:3- Even more to the point: 
!To the eunuch who chooses according to my will, I wil l give something 
better than sons and daughters." ,56:5-

A eunuch living in the here&and&now, who chose never to have 
children, evidently realises that the here&and&now is not enough. The 
eunuch who chose this solitary life for himself, always felt as if he"d 
missed out. But he now gains access to a really meaningful life.

The Early Church was full of minorities. The notable leaders were 
Barnabas from Cyprus, Simon who was a Negro, and Lucius ) also from 
Af rica. Or take Rhoda, a slave who is identi$ed by her name. ,Acts 13:1; 
12:13- Rather strange for that time; I mean, why mention in a description 
of a visit to your minister the make of his co%ee&machine?

Unless you are inspired by Someone for whom nothing is too 
insigni$cant; Someone who grew up in Galilea. The region was just so 
!nondescript" because it had been subjected to countless cultural 
in'uenc es. Innumerable trade routes ran through it. It was the centre of 
nowhere, but the crossroads to everywhere. Jesus grew up in a multi&
cultural neighbourhood. And you notice immediately his love for the 
other person; his endless curiosity. Always drawn to the foreigner & a 
Samaritan woman, a Syro&Phoenician woman, a Roman o#cer. 
Collaborating with the enemy! Jesus !collaborated" continuously with the 
enemy. So consequently he either became a soft touch who went along 
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with what everyone else said, or he was so strong that he simply 
disregarded any enemy opposition.

But the tr ue Church is always di%erent from what you think she is, 
because the Church is not exclusively for the marginalised. There are also 
people from the imperial court ,Philippians 4:22- Or take Manaen, an old 
friend of the well known Herod the Tetrarch. ,Acts 13:1- The one who"d 
beheaded John the Baptist and who let Jesus be cruci$ed. Manaen had 
played marbles with him when they were kids. 

I t was revolutionary for Jesus to talk with the poor; but it is an even 
more radical revolution that he also spoke with the rich. Think of 
Nicodemus ,John 3:1&21- Jesus is just as appealing to the underdog as to 
the upper crust of society. Otherwise the Church would have been just 
another group culture, but then have become an anti&culture of pariahs. 
The same as you will now $nd among the heavy metal sub&cultures such 
as that of Marilyn Manson. But God doesn"t extol the fellowship of 
pariahs, and the Church is no sub&culture, but a totally new concept: a 
universal fe#owship. ,Galatians 3:26&29; Colossians 3:11-

A fellowship recognises itself by outwardly distinctive features; partl y, 
in any case.  In the Old Testament Jewish men had to be circumcised, and 
if as an outsider you wanted to join them, you had to be circumcised as 
well. Every fellowship knows very well what the norm is: we are. And the 
abnormal: they are. But now a Leader has arisen who was himself 
abnormal, and who didn"t belong exclusively to anyone. And therefore 
everyone belongs to him; !us" and !them" are completely intermingled. And 
this Curiosity founds a revolutionary fellowship that is not concerned 
with what is outward, but with choices from the heart.

%To be continued&
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Ever yone is an Out cast "cont$d#

!My house must be called a house of prayer for all people!" ,11:17-
Mark 11:15"19

The text from Isaiah 56 that must have touched the Ethiopian 
eunuch, ,see foregoing section- Jesus quoted during his famous !cleansing 
of the temple."  Actually this is not only about a cleansing, but Jesus 
actually closed down the temple. And a couple of days later, when he died, 
the thick curtain hanging in front of the inner Holiest Place was ripped 
from top to bottom. ,35:38- That lit erally means: the temple is now open. 
No more secrecy; enough of exclusivity. And this is what Jesus was 
declaring beforehand: I am closing all this down; it is closing time for this 
temple; another time is coming. !My house must be for everyone."

And that is precisely when we hear for the $rst time that the 
Pharisees will kil l him themselves. ,11:18- That"s when it started, because 
this was just too much for them. Not the miracles, not the disturbance he 
brought, not his $re&and&brimstone preaching, but that he made the faith 
universal; that is what made Jesus life&threatening. There were other 
miracle&workers, and also revolutionaries, and John the Baptist had 
preached countless !gloom and doom" sermons. But universality, that had 
never been envisaged. 

You see, a universal religion is a downright scandal. ,Luke 4:24&30- 
Once you allow that God also loves prostitutes how can you ever 
understand that he loves the hip and the rich just as much? And even the 
arrogant dropouts! The Pharisees were wise people, but they wanted God 
to represent only their group. That is manageable. Then we can husband 
our special sacred cows.  And for your group, God will always con$rm 
your cultural stupidities, as a yes&man for your traditions. But with a 
universal God it must go deeper than that; then you can"t get any power 
at all out of your customs, because it has to do with your heart.

You see that happening regularly, when we make our self&con$dence 
dependent upon group thinking. !We are better than the others." We have 
far too much interest in preserving all the groups and boundaries. If they 
can be shown to be interesting/ pleasant/ important ) how can we not be 
like that? One of our deepest sources of pain is not to belong anywhere, 
but how often do we not worry that we belong somewhere, by doing our 
best to see that others don"t belong anywhere? Then we just want to be 
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important by isolating ourselves; whereas you are only important because 
God loves you.

Ted Alexandro, a super&cool, stand&up comedian in New York, had a 
new idea for a Nativity Play. To start with, we wrap the baby Jesus in the 
American 'a g. !Because he belongs to us!" And the three kings have to go 
through a strict Homeland Security control; that appears logical to him. 
!OK, they"re wise. But they come out of the Middle East. He#o! I mean, 
this isn"t the time t o take risks."

Is that why people found it so unthinkable at that time that the 
Messiah would come out of Galilea, because Galilea was multi&cultural? 
,John 7:41- A saviour can"t be multi&cultural; no, he must be !ordinary," 
conforming to the group. But it was smelly old shepherds who were the 
$rst to visit Jesus in the !maternity room," and aft er them came the 
horoscope prognosticators from the Middle East. Jesus showed everyone 
up by refusing to show anyone else up. Everyone has equal value in his 
presence. He eats with everyone, because it"s not what"s on the table that"s 
important, but who is sitting at the table. ,Luke 5:30-

And that is exactly why it can only be a social revolution when God 
becomes a real person. In all the old myths in which a god comes down to 
earth, they put on a sort of mask. ,See page 128- It is only a 'eeting visit; 
Zeus becomes a bull for a while and rapes a woman. Thank you, madam! 
That doesn"t change anything in our social rules. But if God literally takes 
on our DNA, becomes a tiny cell, divides, becomes a baby, a God who 
takes part in it al l, not from a distance as a spectator, not with a mask on, 
but actually in the thick of it ) then the position is brok en down and 
doesn"t relate any more to the old myths. Evidently the lowest, the 
underclass of society is not only enough just to act as a mask in a kind of 
stage play, it is not too insigni$cant to become something. That makes 
nonsense of every class distinction.

But once God becomes man, we haven"t got a single reason to $nd 
anyone else inferior.

43 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



Paco, meet me at the M ontana hot el

!His father saw him coming from a long way o% and was $lled with 
compassion, and ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed 
him." ,15:20-

Luke 15:11"32

A Spanish father wants to be reconciled to his son who has run away 
to Madrid. Full of remorse, the father places an advert in a newspaper: El 
liberal. !Paco, meet me at the Montana hotel, Tuesday about midday, all is 
forgiven, Papa." Now, Paco is a common name in Spain and as this father 
goes to the piazza, eight hundred young men named Paco are standing 
there, waiting for their fathers.

In this story, Ernest Hemingway makes clear how badly the world 
craves for compassion. Countless philosophers and psychologists have 
described how the processes work in which people can keep themselves 
emotionally imprisoned, and their analyses come very close to the core of 
the problem: that we think we have to earn happiness. Everything rests 
with us. If we do our best; wear our best clothes; say all the right things; 
deliver the expected achievements; then of course we know we"ll be 
accepted, we"ll belong and other people will look up to us.

Appreciation is wonderful, but we destroy it so often by making it 
dependent upon our own performance. Our self&con$dence is then 
determined more by what others think. I am what I do. Your own 
personal value becomes conditional. Madonna said once: !Every time I 
have achieved something I feel I am an important person. But it isn"t long 
before the feeling returns that I"m just average and not interesting at all. 
Therefore I have to prove myself all over again." Generally, you treat God 
in the same way: if you !do" something for him, he !may" love you.  Can 
you understand it, if someone loves you unconditionally, just like that? It 
looks as if we massively mistrust it, and that unconditional love has fallen 
right out of our way of thinking.

Is that why we"ve become so hectic in the West, because we"ve lost 
God"s acceptance?

Generally speaking, what you base your self&con$dence on is not 
exactly divine. In any case, you are so dependent you have to protect it t o 
the uttermost. If your achievements are absolutely sacrosanct, then you 
can hardly bear any criticism. There is a great danger, that if someone 
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does criticise you, then you react with over& exaggerated pique. It is far 
too dangerous, because you can no longer imagine that you are more than 
what you do. And then, as you become unsure of yourself, you know no 
better than to attempt to do even more. But that is a vicious circle, 
because it is never enough; there will always be someone else who has 
more status than you, and as you catch up with them, they will be in just 
as much hurry to put you down so as to save their own face.

And so your endless !doing" devours you. That also shows how you get 
caught up with rules, with your clothes, with your work, with your 
relationships, but equally with your faith. The advantage of rules is that 
they are clear; you know when you are satisfying the requirements; that 
you are OK. You make your self&respect dependent upon how you keep 
the rules; and you also make God and his love dependent upon your 
performance. The foremost disadvantage is that by making it so 
important to stick to the rules, you must become dishonest, with others 
and certainly with yourself. You are so taken up with being perfect in 
order to be accepted, that if it doesn"t happen ,and you will reach that 
point of breakdown sooner or later-, then you can only save the situation 
by pretended outward perfection. ,Matthew 23:3-  That is the biggest 
pitfal l in the world of achievement: that you can barely allow yourself to 
be honest.

Jesus told a story that shows the only way out of this dispassionate 
world; about a God who runs towards us and throws his arms around us.

I f you tell this story about the prodigal son to people in the Middle 
East, they are amazed, and that would have been their $rst reaction to 
Jesus. The son had literally wished his father dead by asking for an 
advance of his inheritance, but once he returns home, then the father 
doesn"t maintain his dignity by standing silently by, he runs out to greet 
his sonÉWhat a come down; what feminine&style sincerity. Apparently 
God doesn"t have to maintain his status because he lost all dignity by 
running to us and embracing us: he became a man ,John 12:47-

That !e%eminate" wonder of grace is the only thing that can break 
through the maelstrom of aggressive achievement.

%To be continued&
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Paco meet me at the M ontana hot el "cont$d#

!They lift their idol t o their shoulders and carry itÉBut I ha ve carried 
you since your birth, even to your old age." ,46:7, 3,4-

Isaiah 46

The nicest video&clip I know is from Badly Drawn Boy. A man in a 
yellow shirt runs through the streets of New York and picks people up as 
if he"s a yellow cab, carries then on his back and staggers with them to 
their destination. At the end of the day he is completely exhausted and 
can do no more, but then a woman takes him on her back, and so they run 
o% into the night. You could call Activity the greatest god of the West. 
What you actually base your self&con$dence on always has something 
super&sacred about it because you are so dependent on it. And we very 
often carry on with our Activity as with the idols that Isaiah writes about. 
We also want something tangible that we can worship now, and that 
becomes our achievements. That much at least is clear, just as in the 
olden days the idols were always reassuringly nearby.

The advantage of those gods, in contrast with the grace of God, is 
that they are visible and tangible. But the disadvantage is that eventually 
)e  are the ones who carry them and get nothing in return. ,46:7- We 
always have to do it all; it always falls back on our shoulders. Then I 
would rather base my own self&respect on God himself. I don"t have to 
proclaim him holy, because he is holy. I have to protect my every little 
foible because my little idiosyncrasies are vulnerable to criticism, but God 
is intangible; even stronger than that: he has been subject to the utmost 
criticism, died because of it, and survived it gloriously.

Therefore this God is the only God in whom I can trust. Al l these 
achievements shall fall to the ground one day ,46:1- and if we worship 
them, we"ll fall with them. ,46:2- Every little !idol" that I know, I have to 
carry myself. But it is only God who carries me. ,46:3,4- For every little 
personal foible, I have to pay, but only God gives. He is absolutely 
incomparable ,46:5,9- Grace means that you don"t have to carry it all, but 
that you are carried.

Philip Yancey: !Grace means that there is nothing that we can do for God to 
love us more. No amount of spiritual gymnastics and fasting, no amount of 
knowledge acquired from courses and religious seminaries, no amount of 
crusades for religious ends. And grace means we cannot do anything to caus( 
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God love us any less. No amount of racism or pornography or weird 
behaviour or suicide. Grace means that God has loved us for as long as an 
eternal God can love."

That God loves you, unconditionally, is a fantastic but also an absurd 
discovery. It goes against all the acquired patterns: that you must do 
something in order to be accepted. The prodigal son"s older brother 
wasn"t angry for nothing; he found it dishonest, and didn"t understand it 
at all. ,Luke 15:28,29- This is really a message that you have to hear every 
day. Al l the older Christians that I talked with about this told me that if 
they were ever really conscious again of what grace is, then they would be 
repeatedly amazed. This is so contradictory that you would immediately 
toss it away ) but then suddenly you catch the scent of Paradise. You can"t  
get there yet, but you can get a tantalizing whi% of how beautiful the 
world becomes as you learn to live by grace.

We have developed countless strategies in order to survive in a world 
without  grace. That is why most people immediately point to someone 
else when mistakes are made, while we immediately attribute any success 
to ourself. Various patterns are put forward in all kinds of research as 
tactics for keeping ourselves intact. But those who become aware of 
God"s grace, can turn this around and also point to the success and faults 
of others as well as their own. You can give because you yourself have 
received. Otherwise giving would feel underserved and threatening; but 
now it is logical. In the same way, a relationship is healthy if you don"t 
have to earn each other"s love; it originates from it, and therefore gives. 
The old philosophy of  !you&scratch&my&back and I"ll&scratch&yours" 
messes up your life. Compassion makes you a nicer person.

Alain de Botton, a secular philosopher, said that there is just one 
concept that can stop the nauseating merry&go&round: unconditional love. 
To base all your self&con$dence on your idiosyncrasies eventually brings 
about self&destruction, but there is only one known possibility by which 
you can be satis$ed with yourself: compassion.

God runs out to meet us! Even before we can show any remorse, he 
throws his arms around us ,Luke 15:20-

You should give everything to make this true.
Someone gave everything to make it tr ue.
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I Mona Lisa
(On the ten most beautiful Bible texts)

ÔThe Gospels contain a folk-tale that comprises all the essentials of fairy-
stories.Õ

J.R.R.Tolkien
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The best folk-tale ever

ÔI have come to save the world.Õ (John 12:47) 
Matthew 21:33-46

I save unusual newspaper reports. Live 120 cm alligator in parcel. A 
single swarm of bees in the American State of Oregon covers 890 hectares; 
the greatest living organism on earth. The railway companies play classical 
music on their trains to get rid of tramps and research what kinds of music 
they find the most irritating. A woman comes out of a coma after 16 years 
and she functions normally again. A married couple who both had a secret 
blind date, appear to have made the assignation with each otherÉ

I enjoy various snippets of news. I think itÕs because the truth surprises 
me every time.  I could never have invented that kind of story; you never 
dare to concoct such things yourself. If I had invented it, I would 
immediately have rejected is as implausible. But reality draws me in ever 
closer, like a genuine comic: watch this, IÕm too quick for you again, catch 
me, you still canÕt catch me!

The Gospel is a folk-tale. All the different races have been busy with the 
writing of myths and legends, and today we have books and DVDÕs. And if 
you analyse these stories you notice that eventually they are all about 
salvation. The Top 3 films on www.imdb.com are Godfather, The Lord of the 
Rings and Shawshank Redemption. According to Internet users these are the 
greatest films of all time and all three are salvation stories with clear religious 
overtones. In each case there is a nasty problem, then a hero comes along 
who gives up everything Ð and weÕre saved. Sometimes it comes across as 
simplistic and childish, but this is what people tell us time and time again and 
what we spend hours empathizing with every evening on television.

Somewhere between all these stories stands the Gospel. The all-time great 
folk story. God allows his Son to come down out of the safety and happiness 
of Heaven so as to become flesh and blood, to feel all that we feel, to become 
an outcast whatÕs more, and yet in all of that to keep on showering love 
around until he dies the most unthinkably ghastly death. And this fringe event 
saves the universe. Anything more involving, more dramatic, more moving 
you could never devise. This is the best folk-tale ever.

Here is what the stories were looking for; what we were looking for. Why 
are all these myths and fairy-stories so alike?  Because the story-tellers were 
looking for something, were missing and longing for something. They, we, 
were searching for a whole, pure world. We were looking for a hero who 
would give himself. It must be so, how could it be otherwise Ð and he must 
save the world. We searched, recounted it thousands of times, but we didnÕt 
find it.
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Until the ultimate fairytale was told: Jesus. That sent a tremor through the 
writers. Their mouths fell open. This was it. This is what they had always 
been looking for. This was what they could never have invented. This was 
stranger and better than everything they had written before. And this was 
true.

The gospel began as a small, bizarre report in the margin. Something of 
the same order as ÔLive 120 cm alligator in parcel.Õ Or ÔSheep discover how 
to get across a cattle-grid: by rolling over it.Õ Virtually nobody read it, and 
whoever did could hardly believe it, a mistake surely Ð but as you read it 
carefullyÉThen you realise afresh that truth is always more attractive than 
fiction; that if you could invent it, no one could pinch it

Perhaps there has been a writer somewhere who meticulously invented 
the Gospel, far away in Mongolia maybe, and that shudder went through him 
too: if only this were trueÉBut he suddenly frowned. Oh no, it mustnÕt 
become too farfetched. The truth is never that good. I must keep this within 
the bounds of reality.

You still hope that that writer heard that one particular report. Ridiculous! 
childish! he would cry. And then: if only it were trueÉ

(To be continued)
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The best folk-tale ever  (contÕd)

ÔThis has never arisen out of the human heart.Õ (2:9)
1 Corinthians 2:1-16

Is the Gospel too good to be true? There are indeed facts that you mustnÕt 
insert into the story, otherwise no one would believe them. Too coincidental, 
far too bizarre, too cosy.

Sometimes you see something ingenious, a masterpiece. For me itÕs the 
music of Nick Cave (IÕm playing it now), a book from Shusako Endo, a film 
of Lars von Trier. And yes, my girlfriend (author: God). You see it, a shock 
runs through you, a strange sense of recognition. Yes, you know it had to be 
like this, but you could never have invented it, but nonetheless, here it is. 
When Adam saw Eve for the first time, the same sort of shock must have run 
through him. What is this? It isnÕt a plant, or an animal, itÕs nothing I can 
recognise Ð yet it looks familiar, but this is unquestionably different, 
decidedly different: but this is exactly what I was longing for. This is too 
beautiful to be true, butÉbutÉthis is real! 

Every story witnesses to a deep inner deficiency, a universal longing for 
salvation. They searched but failed to find it Ð the key that fits the lock. Just 
as a lock canÕt invent its own key, so the myths have never been the key, and 
there never was a definitive myth. The key came by surprise Ð it is only 
afterwards that it appears to fit perfectly. This Ôhas never arisen out of the 
human heart.Õ

In this text Paul tells how absurd the crucifixion of the Saviour really is. 
He does it with a quote from Isaiah 64:4. There it is said that no one has ever 
inferred such a God who shows up like this before the people. We shake like 
leaves on a tree (Isaiah 64:6), God had concealed himself and we were given 
over to ourselves Ð yet God still overcame his hurt, came out of his hiding-
place and embraced us. That is the story of Christ exactly. God abandons his 
concealment and comes out and hugs us.

If it were possible to dream up someone like Christ, then he would have 
been invented long ago. But the key is always a surprise for the lock. Eve 
was GodÕs surprise for Adam. Jesus was the surprise for mankind. Now we 
are no longer alone. You look at it and stammer something gauche. What is 
this? This is what I was always looking for. This is what I wanted to say with 
all my stories. And now finally, at last someone is living the fairy-tale. I canÕt 
make it come true by wanting it, but I have been so constructed that I do want 
it. ItÕs just that I didnÕt know it.

The singer from Keane told a story in Oor (Ear?) about Tunbridge Wells, 
the village where he was born. During the weekend there were a lot of punch-
ups among the lads. Until, for three weeks running, a figure dressed as 
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Batman came along whenever someone started fighting. During that time the 
streets were quiet. Then he suddenly disappeared. The most intriguing thing 
that I find about this story is why this pseudo-Batman disappeared. Why 
couldnÕt he keep it up? Did someone recognise him? Was he defeated? It was 
also too good to be true. Everyone knew that it was a sham; that it wouldnÕt 
last long.

What is strange is that Christianity also really tells a story about a sort of 
Batman. A story about someone who so strongly resembles the super-hero 
stories that your mouth falls open. Is this a sham orÉJesus was the first 
super-hero on account of whom people were prepared to believe that this 
could be true.

J.R.R.Tolkien wrote Under the spell of the ring, a beautiful folk-story that 
is hailed everywhere as the greatest English language book of all time, and 
the film won countless Oscars. Tolkien was a convinced catholic and wrote: 
ÔThe Gospels contain a folk-tale that includes all the essentials of a fairy-
story. But this story has become part of history. There is no other story that 
people so wanted to be true, and there is not one that has been accepted on its 
own merits by so many sceptical people. This story is the highest; and it is 
true. Art has become truth. Legend and History have met and melted into 
each other.Õ

According to Fjodor Dostojewski, who wrote The Brothers Karamazov Ð 
one of the greatest novels Ð this is so beautiful that it must be true: ÔIf anyone 
can prove to me that Christ didnÕt speak the truth, then I would still rather 
hold on to Christ than the truth.Ô You would give anything to make it true. 
The saving of the world! You would be in mortal terror at the slightest 
suggestion that it might have been invented. But then why wasnÕt it invented 
a lot sooner? Because it was too good to be true. Because indeed, the Gospel 
is too good to be true Ð and yet it still turns out to be true.
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The ugly hero

ÔHe had no outward comeliness, he was lacking in beauty, in his 
appearance was nothing to be desired. He was despised and rejected by 
men.Õ (53:2)

(Isaiah 52:13-53:12)

David LynchÕs best film is The Elephant Man. It is about a chronically 
deformed man who has a really bright mind and a heart of gold. To pay his 
way he had to appear in a circus as a freak, where he was maltreated and lost 
so much self-confidence that he no longer dared to speak. A doctor took him 
right out of that environment and tried to give him back his dignity. That was 
painfully difficult because the neighbourhood kept on abusing and ridiculing 
the deformed man. After heÕs eventually enjoyed a lovely evening at the 
theatre and at last everything is fine, he commits suicide. Because things 
could never get any better. 

The heroes in our films are spared nothing except ugliness. They have to 
clobber umpteen malicious Chinese, exterminate mega-ants, or just pick up a 
pretty woman or defend a lawsuit. They go through every valley Ð but they 
always keep their good looks. ThatÕs why I found The Elephant Man so 
important; finally an ugly duckling who is the hero. And then he went and 
killed himselfÉBut why? Was it altogether too much for David Lynch? ÔIt 
has to be kept realistic.Õ

God hasnÕt revealed himself in a film. He could have done that, but he 
chose a written text. Perhaps because, in this way, we donÕt really pay too 
much outward attention to it. But isnÕt it the same with beauty? Why is there 
never an ugly hero?

Evidently that is the most unbearable thing to imagine in a hero. Consider 
all the appearances of the gods in JesusÕ day that the Greeks and Romans 
were acquainted with. They are represented as statuesque, proud animals, or 
as tall, beautiful people. They were impressive. In the same way, in our era 
we would never accept that film stars could be disfigured. They can behave 
strangely, they can steal, they can do everything, except be ugly.

And then you read Isaiah 53. (Compare Psalm 89:45.52) That entire 
chapter is generally applied to Jesus directly, except verse 2, where is says 
that Jesus was unsightly. Then it is often pointed out that you must not 
fantasise over JesusÕ outward appearance. That itÕs inappropriate. But try it 
sometime. Imagine Jesus as an unsightly person. Short, lame, cross-eyed, 
really ugly. How does that make you feel?

I think it feels like blasphemy. But then I would challenge you to further 
self- examination. Because why does this really feel like blasphemy, yet for 
example, the fact that he was born in a manger or even worse, was crucified, 

54 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



doesnÕt? Yet that was indeed blasphemy. He also became a curse. (Galatians 
3:13; see page 96) Jesus is Ôa stumbling block,Õ he gets your back up. (1 Peter 
2:7; see page 96) Are we going to find these blasphemies normal, 
understandable to our way of thinking? But the other curse, that Jesus was 
unsightly, this we feel just as well, purely because he actually is our hero and 
heroes are not allowed to be ugly?

And yet, at the same time Jesus was stunningly beautiful. ÔLovelyÕ is how 
we find him described in the Bible. (John 1:14; Philippians 3:21; Isaiah 
33:17; Revelation 1:17) Certainly after he was resurrected, then he had a 
beautiful Ôglorified body.Õ God is the quintessence of beauty. (See page 70)  
But you didnÕt see this beauty immediately. His perfection was not 
overwhelming. Even after he had arisen, Thomas could still have his doubts. 
(John 20:24-29) That was also part of ChristÕs humiliation, that even his 
beauty was not recognised.

DonÕt be in too much of a hurry to see his beauty. If you are, then thereÕs 
a big chance that youÕll become sentimental, about a crucifix, for example, or 
a pieta; that you will too easily see something nice in something so awful. 
ÔSo moving!Õ But a crucifixion is not nice, itÕs the most gory thing there is. 
Our hero is ugly and he came to his end in the ugliest manner. Feel that. Feel 
indignant about it. Then perhaps you can understand a small fraction of it. 
Then perhaps you will experience that there is also something of beauty in 
the ugliness. That he makes us beautiful by becoming ugly himself.

The hero in The Elephant Man was rescued by the doctor Ð who was a 
good-looking man. I donÕt know of any story in which the hero ever saves 
mankind through his ugliness. I would like to invent it, because I can taste a 
mysterious beauty there. But I wonÕt invent it. I shall plead plagiarism. Thank 
God.
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Dollies

ÔKeep me as the apple of your eye.Õ (17:8)
Psalm 17

A threat hangs in the air, David feels agitated, his political opponents are 
making his life almost impossible. He knows only one solution: God must 
protect him! If only God will hide him, as a bird hides her young under her 
wings to protect them from the heat of the sun.

(In Deuteronomy 32:10,11, a text that is very similar to this one, it 
appears that this bird is the pale vulture. Bible translators tend rather to prefer 
Ôeagle,Õ but that doesnÕt appear to correspond with the Hebrew. Naturally, this 
is a more politically correct translation, because an eagle is a much more 
dignified creature than a pale vulture that is a cowardly scavenger. Yet God is 
evidently likened to a mother vulture. And that is perfectly possible because 
the point of the comparison is not the deathly pale colour but the protection 
that even a vulture provides.)

Then we get the breathtaking exclamation. If God will just protect me 
asÉhis ocular pupils. (17:8) Because that is what that strange phrase Ôthe 
apple of your eyeÕ means, the pupil is the most sensitive part of your body. If 
you just get a speck of dust in your eye, it closes immediately, tears begin to 
run down your cheek, you turn your head away, you become unsettled. Your 
eyes are so vulnerable that there is a complete miniature mechanism of tear-
ducts, eyelashes, eyebrows, and the eyelids, all designed to maintain them. 
An extremely tender mechanism to look after what for you is the most 
personal and intimate, and what you take the most care over.

That is how God protects us. As the eyelids softly caress the eyeball, as 
the eyelashes keep the dust particles out, as your cranium and your arms keep 
away a lashing branch. Everything is there to keep your eyes intact, yes, and 
still more, to carefully and tenderly take care of them. Just as tenderly as a 
bird hides her chicks under her wings. Later God says, ÔWhoever touches my 
people touches the apple of my eye.Õ (Zechariah 2:12)  You canÕt injure God 
more than by injuring another person. We are GodÕs vulnerability. What you 
do to another person you do to God (Matthew 25:40)

Perhaps we might go even further and suggest that we are GodÕs eyes. He 
sees through our eyes. He sees what we see, lives completely in it himself. 
And later, that becomes even more intense: in Jesus he even becomes our eye.

Yet the translation ÔpupilÕ is still a bit threadbare. Literally it reads Ôthe 
little man of the eye.Õ That makes you think of something else entirely. You 
were young and you looked into someoneÕs eye, your fatherÕs, your motherÕs, 
your playmateÕs, and what did you see there: dollies! Two tiny, identical 
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dollies, reflected in the little black circles. And you looked closer, and you 
saw thatÉit was you, you were the dolly that lived in the surprised glance of 
that eye.

Then your father blinked and the dollies instantly disappearedÉÕOpen 
your eyes, daddy!Õ you asked, Ôthe dollies mustnÕt disappear Ð I donÕt want to 
disappear Ð look at me, keep looking at me.Õ You are the dollies in GodÕs 
eyes. He is very close to you and is looking at you, keeps watching over you 
tenderly and with great care, and you can see yourself, you can see yourself 
standing there because God loves you, and he never blinks. 
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On peacocks and their awkward tails

ÔLet everything that has breath praise the Lord.Õ  (150:6; 100:1)
Psalm 150 

An exclamation mark at the end of the Book of Psalms, an exuberant 
conclusion. It is the so-called Ôchorus danceÕ. Think about line dancing; you 
see it these days especially at Country & Western shindigs, and it looks 
comical. Line dancing is great fun and so popular because everyone can join 
in. Psalm 150 (and 148) is even a couple of steps more inclusive: the entire 
fanfare may take part, yes, all mankind. What an idea, you donÕt have to be a 
wallflower, so join in. And is that animals I can see as well? Yes, every 
creature. You can all get going!  Rabbits hopping all over the place, elephants 
trumpeting around, roaring lions on the loose!

The entire creation points towards God, or even stronger: honours God. 
Let me give you a couple of illustrations, among which would be the 
peacockÕs tail and the nightingale.

The peacockÕs tail is astounding: this gigantic fan with bright purple-blue-
bronze ÔeyesÕ. These colours are formed by a wafer-thin layer of oil on the 
feathers that very cleverly  differs in thickness; a very precise difference in 
thickness of less than one 10,000th of a millimetre. Every hair of each feather 
has its own unique row of colours, exact to the millimetre, and all the two 
million segments together form that fantastic pattern, just like that.

This beauty is pointless. Evolutionists say then, that the hens look for the 
male with the prettiest tail, because this will give them an advantage; better 
genes and so on. ThatÕs nonsense.  Peahens do indeed fall for a pretty tail, but 
in terms of evolution they couldnÕt do anything more stupid. As a matter of 
fact the peacocks with the most magnificent tail donÕt have any better genes, 
rather itÕs a definite handicap. When running away from a predator itÕs an 
obvious impediment. Furthermore, it is incomprehensible how such a subtle 
and coherent ornament as a peacock feather could ever have evolved by 
itself: each part is necessary and without every component it would just be an 
unattractive useless thing.

The peacock has been designed by an Artist. And this Artist has created 
the peacock in such a way that it attracts attention, simply because thatÕs how 
it is with this species, even though it has its drawbacks. Such beauty is 
senseless. Or is it?

What do you think about the flowers? ÔEven Solomon in all his glory 
wasnÕt clothed as magnificently as the wild lilies.Õ (Matthew 6:28,29)  Why 
are they so frivolous and diverse? Just to tempt the bees that spread their 
pollen? Bees donÕt even see their colours, they only see the ultraviolet range 
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of the spectrum Ð precisely the colour that we canÕt see. Flowers squander 
astronomic numbers of genes and profligate amounts of energy on being 
pretty, and they make a very good job of it. But not only for themselves.

Or think about the 5,000 different kinds of songbirds, such as the 
nightingale. They improvise on melodic themes and can sing perfect 
intervals. They have such perfect hearing that sometimes they can sing 
beautiful duets. Is that only meant for establishing their territory and 
recognising each other? As well?  It is only pointless that it should be so 
musical. Why does the nightingale have to sing 300 original melodies?

This is purely for the fun of it. The nightingale gets a kick out of it. God 
made all the birds and had a great time doing it. Every evening he just wanted 
to sit back and enjoy the concert, with millions of birds singing; pointless 
timing of course, except that this happens to be the best time of the day for 
hearing all the different sounds. And because the earth spins on its axis, the 
singing goes on endlessly.

ÔStop and consider GodÕs wonders.Õ (Job 37:14) Go outside and amaze 
yourself. If not, just look at your own fingers, armpits, genitals, the popliteal 
spaces, or hollows behind your knees Ð everything is so incongruous yet 
fantastically made. Everything about your body praises God. (1 Corinthians 
6:20) You are a masterpiece and God intensely enjoys what you are.
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Am I poetry or  a tank of DNA?

ÔYou make the clouds your chariot and ride on the wings of the 
wind.Õ (104:3)

Psalm 104 (eventually Psalm 8)

ÔYou are nothing other than a set of neurons. You are nothing more than 
the product of a large collection of nerve cells and their corresponding 
molecules.Õ So says Francis Crick, co-discoverer of the DNA structure, which 
makes a disastrous blunder out of the materialistic worldview: it turns people 
into things and poetry becomes statistics.

If something is personal, it pays to be careful with it. A thing can 
normally be used. Think of the old lady who treasures a photo right up to her 
death, but her next of kin throw it thoughtlessly away or at best use it as a 
cute decoration. What glowed with memories and represented so much to the 
old lady, was after all just a bit of coloured paper Ð for the relatives it was just 
something handy they could use.

ThatÕs exactly what happens if you are no longer religious and become 
materialistic: the world loses its lustre and becomes a mere tool shed. If you 
believe in Creation, the world has something personal and you cherish that, 
but once you become an Evolutionist you only live in a barren world of 
things, things, and more things without meaning and direction. And you can 
do what you like with things. You can plunder the Amazon. You can alter 
your face with plastic surgery. You can buy a general re-evaluation of your 
IQ. And why not?

And conversely, why donÕt you remove everything thatÕs useless? Why 
would you let a deformed creature like The Eelephant Man live? Religion has 
the answer: this deformed creature is a person, he sparkles, he is poetry, he is 
a creation of God. But how shocking to think that the logical materialist 
doesnÕt understand anything about this; he only understands whether or not 
something is functional. And if he finds that you do have to let such a person 
live, then he must admit that there is more to life than things-things-things. 
That evidently the mystery exists that imparts something ÔsacredÕ to things, 
something irreplaceably valuable. And sure enough every materialist has 
religious feelings whenever he or she has a childÉ

Life becomes ugly in the evolutionary model. You have to fully explain 
all the personal human qualities, such as love, on the basis of their survival 
value after all. Our genes have discovered love because it gave us a greater 
chance of survival, using love as a neat trick for scoring points off others. 
That appears to be worthwhile, but ultimately it is sheer egotistical invention 
in order to survive in the war of the genes. Love as a weapon: hypocritical 
and cynical in the extreme.
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Worse still, on closer inspection we have become a kind of tank, 
controlled by our selfish genes, in a world that has become a dark 
battleground. Just as the old Greek philosopher Heraclitus wrote: ÔWar is the 
father of all and the king of all.Õ In this casual world there is no longer a 
single reason not to think only about yourself. Your environment has become 
trivial and doesnÕt have a voice any more, thus you can treat it how you like. 
And not a single reason to stop doing it so long as it doesnÕt diminish any 
advantage to your genes.

That is precisely why I would rather be a child of God than a bunker for 
DNA. If the world has been created, then my environment is not a 
battleground but my home. And anything that stems from love wonÕt be 
pushed around, so you have to treat it with tenderness. If I donÕt want to 
become cynical I have to believe in a God who cherishes the earth. Then I 
know that my environment is not just a handy source of D.I.Y. materials, and 
that life at its deepest level is not a battle.

There is such a thing as survival, but that is not the essence of life. There 
is such a thing as natural selection and Ôsurvival of the fittest,Õ but that has a 
higher goal. The Evolutionist chooses to go and sit on the stairs. And thatÕs 
all there is to it. Faith chooses to walk up the stairs and have a look round. 
Evolution looks at a world without poetry.

(To be continued) 
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Am I poetry or  a tank of DNA? (contÕd)

ÔWho shut up the sea behind doors when it burst from the womb of the 
earth? I fixed the limits for it.Õ (38:8,10)

Job 38

Life, for the religious person, is poetry. It is inescapable; things keep on 
singing, as it were, until you eventually catch the tune. (Psalm 19:5) If you 
believe in a theory of evolution, then you must make poetry out of it; itÕs your 
job to bring the atoms to life.

Without creation, it is not God but chaos that is the final ÔsecretÕ behind 
everything. The world is an eternal, mindless battleground with everyone 
versus the rest. Humanity has escaped by sheer coincidence but is always on 
the run. Because, if our genes discover new weapons by chance (for example, 
smarter brains) mankind will also perish and be replaced. You have to make 
your own way in this hungry world. Chaos reigns and that means Ôthe 
strongest wins.Õ Beyond that thereÕs nothing.

This is Fatalism. ÔEverything remains as it always was, and you canÕt do 
anything about it.Õ Nevertheless, everything should ÔactuallyÕ be expedient 
and we stand powerless before our own DNA. A genuine Evolutionist is a 
cynic. Thus you meet people who really do try to make a silk purse out of a 
sowÕs ear. ÔMen are now simply hunters, they are now naturally polygamous, 
marriage is a lieÉÕ How do you make that out? Polygamy is not the rule, but 
the exception. The majority of people stay married to the same partner for 
life, and if they have an extra-marital affair then that creates a harsh 
disruption. People are not shocked if they stay true to each other, but only if 
they cheat on each other.  Twenty-somethings who donÕt know who they are, 
and fifty-somethings in a mid-life crisis, they play the field; but seldom 
someone who is well balanced. Sleeping around is unnatural and men are 
profoundly monogamous.

 The same applies, that we are ÔactuallyÕ egotistical: it is precisely the 
most balanced and happy people who not only think of themselves but also 
about others. The Evolutionist thus reverses everything and makes the 
exception the rule, he goes from the defect to the essential core. You canÕt see 
it, he says, but ÔactuallyÕ everything is struggle and self-interest. The so-
called Ôprofound natureÕ is more truly hidden in daily life than God is. Many 
people donÕt believe in God because he is so far away, but I believe that the 
alternative to the world-as-struggle is a step into an even more bizarre reality. 
Imagine now, that itÕs not chaos and a cosmic battle that lurks behind 
everything, but a caring God. That is the universal atom become love. Then 
that turns everything around. That means there is Someone stronger than the 
chaos. That is the heart of the address to Job. God plays with the primeval 
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forces (Psalm 89:10; 104:3, 6-8, 26; 107:25-27) We are not powerless, 
something has intervened!

Then refuse to become cynical and lay aside all the chaos that you see, 
but stick foolishly to your opinion, that however incredible, there must be 
something ÔbehindÕ everything else. You are not capitulating in the face of the 
visible, but ultimately existence must be a blessing, personally tailor-made 
for us. Not a battlefield but a home. The Creation is good.  The real 
Evolutionist who is cynical, postulates that good and evil are an essential part 
of it. Christianity radically distinguishes between the Fall and Creation and 
believes that the evil is not essential to life; evil has no right to exist. It can 
thus be freed from it, the defective can be realistically set free. The Love that 
summoned it into being, can also rectify the defect Ð you wonÕt see chaos 
doing it, just like that. The chaos would have not the slightest interest.

That means confidence. Life sometimes really does seem to be a battle in 
which only might is right Ð but there is also another contender in the field, 
love, and that will ultimately win. DonÕt give in to fate Ð thereÕs something 
more.  ÔCongratulations to the softies, for they shall inherit the earth.Õ (Psalm 
37:11; 85:12; Matthew 5:5)  King Chaos and Queen Evolution crawl before 
God; good shall triumph. DonÕt just drift along with Ôhow things are,Õ because 
eventually only the loudmouths and arrogant bigheads win and the weaklings 
always lose. That becomes a cynical world of injustice. But now you can dare 
to swim against the tide. You persevere even if Fortune resists.

The world compares a person most favourably with a lion. It has to, 
because without God youÕre a lonely fighter. Christianity approaches 
mankind as a lambÉWe donÕt have to be a lion, we donÕt even have to go it 
alone, because we have a Shepherd who helps.

63 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



The question of the Q and the X

ÔJoshua was dressed in filthy clothingÉÕWith this I clothe you in a festive 
robe.Õ In a single day I will cleanse this land from all its guilt.Õ (3:3-5, 9)

Zechariah 3:1-10 (eventually 6:9-15)

More often than ever these days I am thinking: the future doesnÕt stand 
any longer outside the door, it has stepped inside. For example, I see my 
girlfriendÕs Apple computer. Earlier I actually visualized exactly how it 
would be in the future. Plastic, in creative, rounded shapes, a lot of white and 
transparent. The same as the latest model cars in recent years, the Smart, for 
example Ð they look exactly the same as in the old science-fiction films. Were 
those films so prophetic then? Or do our machines look like this because we 
thought earlier that this is how they should look? Like a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, that we thus actually mimic?

This is what my girlfriend and I call Ôthe question of the Q and the X.Õ 
Companies invent the most crazy brand-names to try and fit either a Q or an 
X into them Ð consumers then think that such a product must be modern and 
remember it more readily. But, donÕt we do that precisely because earlier the 
Q and the X were consistently used in futuristic names? Companies so badly 
want to be thought of as hip, that the future has become the present.

The Old Testament is a kind of science fiction. Only this has come true in 
a terrifyingly accurate way. Hundreds of prophecies fit Jesus exactly. DoesnÕt 
that make them genuine forecasts about self-fulfilling prophecy? HavenÕt the 
first Christians done their absolute best to invent all kinds of events, so that 
everything suddenly applies to Jesus? 

Partly that is conceivable.  Zechariah is a very accurate prophet: that sure 
enough, the King makes his entry into Jerusalem on a donkey (9:9), that he 
was sold for 30 pieces of silver (11:13), and that he would be pierced (12:10) 
Ð it is all done to make it fit the facts later. You must be a pathological liar 
and be thrown to the lions for your senseless lies (because thatÕs what 
happened to the first Christians), but it is natural to cook things up.

Except for one thing. That is his name. Zechariah accurately prophesied 
the name of the coming Saviour: Joshua. That is Jesus; not the Greek 
translation that we know, but as the Jews pronounced it: ÔYeshuaÕ This name 
is not Ôthe question of the Q and the XÕ, or what mediums on popular 
television channels do. They simply guess with letters: is there an A in the 
name, an L, no? a K thenÉAnd suddenly they come up with it, oh yes, 
Kathleen! Some people are unbelievably good at guessing, because they can 
read almost imperceptible tics in someoneÕs face whether they are just 
guessing or not. This also happens unconsciously. Perhaps the Dutch medium 
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Char has such a Ôthought-readingÕ talent.  Or maybe she is prompted by the 
stationÕs editorial team. Or by a shrewd demon, naturally.

But this prophecy of Zechariah is out of an altogether different stable.  
Jesus was a common name, and no one could fill that in later. Zechariah 
didnÕt juggle with some letters and then play about with them, but he came up 
with the correct name immediately. And with all the other accurate 
prophecies that he made Ð what are the chances? Imagine, you find a diary 
with exactly the life of your best friend or girlfriend in it. WouldnÕt you 
conclude that it is a coincidence Ð or that this friend or girlfriend has written 
it herself?

God wrote a diary himself, and we found it. But surely ages too soon. 
Mediums use tricks to guess the name of someone who is sitting in front of 
them. After that you are prepared to take their other pronouncements a bit 
more seriously. Zechariah foretold in one hit the name of someone many 
centuries later. I take his other prophesies about the New Earth in all 
seriousness as well. (For example, Zechariah 8)
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On the edge

ÔPraise the Lord, all you nations, extol him all you peoples, for great is his 
love towards us, and the faithfulness of the Lord endures forever. Hallelujah!Õ

Psalm 117

The shortest chapter in the Bible is immediately the most beautiful. So 
few words are necessary for such an overwhelming reality: God loves 
everyone, always! (See Psalm 89:3; 100:5; 118:1-4; 136)

The film BabetteÕs Feast is about similar undeserved favour. Babette 
arrives in a drab Danish village. She is destitute and offers herself as a cook. 
After a lot of kafuffle the villagers agree to take her on, so long as she 
prepares what they are always used to eating: boring and plain old farmerÕs 
grub. ThatÕs how it carries on for years, until Babette receives word that she 
has won a lottery in France. At last she can get away. She pleads with her 
mistress to let her cook, just the once, using French cuisine. That seems OK. 
In the weeks that follow, the villagers boggle their eyes out. Enormous 
amounts of exotic and delicious food are delivered to the village. Then it is 
time for the big dinner. It is so exceptionally tasty that the stiff and starchy 
villagers slowly loosen up. Life comes into the village, like fog melting away. 
The dinner is called Coup de Grace and sure enough it is grace. Because, 
what did they discover when the moment of her departure arrived? The 
villagers want to wave Babette goodbye, and they have to acknowledge that 
she was a top chef in France, but that she had spent her entire lottery prize on 
her farewell dinner. Now she hasnÕt got any money left and still canÕt get 
away. Grace is a gift that costs the giver everything but the receiver doesnÕt 
have to pay a penny. JesusÕ last evening meal was also a coup de grace. 
ÔTaste and see that the Lord is good.Õ (Psalm 34:9) He gave something that 
cost his disciples nothing, but cost him everything: Ôthis is my 
body.Õ (Matthew 26;26) His gallows meal is our grace meal.

And it shook them. They sat solidly in a world of you-want-you-pay, in 
which you get back only what you give Ð but now there came another blush 
to their cheeks, and they could do nothing else but devote their lives to 
passing on what they had tasted in that coup de grace. 

God took a risk in order to serve up his grace, the life, the friendship, the 
seasons, the forgiveness. In the film Dogville, a penniless stranger is also 
stranded in a remote village. And she also offers her services, but now an 
entirely different pattern emerges. The villagers demand a lot more of her; 
she has to clear up all the dirty jobs, work herself to death and is eventually 
systematically raped by the men. She becomes their property.

The name of this woman was Grace and this film is also about grace, but 
the misuse of it. Just like Grace, God keeps on forgiving and offering us the 
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gift of life, but we fulfil our obligation by nailing him to the cross. We accept 
his help, but we declare his gifts to be our property and leave him out of the 
equation. We think the earth is ours and that we can do what we like with it. 
We think we will be forgiven anyway and can still commit sin now and then. 
We receive a coup de grace, but we wantonly gobble it up.

Grace is a surprise.  If grace doesnÕt still catch you unawares it becomes 
an automatic instinct: ÔOh, God, please donÕt stop loving me!Õ ItÕs as if you 
sleep around and your partner just turns a blind eye as a matter of course. 
What kind of love is that from this partner? Unconditional love is always a 
surprise otherwise you will misuse it. For the slave whose multimillion-
pound debt was waived and after that goes and puts the boot into someone 
who only owes him a Mars bar Ð grace had become logical, he thought he 
had a right to it. (Matthew 18:21-35)

WouldnÕt it be safer to hold that slave more at armÕs length? WouldnÕt it 
also have been safer if God had tied us to his apron strings? God takes an 
idiotic risk by not laying down a heavy set of rules and not obligating us to 
do everything. As well as being the most beautiful text, Psalm 117 is also the 
most dangerous. God gives us freedom and by so doing he is playing 
continuously on the edge. (Isaiah 26:10) There is always the chance that we 
will vandalize the Creation. Now that he has let us loose, God dares more 
than many a Christian, because he knows that love can never come from 
laying down the law. Love, which is really the coolest thing that exists on 
earth, is mutilated by becoming something contractual and the world is back 
again to a dog-eat-dog situation.

Grace is dangerous. Jesus died because of it. And you can go and cram 
the coup de grace down your throat if you like. But it goes without saying 
youÕll still be hungry.
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On the tip of your tongue

ÔTaste and enjoy the goodness of the Lord.Õ (34:9)
Psalm 34

God is beautiful. God is incredibly beautiful. That is what that uncommon 
word ÔmagnificenceÕ means. And you can enjoy that kind of beauty with all 
your senses. (34:9; 27:4) By sniffing around you; by listening, by feeling, by 
looking. For we are the Ôimage of God.Õ (Genesis 1:27) And everything God 
has made is Ôexquisite,Õ(Ecclesiastes 3:11) the word that is also used for Miss 
Persia, Esther. Among all the stars, the earth itself is a top model, the true 
Miss Universe.

The first people of whom it was said that they were Ôfilled with the SpiritÓ 
were two artists. (Exodus 31:3) The Spirit came first to bring beauty, the 
Gospel didnÕt come till much later, at Whitsun. Is beauty more important 
then? It doesnÕt make a lot of difference; the Gospel is to be enjoyed. Martin 
Luther said once: ÔWhoever doesnÕt enjoy wine, women and song remains a 
fool for his entire life.Õ

GodÕs beauty is the whole point of Ôconsecration.Õ Consecration is simply 
made more beautiful. By God. The ancient Greeks understood that rules and 
regulations donÕt help to increase beauty. Only enjoyment. ThatÕs what the 
Greek story has to say about Odysseus who sailed by the Sirens. He stuck 
plugs in the ears of his crew. Otherwise they would have succumbed to the 
temptation in the irresistible song of the ravishingly beautiful Sirens, and they 
would have eaten them aliveÉHe let himself be lashed to the mast, so that he 
could ÔsafelyÕ admire their song.

However, when Jason sailed by the Sirens, he took Orpheus along with 
him, an unbelievably talented musician. He played such lovely songs that 
Jason and his crew paid no attention to the increasingly desperate SirensÉ
After that they were never inquisitive again.

Many Christians do the same as Odyssius. They rightly assess the 
immense power of evil, but donÕt know any better than to protect themselves 
with restrictions; inwardly they often say, yes, but outwardly their bonds 
make sure that they canÕt yield to the temptationsÉThere is another way to 
grow, which is freedom. You can be shamelessly happy. Whoever is struck by 
GodÕs greatness, doesnÕt listen to the song of the Sirens. You have heard a 
more beautiful song. And you become more beautiful yourself.

C.S.Lewis didnÕt understand for a long time what Ôpraising GodÕ actually 
is. Until he realized that it was all about enjoying GodÕs beauty: ÔI think we 
more readily praise what we find delight in, because our praising doesnÕt only 
find expression, it also completes it. It is not just as a complement that lovers 
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keep telling each other how beautiful they find each other; the enjoyment is 
simply not complete until it finds expression.

ÔIt is frustrating to have discovered a new author and not have the 
opportunity to tell anyone how good he is. Or when you ride out from under 
the trees and all of a sudden you come across an unrivalled view, while your 
passengers have just as much interest in a discarded tin can in the ditch. Or if 
you hear a perfect joke and thereÕs no one to whom you can repeat itÉ
Maximum enjoyment is glorification.  In order to pick us up so that we can 
glorify God, God invites us to enjoy him.Õ

God is like a fantastic joke that youÕve heard. God is like a super recipe 
that youÕve tasted. (34:9) You just have to pass that on. Once youÕve tasted 
GodÕs beauty, he is on the tip of your tongue.
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No glossy leaflet, but a stencil

ÔGod helps the weak and the poor to stand upright, he raises them out of 
the dust, and out of the ash heap. He seats them with princes, and keeps a 
place of honour free for them.Õ  (2:8)

1 Samuel 2:1-10 (compare Luke 1:46-55)

God has a strange preference for the second-rate. Hanna is barren, a 
scandal in those days. But she gets blessed up to the eyeballs and sings a song 
that we still know. (2:1-10) A top hit that Mary quotes centuries later. Mary, 
also one of these second-raters who has a very special place in GodÕs heart.

God himself chose a second-rate book. To be sure there are breathtaking 
passages, such as in Isaiah, about which Arnon Grunberg said: ÔIt could 
hardly be more beautiful.Õ But, by contrast it includes, quite simply, some 
flat, scant books. Think of Numbers, Chronicles, Ezekiel and some of the 
letters of Paul. And then there are countless clumsy sections and blemishes. 
In spite of what the translations make of it, originally the Bible knew little of 
elegant beauty or high-class linguistics.

DonÕt come to Israel to get turned on. The fact that Solomon had sections 
of GodÕs temple built by a foreign craftsman can only be because the local 
artisans simply didnÕt have enough skills. (1 Kings 7:13,14) And unbelievers 
provided the music. (Genesis 4:21) Hebrew is a gloomy language certainly, 
compared to the Arabic of the Koran, for example. Also biblical Greek 
sounds flat and only very slightly exalted; the New Testament is written in a 
kind of Norfolk dialect.

The Bible has always had its simplicity called into question, certainly by 
the better educated. The religions look for exalted language, which then 
denotes God. The more solemn it is the truer it is. Something like the way 
some Christian leaders still like to think, and where television also goes along 
with it: the more spectacular it is the more important it must be.

This is how new Muslims often testify to being converted through the 
beauty of the Koran. Christians will tell you that they were converted through 
Jesus. And Jesus wasnÕt literary or aristocratic. Jesus was Ôunsightly.Õ (Isaiah 
53:2) You donÕt need such a highly dignified truth when you realise that God 
became a tiny cell in MaryÕs womb, then divided and became four cells, 
eight, sixteen, and so on. The foetus nestled in the wall of her uterus, 
developed blood vessels, nerves, feet, toes; it floated around wonderfully in 
her amniotic fluid. The truth became a human being and has walked among 
us. The truth became humble and small. The truth is for halfwits. Halfwits 
understand it. Geniuses superciliously shove it away. That is the Gospel.
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Whoever realises that God became man can possibly handle the 
boorishness of the Bible. The impressive doesnÕt point to God. ÔThe kingdom 
is for little kiddies.Õ (Matthew 19:14) ÔGod helps the weak and the poor, he 
reserves a place of honour for them.Õ (2:8) That applies also to his language. 
God could have made a perfect book, but he didnÕt. No fine lines, no themes, 
no logic, but just an untidy collection.

This is what gives to the Bible something carelessly na•ve, something 
very innocent and trouble-free. As if youÕve got a date and know that you 
click perfectly together, but without realising it, youÕre wearing your oldest 
sweaty T-shirt. ThatÕs what the Bible does, because itÕs not all about clothing. 
Startling beauty would be a deceptive indicator about God. ÔA depraved 
generation longs for a sign.Õ (Matthew 12:39) With such a symbol we would 
think weÕve got a God of score-score-score. God will indeed win, but in his 
own way. God doesnÕt come with stunning beauty. Neither was Jesus 
overwhelming. You didnÕt see it in him, but the longer you walked along with 
him, the more you noticed it. It didnÕt radiate from him. Neither does it from 
the Bible.

For God chooses the second-class. God chooses the stencil over the 
glossy advertising leaflet. A leaflet like that would certainly have worked 
better. But thatÕs not how God is. Christians would often love to have a super-
Bible, a book of unrivalled beauty and faultless. But whoever wants a super-
Bible now is no different from those who wanted a super-Jesus then. A Jesus 
who is not ambiguous, from whom it radiates out. A Jesus who is a hero and 
about whom you know everything there is to know. You want to have that 
perfection on earth. But the Perfect One has ascended into Heaven, and ever 
since then we must put up with the boorish Bible.
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And Jesus kept silent in his love

ÔGod will be in the midst of you and in his love he will keep silent.Õ (3:17)
Zephaniah 3:14-20 

It is possible that the silence of Jesus is more astonishing than his speech. 
For thirty years he kept silent and then he went into action.  He told countless 
picturesque stories, but refused to explain them; it is coincidental if he 
happens to make himself clear. (Matthew 13:10-17; John 16:29) If he healed 
people, he swore them to silence about it. (Mark 5:43; 7:36; 8:30) Why did 
he do that? Even at the crucial moment when he could have said all that had 
to be said, he kept quiet. Pilate put the decisive question to him and he said 
nothing. (John 19:8) ÔHe was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his 
mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her 
shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.Õ (Isaiah 53:7) In the shortest 
verse in the Bible it tells us just how small Jesus was: he wept. (John 11:35) 
What else can you expect from a God who came to earth as a baby? Plenty of 
surprises. But nothing spectacular. ThatÕs not his way.

How many miracles Jesus didnÕt do is more astounding that how many he 
did do. But he did heal various people, and look closely at how it was done. 
In the Gentile and Jewish miracle-stories of that time they were always 
spectacular. The magician went through a standard ritual and compelled his 
divinity to heal by means of complex formulas. But with Christ there was no 
hocus-pocus, no magic phrases, no drama. There was something self-
explanatory in the way he healed, something ordinary, almost homely. Like a 
chat between father and son.

There are all kinds of rabbinical stories about people in a boat during a 
storm. They are at panic stations until the rabbi prays and immediately 
achieves a result. . This rabbi is the wide-awake hero who stands upright in 
the storm and the thunder is overwhelmed by his piety. But Jesus was asleep 
during the storm. (Mark 4:38) However, once he was awake, it was all fixed, 
without any bluffing, almost by accident.

In the silence of Christ I recognise the calmness of God.  God goes 
quietly on his way through the world. No song and dance, God works subtly. 
No one takes any notice of the whiteness of the page, but it bears all the 
meaning. It began first of all in Paradise; God didnÕt say anything when 
Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit. S¿ren Kierkgaard says: ÕThe Almighty, 
who can lay his hand so heavily on the world, can also make his touch so 
light that the creature receives independence.Õ It is GodÕs love that he keeps 
quiet. He is silent because he gives is freedom.

That means that when God interferes it is more astonishing than when he 
holds back. It is the wonder of his restraint. His caution. He isnÕt in the raging 
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storm, nor in the earthquake, nor in the devouring fire, but in the cool breeze. 
(1 Kings 19:9-12) He knows that one space in his mind would consume us. 
We glory in GodÕs power in the church, but let us also sing the praises of his 
subtlety.  We have a God who fights yet allows himself be overpowered. 
(Genesis 32:27) A God who doesnÕt invade Jerusalem and call everything to 
order, but as a hen gathers her chicks. (Matthew 23:37) We have a God who 
weeps intensely when a friend dies. (John 11:35; Hebrews 5:7) A God who 
has so much love that he gave his life for his friends. (John 15:13)  God 
doesnÕt decide to improve the world by bombast, but by coming to grief 
himself.

God is no screaming advertising hoarding; God is poetry. He was only 
small when he came into the world. Far too small to fit into our head. But we 
feel the beauty. We feel weÕve found something. That for the first time weÕve 
found something that really can make the world beautiful. We feel that this 
stillness has earned the right to exist, that this silence has earned the right to 
be sung about.. Willem Barnard wrote hundreds of songs, but I think he could 
only sing because he was still enough to sing. As he writes under the name 
Van deer Graft:

I talk to you, I name you,
Though I donÕt know you from nearby,
Only by having heard it said,
Only by having heard the silence.
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The greatest scandal in 
history

(On the ten most irritating Bible verses)

ÔIf Christ should make an appearance now, the orthodox would be the first 
to devote themselves to having him arrested and condemned.Õ

S¿ren Kierkegaard
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GodÕs shock therapy

ÔAn eternal punishment awaits them.Õ (25:46)
Matthew 25:31-46

ÔIf it were in my power, there is no doctrine that I would rather remove 
from the Christian faith than this. People tell us that it is an odious doctrine Ð 
to tell you the truth, I also loathe it from the bottom of my heart.Õ That is what 
C.S.Lewis writes, and it is not difficult to repeat it after him. What is this 
doctrine from Hell all about? You have friends, colleagues, family who donÕt 
believe, whatÕs going to happen to them? Are they going to be tortured 
forever, simply because they didnÕt believe? Is that not terribly dishonest?

No one would believe in Hell these days if Jesus himself hadnÕt taught 
about it. 75 times he mentions it! Would Jesus really leave us with a 
redundant doctrine that only inspires fear?  The Pharisees at that time could 
not have understood his pronouncements about Hell as anything other than 
eternal torture, and likewise has the Church always understood it. Why has 
Jesus never negated this Ômisunderstanding?Õ Why would he permit such an 
obviously ÔmisleadingÕ doctrine to be extracted from his utterances? He has 
personally chosen in favour of letting loose his most threatening words in all 
eternity. He left us behind with the most explosive material. There is a great 
deal that God has not revealed, but evidently he has decided that we have to 
know about this Hell.

What would you miss if there were no Hell? That is a strange question 
certainly, because the Old Testament is only aware that there is life after this 
life (See page 112.)  If they could do without Heaven, and thus Hell in those 
days, why canÕt the New Testament get along without it as well? 

I think we would all rather ask: what do you win if thereÕs no Hell? But 
God found that we would be missing something without the doctrine of Hell. 
And as you look at the history of the Church, then you see that Hell has been 
taught during all those centuries, but there were very few people who didnÕt 
agree with it. The big doubt about it has arisen only in recent centuries, and 
only in the West. An African can hardly believe that we make so much fuss 
about Hell. And older theologians and writers on the Bible really donÕt 
understand it. It is even stronger than that today: congregations who do teach 
it are clearly more successful and more vital than those churches that donÕt 
teach it. Unmistakably, you do indeed miss something without HellÉ

OK, what do you miss? A good red-hot poker to frighten people and 
wallop the Church with? Is it generally misused so that we are going to 
believe out of fear of Hell? Indeed, this does happen sometimes, but today it 
is seldom so misused. It is rather something that is Ôfast asleepÕ in religious 
teaching and is tucked away in the background, and there, even though itÕs 
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asleep, it is necessary.  In one way or another a congregation becomes more 
vital if the people know about Hell, even if they donÕt often think about it. 
WhatÕs this then? What does this doctrine of Hell do so that your faith 
becomes more vigorous? 

A world under provocation appeals to Heaven, and so does the world 
appeal to Hell: how would you dare to dismiss certain people? Can you say 
with your hand on your heart that you have never wished Hitler to Hell? And 
if you do that, have you got in mind what he has done?  The Christian faith is 
all about salvation. Jesus has come to save Ð from what, actually? Was his 
suffering necessary to release us from a negative self-image, or from eternal 
damnation?  ÔWhen people talk about Hell as insignificant, is that because 
they think their sins are only small, and so they believe in an inconsequential 
Saviour?Õ (Charles Spurgeon) If faith loses its sting, it also loses its lustre, 
and it talks exclusively about ordinary everyday questions. ÔYou see then that 
salvation becomes just a matter of personal development in this life, about 
psychological problems, and positive self-image, and so forth.Õ (Jerry Walls)

You do violence to your own awareness of injustice if you only desire 
Heaven for everyone. Then you grade the difference between good and evil 
and dull your sense of justice. And you take the pith out of GodÕs love. If God 
is not allowed to get furious anymore, what kind of sentimental love is that? 
What a tacky God he would be. Love with no boundaries is no love at all, 
merely disinterest. For if he doesnÕt take injustice seriously, what then? God 
takes our actions seriously, and our worst deeds, and only so can he take us 
seriously. If evil is simply glossed over, then we are just glossed over. God 
isnÕt safe, he is good.

(To be continued)
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GodÕs shock therapy (contÕd)

ÔWe can thus approach without hesitationÉ During his life on earth, 
Christ pleaded with tears and a loud voice.Õ (4:16; 5:7)

(Hebrews 4:14-16, 5:7-10) 

What would it be for independence and freedom if you could do just as 
you like, and then duck out through death without ever facing up to the 
consequences? Hell is the proving of the theorem, about how seriously we 
take our responsibilities. Do our deeds simply disappear into eternal silence, 
or do they follow on somewhere where they produce a reaction? There is 
only one thing worse than always punishing a child: never punishing it.

There are many tragedies that have happened because of the belief in 
Hell. But how many have happened through not believing in Hell? For, if you 
donÕt live forever, why bother about your bad character, your jealousy, the 
endless rows Ð it dies out with you, itÕs neatly put out of the way. But if you 
do live forever, you have saddled yourself with only your memories for 
company with no possible means of escape. Can you simply wish anyone a 
radiant future, just like that, without doing something about the necessity for 
change? Soothing promises donÕt turn sinners into saints. All some sinners 
wish you is a swift kick in the shins. For without a belief in a Hell after this 
life, this life becomes a Hell. In one way or another it seems Hell is the only 
possibility that guarantees the urgency of our choices, and without it we 
collapse.

With no Hell, all the urgency in your faith slowly haemorrhages away and 
blanches your world-view.  Everyone doesnÕt get into Heaven, OK Ð but then 
Hell is the only other extreme. If the doctrine really does ÔedifyÕ us, then it is 
a disproportionately brutal tutor; you could safely say a shock therapy.   Is 
that really necessary? Is the means not worse than the end?

But, as we said, no one would still believe in Hell if Jesus had not taught 
about it himself. And he would certainly not saddle us with a senseless dread. 
The doctrine is not there to make people afraid; Jesus never threatens 
ÔnormalÕ believers. Read carefully and you see that the warnings about Hell 
are clearly addressed:  to whoever brutally and fanatically rejects Christ. That 
means you canÕt just take Hell and preach it everywhere. All youÕll do is 
forward the threat to an anonymous recipient. With shock therapy I mean that 
Hell screws up your world-view Ð so that eventually it can be deeply healed.

There are nevertheless various ways by which to avoid the shock and to 
dampen Hell down a bit. Rationalise it, for example, naturally. But that is 
precisely what the Bible does not do. Nowhere does it make Hell a relative 
issue. The Bible says that Hell is absolutely the worst thing that can befall 
you. Then you can rationalize and discuss comparisons as much as you like Ð 
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our preconceptions explode in the face of Hell.  What is still our 
responsibility if itÕs eternal consequences weÕre talking about? Our 
conceptual accountability is not even a fraction of what weÕre dealing with 
here.

There is something hysterical in the anxiety that Hell produces. You canÕt 
locate Hell anywhere. C.S.Lewis: ÔI will not attempt to prove that it is a 
bearable doctrine. LetÕs not kid ourselves, it is not bearable.Õ  Hell disturbs 
like nothing else can Ð and that must be the meaning of it. God wants it to 
disturb. The comprehensive is incomprehensible.

For if something so disturbs, and if the questions about yourself and your 
loved ones just keep coming and are never hushed, what else can you do but 
either fall back on a lame faith, orÉtrust in God. Trust that itÕs not our 
capacity to judge that has the last word, and thankfully, not the divisions we 
make, but that God is the wisest and the most loving. And that he, whom we 
also doubt, knows exactly whatÕs the best for his creatures. That he will never 
do anything that is not loving, and whatever does eventually happen, his love 
will be all in all.

God is worthy of that confidence. Jesus descended into Hell. He has gone 
down deep in order to win our trust. Deeper you cannot go. That was ultimate 
love. Therefore trust is never an easy answer. The Man who saw Hell doesnÕt 
come back with easy answers. He comes with shock therapy. Not so that you 
are frightened into believing, then he would have told us even worse details. 
But that into your world-view comes such an urgency, such an unbearable but 
realistic tension, that youÕve got no other option than to trust yourself to him, 
that he knows better and that it will turn out for the best, even though you 
havenÕt got a clue how that will work.

Hell is unbearable, but in the first instance it knocks your world-view 
completely off line, it is a doctrine that spawns countless misunderstandings 
and appears to invite misuse. But ultimately JesusÕ words bring you to a point 
of no return.

79 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



Walking time-bomb

ÔIf you are insulted because of Christ, consider yourself blessed.Õ (4:14)
1 Peter 4:12-19 (eventually John 21:15-23 and 2 Peter 1:12-15) 

The endurance of the early Christians can really get our backs up. What 
sort of nonsense is that, to shout hooray because you are suffering pain? Is it 
pleasant to suffer then? IsnÕt that just sick masochism? Martyrdom: it brings 
us horribly close to the suicide bombers who blow themselves up for a so-
called higher purpose. No, pain doesnÕt matter. Allah is with us anyway.

 Christian martyrdom is nevertheless something totally different from 
what the suicide bombers do; and we can see that in the life of Peter, who 
was also a martyr himself.

1. ItÕs not something you look for, but something that happens to you; 
others begin to persecute you. You never bring things to a head yourself, but 
you refuse to lie Ð suicide bombers do nothing but lie.

2. It is not about this or that political question of ownership or whatever, 
but purely because you follow Christ. In a strange way it is this persecution 
that says you have a strong faith, and therefore, because your faith 
distinguishes you, you can shout hooray. (2 Timothy 3:12; Matthew 10:38; 
16:24) 

3. Suicide bombers want to destroy life, they hate their own life and even 
more that of another person. But Peter sees something fine in particular 
sufferings, simply because of his love of life. Read about it: he is conscious 
that he will soon be done away with, but that stimulates him to be even more 
active in telling others about Jesus (2 Peter1:12-15) DonÕt drag other people 
down with you, but carry as much as possible of what is worthwhile out with 
you.

That also indicates how deeply Peter lived through this question. He feels 
very strongly that everything will be over for him in a short while. (2 Peter 
1:14) How does he know that? ÔOur Lord Jesus Christ has made that clear to 
me.Õ Jesus had prophesied his end, but how does he come to that now?

Go back, years and years before, Christ has just been resurrected and 
appears to Peter by the Sea of Tiberias and tells himÉhow he will die. Jesus 
put it extremely ambiguously: ÔWhen you are old, another will take you by 
the hand and dress you and bring you where you do not want to go.Õ (John 
21:18,19)  ThatÕs how it will be, you can see it coming, you are elderly, and 
your nurse comes in: Ôput your arms up, dearie, then I can undress youÉÕ

But John said as well, that you must also understand the deeper and more 
sinister side of these sentences. ÔWith these words Jesus indicated the kind of 
death by which Peter would glorify God.Õ And you can see it in front of you. 
They dress you, you spread out your arms, you are going to be crucified.
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Sure enough, for example Eusebius, an early Christian, wrote that Peter 
was crucified. He moved house to Rome and in A.D. 64 the crazy Nero 
Caesar started a fire and turned half of Rome into an ash heap, and then 
blamed the Christians for it. The first great persecution broke out in which 
Paul was beheaded and Peter was crucified. Jesus had foreseen it, and he 
immediately said after that: ÔFollow me.Õ (John 21:22)

PeterÕs faith had become that deep. He had known all that time that he 
would come to a horrible end, he knew there was a kind of time bomb 
strapped to his back Ð but it didnÕt cripple him. He followed.

Peter had learned a lot. He dictated a complete Gospel to Mark and his 
letters are a touch more eloquent than his speech in JesusÕ time. Peter, the 
uneducated fisherman, the illiterate Galilean.  His impulsiveness is still there, 
but heÕs wiser now. He has sent down some roots and is no longer the man of 
the moment (Mark 4:17) In MarkÕs Gospel he even dares to tell us himself 
how he had denied Jesus. (Mark 14:66-72) Jesus had called him Òrock of the 
churchÕ and that sounded silly then (Mark 16:18), but Peter had learned, and 
nowÉ(Luke 22:32)

For about 30 years heÕd lived with the awareness that it could happen at 
any time, and it had matured him. And in his death, that old impulsiveness 
and wisdom came together.

ÔYouÕre about to be crucified,Õ he was informed.
ÔBut, not the same way as my Lord,Õ he said immediately, ÔCrucify me 

upside-down!Õ
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Go to bed Ð go and play

ÔIt is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle that for a rich 
man to enter the kingdom of God.Õ (19:24)

Matthew 19:16-26

 Jesus mistrusted money. ÔWoe to you who are rich, you have already had 
your share. Woe to you who are satisfied, for you shall be hungry.Õ (Luke 
6:24,25; see also Luke 16:13,14; James 1:10,11; 2:6; 5:1; 1 Timothy 6:10) 
But you have had money to buy this book and I to type it, so we belong with 
the rich. We are the ones who find it just as difficult as the camel that was 
stretched to a bloody thread to be able to get through the eye of that needle.

And we regularly react like the young man who came to Jesus. We hear 
his demand and go away sad. (19:22) No, we canÕt sell all our possessions. 
We canÕt. Carry a cross, fine, but not get rid of everything. Clothes, house, 
car, jewellery, televisionÉ But rush quickly to that comfort zone: ÔWith God 
all things are possible.Õ (19:26) Luckily thereÕs still a happy ending. Just letÕs 
catch our breath.

But itÕs still a pain. Jesus puts it so well. If youÕre rich, it doesnÕt 
automatically mean that youÕre going to live well! Now decent people (thatÕs 
you and me) donÕt start grumbling whenever weÕre confronted with an 
inconvenient rule, we use gimmicks.  So, for example, we bend the rules. We 
say: Ôthat eye of the needle,Õ it really means a very low gate in the wall 
around Jerusalem, but a camel can actually get through it provided all its 
baggage is off-loadedÉso a rich man can surely go to Heaven. 

More often we try to find a way out through the meaning of JesusÕ 
commandments. Although Jesus does indeed say you have to sell everything, 
what he Ôreally meansÕ is that faith must have the first place in our life.  So of 
course you may be rich, but you must keep it at armÕs length and not be tied 
to it. If God is number one, then money can be number two.  So, when Jesus 
says: ÔSell everything,Õ what heÕs really saying is: ÔBut you can hold on to all 
your bits and pieces.Õ

We often do this reversing trick. If Jesus says we have to leave everything 
behind, our family too, (Luke 14:26), we make it mean we can so stay with 
our family. It ÔactuallyÕ means that God is the most important person in our 
life. Or if he says that we mustnÕt be overly concerned (Matthew 6:25), we 
still find that it is necessary to be concerned. If we have to turn the right 
cheek (Matthew 5:39), then no sir, that only means to teach the other person a 
lesson in a loving way. ÒSeek first the kingdomÕ? (Matthew 6:33) Well no, he 
really meansÉ

Dietrich Bonhoeffer shook his head at this mentality: ÔWhere commands 
are issued elsewhere in the world, the relationships are clear. A father says to 
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his child: Go to bed! And the child knows exactly where it stands. A pseudo-
theologically addressed child would have to argue as follows: Father says, Go 
to bed. What he really means is: You are tired, but he doesnÕt want me to be 
tired. I can also overcome my tiredness if I go and play. So while father is 
saying: Go to bed, what he really means is: go and play. But with such 
reasoning the child would come up against language from his father that 
would certainly not be misunderstood: namely punishment. Should it be 
otherwise with regard to the command of Jesus? Here simple obedience 
would be wrong, yes, disobedience. How is that possible?

But with all these tricks (which I continually notice in myself) you miss 
the nub of the passage. Jesus pushes us into a corner. A camel through a 
needleÕs eye? That canÕt happen. ThatÕs like trying to shove a Mercedes 
through a doughnut while keeping both intact. It canÕt be done. A rich person 
can not get into the kingdomÉthatÕs what it must actually mean, especially 
when you see the reaction of the disciples: they were Ôgreatly astonished,Õ 
desperate. (19:25) And stronger yet, they even reckoned themselves among 
the rich and didnÕt understand any longer how anyone could ever get into 
Heaven.

We often explain Bible texts precisely by how we want them to read. So 
that it fits our lifestyle and world-view. Christ preaches radical 
commandments and we come with our gimmicks to comply with them. But 
we do not actually comply. Leo Tolstoi stared himself blind on the fact that: 
all religions have rules, but only Christian worship has rules that no one can 
keep.Õ Think also about the Sermon on the Mount: ÔBe perfect, as you Father 
is perfect.Õ (Matthew 5:48; see page 86) Wallop! A smack in the face. That is 
the unmistakeable standard. ThatÕs it. The camel has to go through that 
needle. But it canÕt.

However spiritually mature we are, donÕt make assumptions about how 
pure we are, but how conscious we are of our impurity. That awareness opens 
the door to grace. For the only thing that still remains is grace. God gets the 
Mercedes through the doughnut. (19:26)
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The advertising ayatollahs

ÔEveryone who looks at a woman and lusts after her, has already 
committed adultery with her.Õ (5:28)

Matthew 5:27-32

This verse stalks many Christians. Undressing someone with your eyes, 
flirting, sexually fantasising, few people abstain from it. And the emphasis is 
on the right hand (5:30), and thatÕs an obvious reference to masturbation. 
Then are all the teenage boys, and also countless adults, bound for Hell? Do 
they have to tear out their eye with their left hand? And how does that help, 
because you can masturbate with your left hand and undress anyone with 
your left eye. Remove that as well then? But all at once you might just as 
well get rid of your brains, because those fantasiesÉYou can guarantee that 
there were a few chuckles and blushes when Jesus came out with this 
statement.

ItÕs a pity that JesusÕ pronouncements are all quoted in telegram style, so 
that we have to fill in so much for ourselves. Because, what did he mean? 
Primarily it is just about looking at another person of the opposite sex. 
ThereÕs nothing wrong with ÔlookingÕ because you find someone attractive. 
But ÔlustingÕ is something else. Then you are fantasising. Do you have to start 
amputating parts of your body then? Jesus saw that amputation was senseless, 
of course. But thatÕs exactly why he called it that.

LetÕs have a closer look at this.  Sexual enslavement begins with a cover 
up. Every kerb-crawler has had a look and then had misgivings. Until he 
thought, ÔOh, it doesnÕt matter,Õ or else, ÔIÕve got the right to, havenÕt I.Õ This 
possibility, this first hesitancy, Jesus bombarded, as it were. DonÕt hesitate! 
The smallest inclination to promiscuity is promiscuity. (5:28) The slightest 
hesitation in the wrong direction is still sin. If you start glossing over it as 
though itÔs all OK and natural, you go ahead and your life eventually 
becomes a hell. With his bombs Jesus drives us to the other side of the road, 
away from the cover up, towards the metamorphosis of your heart. ItÕs not 
smoothing it over that sets you free, but happy is he who has a pure heart. 
(5:8)

And that is justice in the arms of God. JesusÕ laws arenÕt there so that we 
can love, but because we must love. They are not made to measure, we canÕt 
do it. But if you lower the standard is all goes wrong. Then off you go again 
to try in your own strength.

ItÕs hard going to be radically committed to that. Are we afraid of 
becoming a moral watchdog like Mary Whitehouse? Abdul Haq was an 
ordinary, young, unbelieving Friesian guy until he converted to Islam. He 
took another name and married an Islamic woman, complete with headscarf: 
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ÔIf everyone walks on the street half naked thereÕs far too much sexual 
stimulation. It demands a lot of a person to resist all the stimuli that nature 
interprets as sexual. The Koran says that the ÔIÕ that initiates evil must be 
reprimanded by the conscience. To hold too much sexual stimulation in your 
hand in your daily life ensures that the Ôevil IÕ doesnÕt get the free hand. You 
must therefore develop rest in your soul.Õ (Green Amsterdammer) 

Justus van Oel, the scene-writer, spent three weeks in Iran. Here there are 
no breathless lingerie models and sexy torsos spread across billboards. 
ÔCertainly, the majority of Iranian women are happy with their obligatory 
coverall. But this asexuality does have one advantage: it relaxes me. There, I 
became aware of how we in the West are busy the whole day raising our 
hormone level. And yes, I am sensitive to it. It does something to your 
thinking and your humour. You can smell sex all over Holland and everyone 
who has a grouse about boobs and tele-panting is an enemy of freedom, a 
C.D.Ayatollah (C.D.A  - The Christian Democratic Party in Holland) or a 
goat-banger. But fear of prudery is as ludicrous as swimming in national 
costume.Õ (Metro)

Our freedom has destroyed our privacy, all that nakedness is just as 
oppressive as a MuslimÕs burkah. But even more subtle: under a burkah you 
can still imagine what you like, your thoughts are free, but a horny picture 
offers it on a plate. Some advertising agencies are no better than ayatollahs.

(To be continued)
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The advertising ayatollahs (contÕd)

ÔOn Sunday morning Mary Magdalene went to the tomb.Õ (20:1)
John 20:1-18 

Jenna Jameson is the first porn-actress who has reached star status. 
Wherever she goes she acts as if porn is really cool entertainment. In all her 
interviews she steadily maintains that she finds it normal and enjoyable. But 
her autobiography tells a completely different story. As a teenager Jameson 
was the victim of a gang rape and was later brutally raped by a friend of her 
partner. This man murdered her best girlfriend who had accused him of 
incest. But Jameson doesnÕt declare it. She simply suffers it. She becomes 
terribly addicted and is continuously robbed and terrorised by friends. But 
she refuses to make any connection between this background and her ÔcoolÕ 
work.

That kind of abuse and emotional negligence invariably comes to the 
surface in the life stories of porn-stars.  It appears from countless 
investigations: if you watch pornography you are looking at victims of incest 
and rape who canÕt find a healthy way of dealing with it. You are watching a 
mutilated person who is being taken advantage of and wrecked even further. 
Certain television channels broadcast documentaries that pretend to expose 
Ôthe real life of prostitutes.Õ These are just sick adverts for a very sick 
industry. Not a single prostitute or porn-star ever wants their own child to 
come and work in this industry. That says it all. No man who jerks himself 
off in front of his computer screen ever wants to discover his own daughter 
among the pics. 

Mary Magdalene was a prostitute, but was set free by Jesus, and get this, 
she was one of his best women friends. Even more to the point, she was the 
first to discover that he had risen from the dead. As if Jenna Jameson, 
converted and well, was the first to discover the greatest news in all history. 
Pity about all the respectable high-ranking men who so badly wanted a 
medalÉ

In the first church gathering, Mary would have undoubtedly met previous 
clients. That would have been rather embarrassing. But then she remembered 
again what Jesus had said when she had washed his feet with her tears and 
dried them with her hair: ÔWhoever has been forgiven much can show much 
love.Õ And she forgave the kerb-crawler.

What if a young girl comes into your fellowship who you found on the 
Internet? Or later, on the New Earth?

If you are sensitive to porn you must protect yourself against it. A 
persistent refusal to get an Internet connection is one option (which I have 
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chosen for the time being). A filter is also a good idea. Or put your computer 
in your living room.  And talk it over anyhow, with your friends and 
eventually your partner. Then you donÕt have to keep telling yourself so many 
lies.

 Every nation understands shame, but it seems that weÕve begun a unique 
and large-scale experiment: to create the first shameless culture, whereas at 
its heart shame is extremely healthy. It says that you are considering someone 
else. Shame is a deep social emotion. A society without shame is no longer a 
viable society. Pornography eventually turns you into an asocial being. Even 
if you ever get free from it, all your feelings become acute and exposed.

I suspect that Jesus was the same, and at the time of his Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5-7) he looked briefly and pointedly at particular men and 
women. He knew what was going on in their heart. He wanted to set them 
really free, but not with substitute cover-ups and compromises. (See pages 84 
and 86) He also wanted to free them from the do-it-yourself syndrome. There 
were at that time so-called Ôblood-PhariseesÕ. They walked around constantly 
with their heads bowed so they never had to look at a woman. ThatÕs where 
the name came from: they were always walking into thingsÉThat happens so 
long as you try to go it alone, then you get stuck. But porn was the most 
important reason why many men realised they needed God. God can turn 
anything into something beautiful.
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Obligation obligation obligation

ÔEveryone who could not be justified under the Law of Moses, is 
completely justified through Jesus.Õ (13:38,39)

Acts 13 (eventually 13:38-49)

 Paul proclaims it already: you wonÕt believe this. (13:41) But his 
pronouncement in Antioch irritated the local Jews so much because this is so 
all-inclusive.  GodÕs grace is not for them alone, but appears to be boundless. 
(13:45) That was the reason why the Jews had just killed Jesus, because he 
wanted to open up the temple to everyone. (Mark 11:17, see page 44) This is 
very strange. Because in the Bible the Jews appear to be broad-minded 
people, so why couldnÕt they take it?

I suspect they, as well as we, are devoted to this idea that Ôyou must.Õ If 
weÕre looking for something tangible on which to base our self-esteem, then 
generally we can choose our own achievements. We obtain self-respect from 
doing something. Therefore we prefer to ÔpayÕ for our self-esteem, and if we 
believe, we also ÔpayÕ God. It seems we canÕt understand anything else; this 
is the only way we can obtain our salvation. At least we stick to the rules. 
With grace you never know where you are, you donÕt see it, you canÕt get 
hold of it, you can only blindly trust that itÕs OK.

The problem always is that you are only conditionally OK. Your destiny 
is tied up with the terms of your achievements, and of you donÕt satisfy them, 
you forfeit everything. That creates a deep unrest. But still a person recoils in 
the face of grace, because it explodes the idea of mutual self-interest, and so 
completely undermines your whole mechanism of self-esteem. (Romans 
9:32)  ItÕs the origin of so much stress, yet these rules and achievements do 
provide a semblance of certainty, while grace means you gain self-respect in 
a radically different way.

Hence, that is extremely threatening. There are no conditions, you can no 
longer measure if you are still OK, but God simply loves you, 
unconditionally. How can you trust it, if weÕve trained ourselves only to 
accept measurable results?

Obligation is safe. We especially want a strong God. For others of course, 
but also for ourselves.  Then at least we know where weÕre at.  For if God 
really does love me, do I have anything to do with it? Are my actions still 
really relevant, if everything is fine anyway? Does God really love me? 
Indeed, if you are nothing more than the sum of your actions then GodÕs love 
is well and truly abstract. But God sees more than your actions. He sees you 
as you are intended to be. He sees your beautiful essence. He can see right 
across all the mire to the pearl that you really are.
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That sounds woolly and is always peculiar. A person never gets used to 
grace. How can you ever take the risk that perhaps God really does love you 
after all, without you having to prove it?  How can you be released from 
thinking that you always have to earn it yourself?

What makes it even more complicated, is that obligation in and of itself is 
not a bad thing. Obligation wants to enjoy life. ÔWhoever loves God must 
love the other also.Õ (1 John 4:21) Jesus said the same thing emphatically: 
ÔYou must obey everything the Pharisees tell you and practice what they 
preach.Õ (Matthew 23:3)  Jesus evidently didnÕt refuse their obligations, but 
something else. What was it?

In our ears Ôyou mustÕ sounds aggravating. And indeed obligation can also 
keep you far from God, and can land you in a predicament. It so happens that 
obligation creates a problem if it becomes too important and you expect your 
salvation to come from that quarter.  While God keeps on loving you just as 
much, even if you donÕt keep all the rules and regulations! But if you think 
you can influence GodÕs love, you become so dependent upon obligation that 
you canÕt permit the slightest deviation.  It becomes so essential that you 
become utterly dishonest with yourself. Then your life gets bleak and screws 
you up. ThatÕs exactly what Jesus refused from the Pharisees; not their rules 
but their hypocrisy. Grace involves a risk (see page 68) but apparently 
obligation does as well.

Grace doesnÕt thereby cancel out obligation, but our enslavement to it. 
The Jews were irritated with Paul, because they must kick the habit; they 
must learn to let go of their dependence on rules. The rules defined their pride 
and now this innovator comes along with such an unscrupulous concept as 
grace! Oy-oy-oy!

(To be continued)
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Obligation obligation obligation (contÕd)

'Friend, I do you no wrong. Does it create bad blood because I am good ? 
So shall the last be first and the first shall be last. (20:13,15,16)

Matthew 20:1-16

Grace is dishonest. The toughest workers donÕt get a penny more than the 
layabouts whoÕve hardly done a thing all day. (20:9) When the prodigal son, 
the scrounger, returns, then naturally his older brother, who had always been 
faithful, was extremely irritated. (Luke 15:28,29)  So the first becomes the 
last? Imagine that a previous winner of the 100 metres, who has trained hard 
all year, wins nothing, and the yobbo who just dawdles down the track gets 
the gold medal! ThatÕs dishonest. 

Forgiveness can feel like nonchalantly explaining away a silly mistake. 
ÔItÕs all too easy, eh, just forgive and forget.Õ No punishment, no justice, the 
guilty partyÕs let off scot-free. How dare God! How dare we!

Forgiving includes the sense of ÔgivingÕ and so itÕs about the maddening 
idea of being underserved. The ultimate gift. Grace therefore strikes us dumb, 
it runs counter to the deeply intuitive idea that everything has to be paid for. 
It screws up all our ideas about fairness. Then Hinduism is a bit more sincere. 
The Hindu gurus have accurately worked out how long it takes before anyone 
achieves nirvana: ultimately, in order to defray the punished for all my faults 
in this and successive lives, 6.8 million reincarnations would be necessaryÉ

That appears to be a reasonable estimation and looked at like that it tips 
forgiveness off balance. Robert Farrar Capon: ÔIf the world could be saved by 
keeping good accounts, then it could have been saved by Moses, not by 
Jesus.Õ You donÕt get what youÕve earned. You get a lot more. God is no 
accountant. He has a hole in his hand.

But Jesus is quite conscious of this ÔunfairnessÕ and many of his parables 
take it into account. What he wants to say is: forgiving is no forgiveness at all 
if itÕs only about whatÕs forgivable. Whatever is forgivable doesnÕt have to be 
forgiven. ThatÕs what the world does and it doesnÕt solve a thing. (Luke 
6:31-35)  Forgiving is about stepping over your anger and maturing a bit. You 
believe only as you believe the unbelievable. You forgive only as you forgive 
the unforgivable. Therefore forgiveness is a scandal. How will you dare to do 
it? How does God dare to do it? The question is: can we forgive God for 
forgiving the unforgivable?

S¿ren Kierkegaard writes: ÔLikewise the Jews had a perfect right to be 
irritated with Christ because he was willing to forgive sins. There is an 
important level of mindlessness necessary not to be annoyed when someone 
wants to forgive sins. And there is an even more extraordinary mindlessness 
required in order not to be irritated that sins can be forgiven at all. For human 
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understanding that is the most impossible of all Ð not that I therefore 
recommend it as geniality if people canÕt believe it; because people must 
believe it.Õ

That God nevertheless forgives and sometimes people also dare to do it, is 
because the significance of it is so great. The greatest argument in favour of 
grace is its alternative: a world without grace. Permanently stuck in the 
endless round of hatred. Confined to the world of pay-up-or-else and mutual 
back-scratching. That just goes on and on, and you can never pay enough. 
Whoever cannot forgive and accept himself unconditionally knows he can 
never stop struggling and can never rest. And whoever cannot forgive himself 
is eaten up with resentment. And that sets you against others, your friends, 
your children, and so the circle of impatience is never broken. It is 
devastating not to be forgiven, but even worse not to be able to forgive 
yourself. You become poisoned through anger and thereÕs no antidote for that 
either.

There is just one concept known to history that can break the shackles of 
disgrace: grace. As I write this, Theo van Gogh has just been murdered and 
countless experts in the media sit with their head in their hands: how can we 
ever break down the circles of hate and guilt? Nelson Mandela and Mahatma 
Gandhi have lived through it and Christ even more drastically. Only grace 
will save a person, a family, a society from being devoured by this insatiable, 
hate-filled monster. Bono from U2 sings: ÔGrace, itÕs a name for a girl and a 
thought that changed the world.Õ
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Jesus was the first feminist

ÔI find more bitter than death is the woman who is a snare. All in all, says 
the Preacher, this is what I have discovered: out of a thousand people I found 
only one who was genuine, but none of them was a woman.Õ (7:26-28)

Ephesians 5:22-33 (eventually Ecclesiastes 7:23-29)

Has the Preacher had a good look? Have you searched thoroughly, dear 
Preacher? This text could also have been included in the ÔTop 10 most 
humorous textsÕ, because you canÕt do any more than have a good laugh 
about it. And so embarrass yourself, because what are you going to do with 
it? I donÕt think thereÕs anything in the faith that I canÕt get over, but I will not 
let this one go: how does it compare with the woman-friendly texts in the 
Bible?

The Preacher goes too far, but then take what Paul says: that the man is 
the ÔheadÕ of the woman. (1 Corinthians 11:3; Ephesians 5:23) Naturally, in 
relationships where the woman is the ÔheadÕ, you can observe that the man is 
not too happy about it. Statistically, that is. Generally. But then to state 
immediately that man is the bossÉIt is nonsense to suggest that Paul is a 
woman-hater, but he could have been a bit more subtle about it. I only know 
that this business of being ÔheadÕ has nothing to do with who is the ÔbossÕ. By 
ÔheadÕ we mean a captain or a chieftain and so on, but Paul is only thinking 
about the thing that sits on top of your neck. HeÕs not thinking in terms of 
hierarchy, that one is more important than the other. His meaning is exactly 
the opposite: Man and woman each have their own role to play.

And he keeps it pretty vague. More indefinite in any case than the way 
psychologists classify men and women today: men come from Mars, women 
from Venus, and so on. Mars can exist very well without Venus, and vice 
versa. Infatuated with each other, they orbit through space without ever 
having the chance to meet. Then I would rather have this kind of metaphor of 
head and body. Just imagine what a head without a body would be like. Roald 
Dahl wrote a story about a man who was reduced to just his brains and one 
eye, who floats about in a tank of stagnant water. Collaborators held books up 
in font of the eye so that the thing could read it. And his evil wife blew smoke 
into the eye every day, and the poor man could do absolutely nothing to 
retaliateÉThe woman could then be something that is interpreted as a 
ÔhelperÕ Ð which is what that word can also mean in the original Ð very often 
this same word denotes God! (Genesis 2:18 and for instance Psalm 40:17; 
54:4; 70:2; 85:4; 118:7) Just as a person is nothing without God, so is the 
man nothing without the woman Ð well yes, the same as a brain with only one 
eye floating in a tank of stagnant water.
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If Christianity subjugates women, then thatÕs the daftest thing it can do. If 
women are Ôthe weaker vessel,Õ then Christianity must stand up for them. And 
Christianity also began as primarily a womenÕs movement. Besides slaves, it 
was chiefly women who were the first members of the Church. The Church 
was the first emancipation movement and today we would call Jesus a 
feminist; as a rabbi in those days it was very exceptional anyway to have 
even one woman among your followers, but with Jesus they were in the 
majority.

I know of no religion that began as a womenÕs movement. That it so often 
becomes a menÕs club is more than embarrassing. That is why Dorothy L. 
Sayers, the world renowned crime writer, felt at home with Jesus: ÔPerhaps it 
is not so amazing that the first to stand by his crib and the last by his cross 
were women. They had never known a man like this Man Ð there never was 
such a person. A prophet and teacher who never out them down, who never 
flattered or patronized them, who never made jokes at their expense; who 
never reacted to them with: Ôthe women, God help us!Õ or Ôthe ladies, God 
bless Ôem!Õ; who admonished them without reproach and praised them 
without condescension; who took their questions and arguments seriously; 
who never compelled them to behave like women or ridiculed their 
womanhood; who didnÕt deal with them out of self-interest, and as a man, 
didnÕt trample on their dignity; who took them as they were and didnÕt think 
himself more important as a man. In the entire Gospel you canÕt find a single 
action, or a sermon, or a parable whose proper meaning can be interpreted as 
female depravity; from the things Jesus said, thereÕs never any suggestion 
that he thought of women as peculiar creatures. But we easily think along the 
same lines as his contemporaries, the prophets who lived before him and the 
Church to this very day.Õ
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God curses

ÔBut Christ Jesus has redeemed us from the curse by becoming a curse for 
us.Õ (3:13)

Galatians 3:1-14

God forbad the making of any likeness of himself. And then he did it 
himself. DonÕt make any images of God Ð and there is Jesus, in the image of 
God. (Exodus 20:4; Colossians 1:15) And then his Son hangs on the cross, 
and God himself says that anyone who is hanged is a curse! (Deuteronomy 
21:23) Just shrug your shoulders at this if you donÕt understand it. This stands 
everything completely on its head. The God who offends himself. The God 
who blasphemes his own name. God curses himself. 

Somewhere in the ruins of Rome, some ancient graffiti was found. On a 
wall someone had scratched a drawing of a donkey hanging on a cross. 
Underneath it is written: ÔAlexamenos worships his God.Õ A. van de Beek 
writes about this: ÔIf it is about Him, then He is ridiculous. He is a weak God 
who allows Himself to be killed on the cross. That is no God, but an ass. And 
whoever worships Him, is like Him. This folly is the preaching of the 
Gospel.Õ Pim Fortuyn is then called demon-possessed, but with Jesus that 
really was the case. Fortuyn was murdered by a lunatic, but Jesus by the 
House of Commons and the General Synod combined. And when he died, 
when he had no one else to comfort him, his Father forsook him as well.

People get annoyed by JesusÕ claims, his vulnerability, his grace (Matthew 
13:57; 15:12; 26:31,33; John 6:61; Acts 4:11; Romans 9:33; 11:9; 1 
Corinthians 1:23; 1 Peter 2:7) And it annoys me too. I canÕt believe it. Yet I 
must believe it. You only believe when you believe itÕs unbelievable. And 
sometimes you are so changed by it, that you still donÕt believe it. But youÕre 
no longer irritated. ÔHappy is the one who is not offended because of 
me.Õ (Matthew 11:6; Luke 7:23)

Faith is the art of believing the unbelievable without exasperation.

What the Dutch and others giggle about is the flexibility of the Gospel. 
Take this verse now: ÔWhoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal 
life. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drinkÉDoes this offend 
you?Õ (John 6:54,55,61) 

Of all the religions, the Christian faith has, in point of fact, the most 
flexible creed. ItÕs all about events. Birth, suffering, dying, rising again, and 
so forth. Buddhism has abstract doctrines, Islam, Atheism, Liberalism, Post-
modernism Ð these are all great theses throughout the world. And then along 
comes Christianity with a string of historical events.  You say, ÔThis is the 
truthÕ, but no one says now: I am the truth.Õ (John 14:6) Many spoke the 
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truth, but no one was the truth. Christianity doesnÕt believe in a doctrine, but 
in a person.

If you were to tell an uninformed person: ÔYes, God came out of Heaven 
and walked around on earthÉÕ he would think itÕs a joke. He would be 
waiting for the punch line, but the only punch handed out landed on the devil 
and the only line that was drawn was through death. If you look at the great 
philosophies of life it appears there is a wholesale demand for religious truth 
to be abstract.  We donÕt want an actual, substantial God, but an abstraction.  
Obviously it mustnÕt come too close, the Word may not become flesh. But 
truth became man and Word became flesh. (John 1)

But even so, weÕre not logical about it. We want religious truth to be 
abstract, and at the same time to live a particularly flexible life ourselves. We 
express love with a present, we marry with a ring, we breast-feed a child, we 
dance to music, we eat real potatoes, nothing abstract, (luckily) Why should 
the salvation of the world be less than malleable?

The same applies to the blood and guts of the Christian creed. How can 
something as tangible and coarse as blood now bring universal peace? 
Something so small and horrible for something so great and beautiful? 
(Ephesians 1:7; Colossians 1:20; Hebrews 9:14) It feels absurd. And 
unsavoury. You can only watch The Passion of the Christ if youÕve got a 
strong stomach. A crucifixion is a particularly gruesome affair. CouldnÕt you 
make it a little bit more palatable?

No. Jesus didnÕt come to wipe your nose and  Ôtake your hands out of 
your pockets.Õ He came into a cesspool. A ghastly concrete cesspool full of 
solid sins. What if sins had remained abstract? But evil is seldom abstract. 
The angry word can also become flesh. It starts with abusive language, and 
that leads to fisticuffs. First the plans are laid, then the stinking crud starts 
flying about. War doesnÕt exist in the abstract, neither does an abstract peace-
maker.
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Zig-zag across the field

ÔLet the dead bury their dead.Õ (9:60)
Luke 9:57-62 and Matthew 10:37-39

Three people wanted to follow Jesus, come what may. The enthusiast 
comes up to Jesus first: ÔIÕll follow you wherever you go.Õ (9:57) He (or she, 
naturally) is evidently expecting a rough ride, because Jesus has to issue a 
warning. He has just tried to make it clear that he is on this way to Jerusalem 
to be done in. (9:44,51) Following Jesus all the way means following this 
road.  No exciting adventure but a via dolorosa. For Jesus doesnÕt belong 
here. Foxes feel at home here on earth, birds are welcome, but heÕs always 
homeless (9:58) For the radical believer, faith is still a very tough deal. Jesus 
has to disappoint him; following him isnÕt cool. At a survival camp you 
always have a home base, but weÕre not playing games here, this is for real.

Then number two came along. He is shocked at this first answer. This is 
really radical stuff. ÔUm, sorry, but can I go back and bury my father first, 
please?Õ (9:59) This is most often interpreted as a mistaken priority, because 
this person thinks his father is more important than Jesus. But itÕs all the 
other way round: after the first conversation, the radical believer is aware of 
how extreme following Jesus is going to be. ThatÕs what he passionately 
wants to do but thinks it canÕt be combined with burying his father; thus he 
must do that first, and then he can follow without reserve.  So, following 
Jesus would mean having to give up your normal activities.

That is his mistake, not that he isnÕt radical enough, but too unstable. 
Things like burying your father are everyday affairs; but becoming a 
missionary, or joining a monastery, thatÕs the real thing.  Take note of JesusÕ 
answer because it sounds somewhat audacious: ÔLet the dead bury their dead, 
but go back and preach the kingdom of God.Õ (9:60) Normally this is 
expounded as if heÕs not allowed to bury his father, but day-in day-out he 
must go and evangelize. But he had asked to Ôgo backÕ for the interment, and 
sure enough, Jesus commands him to Ôgo back,Õ but to preach. The spiritually 
dead are busy with burying their dead; they mourn and see nothing other than 
death. But this believer must return for the burial, see beyond it, and seeing 
the kingdom, tell them about that. Following Jesus doesnÕt start after the 
common-place is finished with, but with everyday things.

With the third conversation in the series you have the same problem. This 
radical believer wants to follow Jesus no matter what the consequences, but 
thinks he must first go and say goodbye to his family. (9:61) And many 
expositors stand by with their pointing-finger ready: u-huh, big mistake, you 
must follow Jesus immediately without a lot of reservations, no time for 
goodbyes, thatÕs looking back. Remember LotÕs wife!
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JesusÕ answer shows he really approves, and with a broad smile he says: 
ÔVery good, in fact you mustnÕt look back. Imagine that youÕre walking 
backwards while youÕre ploughing Ð then youÕd be zigzagging all over the 
field! Say your goodbyes, by all means, because your past mustnÕt be allowed 
to tug you back if you follow me.Õ  (9:62, compare 17:32)  The third believer 
and many Bible expositors think therefore that taking your leave properly is 
no part of following Jesus; but following Jesus is separation. This doesnÕt 
mean contempt for your family, but treating them with respect; separation 
demands a great deal of thought.

Following Jesus is not running away from this life, it happens in this life. 
No fancy chat, but always down to earth. Following Jesus while youÕre 
watching TV, when you are messaging, if youÕre walking around the 
supermarket., when youÕre at work, when you get up in the morning, 
whenever you say Hi, or when you say Cheers. That includes the other bold 
saying of Jesus about following him (where he really does say something 
outrageous): ÔWhoever follows me, and isnÕt prepared to make a break with 
his father and mother, his wife and children and brothers and sisters, and even 
his own life also, canÕt be my disciple.Õ (Luke 14:26) 

Eh? Tell everyone to get lost, all the same? Jesus said this to his fans that 
found him altogether too interesting, but didnÕt have a clue about the cost of 
following him. (14:28-33) They had better wake up in a hurry. Earlier he 
wasnÕt so provocative with his more alert followers, because he explained 
something to them: ÔWhoever wants to save his life, will lose it; but whoever 
is willing to lose it for my sake, shall preserve it.Õ (9:42, also Matthew 10:39; 
16:25; Mark 8:35) Following Jesus means carrying a cross. You follow him 
in this life but you can always lose it at any time. Jesus went resolutely to 
Jerusalem and didnÕt flee away to Mary or bury himself in a monastery; or 
heÕd have pined away as an embittered old man. That is what is so 
conspicuous about Jesus, that for thirty years he didnÕt attract anyoneÕs 
attention, for thirty years he was sociable, he celebrated the feasts with his 
family and worked as a carpenter. Just being ordinary. But at the decisive 
moment he didnÕt chose the safe option. He knew they would get rid of him, 
but this is what he had to do. He picked up his cross and away he went.

Whoever wants to follow Jesus does exactly the same with his life. ItÕs no 
different with enjoying yourself. ItÕs during your involvement with these 
ordinary things that you follow him. But you donÕt have to go the whole hog. 
Love is being able to let it all go. That decisive moment can come, when for 
you itÕs the end of everything, youÕre finished, youÕve really had it, youÕre 
done for, but even then, thatÕs when you take up your cross and you go.
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Surely you know thatÉ

ÔI am the way, the truth and the life.Õ (14:6)
John 14:1-14

 At that time it was also a shocking thing to say. Christians would never 
have been persecuted if their faith had been a mere novelty, ordinary and 
including the umpteenth god.  But now this God wanted to oust all the other 
gods. The Roman Empire was post-modern, open to every possible influence, 
so long as these influences were not too pretentious. No tall stories.

Christianity is the truth, and superior to other religions. IÕm startled as I 
type this. Why does the spelling-control in Word not protest or suddenly 
crash the computer? As a Word programmer I should have taken care of that. 
It sounds so clumsy, so arrogant. Who is this Sonneveld, who at a stroke can 
pass judgment on two thirds of the worldÕs population? 

IÕll readily disguise it then. IÕll say immediately that there is also a great 
deal of stupidity in Christianity. IÕll say that other religions also have many 
true elements and that I donÕt desire to judge anyone. That kind of cop-out, 
maybe. No, this is not fudging the issue, itÕs all true. I am only using it as a 
blind. Because I find it too narrow-minded to say what Jesus himself said: 
Jesus is the truth, Jesus is Lord.

 Anyone can attack his attitude, but not because they have a truth. 
Arrogance has to do with how you handle the truth, not that you have it and 
will propagate it. Everyone wants to share his convictions. A conviction 
always sees itself as more that Ôjust a convictionÕ, more than something 
merely personal.  A conviction always knows itself to be the truth; as 
something universal. You canÕt get away from it, thatÕs how the truth 
compliments itself. A conviction will propagate itself, it will also apply to 
others. EverybodyÕs conviction has a built-in missionary zeal, and if it 
doesnÕt have this missionary zeal, then it simply wonÕt hold water.

With no conviction you become loose sand, someone that changes 
direction with the wind. Someone with no ballast. Thus, itÕs a question of 
which conviction you will espouse. Then tolerance is about the worst one of 
all. I have seldom met more intolerant people than those who preach 
tolerance. With everything you say that can be applied to them, everything 
whereby they could change something about themselves Ð immediately they 
clam up. ÔYou have to be tolerant, youÕre being judgmental.Õ 

Genuine tolerance lets everyone suffocate. ÔYou should have knownÉÕ 
Except at just one level, where you have to immediately comply: tolerance. If 
you still have a Big Over-simplified Rule after that Ð in my opinion you can 
dream up better ones than that.
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 Love, for example. That is the Christian alternative. Tolerance is 
allowing room (except at the level of tolerance itself) and quickly interfering 
if you are injured in some way. Love is to have the best intentions for 
yourself and for another and therefore be tolerant and allow sufficient room 
(especially if the other person is not tolerant and loving). But donÕt interfere 
if you strike a problem yourself, but only if the other has a problem. The 
world will become a better place as a result.

Tolerance is not tolerance versus intolerance. Love is certainly 
affectionate as opposed to someone who is loveless. ThatÕs the difference.

Naturally, the risk is that you will still roar past someone else. But I think 
you can take that risk. The druggie who has kicked the habit is over the 
moon, not because youÕre tolerant but affectionate. Tolerance is ultimately 
more arrogant. Who are you that you donÕt have to have anything to do with 
anyone else? That is just nosiness.

People would like to be helped, people want to learn what the truth is, 
people want you to love them.

(To be continued)  
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Surely you know thatÉ(contÕd)

ÔJesus is Lord.Õ (Romans 10:9)
1 Corinthians 8

Relativism hasnÕt succeeded. Sometimes you still hear such hopeless 
things as: one religion is just the same as another. Really, they all point to the 
one deep truth.  Tell me of just one agreement between all the religions. I 
donÕt know of any. Well, perhaps just one. That is also the only agreement 
that religious experts can refer to: all religions are about a Ôhigher reality.Õ 
But what sort of agreement is that?  If I have peered too deeply into the 
crystal ball, then I can also rave on about a higher reality.  This is no different 
from subsidized and intensive research into the analogy between all kinds of 
cows, and then, glowing with pride, reporting that they are all cows.

Post-modernism has come unstuck just as badly. The great project was to 
deny every objective truth. But if it has been decided that it is all so intensely 
personal, and we still canÕt communicate, why do you keep on theorising and 
writing books? Why would you say anything against me at all, if itÕs really all 
Ôyour truth?Õ Jacques Derrida was a famous Post-modernist philosopher who 
constantly tried to demonstrate that all texts are ultimately unintelligible. But 
if anyone said that they didnÕt understand his books, then Derrida got 
shirtyÉbecause, naturally, he wanted people to understand him.

Post-modernism is not erroneous because it makes things too difficult, but 
because it doesnÕt make things difficult enough. The great story told by the 
doubters is still far too simple. The fact that there are Post-modern books 
negates the books themselves. A Post-modernist who says anything, exalts his 
own opinion there and then. A logical Post-modernist keeps quiet and just 
orders a lager. And at least, even if he gets that lager delivered, it makes no 
difference: every text is unintelligible all the same.

The Relativist establishes that cows are cows. The Post-modernist sits out 
on a patio and canÕt even get a lager. And yet they still make an enormous 
point. They react, as it happens, to the violence of Modernism; the old 
fashioned attitude that says: weÕve just about sussed how the world fits 
together. (See page 104)  We have seen what comes of this attitude: things 
like the Second World War. The Relativists and the Post-modernists saw it 
coming well enough: that ÔpossessionÕ of the truth leads very quickly to 
stupefying arrogance. Truth is dangerous.

But then, to immediately root out every truthÉItÕs like trying to heal the 
patient by killing him. As if you would like to make your cutlery less 
dangerous by blunting the edge with a file, or by manufacturing it out of 
paper. Naturally, with the other option you have to proceed with care. That 
also applies to the truth. You donÕt have to soften or file the edge down, but 
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just proceed humbly.  ThatÕs a pagan craftsmanÕs job. Because if you have the 
truth in your hand, it makes you feel almighty clever and important. But 
without the truth nothing is important any more.

ÔJesus is the boss.Õ That is the ChurchÕs first statement and immediately 
the most provocative. The only one in those days who might be called ÔLordÕ 
was the emperor. Ridiculous, says the Church, our Jesus on the cross, heÕs the 
real boss of the universe.

What must you do with this, if you are saddled with a Friend who calls 
himself the Truth? A remarkable nickname. But this truth was tortured, this 
truth was beaten at the cross, this truth died Ð this truth rose again. ThatÕs 
why you must take this truth seriously. It is even disrespectful not to treat it 
seriously. Someone who did so much for you and then you carry on as if 
being tolerant is hip? Jesus maintained that he was God and no one was 
altogether as humble as he was.

I am making a lot of mistakes here. All too often I condemn people. But I 
donÕt know any better. Jesus stomped on a lot of toes. But he also washed 
their feet. I canÕt do that so well.
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The faith that doesnÕt sacrifice

ÔWhen James and John saw that Jesus wasnÕt welcome, they asked: ÔLord, 
do you want us to call down fire from heaven to destroy them?Õ But he 
rebuked them strongly.Õ (9:54)

Luke 9:46-56 (Eventually Luke 12:49-59 or Matthew 10:34-42)

Since the murder of Theo van Gogh I have often had to find some 
answers. The riots in Indonesia, the endless conflict in Palestine, the murder 
of abortion doctors in America, September 11, and now thisÉdoesnÕt religion 
by definition lead to violence? ShouldnÕt religions be restrained and made to 
relinquish their strongest claims so that we can at least coexist in peace?

Naturally, what makes this very complex is the fact that the greatest 
peacemakers were religious: Ghandi, King and Mandela. And the greatest 
mass murderers were downright anti-religious: Hitler, Stalin, Mao.  The era 
that should have dawned with Secularism immediately became the most 
bloody ever, with two world wars and the mass-slaughter under Communism, 
bringing more violence than the religions ever could have done. Given the 
chance to prove its superiority, Secularism immediately failed.

In Holland, for example, they have been attempting to find a solution in 
Post-modernism for a long time; but donÕt find too much, then you wonÕt get 
any more aggro. Yet for years it has been claimed that Post-modernism is 
passŽ. Among other things, because the non-violence it espouses is severely 
doubted.  Also because it seems violence is always lying in wait and possibly 
even more fanatical than that associated with religion.

If you now allow the difference between good and evil, beautiful and 
ugly, high and low to be glossed over, you come instantly to the question: 
what about the people who still believe in a universal truth? And this is where 
the Relativists start becoming authoritarian. Think about how the Evangelical 
Appeal (EO Ð Evangelische Oproep: the Dutch evangelical radio and 
television broadcasting station) was portrayed in the national press and how 
aggressively the network editorial staff reacted when the EO became a 
reality. Or how the NRC-Church (Dutch Roman Catholic Church) began to 
rail against Willem Jan Otten when he converted. And how you are jeered at 
if you condemn pornography.

The Relativist can rarely let himself permit his Relativism to be put into 
perspective. Relativism also radicalizes and requires its own ministers, its 
own excommunications, its own anathemas, its own forms of blasphemy, for 
everyone who doesnÕt confine the truth to his own perception in advance. 
Religion must stay nicely holed up in its den. In the first instance Relativism 
comes over all calm and serene, if the ÔsacrificeÕ first of all gives it a 
respectable, broad-minded appearance.
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Ultimately this doesnÕt work. If anyone is angry, you can actually calmly 
say: good and evil donÕt make any difference. At least, that is the strategy of 
Post-modernism and that helps for a while. But if the anger subsequently 
returns, the irrational anger no longer has a way to adjust and correct itself Ð 
namely with the same awareness of good and evil. Relativism doesnÕt try to 
make a fist by amputating its own arms. But neither can it shake hands 
anymore.

The cultural elite had been preaching freedom for centuries, that 
everything thatÕs possible may be done, and it doesnÕt matter at all what 
youÕre like Ð and so we lost our language with which to express what we 
actually keep on feeling: that it really does matter what your are like. The 
English psychiatrist Theodore Dalrymple worked with criminals for years 
and saw how they were involved in the Relativism of the intellectual upper 
crust. He describes how that, through the so-called sexual freedom in the 
rough neighbourhoods, it eventually meant there were no fathers about and 
criminals didnÕt know anymore why their behaviour had to change. ÕIn order 
to present to the inhabitants of the slums that their behaviour is no worse than 
anyone elseÕs, they were permanently confined to the world of those no-go 
areas.Õ

But according to Dalrymple, Relativism is hypocritical: ÔMoral 
Relativism is propagated through intellectuals who donÕt contemplate it for 
themselves or apply it to their own children.Õ Well-bred as they were, they 
preached sexual freedom, for example Ð sex must be freed from every 
personal obligation Ð but they made sure they looked after their own children 
thoroughly. Femke Halsema tells how her mother did everything she could to 
try and open a coffee shop, but her own daughter swore she would never 
touch a hash joint.

 (To be continued)
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The faith that doesnÕt sacrifice (contÕd)

ÔChrist suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow 
in his steps. Insults were hurled at him but he didnÕt retaliate, he suffered but 
made no threats.Õ (2:21,23)

1 Peter 2:18-25 (eventually Romans 12:18-21)

Between 1960 and 2003 religiosity in Holland has halved. At the same 
time crime has increased fourteen-fold, from 131,800 to 1,383,900 offences. 
Religion has undoubtedly been suppressed, but then at least we knew why 
certain things couldnÕt be done. The theologian Miroslav Volf came from 
Croatia and observed enough to enable him to state: ÔWithout symbolic 
codes, without judgment, you are subject to the wild current of demands. 
Only one thing is worse than terror that emerges from a system of judgment: 
terror unrestrained by judgment. Heads roll, but you can never tell when, or 
where, or why.Õ 

The customary Dutch answer to violence, based on a weak conviction, 
settles nothing. Jesus himself died because Pilate refused to search for the 
truth: ÔWhat is truth?Õ he asked cynically, and so let Jesus die as a result of his 
Relativism. Golgotha was an indictment of the weak conviction. ItÕs not the 
weak but the strong convictions that protect others. But which strong 
conviction, thatÕs the question, because violence is lurking everywhere and 
every conviction can be radicalised.

The only protection must lie in the conviction itself: what are the chances 
of it becoming aggressive? Naturally, what complicates the situation is that 
philosophies of life seldom openly promote aggression. ThatÕs why all the 
religions have nice texts about freedom, and experience their terrorist leaders 
as alien excrescences. Wars rarely begin with religion, but they become 
religious wars. People begin their wars, but then use their religious symbols 
as weapons in the battle. ItÕs not their gods who muster the people, but the 
people who recruit their gods. How can you prevent that, how can you 
prevent your ÔgodsÓ fighting on your behalf?

It canÕt be done.

Unless your God refuses to fight.
When I talk about Christianity (because thatÕs what I know best): I 

suspect that no shrewd general would ever recruit Jesus.Õ When you are hit on 
one cheek, offer the other one as well.Õ ÔLove your enemies.Õ (Matthew 5:39, 
44) These are not the slogans that'll win you a war. Jesus preaches a radical 
non-violence that permeates all his actions and eventually causes his 
downfall. When he is rounded up, he forbids Peter to defend him and neither 
does he mobilise an army of angels. He turns his other cheek. He allows 
himself to be taken away. He lost.  

104 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



There is something about Jesus by which he separates himself from all the 
gods I know, from all the heroes that everyone admires, all the inspirational 
ideals. There is something about him that makes going to war in his name 
sound absurd Ð declaring war in the name of a loser, and someone who ended 
up on the crossÉThat has got to be the silliest symbol of all to carry into 
battle And this is that uniqueness that convinces me that Jesus is the secret to 
peace: God didnÕt come to earth as an idol, but as a sacrifice.

This is where we find for the first time in history someone who says: ÔI 
have not come to be served, but to serve.Õ (Matthew 20:28) All the gods 
expect to be served: multinationals demand 70 hours per week, alcohol 
demands all your money, freedom demands total commitment. Allah 
demands complete surrender.  And here is the God who gives himself. And 
only such a God refuses to allow himself to be recruited. It is a marvellous 
paradox: it is precisely these mighty gods who first have to be served that are 
subsequently misused in war, while whatÕs really absurd is to misuse the God 
who serves. Gods who expect to be served are so strong they can become a 
handy weapon Ð a God who lay in a crib, you wonÕt find that in a pitched 
battle.

(To be continued) 
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The faith that doesnÕt sacrifice (contÕd)

ÔIf my kingdom were of this world then my servants would fight to 
prevent my arrest by the Jews.  But my kingdom is from another 
place.Õ (18:36)

John 18:28-28 (eventually Luke 24:21 

Christians follow after this Lord. If Jesus speaks about following him then 
he always has carrying the cross in mind. A Christian doesnÕt follow the 
resurrected one but the crucified one. And so God works subtly and behind 
the scenes; if you look at the world you can see how non-violently God 
intervenes. Every day he allows himself to be smacked on the other cheek. 
But thereÕs coming a day when he will show himself to be what he always 
was: almighty. And then the Christian faith will be up against one particular 
element that does sound violent: God will punish the ÔwickedÕ in the Last 
Judgment. (Mattthew 25:31)

That immediately sounds like inspiration for aggression. And indeed, 
there is an advance on the final judgment that Christians are fooled by with 
singular regularity. Fundamentalists who shoot at abortion doctors rob God of 
his responsibility. Nevertheless, aggression is a lack rather than a surfeit of 
conviction. You actually become violent if you no longer believe in the power 
of your own convictions and donÕt trust any longer that your God can solve 
his own problems; evidently you must give him a helping hand. You can only 
liberate someone else if you believe that your God will also triumph over 
your efforts.

A holy war is unbelief. Only those who can practically demonstrate that 
God is dead can indulge in a crusade or a jihad. In this sense it is necessary 
for a peaceful society to look forward to a Judgment of God. Ultimately, it is 
only the God who dares to exercise violence towards the violent who 
prevents violence. It is comforting to know that we are not the ultimate 
judges. If God wants to search for justice, then he deprives us of every excuse 
to do it right now. If there really is no God, what reason do you have not to 
act as your own judge and execute the Judgment yourself?

I donÕt mean that Christians arenÕt violent, because thatÕs what they are all 
too often. I mean that in every philosophy of life I know, violence is utterly 
condemned, especially by the Christian. You can only make a crusade of it or 
murder an abortionist if you reverse and pervert everything that Jesus stands 
for. If God were to recruit Christians, it would be the worst possible thing he 
could do, and his are the most pitiable of all people; they receive pearls and 
wear them for good luck.

Even so, the Christian faith does nudge you away from violence. Every 
philosophy of life holds up an idealised picture. In such a utopia lurks real 

106 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



violence, however, because people are determined to realise their utopia 
whatever the cost. They have to, because theyÕll never get a second chance. 
Communism has shown how many people have to be sacrificed in order to 
realise utopia. Jesus preached a real utopia that in principle can never be 
established by mankind, because it can only be received. ÔMy kingdom is not 
from here.Õ It is senseless to fight about GodÕs kingdom. The meek inherit the 
earth. (John 18:36; Matthew 5:5; see page 180)

 That explains this conspicuous apolitical behaviour of Jesus that has 
irritated so many Christians. He doesnÕt fulminate against the gruesome 
abortion clinics in the Roman Empire. He doesnÕt denounce the decadence of 
the Caesars. And the only time he was interrogated about tax, his answer is 
unavoidable. Jesus was called Ôthe King of the Jews,Õ but if Pilate (who is still 
renowned for his extreme paranoia) had seen the slightest suggestion of a 
political threat, he would certainly have judged him. But Pilate himself found 
Jesus not guilty of hankering after power. Even he was conscious that Jesus 
really had founded a utopia that was not of this world.

People can sacrifice every ideal as a means of reaching their goal Ð every 
ideal, no matter how pious. Every ideal is explosive; all except that one ideal 
that has as its goal the protection of everyone who becomes a sacrifice. The 
ideal of helping everyone who is suffering because of ideals: that is the ideal 
that Jesus lived. I know of only one faith that doesnÕt sacrifice anymore: the 
faith in which God is himself the sacrifice.  The faith in which the Lamb 
rules. (Revelation 5:6; 7:17; 22:1) In circles of violence everyone wants to 
win and hold power. But that can only happen without God. For God is the 
only God in history who lost.
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Thr ough frosted glass
(On the ten most unintelligible Bible texts)

ÔThe best we can experience is the mystery. It is the source of all true art 
and science. The one who doesnÕt know this emotion, who can no longer 

stand in amazement and bewilderment, is as good as dead.Õ
Albert Einstein
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Sneaky faith

ÔWhat will those do who are baptised for the dead?Õ (15:29)
1 Corinthians 15:12-34

You get baptised for the dead Ð what is that now? Another nebulous 
practice that has disappeared over the centuries. Someone has counted more 
than thirty different interpretationsÉ

Let me appeal to what is already clear. There is a materialistic group in 
Corinth; what they can see is all there is and there is no life after death. 
(15:12) Paul can well appreciate that, but there is just one problem: Jesus. 
Among all the raw material was a Person who defied the laws of Nature and 
rose from the dead. Since then it is possible to believe that there is life after 
death. (15:20-22) Paul devoted every hour of his life to passing this on. All 
his preaching was on this subject, all his hope was based on it, and in an 
arena in Ephesus he had personally fought with wild beasts over it. 
(15:30-32) All his current living would be meaningless if there is nothing 
beyond this life. What life wouldnÕt be senseless anyway! (15:15-19) And 
also the mysterious Corinthian church custom of being Ôbaptised for the 
dead.Õ

Evidently the Corinthians sneakily believed in life after death and 
emphatically made allowances for their deceased loved ones. One of the 
thirty interpretations agrees with that; the most plausible: some of them were 
baptised for the second time, taking the place of loved ones who had never 
been baptised but who had died. Just to be sure, you never know.

Paul played along with this. You lot only believe in what you can see, 
right? But while you get yourselves baptised for the dead, sneakily you 
actually believe thereÕs more. Rather inconsistent, wouldnÕt you say? Just as 
if you really believe in nothing at all, but yet you experiment with crystal-ball 
gazing and ouija-boards. And later sit and listen to the St. MatthewÕs Passion, 
for the sake of appearances, not the content. You laugh about it scornfully, yet 
every day you make sure you read your horoscope. And you genuinely quake 
at an occult thriller.  YouÕve got your own little rituals for getting through an 
important exam. And perhaps a talisman dangling from your rear-view mirror 
or a mascot you take to a match. The Church is out of date but Buddhism is 
very interesting. Never set foot inside a church except for weddings and 
funerals, or sometimes at Christmas. Suddenly get a religious feeling at a 
concert or standing beside a majestic waterfall. And if youÕre critically ill, 
still be prepared to pray and hope youÕll be going to Heaven.

ItÕs all so wishy-washy. You see only a few real unbelievers, thatÕs as clear 
as mud, isnÕt it.  Most of them pick and choose. They say that Christ never 
rose from the dead, but live in the meantime as if he did. You do live as if 
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thereÕs more than this life. Psychologists talk about Ôeternal optimismÕ, a 
quiet presupposition behind all our decisions that helps us feel that it all 
makes sense. You create, relate, trying to hang on to the idea that nothing will 
ever change. ÔNo one can buy off death, but our deepest longing is to be 
remembered.Õ (Psalm 49:12) If you donÕt actually change anything in this life 
you feel youÕre useless.  We never think about our end, because thatÕs enough 
to drive anyone crazy; you really have to live with an unspoken feeling that 
itÕs permanent, otherwise you would never attempt anything.

Many people say that life is only matter, but then treat it as if it has 
meaning. You get baptised for the deadÉ But thatÕs inconsistent, says Paul, 
you have to take this seriously. You say emphatically that Christ hasnÕt been 
resurrected, but without a momentÕs thought you long for eternal life and you 
live as if itÕs true. You shove that deep longing aside if you go on denying 
that thereÕs more. You would feel meaningless in an exclusively technical 
world of things-things-things. Take yourself seriously! ThatÕs how PaulÕs 
entertaining move goes:  just consign our inconsistencies to Christ.

Not long ago I hardly believed anything anymore and for years I never 
went near a church congregation. But I still remained a member. 
Subsequently, I think membership of the congregation felt like a life 
assurance. Just for safetyÕs sake.  A bit like baptism for the dead. Still trying 
to calm that restless feeling that something doesnÕt quite fit. Until that 
moment when I saw through the hypocrisy, then I could believe again. Since 
then I have been kept busy on the dizzying voyage of discovery of what 
precisely that belief is. I feel as if IÕm a sort of Columbus, but in an endless 
America. ThereÕs always a new surprise beyond the horizon

If you take your comfort toy away, you immediately tend to panic (Psalm 
9;23) Ð but  thatÔs just when real faith can emerge. Your faith-substitute keeps 
you calm. For instance, you act a bit religious or go piously to Church every 
Sunday, or you work extra hard or youÕre forever busy with the kids Ð purely 
to calm your deepest longings for a better world. But it doesnÕt work. Choose 
rather the real thing.  If you take your own longings seriously, make God 
your choice.
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You may not know anything about me, except my pin-
code

ÔThis calls for wisdom. If anyone has insight, let him calculate the 
number of the beast, for it is a manÕs number. His number is 666.Õ (13:18)

Revelation 13:11-18

What if you find a note at the station that includes a numeric code? 
Probably youÕd chuck it away. But if you really wanted to make trouble, 
youÕd walk directly to the safe-deposits and keep trying until all of a sudden 
one opens up.

John deliberately leaves a note with a numeric code lying about in the 
street. And invites us to solve the riddle of who the code relates to. But you 
havenÕt got at the ÔtreasureÕ yet. The trouble is there are innumerable safes. 
You could travel the world and still not have found the one that your code 
will fit.  But itÕs also possible that you can open more than one safe using the 
same codeÉYou have to look for them.

And that was precisely JohnÕs intention. Throughout the centuries his 
code has been applied to any number people. Usually the trick is to give each 
letter a numerical value (in English a = 1, b Ð 2, and so on).  In this way 666 
can apply to Nero, but also to Domitian Caesar, and later to countless popes, 
Luther, Hitler and Regan. The last I heard was about the Internet: the ÔwÕ in 
Hebrew is the sixth letter of the alphabet, so www is 666É And at the back 
of this book you will also find 666, really, if you have a look at the longest 
stripes of each bar-code, because there are always three, and see what total 
the shorter stripes represent, yep, 666 again. Is this book also branded with 
the mark of the Beast? 

Luckily it says: ÔWhoever has insightÉÕ  (13:18) Only those with insight 
can calculate this, otherwise the whole thing gets out of hand. John didnÕt 
leave his note lying about for thieves, who try to make it fit Luther and 
suchlike (funnily enough, it does fit him), but for those on whom this 
ÔwealthÕ can advantageously be spent.

And thus it appears to be a code that fits several Ôsafe-deposit boxesÕ: 666 
doesnÕt stand for just one distinct person, but every period has its own 666. 
Even so, there isnÕt just one antichrist (according to John 2:18) but more 
antichrists. It apparently stands for a style, the style of a series of antichristian 
rulers. These rulers are recognizable.  They are similar to Jesus, but as you 
dig a bit deeper, you notice their real intentions.(13:11) Their government is 
global and has religious features. (13:12-14) They will not accept any other 
vision (13:15). And one of their weapons is the exclusion of dissidents from 
access to the economy. (13:16,17)
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Therefore John leaves it vague. He doesnÕt leave the ÔsafeÕ out in the open 
(I mean a distinct name that applies to just one figure), but a code that fits 
more names. Now our calculations wonÕt always work out. We can never be 
falsely reassured by neatly sticking the name on some person in the distant 
future. We canÕt be precise but must always be on the lookout and remain 
constantly alert. (Matthew 24:43-44) In that there lies the threat of 666.

Christians are sometimes afraid of the number 666 itself. People avoid 
using it on number-boards and house-numbers. Funny to find 666 written on 
SolomonÕs payslip every year! (1 Kings 10:14) As if the Bible would make it 
clear that it doesnÕt refer to the total, but to the pattern. So donÕt try to settle it 
once and for all, keep searching.

666 is a wonderful total. It is the sum of all the numbers from 1 to 36 
(thus, if you add up 1+2+3 +É+36 = 666). And again 36 = 6 x 6. Every 
factor of the total 666 is 6. In Judaism, 6 stands for the 6 days of Creation, 
thus for what is earthly, whereby the last day is not reckoned with the rest.  
All the earth, without rest, is indeed demonic: hysterically searching for 
enjoyment without ever being satisfied. It you calculate the total for Jesus 
then you come to 888. Actually a new week began with him, a new creation. 
Jesus is the Creator + 1, God plus human life: he is God and man. 

From Jesus we donÕt get a code, but just his Name. We get the wealth 
immediately. That is the difference with evil. With evil you have to 
understand and search for the code, it is constantly changing its form. The 
Saviour of the world never changes and you know him.
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The eternal now

ÔThis generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have 
happened.Õ (24:34)

Matthew 24:29-35 (eventually 24:1-51)

Pardon? Is Jesus promising here that heÕll come back within just one 
generation? If so, then something has gone badly wrong with his planning, 
because he is already 2000 years too late. YouÕd expect him to keep to his 
own timetable better than that.

Indeed some Christians at that time thought that God was Ôdilly-dallyingÕ. 
(2 Peter 3:9) Many of todayÕs Bible commentators suggest that the early 
Christians believed Jesus would return quickly, within just a few years. But 
when that didnÕt happen, many were disappointed and had to readjust their 
earliest theology. JesusÕ statement that Ôthis generation will experience all 
these thingsÕ must therefore be dated before the correction. Either it must 
have been dreamed up by early Christians who were far too hopeful, or Jesus 
himself made a miscalculation.

However, in that case MatthewÕs Gospel must be dated after A.D.70. After 
all, in that year the temple was destroyed and Jesus had detailed that in the 
same discourse. (24:1-28) Then it would have been invented after the 
destruction of the temple. But if they were busy cooking this up, why take 
note of such an ÔunrealisticÕ statement, that Christ would return within one 
generation? In A.D.62 countless Christians were molested by Nero and with 
the then current life expectancy, at least half the eyewitnesses died. If youÕre 
busy Ôshredding,Õ and in the meantime undoubtedly disappointed as well, 
why donÕt you shred the ÔunrealisticÕ promise as well while youÕre at it?

But there it still stands. Unbelievable. Unless itÕs historical and Jesus 
meant something other than what we think. It so happens that he was 
preaching to provoke his disciples who were proudly doing a bit of 
sightseeing around the temple. Then for the most part his discourse is not 
about the end of the world, but about the end of the temple. ÔWhen will this 
destruction take place?Õ the disciples ask. (24:4) And then comes the answer: 
ÔWithin this generation, in fact!Õ (24:34)

This prophecy of Jesus is not about the Second Coming, but about the 
destruction of the temple. And this did actually happen 40 years after this 
discourse. The confusion arises because Jesus joined this catastrophe 
seamlessly with that of the world. You find the transition from temple to 
world in 24:29 (and in parallel passages in Mark 13:24 and Luke 21:25). 
Jesus first looked at the near future but then suddenly turned to the wider 
aspect of what lies beyond that.
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Even so, this expansion of perspective is suddenly bewildering. In one 
instant we find ourselves thrown from A.D.70 to the Second Coming Ð and 
that still has to happen. Spanning 2000 years with a nonchalant gesture, just 
like that. In his writing Matthew goes too far when he states that the Second 
Coming will occur ÔimmediatelyÕ after the destruction of the temple. (24:29) 
Two thousand years is immediately?  And then, to the criminal beside Jesus 
on the cross: ÔI assure you, today you will be with me in Paradise.Õ (Luke 
23:43)

ThatÕs what you call JesusÕ prophetic pride! Because, naturally, this isnÕt 
Ôswinging the lead.Õ Naturally no accident happened and he didnÕt run into 
any delay. He is raring to come back. It can happen at any moment. The 
kingdom is about to dawn. (Luke 21:31). ItÕs on the starting-line Ð weÕve 
only been waiting 2000 years for the ÔoffÕÉ

Now donÕt get cynical. Cynicism is what overtook some of the early 
Christians, and we can still fall into it. ItÕs a feeling of being shut out, that it 
will never be any different, that there will never be a definitive solution, that 
at the heart of it everything will stay the same. But we do live in that 
Ôimmediately,Õ we live in that one quick word ÔnowÕ. At any moment, any 
minute now it could have happened to everything and everyone.
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If paper looks like concrete

ÔNo man can redeem the life of another, the ransom for a life is costlyÉ
death is their shepherd.Õ (39:8,9,15)

(Psalm 49)

Just this one thing is missing from the Old Testament. Virtually 
everything that is fulfilled in Jesus has already been revealed. The more I 
read the Old Testament, the less new the New Testament appears to be. So 
much of what is unveiled there, invariably seems to be ages-old breaking 
news. The Jews are more closely related to us than we think. But only one 
thing is lacking: the expectation of a life after this one.

Wherever you read, death is always the ultimate end. For that matter 
Judaism is still vague about it. A human life is a mere speck of dust and the 
dead disappear into nothingness. (Psalm 39:6; 89:48; 146:4; Proverbs 9:4-6; 
Job 10:20-22) Our only consolation at a funeral today Ð that our loved one is 
alive in Heaven Ð is not mentioned anywhere. Psalm 146 only promises 
salvation to the next of kin, and only during their lifetime: ÔGod upholds the 
cause of the oppressed, and gives food to the hungry.Õ If it doesnÕt happen 
now, then it will never happen again.

ThatÕs short sighted, you would judge on reflection.  The dead can indeed 
honour God (Revelation 7:10 versus Psalm 6:6; 30:10; 88:11; 115:17) There 
really is a life after death and everything doesnÕt have to be accomplished in 
the here and now. YouÕre sitting in a car and the brakes fail, and you crash at 
high speed into a wall. But the wall is made of paper. ThatÕs the New 
Testament discovery. You can pass through death. Death is not made of 
concrete but paper. Death is the setting for a soap-opera.

In those days, why did God restrain himself like that, while later in 
Revelation the metaphors tumble over one another, so now God can 
enthusiastically shows us the future? You can only guess. In every case 
people did want to live forever in those days. ÔIf a man dies, can he live 
again? Then I shall live in hope.Õ (Job 14:5-22. See also Psalm 23:4; 103:17) 
And sometimes it looks as if they really do believe in eternal life. Many 
nations around Israel certainly believed in it. The Israelites themselves had to 
build the Egyptian pyramids; mummies travelled to an eternal somewhere. 
But it sticks out like a sore thumb that the Israelites refused to believe 
anything about it. As if they would firmly maintain that death is an enemy. 
Not like in heathenism where they tried to make friends with death, as 
something thatÕs actually worth living for. ÔWith no one dying, no life would 
be possible.Õ Ð that is the modern variant. ÔDeath is part of the deal.Õ No, 
death is not part of it! Judaism refuses to allow good and evil to coalesce and 
to tone down the threat of death by dreaming about eternal life.
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Otherwise Heaven would quickly become just a sweetener. Earthly life 
isnÕt much now, but later it becomes beautiful. ÒEverything will be OK.Ó But 
you donÕt find the Bible proclaiming an easy fix. God has created this world 
and chosen to maintain it in existence. Therefore now is unbelievably 
important. No putting it off till later. God doesnÕt do that either. God loves the 
here and now! (John 3:16; 2:2; 4:9) Jesus was born on earth, not in Heaven. 
In spite of all the disappointment, Judaism held on to the fact that God works 
now. 

Perhaps God has restrained himself from talking about Heaven, because 
otherwise Judaism in all its pain would have drifted away from the present, 
embraced death as a friend, and thus melted down the tension between good 
and evil. But just before Jesus came, God could restrain himself no longer 
and drizzled a knowledge of Heaven over Judaism. Then came the absurd 
disentanglement. God himself paid the sky-high price of death (49:8,9) Since 
then God, not death, is the shepherd. Death crawls before Him (49:15) The 
paper tiger.
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A furious Jesus

ÔPay attention to everything the Pharisees tell you and act accordinglyÉ 
Pharisees, you are hypocrites! Tombstones! Morons! (23:3,17,27,29)

Matthew 23:1-12, 29-30

This furious outburst from Jesus is downright unbelievable.
IÕve always been taught that the Pharisees were bad, completely hogtied 

by dismal, pernickety rules. You mustnÕt peel and eat a windfall apple 
because, O vey! perhaps it fell off the tree on the Sabbath, and that would be 
working, and breaks the Sabbath commandmentÉChrist has set us free from 
these finicky regulations.

Now, secondly, Jesus himself says that you do have to listen to the 
Pharisees, and you have to do what they sayÉ(23:3) Are they better than we 
were led to believe, then? But further on, the Pharisees are a lot worse than 
we thought. They are hypocrites, morons, snakes in the grass! Yes, they even 
make their proselytes ripe for Hell. (23:15) So, we donÕt have to listen to 
them now?

And thirdly I canÕt understand how such a wise and friendly man as Jesus 
can get so riled up. And furthermore, his fervour doesnÕt seem fair. Time and 
again Jesus called them Ôactors,Õ but the Pharisees desperately wanted to be 
the genuine article. Countless Pharisaic writings have been preserved, but 
nowhere do they make such a petty difference between swearing by the 
temple and by the gold of the temple. (23:17,18) And if, for instance, they did 
nothing, then that was eating non-kosher camel meat, not to say ÔgorgingÕ on 
it. How does Jesus arrive at that? Why is he so extreme and unreasonable?

You can be sure that you could cut have the tension with a knife. The 
Pharisees want Jesus dead. They only need a handy complaint against him, 
thatÕs all. But Jesus has got it sussed. He stands for Abel and Zechariah 
(23:35) Abel was the first righteous person to be murdered, Zechariah the 
last, (Genesis 4:8 and 2 Chronicles 24:17-22, that is the last book in the 
Hebrew Bible.) This people had got rid of everyone from A to Z and now all 
this blood that had been unjustly shed comes together in the person of Jesus. 

At that time they must have been wise to the unreasonableness of JesusÕ 
accusation. But he formulates it so incongruously that you must see right 
through it. Then you discover that itÕs really all about Jesus himself. Jesus is 
the new temple of God and he is the true altar. God lives in him and through 
him the nation is granted an amnesty. In point of fact the Pharisees donÕt 
differentiate between the temple and the temple gold, but they are so finicky 
about separating Jesus from God.  They swear by the ÔinsideÕ of the temple, 
by the gold in the temple, and by God. They believe in God. But Jesus, the 
genuine ÔoutsideÕ of God, his temple, they brush aside. (John 5:23)
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That is the deeper meaning of what the Pharisees teach. ThatÕs why we 
have to listen to them and take the Old Testament more seriously We canÕt 
write off their petty rules quite so readily as we did in the past. They contain 
a deep wisdom about who Jesus is. GodÕs rules reveal that we canÕt make it. 
(See page 84 and 90.) And yet, rules want us to have the good life, rules are 
gentle. Helping hands that nudge you in the right direction.

If you donÕt handle the rules properly then you imply that you can follow 
them perfectly. And then you donÕt follow them gently, but rigidly. You lay a 
yoke on yourself and then kid yourself, that by beavering away at them you 
can make it. That was the mistake the Pharisees made; not that they didnÕt 
stick to the rules, but that they followed them in a wrong way. They didnÕt 
see the depth of them: that they all pointed to JesusÕ emancipation. Jesus is 
the answer to our impotence. He lived faultlessly and followed all the rules 
(Hebrews 4:15) All his life he lived gently and considerately. 

Are we often so condescending towards the Jewish laws because we 
would rather not know how guilty we are ourselves? WouldnÕt we rather have 
a sickly Jesus? Jesus provokes. He knows that later we will all too readily 
depict him as an eternally mild man, including his wan smile. After Matthew 
23 thatÕs no longer possible. HeÕs either an unbalanced loudmouth, or he is 
someone who is justly furious if we mess about, trying to separate him from 
God. HeÔs either a weirdo or the Saviour of the world.
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The sun is blown away

ÔWake up, Lord why are you asleep?Õ (44:24)
Psalm 44:18-27 (eventually Romans 8:18-30)

A young soldier fought in the hell that was Stalingrad. His father, a 
preacher, saved his last letter, in which he wrote: ÒI have sought God in every 
alleyway, in every ruined house, on every corner, in every comrade, 
whenever I lay on my bunk, whenever I looked towards the heavens. God 
never let himself be seen when my heart was crying out for him. No, father, 
there is no God. And if there really is a God, thatÕs only how it is with you, in 
the hymnbooks, the prayers, in the pious messages of the priests and pastors, 
in the ringing of the bells and the smell of the incense Ð but certainly not in 
Stalingrad.Õ

In 1940, as many as 300,000 Jews were transported to an enclosed area in 
Warsaw. On top of that, during the time they were there, they were either all 
murdered or taken away to a camp. After the war someone found the 
following text on a wall in the empty ghetto: ÔI believe in the sun, even when 
itÕs not shining. I believe in love, even if I donÕt sense it. I also believe in 
God, even if I canÕt see him.Õ

The soldier in Stalingrad, the Jew in Warsaw. For the one, God was only 
incense, for the other, God was more real than the sun. This was their 
question: is God more real than the sun, or is God like incense?  Is God just 
hidden for the time being but will shortly shine like the sun on the horizon Ð 
or is he blown away like incense, never to come back again?

When I saw intense suffering I often asked: God, why? If felt as if God 
had deceived me and misled the world. (Jeremiah 4:10; 15:18)  God felt more 
and more like a dead weight. I saw suffering and suffered because of it, but 
more than once that brought me a problem with God. He made everything 
even worse. No comfort Ð excess baggage.  And then God just blew away. 
Incense. He had made a nice lot of smoke but that was gone for good. God 
was something for then, not now.

I was waiting to be released from the why-question. But the question 
wouldnÕt go away. And slowly I realised that everyone asks the question, 
why?  Whoever doesnÕt ask why, has stuffed his feelings away. For everyone, 
the religious and the non-religious, suffering is a terrible mystery. There is 
only one difference: the believer  has hope.

Doing away with God doesnÕt get rid of the question, but all hope of an 
answer. The ÔwhyÕ remains and becomes even more malicious. I kept on 
asking why, but I was asking no one. If God exists then you ask yourself 
where he is. If God doesnÕt exist then thereÕs no one you can approach. You 
donÕt know any more why you should ask anything. Do I prefer a father who 
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never comes, to someone who is no father at all? The pain of the believer is 
that the possibility of salvation is not realised yet, the pain of the unbeliever 
is that thereÕs no more possibility. Suffering remains a mystery, but now it 
had become a hopeless mystery. God appeared to be just a dead weight, but 
the emptiness of space seems even more unbearable, because of how heavy 
emptiness is.

I lived first of all in a dishonest world, but now that I had said farewell to 
God I lived in a meaningless world. And I didnÕt understand any longer why 
evil really was evil.  I felt it, I felt it everywhere, but wasnÕt that just the way 
things are? Completely by chance, pointless outer space had taken me for a 
ride, overwhelmed by a ponderous destiny Ð who was I then, to protest and 
call that evil, thatÕs normal isnÕt it? ThatÕs also very similar to what many 
Christians say: you must accept suffering, it is all the will of God, and you 
canÕt do anything about it. God does what he likes, and thatÕs it. But if God 
simply coincides with this life, then we canÕt add anything to it, and he 
doesnÕt add anything either. To see God in everything is to abolish God.

I would rather keep on calling pain dishonest. Not just senseless. Because 
I wanted to keep on fighting and questioning. If I were to give up God, I 
would give up the world, I would give myself up. And so God slowly 
becomes like the sun again. I donÕt see him shining, but he must exist and can 
reappear at any time. I must carry on asking, only then will it become a bit 
more pleasant here Ð but the only reason to keep on fighting is because I 
know thereÕs Someone fighting with me. Then thereÕs meaning in my asking 
questions and going forward. Only as God sympathises with my questions do 
I feel that I am being taken seriously. If there is no God to sympathise with 
me, I might just as well give up. Then I phone around with a computerized 
voice and there are thousands on the lookout for me. Then I stand in front of 
an empty hall to act out a tragedy, then I organise a mega-feast and no one 
shows up. If God exists, then I exist too. Everyone, believers and unbelievers 
alike, ask their gods Ôwhy.Õ I know of only one God who argues with himself. 
ÔMy God, my God, why have you forsaken me?Õ cried Jesus on the cross. 
Only such a God knows you just as you are. Only with such a God can you 
feel at home.

(To be continued)
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The sun is blown away (contÕd)

ÔIf you had been here, Lord, my brother would not have died.Õ (11:21,32)
John 11:1-44

During his lifetime Jesus raised three people from the dead. The 
adolescent boy from Nain, the young daughter of Jairus, and his friend 
Lazarus. (Luke7; Mark 5; John 11)  And with two of them he came too late. 
If heÕd arrived earlier JairusÕ daughter would have still been alive, and if he 
hadnÕt let himself be delayed, Lazarus wouldnÕt have died. ItÕs as if heÕs now 
passing by. As if Jesus lets himself be delayed for 2000 years, is busy with 
something, and so everyone is unlucky and dies. Delay.

Just before he died Jesus told a series of stories that are about this delay. 
They are about the meaning of life. About the question of the centuries after 
him. Soon he would be dying himself, and everything around him is 
extremely tense, and at that very moment he tells the deepest there is to tell 
about life. (Matthew 21:33-46; 22:1-14; 25:1-13; 25:14-30; 25:31-46)  If you 
bring the parables together, you get a picture of a God who has gone abroad 
to prepare a feast. You see him as it were decorating the banqueting hall, he 
puts the chairs out, hangs up the paper-chains. And obviously heÕll need time 
to do all that. WeÕre not there yet. We live as partygoers, as people who are 
on the point of going on an outing. We hop from one foot to the other with 
the suspense, we stand in the hallway with our best clothes on, a blush on our 
cheeks, almost, almost itÕs about to happen.

Jesus said that he was going away Ôto prepare a place for usÕ for Ô my 
FatherÕs house has many places to stayÕ. (John14:2) He describes GodÕs 
palace as a royal facility with countless units. Think about luxurious hotel 
rooms. And Christ goes to make these rooms ready. That makes you think of 
charladies. Shaking the blankets out, laying out clean towels, sweeping the 
floors and so onÉThis picture is not so silly as it seems, because he had just 
been doing some cleaning work himself; he had washed the feet of others. 
(John 13) Or is he doing some building work, as He did on earth as a 
carpenter? But in any case, when heÕs ready, we can take up residence. Ready 
for the eternal holiday in a mega-star hotel.

Someone angrily asked my girlfriend: ÒWhat was he doing up there? Was 
he paperhanging while his Jews were burning in Auschwitz?Ó HasnÕt God got 
anything better to do than odd jobs while the world goes to the dogs? I just 
saw a comic-strip in Metro in which God goes to the toilet, and when he 
comes back a nuclear war has broken out.

The questions keep coming. WeÕre still waiting. Because God is not just 
busy with decorating the banqueting hall, but also with the invitations. He is 
still searching for the hundredth sheep that has wandered away, says Jesus. 
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But that means that he has Ôleft the other ninety-nine in the 
wilderness.Õ (Luke 15:4) WeÕre still living in a wilderness, because God still 
wants a lot more people to be at his feast.

And in all the previous centuries the people lived in the wilderness, 
because we must come to the feast as well. ÔAll these people have not seen 
the fulfilment of what they were promised, because God wouldnÕt let them 
reach maturity without us.Õ (Hebrews 11:39,40) The generations before us 
have had to wait so that we could be invited. And we must still wait, so that a 
lot more people can enjoy the feast. ItÕs as if a wedding has been postponed 
because the bridal couple are still busy retrieving the addresses of long lost 
friends.

God leaves us behind in the wilderness while he searches for the 
hundredth sheep. And heÕs kept us waiting for a long time. There have been a 
lot of predators about. We call out to the shepherd to see if he can come back 
at last. But we know we do it for that hundredth sheep. At one time we were 
that hundredth sheep. And we know that once it is found and is brought back 
into the fold, we forget everything else and are relieved that we must wait.

The Sabbath between the death of Christ on Friday and his resurrection 
on Sunday morning is called Ôthe silent SaturdayÕ (in Holland). But weÕve 
been living for 2000 years in a silent Saturday. We have lost Christ and donÕt 
know for sure that he will return. What we really need is a sign. A first ray of 
light, a first signal that the sun hasnÕt blown away but that the day really is 
going to dawn. That God will really come back and make everything clearer, 
however long the night has lasted. That God is actually like the sun.

The world is handicapped and I know of no power that can rescue it. 
Everything has been tried already, but it doesnÕt work. ThereÕs only one thing 
by which I hope that it ever could be rescued, a small flash of light in the 
night, like a beam of sunlight peeping above the horizon: a resurrection of 
Someone long ago.
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Puny faith

ÔIf you had faith as a mustard-seed, you would say to this mulberry-tree, 
ÒBe uprooted and be planted in the seaÓ and it would obey you.Õ (17:6)

Luke 17:1-10 (eventually 17:10-21)

Faith is na•ve. A mulberry-tree has an exceptionally deep and widely 
bifurcated root system. But that it could break loose and fly off into the sea 
and be replanted Ð where even longer roots would be necessary? In fact, 
entire mountains are not a problem. (Matthew 17:20; John 14:20) If you only 
had a puny faith, you wouldnÕt have to think of going to Austria for your 
holiday, but have the Alps come fluttering over here and plonk down next to 
your East End tower block.

I havenÕt had any reports of any rustling mulberry-trees passing by. 
Maybe such a feat would have been a piece of cake to a Mother Teresa, or 
someone like her. And why are the Alps still standing where theyÕve always 
stood? Sweet dreams for Jesus, but na•ve, surely.

Mother Teresa did greater things than getting mulberry-trees to fly. But, if 
it were necessary, she would have had mulberry-trees flying about. Or 
equally, danced a polonaise while learning the Declaration of Independence 
off by heart. 

By why didnÕt Teresa get any mulberry-trees to fly? Because it would 
have been bragging. In the worldÕs eyes Christians are Ôonly servantsÕ: it does 
no good to draw attention to yourself, because itÕs no more than your 
responsibility.  (17:7-10) Faith works, but not boastfully. You canÕt 
demonstrate very much. God is not a God who brags. Christians are not 
required to display a lot of impressive behaviour. Ostentatious church 
buildings, in-your-face slogans, enviable membership totals Ð it sooner 
indicates moderation than vitality. The Early Church didnÕt have any neon 
lights on its fa•ade, but could only draw an ichthus in the sand with a 
trembling hand. 

ÔGod has put us apostles on display at the end of the procession. We have 
been made a spectacle to the whole world.Õ (1 Corinthians 4:9, see also John 
14:30,31) If you heal ten malaria patients, only one will come back to thank 
you (17:18) ÔThe kingdom of God doesnÕt come with careful 
observation.Õ (17:20) Jesus walked mutely to the cross. God has whistled his 
way through history. (See page 32 and 74). Here and there he healed 
somebody. It is a greater disgrace to shout about God than to keep quiet about 
him. 

But still, what sort of language is this: ÔNothing will be impossible for 
youÕ? (Matthew 17:20) IsnÕt that hopelessly manic, childish as well?  It 
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sounds so typically American: if you really want to do it, buddy, you can. You 
can do anything, go for it!

I donÕt believe I can wish a Jesus on the world who said: ÔFaith can do a 
lot, OK, but canÕt get mulberry-trees to fly.Õ That sounds a bit more down to 
earth, but then you introduce a Ôthat canÕt be doneÕ by God. You turn life into 
something severely constricted. There are prayers that God clearly canÕt be 
associated with. And you give up searching. ThatÕs why Jesus refused to 
speak subtly. In this case a nuance would be deadly for a wavering disciple. 
ThereÕs an enormous power in Ô that canÕt be done.Õ It works like an oil slick. 
If the one canÕt, then very rapidly the next one canÕt either. You can be 
devoured by Ôthat canÕt be done.Õ

Then youÕve become cynical. Jesus refused to give the slightest occasion 
for this kind of cynicism:  believing is so difficult, I really donÕt knowÉ He 
knocks every Ôthat canÕt be doneÕ from your hands with his absurd statement. 
Not a single excuse will do. God can do everything, so weÕre not restricted at 
all. If thereÕs a problem somewhere, then itÕs with the believers. Why canÕt I 
get a mulberry-tree to fly? Because my faith is more puny than a mustard 
seed. I am nowhere near mature enough for the na•vetŽ of faith.

You have to discover commonsense. Commonsense comes through 
surprises. If commonsense is your starting-point, you start with what you 
think can be done, and that is always too little. Anticipate more than you 
expect.
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Cosmic Energy gets hairy armpits.

ÔThat which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we 
have seen with our own eyes and looked at, and our hands have touched, that 
is what we proclaim: this is the Word of life.Õ (1:1)

1 John 1:1-4 (eventually Hebrews 2:5-18)

ÔHe, who as God, knows no sleep, slumbers on a cushion. He who knew 
who Judas was, was betrayed by Judas. He who was honoured as God, was 
reviled. He who secured the heavens upon nothing, is himself attached to the 
cross. He who gives life to all, his side was pierced with a spear. He who 
awakens the dead, is laid in a grave.Õ

 This was written by one Hippolytus, around the year A.D. 200, and you 
can sense the bewilderment that ran through JesusÕ disciples immediately 
after his resurrection, and still has the Church with her hands in her hair. God 
became man. All the thinking of Christianity has really only one purpose: to 
attempt to understand why. Why did God become man? Why did the 
immeasurable become computable, the perfect terrestrial, the beautiful grimy, 
the Highest a cell-cluster? You know beforehand that you wonÕt grasp it. You 
canÕt say anything about it and yet at the same time you have to. For if this is 
true, then you simply have to do with the most far-reaching and most unique 
happening ever. You just try and keep quiet about thatÉ(1:1)

The little bit that the Church has learned to say about it does come close: 
that God became man in order to save us. In some way or other humanity has 
to be saved (that is still not the most difficult step, just look around you) and 
God wished to do that through sharing in our existence (and then your mouth 
immediately falls open). We can only be saved if God shares our life.  We 
havenÕt got a hero here who organizes a pitched battle to undertake our 
rescue, or slays seven dragons, pulls off some clever tricks and defeats a 
villain Ð this hero rescues us by becoming one of us. (See page 28 and 40.)

An undercover operation is the only thing with which this can be 
compared. Think about the director of a factory who goes onto the workshop 
floor in ordinary working gear, and sees, feels and senses what itÕs like to be 
one of the workers. There are countless myths and fairytales about a god, for 
example, who comes down to earth, or a prince who becomes a pauper for a 
while. Temporarily. If Kent Clark takes off his off-the-peg suit, he becomes 
Superman once again. In the stories the ÔgodÕ is always visiting in disguise. 
And that is the difference. The thing is, God didnÕt come under cover. He 
wasnÕt wearing a mask. Supposing Kent Clark couldnÕt get his suit off again; 
heÕd be stuck with his human body and to become Superman just like that 
would be no longer possible.
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Thus the revolution of Christianity is that God became man. Not just 
appeared to be, but is. The stories are guessing in the right direction, they 
suspect something of the wonder, but donÕt make the decisive step. But if 
God were only on earth in disguise, nothing would have changed. As a matter 
of fact, God understands us from way back; he could sympathise with us for 
a long time. But he had to experience it as well. That is definitely something 
else; you can still understand so much, but only as you experience it do you 
fully comprehend it. ItÕs the difference between just looking at Titanic or 
perishing with her yourself. God decided that it wasnÕt enough just to look at 
the Titanic, but that he had to get on board himself and perish with the 
passengers Ð and so save the passengers. 

The Titanic was lost and virtually no one was rescued because there was 
no God on board. ThatÕs how the earth would perish if God just watched the 
film from the safety of heaven and didnÕt come aboard. People couldnÕt 
manage it on their own. WeÕre bound to be shipwrecked if we do the steering. 
Thus, if Jesus is only a man, then his entire undertaking is nonsense. God 
himself must personally get involved.

God becoming human means that he doesnÕt sit watching the film, but 
leaves his house, climbs on board the Titanic and by going through the 
disaster saves every individual who clings to him. If God had never become a 
genuine human being there would only be an idea of our rescue; if someone 
in the cinema calls out: ÔLook out behind you!Õ Ð it doesnÕt help. And if this 
person were not God at one and the same time, if Jesus was only the 
umpteenth prophet, there would have been no hope of a rescue anyway. 
There were also people on the Titanic that issued warnings, but neither was 
that enough. We have to be saved.

(To be continued)
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Cosmic Energy gets hairy armpits (contÕd)

ÔIn the beginning was the Word, and the Word became human and lived 
among us.Õ (1:1, 14)

John 1:1-17

The Word became flesh. At that particular time, the Greek word for 
ÔWordÕ sounded a bit vague, the way our word ÔenergyÕ does. The New Age 
movement often rants on about Ôenergy fieldsÕ and so, we are permeated with 
cosmic Energy Ð that sort of stuffy prose. You could translate John 1:1 
equally well like this: ÔIn the beginning was Energy and Energy became 
human and lived among us.Õ

Then you immediately hear what sort of a nuisance John is; from 
something super-vague he makes something super-flexible. The New Age 
movement back then, the Gnostics, found this utter lunacy, naturally. But 
thatÕs what John was aiming at. Because, if heÕd written ÔGod became 
human,Õ which is exactly what he means, then the New Agers would have 
said that Energy is on a higher plane than God and that God is actually a kind 
of Energy. Today, New Age doctrine claims that all gods are derived from the 
self-contained All. But John chose here the most abstract and most high that 
derives from nowhere, above which nothing stands, and with a broad grin he 
says that itÕs precisely that which became flesh and blood, cells, armpit hair, 
sweatÉ

There is no escape; the most high received a human body. If that body 
were a disguise, it would change nothing. Then God would still be watching 
ÔfilmÕ and not genuinely experiencing our pain and joy. Now he has become 
the most intimate with us. God has stepped into the film.

For four centuries the Church was busy trying to reduce this mystery 
down to something concise and cogent. Eventually, in A.D. 451 something 
was produced at Chalcedon: Christ is real man and real God at the same time, 
and these two natures are Ôwithout confusion, without change, without 
division, without separationÕ. Read that once again carefully and you will 
notice that this cannot be. It is thoughtlessly illogical, it is self-contradictory. 
The Church Fathers were aware of this, but could do nothing about it. ThatÕs 
simply how theyÕd heard it. All the separate bits of information they had 
about Jesus led up to this. A mystery.

The Church could have tackled it much more easily. Jesus is part man and 
part God, or only man or only God, or something in between. Something like 
that. And on the fringe of the Church there have always been groups that 
have taught these more understandable options. But the Church just searched 
for the most sophisticated. Heresies (to use that unpleasant word just once) 
have always been less contradictory than what the Church teaches, heresies 
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are always more understandable. The heterodox talk too much and research 
too little. (1:4,11) Cabaret artist Fons Jansen: ÔIn fact, God is much better 
understood if you should know how he fits together.Õ The Church listened and 
could do little else than relate an absurd contradiction. Only a contradiction 
can save us Ð and God is that person.

 God has become no more than that. God didnÕt become a woman. God 
didnÕt become a Negro or a Gypsy. God wasnÕt born in the nineteenth century 
or in the Stone Age. Gods didnÕt finish up in an electric chair. God didnÕt 
become a computer scientist. Does Jesus understand me now that IÕm black 
and he an Arab? Does he understand me if IÕm love-sick but he never had an 
affair? Does he understand me if IÕm suffering with a whiplash and he never 
drove a car?

God chose beforehand to become a specific individual.  He doesnÕt save 
me because IÕm a man, or because I also have a beard, or because I also know 
Greek Ð he saved me because IÕm a person. Only by becoming a complete, 
specific person can he save anyone. ItÕs not only about me; thereÕs no 
stipulation that he should save me. What is most important is that he doesnÕt 
just watch the film any more, but is empathetically involved in the film. He 
becomes like all the players. As a member of the cast you canÕt cling to one 
of the viewers, only to a hero in the film. Now that we perish (with man and 
mouse) God comes himself and saves, no matter who you are. 
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God abandons God
 
ÔAnd Jesus cried out in a loud voice: Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?Õ That 

is to say: My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?Õ (27:46)
Matthew 27:45-56 (eventually Psalm 22)  

Everything goes wrong. The person who had rejected no one is rejected. 
The person who healed lepers is looked upon as a leper. By God!  It was God 
himself who rejected the most beautiful personality ever. All the people 
deserted him, Peter denied him, the Pharisees judged him, and now it appears 
that God gathers with this crowd to cry out with everyone: away with him! 
How can God do such a thing? WhatÕs it all about, if God himself can desert 
Jesus?

And it gets even more staggering. God abandons God. God distances 
himself from himself. Jesus cries out: ÒMy God, why have you forsaken 
yourself?Õ  He who is One is torn asunder. The foundations of the universe are 
fissured. Nothing is whole or logical any longer, if in fact the only Whole is 
broken apart. God sets himself aside. God disqualifies himself. God declares 
himself bankrupt.

Christians are intent on making everything more understandable. Only a 
little bit of Christ, the human part, would be deserted by God. That is still an 
old fiasco, because the Church teaches literally that God and man are 
ÔundividedÕ in Christ: if the person is abandoned, so is his divinity. Otherwise 
it feels too easy. And if God didnÕt suffer on the cross, who saves us then? 
The person Jesus? But havenÕt we just discovered that only God can save us?

Whoever makes this understandable, makes understandable something 
that was way beyond Christ. Then you can go and sit down to contemplate 
what Christ himself didnÕt understand. That seems to be quite arrogant to me. 
The theologian behaves like someone who stands by the cross. Christ cries 
out, and the theologian just coughs, looks important and begins to chatter: 
ÔNow look, Jesus, this is how it is, God forsakes you becauseÉÕ

If God cries Ôwhy,Õ we donÕt say Ôbecause.Õ At the most you might also say 
Ôwhy.Õ But even so, all of theology is an attempt to say just a little ÔthereforeÕ 
to Jesus. Theology has come to realise that unless Christ was abandoned by 
God there would never have been any Christianity anyway. That there is 
something at stake here that would decide the rest of human history. Jesus 
takes all the stick, as it were. In that he suffers, our suffering has an end. In 
that he is forsaken, we will not be completely abandoned. In that God leaves 
him, he will come back to us.

You must certainly pass that on, otherwise you certify it as meaningless.  
ThatÕs why theology is the most dangerous branch of scholarship in 
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existence. You go and give answers to ChristÕs questions. ItÕs impertinent but 
thereÕs nothing else you can do.

When anyone dies, they revert to their mother tongue, even though they 
may have emigrated decades ago. Jesus cries out here in Aramaic and thatÕs 
noticeable: normally he spoke Greek. But at this moment of being torn apart 
he speaks the language in which Mary had caressed him, the language in 
which Mary had sung songs to him, in which she had called him indoors to 
eat, in which she had consoled him when he was being pestered Ð the 
language of their love.

And Jesus quotes. Jesus quotes a familiar song of the time, Psalm 22. He 
names the title, that is to say the first line. And if you recited the first line of a 
Bible passage, people thought immediately of the whole thing. If you were to 
call out now: ÔYesterdayÉÕ - everyone thinks: ÔÉall my troubles seemed so 
far awayÕ. The JewÕs mind would also go to what he had sung in the 
synagogue, countless times. Did he see that the psalmistÕs destiny resembled 
that of Jesus? Jesus was also jeered at. (22:6-7, 12-13)  His bones were also 
dislocated and his side was pierced so that fluid ran out. (22:14) He was 
thirsty and lots were cast for his clothing (22:17,18) Also his hands and feet 
were impaled. (22:16) Is Jesus implying now that everything was sewn up 
beforehand and that thatÕs how it was meant to be?

The control in JesusÕ voice is still more confusing than the despair. You 
can hear a ringing certainty in it. As if everything must happen this way. And 
even stronger, Psalm 22 is largely a cheerful song! Jesus shouted out the title 
of an optimistic song. ÔAll the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the 
Lord. All tribes and peoples will bow themselves before you. Future 
generations will serve him and to a people yet to be born will his 
righteousness be proclaimed: that he is the God who did it.Õ (22:27,30,31) 
The sound of the song itself can be heard in the title, the details of his 
crucifixion and the hope. And so I stand here perplexed: Jesus asks the most 
heart-rending question, but did he perhaps give the answer in the question?
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Silence is golden

ÔNow we see through a misty mirror, but soon we will stand face to face. 
Now I know only in part, but then I shall know fully, even as I myself am 
known.  And now these remain, faith hope and love, these three, but the 
greatest of these is love.Õ (13:12,13)

(1 Corinthians 13)

Whoever wants to know too much is blind. In the film ! (pi) the principle 
character recounts three times: ÔWhen I was four, my mother said I mustnÕt 
look into the sun. So, when I was six I did.Õ And he became blind. Whoever 
wants to know too much about God, sees nothing more. 1 Corinthians 13 is 
the song of handicapped knowledge.  You donÕt get far with knowledge Ð itÕs 
love that makes the world go Ôround. If you look for support from your 
knowledge, you become a disagreeable person, embittered and conceited. 
(13:4,5) ItÕs only as you donÕt know so much that you can love someone. For 
only then will you be amazed.

Nobel prize winner Wislawa Szymborska put it like this: ÔAll kinds of 
tyrants, dictators, fanatics, demagogues, who exercise power with a couple of 
loudly trumpeted catch-phrases, Ôknow.Õ They donÕt want to know any more, 
for that could weaken the power of their arguments. Therefore the little words 
ÔI donÕt knowÕ are so precious to me. They are small, but have strong wings. 
They are concerned above all that our life continues to expand, as much in 
the space within us as the universe outside us, there where our insignificant 
earth hangs. If Isaac Newton had not said to himself, ÔI donÕt know,Õ then it 
could have rained apples in his little garden, but he would have wrapped 
them up in any case and eaten them with relish.Õ

Therefore ÔI donÕt knowÕ fits in so well with faith. It essentially means to 
remain open. ÔIf God keeps silent you can let him say anything he likes,Õ said 
Jean-Paul Sartre. And that means that you only allow God to say where you 
come in.  By yourself you donÕt come across a tri-unity, an incarnation or a 
virginal conception Ð better not sayÉ You canÕt invent that. No, you can 
invent it if you like, but you cross it out immediately. Wisdom recognises 
something absurd in it if a tri-unity lasts very long, far too long. You would 
first have to be told it a thousand times, just as the Church had to be told a 
thousand times before she could do anything with it. Only after ages of 
theology did the Church grasp a tiny fragment of it; but unless God had 
rammed home the absurdity a thousand times, we would have immediately 
deleted it. Far too incredible, you can do nothing with it. That is the hallmark 
of virtually all unhealthy doctrines: that the adherents simply stopped 
searching.
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Whoever acts as if heÕs a bit wise to it all, doesnÕt believe. Because faith 
knows hardly anything. (Romans 11:33-36; Ephesians 3:19; Job 36:26) It 
knows just too much not to keep quiet and it knows far too little ever to lose 
the inquisitiveness. That means that God is eternal and completely different Ð 
and yet has made himself known. Now the Church knows next to nothing. 
That also makes Heaven so breath-taking; there you can discover more about 
God every day. You will know yourself as God knows you. (13:12) But only 
then. For only then will knowledge be in safe hands, because then you can 
love. (13:13) Knowledge without love becomes dangerous.

Orthodoxy is principally nosey because God always remains different. In 
his play Braambos, Willem Jan Otten has someone playing chess by himself 
Ð until he gives up; itÕs not really interesting any moreÉThatÕs what life 
becomes without an Opponent if you are playing chess on your own. Very 
boring. But if God sets the board out then life remains surprising. You know 
that you will never understand life. You are an amateur up against the Grand 
Master. You donÕt go and build up little systems from your own thinking; you 
have to really trust.

ÔThe mysteries of God are more satisfying than the solutions of 
men.Õ  (Gilbert Chesterton)

133 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



134 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



GodÕs humour
(About the ten most amusing Bible verses) 

A German, an American and a Dutch minister meet each other one day in 
the park. They swap how they determine what their share of the collection-

money should be.
 ÔI draw a line on the floor,Õ says the German minister, then I throw my 

money up in the air, and all that lands on the right side is for God. Everything 
that comes down on the left side is for me.Õ

 ÔI do exactly the same,Õ says the American, Ôexcept that I draw a circle 
instead of a line. And everything that comes within the circle is for God, and 

what lands outside is for me.Õ
 ÔMy system is entirely different,Õ says the Dutchman. ÒI take all my coins 

and throw them up in the air. And everything God takes out, he can keep!Õ
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Little worm

ÔLet us go down to themÉÕ (11:7)
Genesis 11:1-9)

Jan the new building supervisor wants another tile so he can add a bit 
more onto the tower of Babel: ÔGeef mij een dakpan. Een dak pan. Dak Pan!Õ

 Jim shrugs his shoulders in despair. Then his face lights up and he 
disappears and comes back later with a roast duck in a frying pan.

Jan starts tearing his hair out. Then he gets himself under control, goes 
and picks up a soft clay roof tile and gives it to Jim. ÔNeem het mee en in de 
zon bakken. Bakken. Ba-ken.Õ

Jim places the duck and the pan on the ground in the sun, then walks 
away and returns a few minutes later and wraps the roast duck in rashers of 
bacon.Éjust to make sure that heÕd understood Jan properly.

In comparison with God we are just tiny grubs. But we try to tough it out 
and build a skyscraper. God debates with his household. ÔThereÕs something 
going on down there; but,Õ he grins, ÔitÕs so miniscule. I can only just make it 
out. Perhaps I ought to get a bit closer and have a look at whatÕs 
happeningÉÕ (11:5-7)

No panic, just the calm of Someone who oversees everything. Just the 
same kind of humour as when Adam and Eve had just decorated his 
masterpiece. ÔLook now, the man has become as Someone like usÉÕ(3:22) 
ItÕs a global disaster, but God permitted himself a quiet irony. And naturally 
his humour is different from ours, but the same goes for his justice and his 
love. The Holy One laughs and enjoys himself. (Psalm 2:4; 37:13; 59:9; 
104:31)

 There is so much fooling around here on earth, you wish you were an 
angel, but then you would rumble whatÕs going on and be shaken to the core. 
All these elaborate plans, all these confident words, the cooked up schemes. Ð 
itÕs all so charming. God laughs merrily at our chatter, our whining and 
snivelling about his plans. Laughs about whatÕs still evident in his creation, 
and even more: what heÕs going to make of it.

His laughter reverberated through the universe when he created it all. He 
was delighted, enthralled with his people. (Proverbs 8:30,31)  On the fifth 
day God was more or less finished with an animal, and on the sixth day 
Gabriel pointed out something about it to God. ÔIt certainly looks like a 
duck,Õ he said, ÔitÕs got a beak and webbed feet.Õ God smiled (the rabbit had 
just come out of the hat): ÔBut today IÕm busy with mammals, soÉÕ And 
suddenly there was the platypus: a mammal that swims and lays eggsÉa 
bizarre combination of land animal, bird and fish. Gabriel looked baffled, fell 
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about laughting and called all the angels together. And still they canÕt believe 
it. If an angel hasnÕt had a good day (forgive me for putting this in human 
terms), he thinks about the platypus and then everything is OK. (Luke 15:7)

The platypus is one of GodÕs jokes, and he had the bit between his teeth, 
and thoroughly amused himself. Take the okapi: the legs of a zebra, the body 
of an antelope and the head of a giraffe. Or the donkey, the parrot, the 
anteater, the manatee, the seahorse, the chimpanzee, the slothÉ

We are just a little worm and God picks us up and inspects us with 
pleasure. Not the horrid pleasure of a child that gets hold of an insect and 
pulls all its legs off one by one.  But the pleasure a farmer has when he finds 
a worm while heÕs ploughing, lays it in his hand and smiles in amazement, 
and then puts it back on the ground.  ÔDonÕt be afraid, you little 
worm.Õ (Isaiah 41:14)

If there were no one who had real pleasure in us, we would be lost. But 
ÔGodÕs pleasure is our salvation.Õ (Nehemiah 8:10)

(To be continued)
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Little worm (contÕd)

ÔWhen you have lifted up the Son of Man, you will know that I 
am.Õ  (8:28)

John 8:21-30

Moses trembled, he nearly fainted. All that fire! But then he wanted 
assurance. Who is this God? And then, the big moment, God reveals his 
name, that must be very extraordinary ÉGod made a play on words: ÔI am: I 
am!Õ (Exodus 3:14)

ThatÕs what Jews do. As it is written in the Bible: ÔThey went 
whithersoever they wentÕ, that means: ÕI havenÕt got a clue where they went.Õ 
God actually answers: ÔWhat I am called, that doesnÕt matter!Õ The most 
unique name for God, Jahweh, THE LORD in translations of the Bible, is the 
result of a joke, in which God wanted to say particularly that he has no name, 
that he is intangible É(See page 166.)

Much later someone walked on earth who also names himself ÔI am.Õ (e.g. 
8:58) But at the same time he calls himself Ôson of man.Õ (e.g. 12:232, 34; 
13:31) Intangible and tangible at the same time. And around his mouth 
played a delicate smile. You say that I am only a man, well now, I do indeed 
belong among the people, I am one of you. Son of man. But even by stressing 
the casualness of it, he insinuated more. If an Englishman keeps on repeating 
to himself ÔIÕm the Englishman,Õ it makes you think. Jesus spoke about 
himself in the third person, he actually stands for something Ð he stands for 
humanity. His absurd claim is that in him all humanity comes together and 
that the destiny of everyone is linked with his destiny.

But Jesus only called himself ÔSon of manÕ in a completely illogical 
context. He spoke about Ôthe Son of ManÕ who will do these spectacular 
miracles and be Ôlifted upÕ. (8:28) Suppose someone said: ÔThe Englishman 
has become Prime Minister.Ó Then thereÕs something a bit strange happening. 
Either this is an idiot, or someone with a very peculiar notion of 
democracyÉ It is the second. His sentences tumble over the ambiguities. 
ÔLifted upÕ can just as well refer to being lifted up for a crucifixion as to 
exaltation. His crucifixion is simultaneously glory Ð and in that, he hauls all 
humanity with him. Shall the Englishman become Prime Minister? The son 
of man shall be eternally happy.

As the Jews gossip about whether or not Jesus will perhaps commit 
suicide (8:22), they are sitting nearer the truth than they want to. Just for fun, 
God came down to view the skyscraper at Babel, because it was reckoned to 
be too small for his eyes.  Now you see the bitter gravity of it. This is the 
only way by which he can still save mankind. The Son of Man is at the same 
time the ancient ÔI amÕ: God. ÔYou are from beneath, I am from above, I am 

138 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



not of this world. Believe that I amÉÕ (8:23,24) Just as if heÕs a little 
common-or-garden worm. And yes, he really did become that. ÔLittle 
wormpy,Õ said Mary as she pampered her baby. We were little worms, but 
God became a wormpy too.

Gilbert Chesterton says about this: ÔThe awe inspiring paradox that lies in 
the fact, that the hands that had created the sun and moon and stars, were too 
small to reach the large heads of the animals Ð thatÕs what we would almost 
call a joke.Õ He, whose Name knows no reduction, has allowed himself to 
become a tiny baby, in a little crib, with a little donkey. Only God can allow 
himself to do that.

You would almost call it a joke. In any case it has caused a laugh for two 
thousand years already. Mostly in the form of songs.
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The crucified Cavalier

ÔCan the blind lead the blind? WonÕt they both fall into the ditch?Õ (6:39)
Luke 6:36-42

Jesus could have put forth an argument entitled: The limited critical 
fortunes of the contemporary people.  But he comes with a cunning tale 
instead (that in reality has surely lasted much longer, so as to build up the 
effect). A toddler understands it, even a senior citizen still finds it funny. The 
blind leading the blind? Priceless! Pure slapstick, especially as Jesus takes it 
just that bit further and has the birdbrains clatter into a holeÉ

Laurel & Hardy in the Bible. I never realised that such a thing as humour 
existed in the Bible, I was delightfully wrapped up in a haughty earnestness Ð 
if Jesus himself hadnÕt proved to be so irresistibly funny. Without his 
mischievous stories that gurgle down the centuries, Christianity would have 
become a petrified lacklustre religion. He became known literally as a glutton 
and a drunkard. (Luke 7:34), and that was certainly not because he only 
partook of herb tea and dry biscuits. His first miracle was 600 litres of wine! 
(John 2:6) 

That says everything. This haggard man who would soon be crucified is 
no less than (and I mean this respectfully) a Cavalier.

Look at the twinkle in JesusÕ eye as he talks about the camel that had to 
worm its way through the eye of a needle: that must have become a bloody 
threadÉAll his parables have this smile about them. How can you do 
anything but grin at the five wise and five foolish girls? (Matthew 25:1-12) 
Or the cool dude in the wilderness? (Luke 7:24,25)  And you donÕt do that do 
you, hide the light? And how would you like your hair, white or black, by 
magic? (Matthew 5:15,16) And these flabby devotions then, and the lazy 
animals, and a stone that you give to your kids, the senseless house on the 
quicksandÉ(Matthew 6:7, 25-34; 7:9,10,26) All these ridiculous images, the 
Sermon on the Mount must have elicited roars of laughter from the listeners. 
As the Teacher, Jesus knew exactly what would work best with his students.

What can you expect from the Man who speaks about someone who does 
the smart Alec thing about a splinter in someone elseÕs eye, while at the same 
time (wait for it, this gets really bizarre) he has a plank in his own eye? That 
doesnÕt gibe very well, does it. And pearls that are fed to porkers Ð donÕt park 
your Rolls Royce beside the elephants in Regents Park Zoo. Or give 
consecrated meat to dogs Ð hold on a minute, we would translate that today 
as: donÕt feed Communion bread to the ducksÉWhat can you expect from 
someone who finds that you must turn your other cheek (humour wins over 
aggression indeed), and if your jacketÕs stolen, you suddenly have to hand 
over your shirt as well?
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You expect something totally different. But hereÕs Someone who switches 
everything around. The first shall be the last. The rich are poor and the poor 
rich. If youÕre miserable then youÕre fortunate. YouÕre over the moon if 
youÕre starving. Lucky old Peter, heÕs the most uninhibited and impulsive of 
the lot of them, yet heÕs the one who becomes the cornerstone! The mattress 
becomes the buttress. And so it goes on. And it all started off completely 
bonkers with that hopeless family tree full of sinners. ThatÕs either utterly 
deranged, or itÕs the biggest joke of all time.

(To be continued)
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The crucified dandy (contÕd)

ÔAm I a criminal? Every day I was in the temple teaching and you did not 
arrest me. But this has all happened that the writings of the prophets might be 
fulfilled. (26:55,56)

Matthew 26:47-56

Now I can so cheekily call Jesus a Cavalier, but above all he is the ÔMan 
of Sorrows.Õ (Isaiah 53:3) WasnÕt it sorrow that most typified him? He wept 
in the garden of Gethsemane didnÕt he; he wasnÕt grinning then was he?

The very idea that Jesus was cheerful can be irritating (Luke 7:34; see 
page 38.) Once again by ÔCavalierÕ I mean it very respectfully. As a matter of 
fact I think the picture of an emaciated Jesus on the cross is not genuine. 
Even before his crucifixion he had eaten well. He was indeed brutally 
tortured, but that doesnÕt make you thin. The soldiers were flabbergasted that 
he died so quickly. (John 19:33) IÕm afraid our crucifixes take away some of 
the gruesomeness from the crucifixion. That wasnÕt an invalid who died 
there, he was a perfectly healthy man. It wasnÕt a loser who died, it was life 
itself that died.

Jesus suffered intense sorrow. But he didnÕt lose himself in it, he never 
lost track of everything. He constantly summoned up joy, no matter how 
oppressive the situation seemed to be. (Matthew 5:12; Luke 10:20; John 
15:11) He was always emphasising that everything was going according to 
plan, and that he has everything literally under control: ÔMy time has not yet 
arrived.Õ (e.g. John 7:6) You even get the impression that he was despairing, 
in Gethsemane, but then immediately there was this brilliant commonÐsense. 
They come against him with weapons Ð and get this, he was betrayed with a 
kiss, but he sincerely calls his betrayer ÔfriendÕ. (26:50) He knows he can 
drum up millions of angels, but in this situation, for such a titchy little army it 
would be ridiculous ((26:53), but he kept himself under control and then 
comes this breathtaking irony: Ôall these weapons Ð am I a criminal? I was in 
the temple every day, so grab me for that if you like. But be sure this is how it 
was plannedÉÕ (26:55)

Christ knew all that was ahead of him. He knew how ambiguous the 
inscription above the cross would be: King of the Jews. He knew how 
everything about his suffering would mirror the emperorÕs victory parade. 
(See page 30.) He knew the unprecedented stroke God would lay on the 
devil. It was as if God was telling a shaggy-dog story, and he smiled as he 
saw the devil yawning and not paying any attention Ð until all of a sudden he 
got to the punch line, and God burst out laughing, and to his horror, the devil 
has to admit that he hadnÕt seen the pay-off coming, and the whole world 
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exploded with laughter andÉall that time, during all those ages, the joke was 
on him.

This joke was so brilliant. The arch-deceiver was himself deceived. A 
divine practical joke. No one saw it coming , no one could have invented it, 
and afterwards we can only look back full of bewilderment. And laugh like a 
drain. Or cheer if thatÕs more your style. Or control yourself, naturally.

There in Gethsemane he knew the end result, the happy ending.  How 
humorous it will be, as in the midst of all our pompous technology, all of a 
sudden Jesus Christ will appear, floating on the clouds. See the scientists 
looking completely gob-smacked; see us looking perplexed because after two 
thousand years of study weÕve still got it all wrong and itÕs not what we 
imagined it would be! (Even ÔsaintsÕ are stunned when Jesus comes. See 1 
Thessalonians 1:10.)

He held himself together. Every time I read the Gospels it becomes 
clearer to me that Christ was not overwhelmed, but concealed something. I 
suspect there was just one thing that was too overpowering to show us when 
he walked on earth: his pleasure. The sun that lit up the class of JesusÕ 
students, appeared to be coming not from outside, but from within his own 
joy Ð the joy of a bridegroom on his wedding day.
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If ther eÕs anyone who can judge human characterÉ

ÒYou have judged correctly,Õ answered Jesus.Õ (Luke 7:43)
Luke 7:36-50

It is quite a scene: a prostitute who washes JesusÕ feet with her tears, and 
dries them with her hair, and eventually rubs them with fragrant oil. What 
you quickly overlook is that you would have to cry uncontrollably to get 
anywhere near washing them properly, and that above all, drying anything 
with your hair is very difficult.

Try it, itÕs altogether impractical. It is just a question of seeing if you 
could invent a more laborious method of foot-washing than with tears and 
hair. Did the prostitute do this in order to make it clear that she wonÕt excuse 
herself too readily? That this is really serious? That her unrestrained sins also 
require an unrestrained penitence? She must have been busy with it for some 
time, quite a demonstration, and undeniably a shame.

Now there was someone sitting there who was clearly very proud of his 
knowledge of human character and religious insight. You can see directly that 
this is a whore, and you are immediately aware that this Jesus canÕt really be 
a prophet if he canÕt discern that much? (7:39) Jesus sees him nodding in 
self-satisfaction, and decides to apply a bit of judo: he uses the strength of the 
other man to put him on the mat.

A simple story about a large and a small debt that is waived. (7:40-42) 
Notice how Jesus immediately indicates that he knows that this is a prostitute 
of course, but that he does this en passant, without emphasising it and wants 
to get it across more subtly. Then he makes an appeal to all that insight the 
good man has: ÔWho do you think is the most thankful?Õ

The man is naturally up for it, he knows the answer to this one, heÕs got it 
sussed, and immediately: ÔNaturally, the person who is forgiven the 
most.Õ (7:43-44)

And now you see Jesus smile, now IÕve caught you with all your insight, 
IÕll give you just one compliment and then youÕve got no way back, and 
youÕre well and truly trapped. ÔYouÕve seen that very well.Õ

Yea-yea, nods the man, thanksÉand suddenly heÕs flat on the mat, while 
Jesus just waits for him to be counted out. With his brilliant knowledge of 
human character and penetrating insight he has tackled him precisely at the 
point of his smugness, namely his religious insight and his understanding of 
what makes people tick. Ð and Jesus did it without descending to the level of 
his pedantic pride. The man who quietly imagined himself the lord and 
master is floored by JesusÕ humble words of wisdom from the one who is 
utterly restrained about the nature of the sin.
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Then he can quietly talk about the difference between this dignitary and 
the whore. (7:45-50)

This story is but one of countless examples. There are more in the chapter 
on the Top 10 most brilliant texts. (See page 165.) I hope you learn to see 
JesusÕ smile. After his resurrection he didnÕt take revenge on the unreliable 
disciples the way the gods and the heroes did in the contemporary stories, but 
with that smile said: ÔPeace be with you!Õ (John 20:21) And when he met 
Paul, the mass-murderer of Christians, he appeared to him and used a phrase 
from an old, well-known Greek joke: Ô YouÕre kicking against the thorns!Õ Or: 
youÕre kicking a cactus, youÕre hurting yourself more than me! (Acts 26:14) 
The unforgettable calm he had with everything. The tempestuous prospect 
that drove him on. The idiotic love that embraced the world.
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God in bits

ÔDagon had fallen headlong.Õ (5:3)
1 Samuel 5:1-5 (eventually Isaiah 28:7-13

Children seldom find anything funnier that seeing someone fall over. 
Week after week IÕve been in convulsions watching AmericaÕs Funniest 
Home Videos: another child bouncing out of the buggy, a minister cart-
wheeling out of the pulpit, a dog skidding across the ice-rinkÉ I couldnÕt get 
enough of it. And perhaps falling over is humour in its purest form. IsnÕt it 
irresistibly funny if youÕre watching the Changing of the Guard and one of 
the busbies slips off?

In any case, Isaiah still understands the delight there is in childish fun. He 
talks about all the prim and proper priests staggering about drunk. (Isaiah 
28:7-13, see also 29:9-16.) The tables are smothered in vomit, not a clean 
patch anywhere. They are gabbling a strange drunken song: ÔTsav latsav, tsav 
latsav, kav lakav, kav lakav, a bit of this, a bit of that.Õ Gibberish, in Hebrew 
as well.  It was probably a cradle song to begin with. And God makes fun of 
it and mimics it: ÔTsav latsav, kav lakavÉÕ God uses sozzled speech, and 
with a broad grin lets all these puking priests wallow in their own 
technicolour yawns. (28:13)

Or take this other little bit of slapstick. Such a stately idol, with a sturdy 
head, and piercing eyes. Be very careful when youÕre anywhere near him, put 
on your most respectful face, because you must make a good impression on 
Dagon. You never know, he might be able to fix something for youÉ And 
then one morning you find this divine Handy Harry has tumbled over, flat on 
his face, biting the dust. (5:3) Quick-quick-quick, no one must be allowed to 
see him like this, put him back up again! But the following morning you 
wouldnÕt credit the disaster: now heÕs been smashed to bits! (5:4) What shall 
we do? Put him in splints? WhoÕs got the Unibond?

ItÕs all so hopelessly parochial. And the funniest part is yet to come: The 
head and arms have fallen on the doorstep, and what do these dignified 
gentlemen dream up next: the threshold has now become holy, donÕt tread on 
it! (5:5) No indeed, your idol is smashed to bits like shattered china, and that 
must be a sign of extreme holiness. Hallowed be the day when our god fell to 
pieces.

But bless the day whenÉ Christ fell over and he was broken. ThatÕs what 
you call foolishness. (1 Corinthians 2) Now itÕs not funny any more, this is 
endless embarrassment.  ThatÕs not how you deal with the Son of God. But 
thatÕs exactly how God dealt with his ÔimageÕ. (Colossians 1:15) And it 
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became just the same kind of slapstick, and as bad a raw deal as it was for the 
Philistines Ð you mustnÕt even think about it Ð as two mornings later this 
Christ wasnÕt just seamlessly put back together again; even better than that, 
he appeared alive to his disciples.

The Philistines didnÕt find their idol completely repaired, they had to sit 
with the broken shards, and stood guard over the fragments, then for the sake 
of peace they had to declare the doorstep holy. Christ stepped over the 
threshold of death and offers healing and restoration to everyone who has 
ever been broken.

And this is from a wisecrack that God finds so delightful that later itÕs 
repeated millions and millions of times. 

147 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



Jolly fir ewood

ÔHalf of it I use for firewood, and what IÕve got left over I make an idol 
out of it. I bow down to a block of wood. What they cherish is just 
ash!Õ  (44:19)

Isaiah 44:9-23

Isaiah is enjoying this. He made his point long ago, but now heÕs in the 
mood, and mischievously carries it a bit further. His giggle has been heard 
down the ages. Yep, and then you get the low down on these people: they 
take a lump of wood, and one bit they burn up to cook a meal, and from 
whatÕs left, you canÕt believe your ears, with a solemn face they chisel out an 
idol! And they kneel down in front of it, and you can also take this seriously, 
that this is how it works! A heap of ash: thatÕs what he prays toÉ

But then something strange happens. Suddenly these same elements come 
to life. You think metal is dead? It cries out from the depths of the earth! 
Mountains, bushes, trees break out in cheering! (44:23) ArenÕt they all the 
grafts from the Lord of the Rings?  The Bible uses this enthusiastic double 
absurdity more often than this. The rivers clap their hands, the mountains 
rejoice. (Psalm 98:9) Yes, the mountains even skip! (Psalm 114:4,6)

It is another of those teasing inversions in the Bible. Not that we worship 
these things so that we can use them, but they themselves worship God so 
that we can use them. Not that we harness these things to our cart, but God 
uses us. (44:21) ItÕs not that we make our own god, but he makes us. It brings 
this reversal of desire for control out into the open. The egotism that wants to 
rule everything, comes down to this: keep an eye out for everything and keep 
praising.

Isaiah often makes fun of idols. ÔHave a look at this: they hump their idol 
onto their shoulders and then lug him away. Where they set him up, thatÕs 
where he stays. He canÕt move from that spot. Even if they cry to him for 
help, he canÕt answer them.Õ (46:7) ThatÕs the problem if you make your own 
god: you have to help it up. If thereÕs no one else around, you have to lug 
everything about yourself. Because they are only things. No one reacts to you 
when you have a problem. Because all youÕve done is profess yourself.

But itÕs really all the other way round. God carries us: ÒI have carried you 
in my arms since you were born, and I will carry you until you are old and 
grey.Õ (46:4) He takes the initiative and demonstrates that weÕre not alone. We 
donÕt have to pant and puff and traipse along with our petty idols. Christ 
carries us. He carried the cross.

The pretend crown that Jesus wore was made of firewood. (Mark 15:17) 
Part of the cross would be used for the same purpose. He was nailed to our 
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meaningless false gods, our firewood. And he destroyed them. He carried 
away our control-freak mentality through surrendering all control. He gave 
up all freedom to release us. He became utterly alone so that we would never 
have to be lonely. 

The false gods have all died. We donÕt have to worship things as if they 
were all there is. There is more than just things. Someone is listening to us. 
The things and the timber applaud us: God has released us!
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Blair  as a cow

ÔI ate grass like the cows.Õ  (4:30)
Daniel 4:15-34 (eventually 4:1-34)

You can see it all in front of you: Prime Minister Blair, who one day is 
proudly surveying Number 10, suddenly gets this rubbish into his head, 
convinces himself of a conspiracy-theory, doesnÕt shave any more, and runs 
in his swimming-trunks through the Downing Street residence making 
machine-gun noisesÉ Quickly dismissed, naturally, later divorced, becomes 
world news, and in no time at all is shared around among the junkies at 
KingÕs Cross É

ÔHey, green horn! Would you be Tony Blair?Õ
ÔNo, IÕm a cow.Õ
ÔOh really, well now cow, ahh, thatÕs Julius Caesar over there, thatÕs 

Jesus, and IÕm NapoleonÉÕ 

ItÕs funny that this story about Nebuchadnezzar isnÕt written in the third 
person, but is recounted as a letter in the first person. You can feel the 
extreme contrast better this way. His majesty, the megaphone, crawls in this 
confession. The most typical message in the entire Old Testament is 
recounted here: Ôthe first shall be the last, and the last the first.Õ Pride goes 
before a fall, and discretion wins out in the end.

But that is not self-evident. As a rule it seems to be the other way round, 
where the loud mouths appear to be successful and the softies get all the hard 
luck. ÔThatÕs just how it is in the world,Õ we say then, Ôwelcome to the adult 
world.Õ I donÕt believe it; it looks like the most na•ve cynicism to me. 
Because those people who give up everything for their career, do indeed get 
higher up the ladder Ð but they are demonstrably less fortunate. Top managers 
are often unusually paranoid types, pop artists jump from one relationship to 
another, yuppies burn themselves out by working three times as hard. ItÕs 
lonely at the top. Arrogance works within a sphere of mistrust that actually 
works against you. Modesty creates real confidence around you; so long as 
you donÕt just defend your self-interest, you get that in return. Modesty is 
constricting, you have to come out of the bunker of cynicism, but it does 
work.

Daniel wasnÕt laughing up his sleeve when the great Nebuchadnezzar was 
having a nightmare. He didnÕt get any malicious pleasure from it, but lived 
intimately through it. And you know how far this took him.

Why is this letter of NebuchadnezzarÕs unknown in the Babylonian 
archives? Undoubtedly because everyone was ashamed and perhaps later 
Nebuchadnezzar was as well. It is also possible that the letter isnÕt historical, 
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but simply the method the writer of Daniel used to maintain his style. But 
then the question remains why the archives donÕt have anything to say about 
a psychotic king.

The Jewish archives are full of shameful anecdotes about their own 
heroes. Noah the drunkard, Abraham the liar, David the dirty player. Dozens 
of Psalms are actually confessions in the first person. (e.g. Psalm 51) The 
Jews dared to do it! That tiny little nation by the Mediterranean Sea dared to 
bring down the family honour with a flourish, so long as the panic-stricken 
super-powers immediately censured every disgrace. It looks as if that nation 
did it with a certain appetite. Not wallowing in it, but out of a sort of jovial 
pride. Look at us, we can hack it! We donÕt censure ourselves. WeÕre honest.

Self-mockery is a Jewish invention. This revolution could only allow 
itself to exist because its honour is not dependant upon status or a good name. 
They could accept all this shame (and thus the only way to improve and to 
expand) because they have a God who is love. 

(To be continued)  
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Blair  as a cow (contÕd)

ÔDavid danced with all his might before the Lord, clad only in a priestÕs 
linen garment.Õ (2  Samuel 6:14)

ÔDavid was clothed in a robe of fine linen, besides a linen priestÕs 
garment.Õ 

(1 Chronicles 15:27)

When I was travelling around in Nicaragua, I saw signboards everywhere: 
ÔThis road, this bridge was built by AlŽman.Õ AlŽman was the former 
president. The word ÔcorruptionÕ was coined for him, but he wanted to 
actually be remembered by the couple of little roadways and bridges that he 
scattered from his begging bowl. When I preached in a church somewhere 
there, a poverty stricken shed with no floor or windows, I got very angry 
about it. AlŽman is a boastful macho-man, I said, he bragged his robbery 
away. But in the Bible you donÕt find any macho-men. In the Bible no one is 
presented as any better than he is, in the Bible you donÕt find any advertising 
hoardings. WeÕve got a king who danced in his underpants! We have a King 
who cried. (John 11:35)

AlŽman hasnÕt erected thousands of boards that say: ÔAlŽman danced here 
in his jocks.Õ In the Babylonian archives you wonÕt find that Nebuchadnezzar 
danced in his underwear. And if Tony Blair did something like this in 
Downing Street he would be removed from office. The worldÕs press would 
pillory him with jokes about a nitwit and Ôthe British male model from The 
FensÕ.

And you can be sure that in DavidÕs day the gossip columnists lapped it 
up. Only they all crawled back in a hurry. On closer inspection it appears that 
a king in boxer shorts was no scandal, but something that was written up with 
pride in their history books. It sat perfectly well with the humorous self-
mockery of the Jewish people, still recognised today in their famous Jewish 
gags. Occasional self-mockery frees up a society. You have to loosen up your 
outward appearance, your status orientation, your panicky retention of social 
classes, your patronising of other people. There sat Michal, DavidÕs wife, up 
to her neck in it. But he is defiant: ÔI will humiliate myself even further than 
that and be honoured by the slave-girls.Õ (6:22)

That was said by a king! If only there had been a David in the terrible 
caste system in India. If only there had been a David in Nicaragua. You wish 
every nation could have a king who would be prepared to dance in his 
underpants.
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The writer of Chronicles didnÕt see it quite like that; he reacted a bit like 
Michal, DavidÕs wife. Without a second thought, as if David was smartly 
dressed in a sharp suit (right from the start of the procession, naturally) he 
reported only that he ÔdancedÕ, in inverted commas. Evidently he felt no more 
than that, just like Michal, how liberating it is to be small. WeÕre just small 
and thatÕs fine. Unbelief also feels how small we little people are, but doesnÕt 
find that very pleasant. It is threatening.

David could be small because God looked on with love and would always 
accept him. He didnÕt have to bolster himself up with status. ThatÕs how he 
magnified God. By briefly calling attention to our smallness, warm humour 
makes God greater. Everywhere that people eventually come to this point, 
and God is given the room, thereÕs healthy laughter. Whoever laughs knows 
about the Fall. Each show of pomposity is a legitimate target for humour and 
there is no better technique for pricking that balloon than a well-placed joke. 

If we are not prepared to get down to a little self-criticism we waste the 
revolution of the Bible. This could not permit itself to hide the faults, but to 
present the saints in all their vulnerability. Humour is the first to go in the 
face of arrogance. Humour makes reductions. Wonderful, every minister a 
wretch, every Christian a clumsy oaf Ð hallelujah for God who is willing to 
associate with such wretches and oafs! (2 Corinthians 11:30 Ð 12:10)
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The divine comedy

ÔYour eyes saw my unformed beginning.Õ (139:16)
Psalm 139

ÔYour eyesÉÕ There is the Hebrew word from which we get our word 
ÔfunÕ. ÔFunÕ is the friendly face of God. Psalm 139 is about a life in which 
loving eyes are always leading you and warm arms embracing you. You can 
also translate is as: ÔYour amusement saw me as little worm.Õ

Perhaps you donÕt see this warmth on the first face. The world comes over 
as very bleak. Unfeeling, impersonal, implacable. You can imagine, as the 
literary experts discovered, that the oldest stories are tragedies.  In a tragedy 
the hero really tries hard but things go from bad to worse. Destiny is all-
powerful and inexorable. Out of the polytheism of those days grew a certain 
understandable mythology: youÕre stuck with a set of quarrelsome little gods 
who are themselves subordinate to an impersonal Destiny.

You also find this melancholy in many modern films and literature; Post-
modernism is very similar to polytheism. And with the Evolution theory 
weÕve now got a new Destiny that matches the old one even more precisely. 
Chaos reigns, the ÔrightÕ of the strongest, and everything will ultimately end 
in chaos. (See page 62.)

In the midst of all this despair it is Judaism that is the inventor of the 
happy ending. DonÕt think immediately about the jolly Hollywood 
substitutes; they are just clumsy echoes of these dizzying Jewish inventions. 
The people for whom life is obviously not shut down, but that thereÕs Ôfun,Õ 
that we are lovingly observed. ThereÕs a Person who looks after us and breaks 
open the kosher chaos!

That unleashed a revolution in their stories. Their writing was no longer 
fatalistic, everything becomes a comedy. The hero feels pain, terrible things 
happen Ð but eventually good comes out of it. A comedy certainly 
understands the tragic depths, but sets it in a humorous framework, around 
which everything turns. Now the little man is heard, in all the fun-filled 
stories in which, note this for example, Abraham or Moses try to persuade 
God. You never saw the tragic hero Oedipus trying that on with Destiny.

If thereÕs the grim sniggering from Abraham and Sarah at first, a year 
later you hear the sound of a different kind of laughter, much freer, and the 
same Sarah says: ÔGod has made me laugh. And everyone who hears it will 
laugh with me.Õ (Genesis 21:6) Is that what we do? Do we laugh with Sarah, 
or do we preach a heavy sermon about her? How Sarah would laugh at such a 
sermon! For thatÕs how GodÕs people begin, with a roar of laughter. The one 
who was declared to be barren according to all natural laws, had a baby. The 
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unheard of, the ludicrous Ð yet it did happen! And what was that first child of 
GodÕs people called? Isaac, Ôhe laughs.Õ In old age one of GodÕs jokes still 
frolicked around them. Hey, Giggler. Come on home mate, teaÕs readyÉ 

And then the resurrection. The pagan tragedy was turned into a divine 
comedy. The revolution of Judaism was fulfilled in Christianity. The Jews 
still had to sacrifice and didnÕt believe in life after death, but with the coming 
of Christ it became relatively possible, because now guilt and death are no 
longer a threat. (John 5:24-29)  The full-bodied, uninhibited laugh is an 
invention of Christ. Christianity is no na•ve optimism, because Christianity is 
not optimistic. Christianity is comical and thatÕs something very different.

As a matter of fact it can always say: Ôyes but.Õ (Habakkuk 3:18) Yes but 
evil does not have the last word. Evil is crippled, what we see is a cat with its 
back up, the final convulsions. Now we weep, but you canÕt weigh that up 
against the relief thatÕs coming. GodÕs people began with a resounding laugh 
and thatÕs how things will finish.
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The comedian

ÔI hope you will put up with a little of my foolishnessÉ receive me then 
as you would a fool, so that I may do a little boasting about myselfÉ How 
unrighteous of me! Forgive me! (11:1; 11:16; 12:13)

2 Corinthians 10-12 (eventually 11:16-29) 

What is Paul doing here? Is this something to laugh about?
I have to think about how my little brother climbed up a lamp-post years 

ago, to steal the inner tube of a bike tyre that was stuck at the top of it. One 
way or another he managed to get to the top of the pole, hanging down head 
first, with one foot tangled in this inner tubeÉ But he and my sister came 
home (he got himself free, but donÕt ask me how) laughing themselves sick!

Now was this something to laugh about? What we laugh about is never 
really funny. We donÕt laugh when we watch Stan Laurel, with a lot of 
suspense involved, struggling to get the piano up the hill, but only as the 
rotten thing starts to move on its own and bounces all the way back down 
again. And when my brother was hanging up there, he and my sister were 
both shocked, naturally, but from the base of the streetlamp she quickly saw 
the hilarious side of the situation. Then my brother had to laugh as well, even 
though he was hanging upside down three meters from the ground.

That you can still laughÉ Plato and Aristotle were amazed about this 
contradiction and they explained that we laugh whenever thereÕs something 
really awful, but not too awful. If Tony Blair slips over on a banana-skin we 
laugh, because this is indeed dreadful, but not too dreadful. Conversely, if our 
grandma were to slip on the same banana-skin, that is too bad. Unless sheÕs 
all right, of course, and laughs it off and dryly observes: ÒYes, I should have 
paid more attention. Thank you!Õ Then we can see that itÕs no longer too bad, 
and with that it becomes really comical.

To put it briefly, we laugh so long as the danger is only relative. When 
things get serious, you sit, as it were, locked into the centre of your emotions. 
YouÕre dead scared, youÕre dispirited, youÕre worried sick, and thatÕs all you 
are aware of. But when you can get the gravity of the situation into 
perspective and break it open Ð that is humour. When situations are grave, 
everything becomes too much. But when too much turns out to be not so 
much after all, they you can laugh about it. Humour is using the zoom lens.

Christians are comedians. They were once potty about paradoxes and 
absurdities; their Bible and doctrine were their chief concerns. And they feel 
comfortable with foolishness, because they have learned from Jesus that the 
greatest foolishness later appears to be the greatest wisdom. But now the 
entire universe is called upon: it is finished! Since then everything has been 
magnified.
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ThatÕs why Paul can tie the Corinthians up. No laughing it off, no sickly 
Anglican smile. ÔEven in laughter the heart may ache.Õ (Proverbs 14:13) 
Earlier on he was a persecutor, he has been a mass-murderer. (1 Corinthians 
15:9; Acts 8:3) Therefore humour is certainly not na•vety, but the sober-
minded discovery that trouble has its limits. Nothing is too bad any more. 
ThatÕs why the Babylonian Captivity at first appeared to be endless, but later 
just the blink of an eye. (Isaiah 42:14; 54:7) Using the zoom!

In order to really know that nothing is too terrible, you need to have a 
deep sense of safety, trust. True comedians live from a serene love towards 
the world. That is the reason why Dutch comedian Toon Hermans can keep 
on being funny, and Hans Teeuwen is well past his best and has become dull 
and boring. Humour without sympathy is not humour at all. ÔLike a madman 
loosing off arrows at random is a man who deceives his neighbour and then 
says ÔI was only joking.Ó (Proverbs 26:18,19) Paul had learned to use the 
zoom and still be loving. The fanatic Paul became a comedian.
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In a single breath

ÔThe seven chamberlains: Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha, 
Zethar and Carcas.Õ (1:10)

Esther 1:1-20

What are these chamberlains doing in the book of Esther? Really quite 
senseless to name them all? (Esther 1:14,14; 2:3,8,14,21; 4:4) My Word 
spell-check makes the following suggestions from this list of names: Me 
human, Biz talk, Hambone, Bight, Bath, Zither and, of course, Carcass. Made 
me smile. A Jew would hear something even more comical in the list: The 
first name in Hebrew means Panic, the next one Loot, then Drought, 
TalkativeÉ

These flunkeys are like stand-ins for tailorÕs dummies, saying nothing, 
just sitting there as self-important as Lord Muck. Like a dress rehearsal for 
the opera chorus. The catalogue of the jewellery in 1:1-9 only serves to bring 
us right into this sphere of decadence. And perk up, says the writer, here 
comes the glamour and the glitterati. And with these ambiguous names the 
chamberlains certainly give the impression that every one of them is a fairy 
queen.

They get these fancy names just for a laugh. The same thing happens with 
the names of HamanÕs sonÕs, in a list crammed into 9:7-9. Faithful to 
tradition, this list is written in Hebrew writing with the smallest of letters and 
when recited in the synagogue it has to be read in a single breath! They are 
worth no more than a short breathing space.

Esther is another of those typical Bible stories in which pride goes before 
a fall. Whoever thinks heÕs it, becomes no more than a last gasp. Israel plays 
around a lot with names. This is what they did with the foreign god ÔBaal 
ZebulÕ, which means ÔLord of the lofty houseÕ. The Bible turns it into ÔBaal-
ZebubÕ, Lord of the flies. (2 Kings 1:2) The Jews saw so many filthy flies 
buzzing around all his sacrificial flesh, that with a smile they ÔimprovedÕ the 
noble name.

Or take the obese king Eglon Ð that also means Ôbig calfÕ. (Judges 3:22) 
Another king is called Ôsquare criminal super-negroÕ. (Judges 3:8) Phicol is a 
chatterbox and his name also means ÔmouthfulÕ. (Genesis 26:26) And what 
do you think of king Only Just, king Trouble, king Rebel and king Pompous? 
(Genesis 14:2) Sounds almost like a kidÕs picture book. Then youÕve got the 
sons of Nahor: The Beastly Heavy-breather, Contempt, Faller, Butcher, 
Giraffe and Red Eye. (Genesis 22:20-24) And Jonah means Dove, and his 
father Amittai means Honest Ð precisely what he isnÕt.
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If this isnÕt humour, what is? Adam = ground, Eva = living, Cain = 
weapon, Noah = consolation, Abel = nothing. And itÕs not their parents who 
could have chosen these names, but they had to have been invented later. 
They are pseudonyms, purely for the fun of the story.

The curses on the Jews appear to be a lot sharper than anything else, but 
their humour is conspicuously mild. It is not destructive, just like the typical 
Jewish wisecracks that are still so famous. The humour of the Greeks and 
Romans who were contemporary with Jesus was often graveyard humour, 
extremely pessimistic and needle-sharp. More often than not it was the lower 
classes that were the butt of some very caustic jokes. Is it surprising, now that 
Holland and the U.K. have become more secularised, that their cabaret is 
becoming a lot harder?

You only have to think of some of the ÔcomedyÕ programmes on the 
unregulated channels to understand why I think thereÕs something missing. 
You see, the humour of Jesus and the Bible is never frivolous or hate-filled, 
but always sympathetic. Since the death of Christ it became impossible to 
mock at victims. He reverses all the values. The loudmouths shall indeed 
crawl. But he died for the loudmouths as well. Whoever honours his Name, 
gets a new name. (Revelation 2:17)
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Jewish humour

ÔIt is a trap for a man to dedicate something rashly.Õ (Proverbs 20:25 NIV)

Not so long ago an organist played ÔWhen the saints go marching inÕ as 
the parish council made their entrance. The brethren smirked furtively, but 
had a word with the organist after the meeting: sorry, but next time weÕd 
rather you didnÕtÉWhat about that? How can it be that two billion Christians 
have never developed a Christian joke, while that tiny, mysterious Israeli 
people have stolen the show for millennia with their jokes?

Bill Watterson, the writer of the Casper & Hobbes strips, said somewhere: 
ÔSurprise is the essence of humour, and nothing is more surprising than the 
truth.Õ  Is the Bible truth? Come on, laugh then! ÔBut the most overwhelming 
Easter present, the most illustrious, sunniest joke in world history we 
welcome with a contorted face.Õ (Thijs Booy) The Church that has only just 
learned to put things into perspective and to look around lovingly, is precisely 
the same Church that looks so deadly serious.

I know of only one sort of people that get an unpleasant feeling from 
putting things into perspective: ministers, managers and media stars. People 
at the top. Do Christians also take themselves too seriously? In any case, that 
is something that the history of the Jews makes impossible, but Christianity is 
far and away the most settled religion. Can we not have a clearer perspective 
ourselves sometimes?

Now a lot of humour is indeed debased. But we are still inclined to think 
that gravity offers a guarantee of holiness. Whereas it is still possible that 
much of our seriousness is even more disgraceful.  Gravity is no safety zone, 
nor a safeguard against excess. Really, seriousness is most sensitive to 
haughtiness, and a lot of seriousness is directed towards self-preservation. 
Then above all we donÕt take God but ourselves all too seriously and we talk 
so solemnly so that weÕre not shown up. We attempt to create a reservation 
on earth that has something absolute about it. What we canÕt laugh about is 
made absolute. And God alone is absolute.

Gilbert Chesterton: ÔPride drags everything down to the level of an easy 
rite. You install yourself in a sort of self-directed seriousness. But to be 
serious is not a virtue. It is more of a natural inclination to make yourself too 
heavy, because thatÕs the easiest thing to do. It is much easier to write a good 
leader in the Times than a good joke for Punch. Because ceremoniousness 
comes natural to people, but a laugh is a leap. It is easy to be overweight, but 
difficult to be slim. Satan fell through gravitation.Õ Gravity sometimes has 
something demonic about it. ÔThe devil is faith without a smile, the devil is 
sombre because he knows where heÕs going and heÕs always going back to 
where he came from.Õ (So says a fictitious character from Umberto Eco.)
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Jules Deeler said in an interview: ÔIf you have to do without humour, then 
you are to be pitied. Life seems to be unbearable. It brings you to murder. We 
saw that on the 2nd of November with the ritual murder of Theo van Gogh. 
ThatÕs a lack of humour.Õ And Michel Palin from Monty Python:  ÔThe first 
thing fundamentalists lose, and it doesnÕt matter whether itÕs a Jew, a 
Christian or a Muslim, is their feel for humour. Fundamentalists are 
humourless people.Õ

Therefore: ÔIt is a trap for a man to dedicate something rashly.Õ (Proverbs 
20:15) There are church services that are as dry as dust and doctrines that are 
as musty as itÕs possible to be. This is even more remarkable because the 
Jewish peopleÕs jokes are traditionally more superior. On closer inspection, 
where have our [Sam and Moos?] got to? Now that on closer inspection the 
Christian religion has become so much more lively?  Have we appropriated 
God too much and can we therefore not laugh any more? Genial self-
mockery is a first step on the road to wisdom.

ÔWe can laugh because God is more than Destiny. And we can laugh, 
because Destiny takes on the airs of a god.Õ (Okke Jager) The Jewish joke 
will die out if we ever get a Jewish pope and a Jewish dogmatic theology.
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WowÉ 
(About the ten most brilliant Bible texts)

ÔWho were those two painters who vied with each other to determine who 
could paint the best picture of the visible world?Õ ÔNow IÕll prove to you that 
I am the best,Õ said the first and let the other see a curtain that he had painted. 
ÔNow take the curtain away,Õ said his competitor, Ôand show us the picture.Õ 

ÔThe curtain is the picture,Õ answered the first one, laughing.Õ
Nikos Kazantzakis

163 Beachcombing Reinier Sonneveld



A blank calling card

ÔI am who I am.Õ (3:14)
Exodus 3:1-15

You are sitting in a restaurant and get involved in a pleasant discussion 
about, letÕs say, Ôthe essence of chicken.Õ Eventually your table companion 
says: ÔChicken is chickenÕ, and takes a satisfying mouthful. Discussion 
closed. If youÕre a mathematician, then you think perhaps: ÔOh yeah, A = A, 
and a set is equal to itself, what a pointless thing to say.Õ But a youngster at a 
table further along finds it perfectly logical: ÔOK, so you canÕt compare a 
chicken with anything else; a chick is so chicken [ÔchickÕ =  a young girl, and 
ÔchickenÕ = afraid, in jeugdtaal], chicken is unique.Õ And the kid also knows 
that you mustnÕt harp on about it any further. Chicken is just chicken, and 
now thatÕs the end of it. What the scientist didnÕt understand, the child did: 
ÔChicken is chicken.Õ

Mozes was angling for an excuse by asking for GodÕs calling card. He 
received a blank card. For hundreds of years God had kept silent, and his 
beloved people wasted away in Egypt, and at last he was about to let them 
hear from him. Tensely you wait, somethingÕs about to happen; now he is 
going to unveil how things are. You expect to hear the voice of authority, 
impressive words. Everything is going to be made clear.

God makes a pun on words.
ÔI am who I am.Õ If you can imagine a Jerusalem mobile-phone 

companyÕs advertising slogan as: ÔHi, IÕm HaimÕ, then you have some idea of 
this 3500 year old humour. If a Jew doesnÕt know the way, he will tell you: 
ÔYou must go to where you want to go.Õ Or else, ÕNo idea where youÕre 
going.Õ God says something like that here. ÔIt doesnÕt matter who I am.Õ That 
is his name. The discussion is closed. The mathematician thinks itÕs 
nonsense, but the child can understand it: ÔOK, God canÕt be compared to 
anything. God is so completely God that he is just unique. I wonÕt ask any 
more questions.Õ (See page 138.)

In his game with words lies the unprecedented revolution within Judaism. 
It has learned to say about God: he is unique, so IÕll stop talking, God is God. 
Full stop. Exodus is a bomb that blows all the definitions of God to 
smithereens, all theology, preaching and treasured books. This book too. Oh 
yes, talking about God is not nonsense, you have to; you are sitting now with 
a one-time revelation that in spite of everything dares to speak Ð but in it the 
real God is infinitely exalted. And thus he says infinitely more by saying so 
little: I am greater than anyone can understand; I canÕt be reduced to words.
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Idols were attempts at making God tangible, quantifiable, compliant. 
ThatÕs also what the jittery Moses wants to do. And then he gets handed a 
blank calling card. No words to hang on to, nothing whatever he can grab 
hold of Ð he must just exercise blind faith! Fall over backwards and hope that 
someone will catch you. That is the revolution within Jewry; in a razor-sharp 
way it has learned to unmask what idolatry is: that we are lost, if God doesnÕt 
transcend our definitions. If you would give the Old Testament a title, I 
propose: God is God (and for the New Testament, Jesus is God). The holy 
word-game in Exodus 3:14 makes God intangible, undefiled by our hands 
and thinking.

For the New (Dutch) Bible Translation there have been more than a 
hundred different translations suggested for GodÕs personal name. Ultimately 
it has become ÔLORD,Õ but thatÕs more of a symbol, a logo, rather than 
meaning anything in particular. We have a God who is untranslatable, we 
donÕt even know what his name means. The name that should reveal 
everything, we understand nothing about it. Thus God remains intangible for 
any single interest group, or ruler.  No one can say: ÔGod is so and so, so you 
mustÉÕ Misuse of power always goes hand in hand with the appropriation of 
the last mysteries. This is what Judaism tackled. Wherever thereÕs talk about 
the misuse of power, you will find idolatry, and God does not stand supreme 
over all.

DonÕt harness him to your cart, and donÕt try anything else either; not 
even your inability to comprehend him. Later on, a photo will appear on his 
calling card. Taken on Golgotha.
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What thou wilt notÉ 

ÔÕYou! YouÕre the man!Õ (12:7)
2 Samuel 12:1-14
2 Samuel 14:1-33
1 Kings 20:35-43

A right slap in the face to read it, but three fascinating stories, and 
virtually the same three times over. The best known is naturally the first one. 
David has had his wicked way with Bathsheba, and he has personally 
arranged the death of her husband as a big cover-up operation. Then along 
comes the prophet Nathan with a tale about a stinking rich farmer who steals 
his poor neighbourÕs only lamb and kills it. Simply because heÕs too mean to 
slaughter one of his own sheep. David is naturally ropeable, but then Nathan 
reveals all. ÔThe greedy man that I was telling you about, thatÕs you!Õ

Years later there came a wise old women to visit David. In the meantime 
DavidÕs own family has turned out to be rotten to the core and has fallen 
apart: Absalom has murdered one of his brothers who had raped their sister. 
Now heÕs scarpered and David doesnÕt take the initiative in reconciliation. 
However, the woman from Tekoa tells a story thatÕs very similar to DavidÕs, 
and his reaction to it isÉ a fugitive has to be protected. But then he cottons 
on. Hang on a minute, isnÕt this the same tale that NathanÉ?

Then one and a half centuries later there came a nameless prophet to king 
Ahab. Ahab had done a slimy thing against a highly dangerous enemy. The 
prophet disguised himself with bandages and came with a yarn that he must 
watch out for a prisoner who, in an unguarded moment, he had allowed to 
escape. ÔYouÕve pronounced your own sentence,Õ says Ahab. Very funny: 
Ahab says that the prophet sentences himself, but with the pronouncement of 
the words, he is the one who is condemning himselfÉ Because heÕs let 
someone off the hook who should have been to be condemned. And God 
wonÕt let him escape.

Three times the same story. A king commits a terrible blunder, he has to 
listen to a story, gets caught up in it and pronounces his own judgment Ð and 
that looks like bringing sudden judgment down on himself.

Kings at that time also had the function of Lord Chief Justice. But in this 
case the judge must be tried by himself. How do you do that? Today as well, 
top figures let themselves be inconveniently criticised; ministers, directors, 
teachers, but also ordinary parents by their children. Nathan, the woman from 
Tekoa and the unknown prophet found a brilliant solution: invent a moving 
story that is ÔsafelyÕ about someone else, and as the king takes the bait, you 
suddenly turn it round on him. 
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Then youÕre in a right jam. Everyone has heard you pronounce your 
judgment, and you canÕt back out of it. If you now attach a bit of truth to your 
meaning, you condemn yourself and you will have to change your behaviour. 
ThatÕs the sort of judo that the prophets employ; the power of their opponent 
upends himself.  It is precisely their feeling of self-esteem that makes them 
condemn themselves. ItÕs all about logic.  What you lay upon another applies 
to yourself. ÔWith the measure that you measure, you yourself will be 
measured. What you do to another, others will do to you.Õ (Matthew 7:2,12)

Being logical is a question of self-respect; whoever doesnÕt pass judgment 
on himself slowly rots away. You can see that in the difference between 
David and Ahab. David grew so much through this confrontation that he can 
be friendly towards NathanÕs son. (1 Kings 4:5) But Ahab was a not so lucky 
as David and more unbelieving, and typically, from the prophet he finds that 
this also has its own logic: ÕYou have pronounced your own judgment ,Õ Ð but 
he didnÕt apply it to himself. The prophetÕs trick didnÕt work with him, 
because Ahab had too little self-respect to want to live a better life, and he 
literally became Ôdarkness.Õ (1 Kings 20:43)
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How will you live on?

ÔThey do not marry nor are they given in marriageÉGod is not a God of 
the dead, but of the living.Õ (20:35;38)

Luke 20:27-40

Sadducees donÕt believe in anything supernatural, except in God. No 
angels, no life after this one, down here is all the life there is. So they want a 
literal interpretation of the biblical text. Everything has to be tangible and 
clear. ThatÕs logical for people who are mostly rich and successful.

Well now, the Sadducees are also indignant at Jesus. Particularly because 
he threatened their ordered lives and appeared to be something supernatural 
besides God. They have also thought up their own trick question. They tell a 
clever story about the so-called Ôlevirate marriage.Õ (20:28-32) That was a law 
in ancient Israel: if a husband died and left his wife childless, then his brother 
had to marry her so as to raise up children. (Deuteronomy 25:5,6)  But now 
thereÕs this poor women who was married in this way to seven brothers, yet 
remained childless, and she arrives in heaven: so now, with whom is she 
reckoned to be married?

It is a clever story because it displaces the point of the question. It appears 
to be about this (comical) situation in Heaven and you are inclined to go 
along with it. Seven marriages at the same time? Or just one, and leave six 
men unmarried? The ordinary people would find this absurd and expect Jesus 
to do the same. Moreover, immediately, the following question is: ÔBut then, 
why did Moses give you this law?Õ If it is possible to be remarried, then 
wouldnÕt it be better for the woman to wait and have children in Heaven with 
her first husband?  Dear Jesus, arenÕt you despising the law of God?

According to the Sadducees thus ruling is an extreme attempt to have 
children in the here and now, Òbecause the family name mustnÕt 
disappear.Õ (Deuteronomy 25:6)  From that they concluded that there was 
thus no other possibility of obtaining children, and consequently there is 
apparently no heaven.  The levirate marriage would thus prove that at the 
most you live on in your children, and nothing more than that.

Jesus didnÕt fall into their trap and reacted to their backward reasoning. 
(20:37) Moses implied that there is no life after this one? Moses said a lot 
more than that. Even after Abraham had been long dead, God is still called 
his God. Therefore Abraham must still be alive. That sounds strange to our 
ears. How could someone still be alive just because you name him? Does that 
mean, that because the Philips factory still exists in Holland, that its founder 
Gerard Philips is still alive?

No, but as far as God is concerned, it is so. Because he is Ôthe God of the 
living.Õ (20:38) In our reasoning something can only live on in our memories, 
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or through our children. But then, you donÕt know the power of God.Õ (Mark 
12:24) Because with God it can happen. He doesnÕt act according to our 
reasoning about death, or our idea that there is nothing more than the here-
and-now. He is not Ôof the dead.Õ If there is an all-powerful God, then there is 
also a life after this one. Whoever believes in Òsomething,Õ must also believe 
in a heaven.

This is how the fake problem was surprisingly resolved: in the afterlife 
there wonÕt be any marriage! And the underlying deadly serious reasoning 
gets an even more surprising answer: ÔLater we donÕt marry anymore, 
because we wonÕt die anymore.  (20:34-36) Obviously we marry now because 
we die. WeÕre not afraid to live, because we want children and a family name 
in order to ensure our posterity.

At least, that is the attitude of the Sadducees. But according to Jesus thatÕs 
a funereal attitude to life. Here and now? Everything has to be tangible, 
concrete and literal? Then you are just heading for death and hence are 
governed by death. Then youÕve certainly got a problem if you are not going 
to live on through your children or by being remembered. But if you trust in 
the power of God, your life breaks open and then you can really live.
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Not quite

ÔYou are not far from the kingdom of God.Õ (12:34)
Mark 12:28-34

The day after he had swept the temple clean (11:15-19), for obvious 
reasons Jesus was subjected to prolonged and fanatical interrogation. But it 
all came to an end when Ôno one dared to ask him any more questionsÕ. 
(12:34) Then you are curious to know the last thing he said. That would have 
to hit the jackpot. But here it comes, the last thing Jesus said was: ÔYou are 
not far from the Kingdom of God.Õ This sounds very friendly and ordinary. 
How then can something like this ever cause a fanatical group of learned men 
to slink away? 

Anyhow, it is a strange story. The entire day Jesus has been troubled by 
awkward, trick questions. But now, all of a sudden, a bible expert asks a very 
unambiguous question, and Jesus quietly gives him an answer Ð and the 
expert agrees. It canÕt get more idyllic than this. Yet Jesus says about it: ÔYou 
are very close, but not quite.Õ Was there still something about this scholar 
then?

If you read carefully, then there certainly appears to be an almighty 
tension brewing under his respectable exterior. The parallel text in Matthew 
gives the game away: that the Bible expert was fed up with the fact that Jesus 
had trumped all the SadduceesÕ questions, and that he Ôwanted to test his 
reactionÕ. (Matthew 22:35) And with that in mind he dreamed up a new 
question: ÒWhat is the most important commandment?Õ

DoesnÕt sound all that threatening, you might say. Just a touch with a 
feather duster, because the answer is all too obvious: worship God, naturally! 
Why would this scholar ask such a question? And it sounds as if you are in a 
Jewish primary-school class if Jesus now answers: Ô The Lord is one, love 
him with all your being.Õ This is literally the so-called Shema, or if you like: 
the Jewish Confession of Faith that is constantly instilled into each child. 
(12:30; Deuteronomy 6:7)

Thus far, the first catechism lesson, for then comes the turn of the screw. 
Jesus comes back at him with yet another first commandment: ÔThere is no 
other commandment that is greater than this: you must love your neighbour 
as yourself.Õ (12:31) That was a shock in those days. And how come there are 
two first commandments? How do you account for that? But while the 
bystanders frowned, the academic swallowed, because he realised he had 
been shown up.

How did that happen? The learned man asked the kindergarten question 
because in his unbelief he paid no attention to JesusÕ divine claims. The 
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answer has to be correct, that God gets all the honour, thatÕs the Shema, but 
Jesus seems to be calling himself God, but perhaps it was just a slip of the 
tongue. If he wants to do anything about it, they could execute him later. 

But Jesus didnÕt go any further with that; he did something else besides. 
After giving the standard answer, by saying something so unexpected as Ôlove 
the one nearest to youÕ, he unveiled what was really going on here: clearly 
this scholar didnÕt love him. And Jesus revealed this with a quote from the 
Bible. (Leviticus 19:18) This Jewish man would have to agree with that, just 
as he did with the first part of his answer.

ItÕs the combination that gets to him. These two great commandments are 
actually the same, says Jesus. If you donÕt love your neighbour, then you 
donÔt love God. If you donÕt love me, neither do you love God. By keeping 
absolutely within the teaching and only by combining two quotations, Jesus 
tore the mask off this scholar who was not right in the teaching, and even 
stronger: he maintained all his own divine claims at the same time. 

The Bible scholar must agree here, but he canÕt do it. So he starts playing 
with words. He exaggerates his response to make it look as if he agrees with 
Jesus: ÔSplendid!Õ But then he subtly changes the words. ÔIndeed, God is one, 
and there is no otherÕ. (So you, Jesus, youÕre not God either). ÔAnd indeed, to 
love God totally and your neighbour as yourself, is more important that all 
the sacrifices.Õ (12:32-33)

The most important point suddenly becomes: more important than what? 
As a scholar he cannot explicitly deny what Jesus said; they were simple 
Bible quotes. But he certainly canÕt admit the truth of it, because then heÕd 
have to set himself aside; then he would not be able to hate Jesus anymore 
and would have to take his divine claims seriously.

Jesus has seen right through this hanky-panky and called it ÔcleverÕ. 
(12:34) But because of the way the man twisted and turned he hasnÕtÕ got 
there yet, not quite. He does have Ô a commandment this is still greaterÕ than 
to honour God and to love your neighbour as yourself: he loved himself more 
than Jesus. And thereby he loves himself more than God. The learned man 
felt this and had to slink away. He must make a choice that he didnÕt want to 
face.

Whoever believes in God but not in Jesus, is nearly there. But not quite.
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Burgled

ÔFriend, your sins are forgiven you.Õ (2:5)
Mark 2:1-12

It must have created quite a stir. It was standing room only in the house 
where Jesus was, and suddenly there was a thumping about overhead. 
Everyone looks up, roof-tiles are being lifted off, tile after tile reveals more 
and more blue sky, hands taking hold, grit in the hair, pebbles falling Ð if 
there wasnÕt a tile hitting you on the head! ThatÕs how a burglary happens; at 
least, this looked like a burglary in broad daylight. And even a roof beam was 
broken away, splinters, four faces, ropes, and a stretcher that bit by bit was 
being let down below. But thereÕs no room, everything was higgledy-
piggledy, ow! IÕve got the invalid on my head, IÕm not sure I like that, make 
room, now we really have to make more roomÉ

Four men demolish the house where Jesus was, and what did he say, as 
eventually, with a lot of pushing and shoving, they made enough room? 
ÔFriend, your sins are forgiven youÕ.  

The bystanders, we included, the bearers, and certainly the paralytic were 
wide-eyed: ahem, sorry, but that certainly wasnÕt the idea Ð the purpose of all 
this troubleÉAnd certainly the religious teachers (who had come from far 
and wide, see Luke 5:17) were the most indignant, but in another way: this is 
outright blasphemy! ÔThis blokeÕ acts as if heÕs God and can forgive Ð what 
outright arrogance! (2:7)

Jesus has nevertheless deliberately aimed at this. He asks a question, and 
the more you think about it, the more confusing it gets: ÔWhich is easier: to 
say Ôyour sins are forgivenÕ or ÔyouÕre healedÕ?Õ (2:8,9)

This question is deliberately ambiguous. Generally we interpret it as if the 
answer must be: your sins are forgiven. Forgiving sin will then be easier, 
because you can still quietly assert it even if itÕs not true. You can still declare 
that someone can be healed, but then you must also prove it. Even so, you can 
also maintain that this must be the correct answer: You are healed. If healing 
is easier, then more is possible after all, mothers, doctors, magiciansÉTo 
really do it is actually easier than forgiving, because only God can forgive.

It didnÕt enter the heads of the religious teachers that such forgiveness 
could be done on earth, but JesusÕ brilliant question worked like a crowbar.  
Really it wasnÕt his house that had been broken into, but he broke into them. 
He makes a question of integrity out of it. Is he a charlatan, is he just Õthis 
here blokeÕ, just an ordinary Ôson of manÕ (as he had regularly and ironically 
called himself)?
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Or is heÉGod? This option now comes a lot closer, because immediately 
Jesus proved his integrity by doing what he said: he promptly healed the 
paralysed man. How did the teachers handle this?

Jesus asks a question, but donÕt wait for the answer. (2:10,11) The 
Pharisees asked him a question and wanted an answer at any price, because 
the aim was to humiliate him. It wasnÕt necessary for Jesus to show them up 
and he knew that an answer wouldnÕt be forthcoming.  He didnÕt put the 
Pharisees under pressure and just carried on without their answer; later he 
would become even more severe, but then he would also have been preaching 
for much longer, and would reproach the Pharisees even more. But even here, 
the dignitaries have to keep their objections quiet; if you want to openly 
argue that Jesus isnÕt God, then youÕre stuck. (See page 26.) Your objections 
have to remain ill-considered. 

ThatÕs why they had to work up mass hysteria later if they were ever 
going to get Jesus crucified. For now, four men demolish his house and all he 
can say is: ÔYour sins are forgiven.Õ Not long after this, they would demolish 
his body, and all he says is: ÔFather, forgive them, because they donÕt know 
what theyÕre doing.Õ (Luke23:34)

Everything went wrong with Jesus, so that he could break into us and we 
could be made whole.
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What everyone thirsts for

ÔThe water that I give will become a spring within you.Õ (4:14)
John 4:1-42

In Samaria there lives an unhappy woman. Her life has followed a pretty 
rugged course, sheÕs already got five marriages behind her. Now sheÕs in a 
sixth relationship, but she dares not make more of it than that. SheÕs only got 
this man for financial support and to keep loneliness at bay. She has no 
intention of getting married for a sixth time. The other women, more 
respectable and conventional than she, wont have anything to do with her, 
and they make that obvious as well. And so she goes to fetch water in the 
middle of the day. (4:6) By then itÕs scorching hot, but at least there wont be 
anyone to make unpleasant comments or (even worse) ignore her.

But then she gets noticed! By a man, and a friendly man at that, who asks 
her for help: ÔWhile youÕre still busy, give me something to drink too.Õ At 
last, someone who asks something of her. For that is perhaps the most 
difficult thing about social isolation. You long for contact, but it slips further 
and further away. No one ever comes near you, youÕre always dependant on 
someone else, and you feel worthless. But this man sees her there.

But he is a Jew. And Jews were sick at the sight of Samaritans, so thereÕs 
got to be something behind his approach. Just like all the other women from 
her town, this rabbi must certainly be planning to offend her. Suspiciously 
she says: ÔJews have no dealings with Samaritans, you know.Õ With a smile 
Jesus suggests that she can let her guard down: ÔIf you really knew who I am, 
you would ask for water from me.Õ (4:9)

At the same time he is telling her that sheÕs the one who needs something, 
not him. And that he is the solution. But the Samaritan woman hasnÕt got that 
far yet. She is still sceptical, so she says: ÔMr. Waterless, this is a very good 
well. I donÕt need anything. And in any case, with that kind of claim youÕd 
have to be more eminent that our forefather Jacob.Õ The challenges him, but 
in the meantime she is becoming less reserved, because she is really seeking 
contact: our forefather Jacob.

But Jesus comes even closer. Now he gets very particular. He knows how 
many men she has worn out, it was never enough, she still got thirsty 
againÉÕYou will get thirsty again from drinking this water, but I have water 
that will be like a spring within you. Then youÕll never be thirsty 
again.Õ (4:10-15) The woman is still hoping against hope that heÕs still talking 
about the well, and not about her, and so she reacts nicely but superficially: 
ÒNow, that sounds good, give me some of that water, then I wont have to 
keep trudging back here every day.Õ

Jesus has shown that he respects her, and now he can begin to Ôwarm 
things upÕ a bit, and start to pinpoint the sore spots: ÕYouÕre a man-eater.Õ You 
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may be critical, if you have shown your love. But the woman is not that far 
yet and is still sceptical: ÔYouÕve got a lot of insight, but whatÕs that got to do 
with me? You Jews say that youÕre the ones with the truth. So weÕre inferiorÕ. 
(4:16-29)

Now Jesus has her where he wants her. How often do you see people who 
donÕt belong displaying this kind of destructive behaviour, so that they 
become completely isolated. If you donÕt belong, that can so easily destroy 
your own self-worth that itÕs no longer important to give enough concern to 
doing whatÕs right. Criminals often hate themselves, not because theyÕre 
criminals, but the other way round: they become criminals because they hate 
themselves. They donÕt belong with the nice, smart, important people Ð their 
own way seems to wreck everything thatÕs nice. And so it becomes a vicious 
circle, because now they really donÕt belong anywhere. Self-hatred 
establishes itself.

Jesus breaks through this circle of self-hate and isolation in an ingenious 
way. ÔYou feel a deep emptiness, and try to fill it with the attention of men. 
But that way you only work yourself further into the hole, and lose yourself 
and all your contacts. ThereÕs only one answer to this thirst that everyone 
feels: fill your heart with God! And donÕt fool yourself that this isnÕt for you, 
because God is there for everyone!Õ (4:21-26)

Now the spell is broken. She runs to the town and suddenly finds she is 
able to address the gossips openly. (4:39) They give her the benefit of the 
doubt and also come to believe. ÔLook,Õ says Jesus to his disciples, ÔEveryone 
belongs, even the Samaritans.Õ (4:41)
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The focus of an heir

ÔHappy are the kind-hearted, for they shall inherit the earth.Õ (5:5)
Matthew 19:13-15 (eventually Mark 10:13-16 or Luke 18:15-17)

Inherit the earth, inherit the kingdom; these are unique combinations of 
words that you never find again in JesusÕ time (Matthew 25:34) Put it down 
to his unique capacity for creative language. For, in that one word ÔinheritÕ 
lies the entire revolution within Christianity. What has to happen before you 
can inherit something?  Someone dies. So what has happened if you inherit 
the earth or the kingdom? Then the king has died, the true King of the 
worldÉJesus was speaking about his own death and how by this means he 
would give us the world as an inheritance. (Hebrews 9:16)

You seldom get an inheritance because youÕve worked hard for it. You get 
an inheritance because youÕre someoneÕs child, and thatÕs something you 
canÕt do anything about. ThatÕs how people brought babies to Jesus (19:13) 
Not toddlers, as we so often interpret this story, but tiny babies: the same 
Greek word that is used for Jesus when he was born. Babies are not humble, 
babies donÕt do anything good, babies donÕt believe anything. Babies donÕt 
do anything. ButÉÕThe kingdom of God is for those who are the same as 
them.Õ (Mark 10:14)

You canÕt do anything in order to get into the kingdom. Not even by being 
kind or humble, or even not doing anything. And thereÕs no trick to this, no 
way that the coming of this delightful world can be speeded up.

That is absolutely revolutionary. People are always trying to set up heaven 
on earth. ThatÕs precisely what Judas wanted, and because Jesus willed it 
otherwise, he gave his Master over to be executed. That was also the biggest 
mistake of the Crusades. Communism was the latest massive attempt, but you 
see exactly the same thing happening in plastic surgery.  The same with 
families and love relationships: we want to reach perfection in the here and 
now.

An enforced utopia inevitably becomes violent. You see it in the way 
JudasÕs behaviour miscarried. Communism murdered countless millions of 
guiltless citizens. The plastic surgeon makes us just as unsure until we let our 
beautiful body be mutilated until it takes on a uniform appearance; Barbie 
Doll could well become a dictator more cruel than Stalin was. Families and 
love relationships are wrecked as people can accept less and less; they feel 
personally responsible and hurt if perfection still isnÕt achieved. (See page 
104)

Against the ill-mannered perfection-hunters Jesus says: you canÕt do 
anything about it, you inherit utopia. Only babies get the beautiful life. ÔFlesh 
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and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God.Õ (I Corinthians 15:50) Whoever 
thinks he has to fight for a perfect life, eventually wrecks his life.

At the same time you can see a reverse movement. Not enforcing a 
utopia, but disappointed people who write it off completely. You are called 
Post-modern then, sensible. Christendom calls it cynicism. Because you let 
other people and yourself suffocate if you donÕt believe anymore in a better 
world. Then you let everything go its own way and refuse to get involved. If 
you donÕt believe in heaven, then it becomes hell on earth. Whoever becomes 
relativistic eventually chooses in favour of himself. Having no ideal is just as 
violent if your ideals cost what their realisation costs. 

Against these cynics Jesus says: Yes, itÕs true, there is a utopia coming, 
there is a great story! That is not arrogance; that is simply GodÕs humour. And 
GodÕs humour does something to you. Because how do you live if you know 
that a gigantic inheritance from a loving father is coming your way? You live 
as a worthy heir. You live in the style of the kingdom. You canÕt hasten the 
inheritance by bowing and scraping and working at full bore, you donÕt have 
to be afraid of being disinherited either. But you can make God very happy.

If GodÕs pleasure is your focus, then your life becomes beautiful. You 
donÕt become loving so that you can get a dream life, but because thatÕs what 
you get. You inherit the earth. We are heirs to the throne. We shall become 
kings and queens. (Romans 5:17; 2 Timothy 2:12) With that kind of outlook 
you can do what princess Maxima did meanwhile, taking citizenship courses 
in preparation for the new position. You feel the responsibility already. You 
are already a symbol of the new realm.

You canÕt do a thing to achieve the beautiful life. But you can live better 
because it is coming. You are an heir to the throne and becoming naturalized.

All the soundness of the faith comes with the unequalled appearing of our 
King. ÔSeek first the kingdom and his righteousness, that you will get all the 
other things as well.Õ (Matthew 6:33)
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The merciful Pakistani

ÔWhich of these three in your estimation is neighbour to the robbery 
victim?Õ (10:36)

Luke 10:25-37

The story of the Good Samaritan is very well known. So well known that 
the contrariness of it hardly crosses anyoneÕs mind these days. Translated to 
the present time, in Holland at any rate, it would be about a Moroccan (and in 
England, probably a Pakistani). In the same way the Jews reacted to the 
Samaritans, many Dutch people find Moroccans anti-social at least. But in 
this little story all the preconceived ideas are swept away. Someone is badly 
beaten up in a train and robbed, lies naked in a compartment, and then Jimmy 
Saville comes along and leaves him there. Then along comes David 
Dimbleby and he also leaves him there. ThatÕs how perversely Jesus told it.

Then eventually, along comes a Pakistani who immediately takes off his 
shirt and staunches the blood. Take note however, that the Pakistani doesnÕt 
know who heÕs getting involved with; the wounded person can be a victim 
but also a criminal. Perhaps heÕs helping a rapist. He doesnÕt know, yet he 
helps him all the same. No pre-selection at the ticket-barrier, no fear and 
failure to overcome Ð just helping. At the first station, he carries the badly 
wounded man out of the carriage and calls an ambulance. And because no 
one knows who the man is, perhaps it really is an uninsured tramp, the 
Pakistani promises to stand guarantor for all the costs. A blank cheque that 
could finally total several thousand pounds.

The occasion for this story is a question from a theologian: How do I get 
eternal life? An adolescent asks the same question later. (18:18-27) This 
youngster is unsure but is open to Jesus; and on that occasion Jesus gave the 
encouraging answer himself. The theologian is really arrogant and only wants 
to catch Jesus out. (10:25) So he lets Jesus give the answer himself so that 
thereÕs no possible escape. And in both circumstances we get the correct 
answer: love God intensively and your fellow man as much as you love 
yourself, and in this way you will always remain alive.

The theologian as well as the adolescent had known this all along, but still 
they both considered they had to do something. The young manÕs weakness, 
as it is with many believers, was his money. The weakness of the theologian 
lay elsewhere. As a genuine scholar he wanted definitions. ÔOK, I have to 
love my fellow man, but who is he, canÕt you be more specific?Õ Obviously 
he felt he was falling short, but wanted to justify himself (10:29) by 
suggesting that it wasnÕt up to him, but that God leaves it unclear. A clever 
deflection manoeuvre that many believers use: talk just long enough so that 
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the problem gets buried under such a load of verbal that you donÕt have to do 
anything about it. (1 Timothy 6:4,5; 2 Timothy 3:5; Titus 3:9)

But Jesus turns everything around. Not: who is my neighbour? But, to 
whom am I a neighbour? DonÕt ask who you have to help, but ask yourself if 
you are a helper of others. There is no way to define who your fellow man is; 
you are simply a fellow man. If you go around looking for definitions then 
you create a restriction, and you start making rules. Who shall I help, who 
not? Jesus didnÕt ask us to draw any lines of demarcation, but to always stand 
ready to do something. ThatÕs how you become a fellow man, time and time 
again; funnily enough Jesus asks who ÔbecomesÕ the neighbour. (10:36) You 
donÕt become a fellow-traveller apparently, just like that. ItÕs not the other 
person who has to be happy that you helped him, or her; you have to be glad 
you can help. Then you can say you have become a neighbour.

There is something at a different level coming into play during this 
conversation. As is often apparent in the Gospels there is a threatening 
undertone.  The theologian will Ôput Jesus to the test,Õ (10:25) and the 
question with which he wants to trap him is the definitive question: who is 
my neighbour? Apparently he is waiting for Jesus to give a faulty answer to 
it. Jesus was a busy revolutionary and will surely say that only his disciples 
qualify. But he now tells a perverse story and says that you mustnÕt make 
definitions, but remain open to possibilities. Not thinking but doing.

But there is still more going on. Sometimes Jesus himself was called a 
ÔSamaritan.Ô (John 8:48) Is he alluding to himself here? Jesus travelled 
around and took pity on sick people. Jesus wrote blank cheques for others. 
You can go bankrupt doing this and indeed Jesus ultimately gave away 
everything, even his own life. Who is neighbour to the weak?  The theologian 
has to give the answer himself: The man who has suffered with him.Õ (10:37) 
That is Jesus! Jesus is the merciful Pakistani, or Moroccan. He is our nearest 
neighbour. And as you help all the others you are helping him. Then you are 
also worthy to be a merciful Pakistani.
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How one short sentence saved the worldÉ

ÔWhoever among you is without sin, let him throw the first stone.Õ (8:7)
John 8:1-11

How is it possible that one single sentence can send a group of devious 
fundamentalists, right there on their own turf in the temple, cringing away? 
How can that ever happen? Especially now that theyÕll pick up on every 
comma, yes every wrong tone of voice, so as to catch you out? JesusÕ very 
life is in the balance, and even more so, the life of the woman as well, who 
had been caught while she was committing adultery Ð just one misplaced 
word and he, as well as the woman, would be lynchedÉ

This group of fundamentalists is clever. Jesus was always so forgiving 
towards sinners, but the Jewish law is crystal clear about adultery: capital 
punishment. If he now deviates from his own forgiving disposition (which, 
with all the surrounding menace, would be rather understandable), the people 
would be disappointed and he would lose his credibility. But if he also puts 
anything from the Law into relative perspective, then he looses even more 
drastically: then there is really solid ground on which to officially have him 
put out of the way.

ÔWhoever among you is without sin, can throw the first stone.Õ What 
Jesus does here must have completely confused the bystanders. He sticks 
absolutely to what the Law says; he doesnÕt deny that whoever commits 
adultery must be executed. He avoids all the pitfalls of his interrogators. But 
in one or other mysterious way he so turns it around, that his forgiving 
disposition remains intact, and stronger than ever.  He proposes a new law 
himself Ð one that turns everything inside out. And this law fillets all the 
motivation away from his attackers.

After all, this group held fast to their we-know-better attitude, they felt 
themselves infinitely superior and therefore thought that pretty soon they 
would be able to take Jesus and likewise lynch the woman. But they could 
only sustain this delusion in a group. ThatÕs why Jesus said: ÔWhoever 
among you is without sin, can throw the first stone.Õ The first stoneÉYou can 
see them thinking: Am I without sin? What would others say about me then, 
if I throw a stone? Jesus turned the tables on them so that each one had to 
examine himself and could no longer fluctuate with the group. And then you 
canÕt feel superior any longer, just follow the rest and do what they do. 
Whoever is naked and without the protection of the group, judges very 
differently.

No one threw that one, most difficult first stoneÉ Do we ever consider 
this sentence as food for thought? And yet this one short sentence was 
obviously not enough against such a group of furious men. That is the 
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mystery of what Jesus writes in the sand. Even before that sentence, he 
calmly drew lines in the sand of the temple compound. He waited until the 
magic of the moment had worn off and then took the initiative back. Not 
submissively, not uninterested, not irritated (the group, in all that had 
happened, should have been able to find a cause to take him directly), but just 
quietly busy with something else and waiting for his moment

This brilliant body language worked even more powerfully towards it. 
Without that, he would have thrown away the effect of his sentence. Not 
seriously eyeballing the group, and certainly not humbly awaiting the 
outcome Ð but again busy with something else. NobodyÕs arrogance got a 
momentÕs nourishment so as to break loose, and the group is left to itself Ð 
and so falls apart. The sick hocus-pocus of aggression against a scapegoat is 
broken. 

ÔNo one has condemned you?Õ (8:10) You can hear the amusement in 
JesusÕ voice as he looks up and every one of them has slunk away. And then: 
ÔNeither do I condemn you.Õ He doesnÕt throw the first stone, and the 
implication is clear: I am therefore without sin. But the one who has reason to 
be proud, doesnÕt use his power to repel, but to make others stronger. And so 
he doesnÕt leave it only at not condemning. His judgment is not 
condemnation. It isnÕt destructive, like that of the Pharisees, and there is no 
aggression in it at all Ð his judgment is constructive, he will only build up. 
ThatÕs why he didnÕt just say: ÔOff you go.Õ In blessed relief, thatÕs what we 
would have said. No, full of love, he said, ÔOff you go now Ð and donÕt sin 
anymore.Õ (Not that schoolmasterly ÔbutÉÕ but quietly ÔandÉÕ)

What Jesus wrote in the sand we are not told. John wisely keeps that a 
secret for us, as if he would say: those letters have been blown away, and also 
the wonder of that moment. Jesus is matchless, inimitable. This time he saved 
everything just by speaking, but later he will keep silent. As he stood before 
Pilate himself he didnÕt speak such a brilliant sentence. Jesus never used his 
genius for his own benefit but only for others. And now he saves through the 
restoration he spoke into the life of a woman. And almost en passant, his own 
life. This short sentence saved his mission, and through that, the world. 
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Dir ections for discussions

One of the best ways to grow personally is to get into conversation with 
others. It can be helpful to construct such a conversation with a number of 
questions. Below I give directions for seventeen group discussions; first of 
all, indications for the preparation, then extra sources of information for 
those who want to dig deeper, and lists with possible questions that will 
stimulate discussion. Each participant should be busy with preparation for 
about half an hour and the discussion should last between one and two hours.

A discussion leader can put in some extra study of the subject beforehand 
and make a selection from the list of questions and eventually add some new 
ones. This also applies to the reading that is recommended. Establish the 
entire discussion on the questions that really take hold among the group. 
DonÕt use the Bible like the operating instructions for your video recorder. 
The Bible is not a technical book, the Bible is fireworks.
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TranslatorÕs note

When I heard the proposal that my friend Reinier SonneveldÕs book 
should be published in English, I heartily agreed, little thinking that I would 
be invited to undertake the fascinating task of translation.

Having now brought this to completion, it has been both an amusing and 
surprising adventure along the Ôbiblical beachÕ where the author has been 
doing some spiritual beachcombing.

Reinier has his own inimitable style when writing in his mother tongue, 
and to try and reproduce that same style in the English translation has been 
my foremost aim. How well this has been achieved only he will really know, 
while the English language reader will be as intrigued and provoked as Aad 
Kamsteeg reveals he was, in his Foreword.

David S. Turner
Aalden, Holland
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