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Introduction: Spiritual Vertigo

The first time I remember crying during a film was the first time I saw Alexander Payne’s About 
Schmidt, starring Jack Nicholson as Warren Schmidt.1 About Schmidt came out the Spring of my 
senior year of college. I was 22 and on the cusp of graduating, making my way into the world. I 
had met up with Clint, a friend of mine from high school who attended college in a neighboring 
town, and we resurrected our high school tradition of catching a flick together.

Why we chose About Schmidt I can’t remember. But there we sat, side-by-side in a nearly 
empty theater, exploring the world of Warren Schmidt. The film opens at Warren’s retirement 
party, where he’s praised for his long service to an insurance company in Omaha. Warren’s told 
his replacement – a fresh young graduate with an MBA, has “big shoes to fill.” His best friend 
encourages him:

None of these superficialities mean a… thing. What means something, what 
really means something, Warren, is the knowledge that you devoted your 
life to something meaningful: to being productive and working for a fine 
company… to raising a fine family, to building a fine home, to being respected 
by your community, to having wonderful, lasting friendships. At the end of his 
career, if a man can look back and say, I did it, I did my job, then he can retire 
in glory and enjoy riches far beyond the monetary kind. So take a good look… 
at a very rich man! 2

After the party’s over, we see quickly that Warren, in fact, is not so rich. He’s grown distant from 
his wife and is practically estranged from his daughter. After a couple of weeks of puttering 
around the house, he drops in on his replacement to see how the office is, only to learn that he’s 
not needed at all. As he leaves the building, he sees all his old files boxed up by the dumpster: 
his life’s work has been tossed out, irrelevant and useless to the new generation. After his wife 
suddenly dies from a brain clot, he discovers she had a long affair with his supposed best friend 

– the same man who praised him at the party.

 These revelations put Warren into a tailspin: everything he thought grounded his life is empty. 
As he struggles to find meaning, he’s overcome by one of those Feed the Children infomercials 
on TV late one night. In a fit of compassion, he signs up and is introduced to Ndugu, a young 
Tanzanian boy to whom he writes weekly letters. By the end of the film, Warren seems to be 
okay, content in his retirement and reconciled with his daughter. But his final letter to Ndugu 
reveals the truth:

1	 	Full	disclosure:	this	is	the	first	time	I	cried	in	a	film	as an adult.	I	saw	My Girl	when	I	
was	in	fourth	grade	and	wept	like	a	baby	when	Thomas	J	died.	(Spoiler)	If	you	didn’t,	you	prob-
ably	don’t	have	a	soul.	I	also	cried	when	I	saw	Monty Python’s Holy Grail,	but	that	was	from	
laughter.	
2	 	(Louis	Begley	2002)
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I know we’re all pretty small in the big scheme of things. And I suppose the 
most you can hope for is to make some kind of a difference. But what kind 
of a difference have I made? What in the world is better because of me? …
Relatively soon, I will die. Maybe in 20 years, maybe tomorrow, it doesn’t 
matter. Once I am dead and everyone who knew me dies too, it will be as 
though I never even existed. What difference has my life made to anyone? 
None that I can think of. None at all.3

Despite his friend’s praise at the beginning of the film, his proclamation that Warren has built a 
rich life, Warren’s life is empty. The decades he gave to his company mean nothing. The family 
he neglected while he worked is gone. His big house sits empty except for him. He’s unknown 
in his community and his friendships didn’t last. Warren’s life is insignificant in every way, and 
it’s only once he stepped back from this life he’d spent so long building that he can see how 
impermanent and untrustworthy the foundation was all along.

So there I sat, a few dozen days away from entering the “real world”, a few months away from 
beginning in earnest to build my life. And I watched the story of a man who gave his life to all 
the wrong things. His final words haunted me:

What difference has my life made to anyone? None that I can think of. None at all.

I was frightened. Sitting there, at the beginning of my life, I wanted it to count for something. 
But, I imagined, so did Warren, when he was young and idealistic. As near as I could tell, all my 
22-year-old-soon-to-graduate friends were as bright-eyed and hopeful as I was. As I imagined 
Warren to have been. No one plans for their life to end up empty. Warren certainly hadn’t. So 
what happened? What did I need to do differently? 

As you can tell, I was feeling overwhelmed. That’s not why I wept, but I did feel my own 
foundations shifting. I would learn over the next few years Warren and I weren’t alone. 

Spiritual Vertigo

In the years since I first saw About Schmidt, I’ve come to realize the film is a beautiful illustration 
of something a professor friend of mine calls Spiritual Vertigo. Vertigo is a medical condition 
in which patients have a sense that either they or their world is moving when it’s not. Vertigo 
makes it nearly impossible to stand, walk or go about our normal routines because the most 
basic structures we expect to be permanent and immovable – like walls, floors, earth and soil 

– seem to be shifting.4

Spiritual Vertigo, then, is a shorthand way of referring to that ever-more-common condition we 
think of as the mid-life crisis. It’s that feeling that the bedrock of our lives is shifting out from 
under us. That the foundation we built our lives on, that we thought was strong enough to hold 
us up, is suddenly gone and we’re falling.

3	 	(Louis	Begley	2002)
4	 	Yes,	Arrested Development fans,	just	like	Lucille	2.	
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This feeling of Spiritual Vertigo is why middle-aged men wake up one day, leave their wives and 
buy a trophy wife and a sports car. They were building a life, a reality they thought was going 
to mean something, was going to matter. But for some reason they stop to look around, to see 
what they’re building and it’s empty. It’s meaningless. So they abandon it all and start over, 
adorning themselves with that which our culture finds valuable: wealthy, youth and beauty. 

But Spiritual Vertigo isn’t restricted to the middle-aged business man. On his first album, 2001’s 
Room for Squares, John Mayer laments,

I rent a room and I fill the spaces with 
wood in places to make it feel like home 

but all I feel’s alone 
It might be a quarter life crisis 

or just the stirring in my soul 
 

Either way, I wonder sometimes 
about the outcome of a still verdictless life 

 
Am I living it right?5

Mayer was 23 when he wrote the song “Why Georgia”, 25 when it was released as a single. 
Within a couple of years, the “quarter-life crisis” had become a bonafied Thing: a turn of phrase 
embraced by Millennials who tried college and then – whether they finished or not – just 
weren’t satisfied with the path their lives were taking. Maybe they didn’t get the job they’d 
been promised right out of college. Or five years into their marriage, it suddenly isn’t working 
(allegedly it never worked) and they leave. They had that same experience of Spiritual Vertigo, 
they just had it 25 years earlier. 

And then of course there’s poor Warren Schmidt and those he represents. The men and women 
who finished building their lives, retired and went to live in them but found them to be empty, 
meaningless.

The wandering Millennial. The convertible-driving executive. The Warren Schmidts. 

All were following a script. Building their lives according to a blueprint they were given, but 
never explicitly taught. All were building on a foundation they thought was firm. Only to find, 
sooner or later, that it shifts out from under them like so much sand. 

That “script” is the so-called American Dream, that same speech Warren’s friend gave at the 
retirement party. Though the details vary a bit from person to person, the basic story doesn’t 
change: go to school, go to college, graduate, get married, get a good job, have kids, work hard 
until you retire, enjoy life. This is a blueprint. It’s a particular plan, a plot we’re taught to use 
to build our lives, to tell our story. And when this plan shifts, when we notice the cracks in this 
foundation, that’s when we experience Spiritual Vertigo.

The vertigo hits everyone at different points along that path. Maybe you get to college and it 
5	 	(Mayer	2001),	emphasis	mine.	It’s	worth	noting	that	Room for Squares was	released	in	
June	of	2001,	mere	months	before	9/11	would	radically	shift	our	culture	forever.	
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just doesn’t work for you. Or you graduate into a saturated field and wind up working minimum-
wage outside your major. Maybe you don’t find anyone to marry, or you can’t have kids. Or 
your marriage doesn’t work out. Maybe you wake up one day in the middle of the perfect 
job, marriage, kids and it still isn’t meaningful. Or maybe it hits in the weeks following your 
retirement. At the death of a spouse, parent or child.

At so many points along the way, the American Dream fails us, the foundation we’ve been 
building on collapses. The “collapse” isn’t usually traumatic – we don’t lose a job or end up 
homeless. Except in the cases of death or divorce, these collapses are more existential in nature. 
Like Warren Schmidt, we stand before our lives and wonder if they matter. We want to leave a 
mark on the world, and yet, when the world shifts, when the vertigo kicks in, we’re suddenly 
terrified we won’t. 

If misery does in fact love company, then the good news (I guess?) is that we’re not alone. This 
angst, this unease, is widespread because the foundation that’s cracking is the foundation of 
our whole culture. We’re not alone in our anxiety. 

Shedding Some Enlightenment

Everything comes back to the question of meaning. Do I matter? Do the things I do, the choices 
I make matter? The question behind all our anxieties is that age old quandary: What’s the 
meaning of life?

When Warren’s foundation crumbles, that’s what he laments to little Ndugu: his life has no 
meaning. And the soon-to-be-college-graduate me watching that film was asking, How I can 
make my life meaningful. Which of course requires an answer to the question: what is the 
meaning of life, anyway?6 

The reason we follow the American Dream is that script gives us a certain answer to that 
question, embodied rather well in the speech at Warren’s retirement dinner: the meaning of 
life is to be a good citizen – work hard, have a good family, be a part of your community. This is 
the “good life” we’re taught to value, to chase after, to dedicate our lives to in this culture.

Where did this idea come from, and when did it all come crashing down? Without diving too 
far down the rabbit hole of a Western Civ course, our idea of the good life is built on the 
foundation of the Enlightenment.

The Enlightenment marks a massive shift in Western culture. Until roughly the 1500s, most 
people believed truth was revealed to humanity by the gods. In Christianized Europe, that 
meant specifically that truth comes from Yahweh, the triune God revealed in the Scriptures 
and in the person of Jesus. But beginning in the 1500s, philosophers, theologians and artists 
became captivated by the human person. Our cultural leaders began to wonder if truth was in 
fact from God. After all, we can’t prove God scientifically (science being one of the inventions 
6	 	We’ve	come	up	with	any	number	of	answers,	too.	My	personal	favorite	is	Douglas	Ad-
ams’	in	The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.	The	answer	to	life,	the	universe	and	everything	is	
42.
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of the Enlightenment). If we can’t prove God, how can we be sure truth comes from God?

This Enlightenment angst found a voice in the person of French philosopher Rene Descartes (who 
was also a devout Christian). His famous dictum cogito ergo sum embodies the Enlightenment 
approach to truth. Descartes knew he couldn’t know anything for certain. He could doubt God. 
He could doubt his friends, his family. He could even doubt his own senses (who among us 
hasn’t had their eyes play tricks on us?).

The one thing Descartes couldn’t doubt was the fact that he was doubting. So he said: Cogito, 
ergo sum. I think, therefor I am. He meant: I can’t be sure of anything except for my own 
mind. My own ability to reason. The mind as source of truth became the foundation for the 
Enlightenment.

If that sounds a little too abstract, the myth of Prometheus illustrates the difference well. In 
the myth, Prometheus is a human who steals fire from the gods and gives it to humanity. One 
purpose of the myth is to explain the origins of fire – a world-shifting technological discover up 
there with the wheel, antiseptics, the internet and Batman. According to the myth, fire belongs 
to the gods, and it’s given to humanity. Because truth (like the technology of fire) comes from 
the gods. That’s a quintessentially pre-Enlightenment understanding of truth.

If that myth had been written post-Enlightenment, Prometheus wouldn’t be a thief. He’d be a 
scientist. He’d have invented fire, discovered how to make fire through a process of trial and 
error. He’d have used his ability to reason. Because truth (like the technology of fire) comes 
from our ability to think.

After Descartes, Western civilization began to build on this foundation of Reason. And the next 
few hundred years seemed to indicate this foundation was stronger than anything that came 
before. We saw the industrial revolution. Advancements in medical technologies that raised the 
standard of living, cured disease and prolonged life beyond anything we’d ever seen before. 

Western culture slowly mastered the natural world. By the 1800s, scientific knowledge was 
advancing so quickly and the world changing so rapidly that futurist and thinkers became 
convinced the 20th century would be humanity’s new golden age. Pundits and prognosticators 
predicted world peace, the defeat of death and the final triumph of Christianity as the one true 
religion. All this made possible not by God’s guidance, but by the accumulated achievements of 
human reason (with God lurking distant and detached in the background).

Then, in 1912, the foundations began to crack (well, they were already cracking. They really just 
became more obvious. But more on that in a minute). On April 10, a ship set sail from Liverpool, 
England bound for the USA. This ship was top of the line, the culmination and pinnacle of 
what human reason could achieve. It was so advanced the builder famously boasted that “God 
Himself couldn’t sink this ship!”

That ship, of course, was the RMS Titanic, and on April 14, just four days out of port, she struck 
an iceberg in the northern Atlantic and sank in less than three hours. The civilization confident 
it had conquered nature was instead destroyed by the most primal of natural phenomena, the 
Sea, in a few dozens of minutes. The sinking of the Titanic rocked Western culture, shaking our 
Enlightenment foundations and revealing cracks that the most recent generation of thinkers 
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had begun to point out:

Philosophers like Frederich Nietzsche, theologians like Albert Schweitzer and authors like Joseph 
Conrad had all begun to wonder whether humanity was in fact headed toward a new golden 
age. They’d grown skeptical that human reason could actually provide any lasting solutions. 
After all, for all the good the Enlightenment and its children – the Renaissance, the Industrial 
and Scientific Revolutions – had brought, we’d also seen more wars in the name of religion, the 
global slave trade and the oppression of European Imperialism.

The cracks in the Enlightenment foundation revealed by the sinking of the Titanic were only 
the beginning. Only a few years later, Western Civilization was engulfed in a great, world-
spanning war worse than any previously known on the earth. Followed by a crippling, world-
wide economic collapse. Followed by another even more devastating world war and Holocaust. 
Unending conflicts and genocide in Asia. 

In America, the post-World War II triumphalism of the late 40s and 50s quickly gave way 
to despair in the wake of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, the resignation of 
President Richard Nixon due to the Watergate scandal and the seemingly endless Vietnam 
Conflict. From the 1960s on, our institutions became less and less trustworthy as scandal after 
scandal showed us that our leaders couldn’t be trusted with power whether that was in the 
White House, the CIA or in the Church. At the same time, more and more minority groups 
began speaking up after centuries of oppression, pointing out that our national prosperity was 
due as much to oppression and exploitation as to the hard work and progress trumpeted by 
the American Dream. Their voices represented yet another pressure on the foundations our 
national identity.

The 20th century set the stage for that fateful September morning in 2001, when a non-American, 
non-Christian, non-Western attack rocked our sense of self to the very core. Over a decade 
later, we’re only just beginning to process the aftereffects of 9/11 on our national, cultural and 
religious identities. But by now we all know the world has changed forever – there’s no going 
back to the blind optimism of the 1800s. 

It seems like everything is falling because “everything” is built on that Enlightenment foundation. 
What’s actually crumbling is the conviction that humans are the best source of truth, that we 
are enough, that we can remake the world in our own image, that we can produce through our 
own blood, sweat and tears the true Golden Age of the Earth. 

Because instead of a new Golden Age, we got death and destruction on a global scale. Our 
progress served mainly as more efficient ways to kill each other. Humanity, it turns out, wasn’t 
enough because there’s something deeply broken at the core of the human condition.

That dream that began roughly 500 years ago has come tumbling down, the foundations it was 
built on revealed to be shifting sand, too insubstantial to bear human hopes and dreams.

We thought we were enough. We were wrong. And that angst Warren Schmidt felt, the angst 
of the middle-aged sports-car driver, the angst of the post-college-quarter-life-crisis twenty-
something, it’s the angst we’re all feeling at a deep, cultural level because our foundation has 
shifted out from under us and suddenly we’re not sure which way is up anymore. We’re not 
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sure what counts as meaningful, what truly gives our lives value. We can see what it’s not – it’s 
not what we’ve always been told it was. We can’t rely on ourselves, on the lives we can build 
for ourselves.

With the legacy of the Enlightenment crumbing around us, bringing with it everything we 
thought gave our lives meaning, it’s no wonder that today we live in a culture without a 
consensus about what makes life meaningful. Without a consensus, we’ve come up with any 
number of ideas about what it might be. Is it perfect hair and a rocking beach body? A good 
education? Enough money to buy all the toys? With so many competing voices clamoring in our 
ears, we’re all reeling, trying to find some purchase for our souls. 

In the last few years, pop culture has become inundated by the conviction that life has no larger 
meaning. Films, top 40 singles, TV shows, bestsellers – they’re all preaching the same message: 
Let’s eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.7 Everything is falling apart, so we might as well enjoy 
the ride.

We might excuse the existential despair. After all, if we’re all going to end up like poor Warren 
Schmidt, why invest our lives in a job we hate? In a marriage that gets hard? In kids who will 
end up on Dr. Phil blaming us for all their problems? Let’s just have a good time, do what feels 
right, quit looking for Mr. (or Ms.) Right and just enjoy Mr. (or Ms!) Right Now. If the future is 
so uncertain, let’s just make the most out of the moment we have.

But in the midst of all our day-seizing, that tiny voice lingers in the back of our souls, asking: 
Where do we find meaning? Can we be sure we’ll matter? Is there a foundation we can build 
our lives on, a firm foundation that won’t shift beneath our feet?

A Firm Foundation

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. -- Genesis 1:1 
(NLT)

There’s another story available to us, another framework within which we can build our lives. 
A pattern to follow. That story is the story of God, the story we find in the Bible. The Bible is a 
pre-Enlightenment text. It tells a story about truth that comes from God. And it offers a path to 
follow that leads to life, not death or despair.

The Bible is God’s story, which means we are not the main players in this narrative. That’s 
actually good news for us because that means our quest for meaning doesn’t depend on us. 
Meaning doesn’t even depend on our culture, our institutions or our philosophies. God gives 
God’s story meaning, and when our stories become part of God’s story, we find meaning in who 
God is. God’s story is the firm foundation we can build our lives on. God’s story is the structure 
that steadies our vertigo.

7	 	Some	great	examples	from	the	time	of	writing:	Ke$ha’s	single	“Die	Young”	and	its	
apocalyptic	music	video,	the	Liam	Neeson	film	The Grey, the	insanely	popular	50 Shades	trilogy,	
best-selling	novel	The Goldfinch,	the	Game of Thrones	books	and	TV	show,	The Walking Dead, 
Mad Men	and	basically	any	reality	television.	
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If we want to understand God’s story, we begin in the beginning. As with any good story, the 
opening chapters of Genesis lay the foundation and framework for everything that’s to come 
in the story of God and humanity. Yet today Genesis has become a no-man’s-land where most 
Christians fear to tread. Only the culture warriors dare broach its pages to do battle over just how 
literally we’re to read them and whether or not there’s room between the lines for evolution. 

The end result is that we’re alienated from the very text that offers us the most hope. Genesis 
1-3 isn’t just the beginning. It’s our beginning. The stories we find in the opening chapters 
of the Scriptures reveal who we are, who God is, what the path to life looks like and how we 
should walk it.

If you’ve ever read Genesis 1-3, you know that’s not immediately obvious. But we don’t ‘get’ 
Genesis because we’re 2,500 years removed from its composition (give or take a few centuries). 
If we can enter the world of the Ancient Hebrews, learn to hear the text as they would’ve heard 
it, Genesis can show us what we’ve been missing.

And once we understand the beginning, the rest of the story comes into focus as well. The story 
of God interacting in human history, culminating when God enters human history in the person 
of Jesus. 

We’ll spend the first section of the book in Genesis 1 -2, exploring the world as God intended it 
to be. In the next section we’ll camp out in Genesis 3, to see where it all went wrong, and how 
our choice to ignore God’s way has affected every aspect of our lives. Finally, we’ll explore the 
rest of God’s story, paying special attention to Jesus himself and how he reconnects us to God’s 
story. 

Along the way, we’ll listen to some of the stories our culture is telling, examine how God is 
already working in them to bring us all back, to lead us all to the foundation that will not shift. 
That’s what we all really want. 

Grounding Our Spiritual Vertigo

The final scene of About Schmidt shows Warren returning to his empty house, resigned to his 
despair and worthlessness. Sorting through the accumulated junk mail and bills, Warren finds 
a letter from Ndugu, the child he sponsors. He opens the letter – written by a nun who works 
at Ndugu’s orphanage, and finds a picture the illiterate child drew for him.

Ndugu has drawn himself standing under an open sky, the sun shining brightly as only a child 
can illustrate. He’s holding stick-hands with a man who clearly represents Warren. And this 
man who has embraced his despair because he has no hope, no tomorrow, this man who has 
made no mark and given himself to building a life that will not be remembered, this man weeps 
openly. 

Because he has found meaning. He has found purpose for this life he built. And that meaning 
comes not from piling up his wealth and accomplishments, but in giving them away. In sharing 
them such that both he and Ndugu are richer. 
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I sat there, at the cusp of graduating with a degree in Jesus (more or less) and heard the echoes 
of his Great Commandment (“Love your neighbor as yourself”) in Warren’s tears. I thought 
about where I wanted my own life to go, what I wanted to hear proclaimed at my retirement 
party, what legacy I wanted to leave, what meaning I wanted my life to have.  

At the end of his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus promises:

Anyone who listens to my teaching and follows it is wise, like a person who builds a 
house on solid rock. Though the rain comes in torrents and the floodwaters rise and 
the winds beat against that house, it won’t collapse because it is built on bedrock.  

-- Matthew 7:24-25

I wept with Warren. I wept for a life wasted and for meaning, finally found. I wept for the 
uncertainty of my own future, the Spiritual Vertigo I could already sense welling up in my own 
soul. And I wept for joy because I was only 22. If it wasn’t too late for Warren, it certainly wasn’t 
too late for me. 

The good news is that it’s never too late to begin again. To start life all over, to be reborn and 
discover a whole new way of living that’s excessive and overflowing and beautiful. 

And this life, built on the solid bedrock of Jesus’ story, the story of God entering into human 
history to reclaim and restore what we broke, will not shift. It will not shake. Though winds and 
storms and floods may do their worst we will emerge fully alive, unshaken.
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Chapter 1: MTV Cribs – YHWH’s House

Anyone remember that show MTV Cribs? MTV camera crews took us on tours of the most 
outrageous celebrity homes. Pools and pool tables, custom entertainment rooms, ATMs, Red 
Bull machines: each episode featured homes more outrageous and excessive than the last. 

What made MTV Cribs so fascinating was how different each celebrity’s home was from anyone 
else’s.1 A person’s home is a window into their Self; seeing how another person organizes and 
decorates their space is seeing into who they are. Whether it’s our bedroom growing up, our 
dorm room at college, our first apartment or a house we’ve bought, the spaces we inhabit 
reflect our personality. When someone visits our home for the first time, we give them a tour 
in part because by learning the space we inhabit, they’re getting to know us. 

This is how we often make the (fairly arbitrary) distinction between a house and a home. A 
house is a building designed for humans to inhabit. Houses share common features – a kitchen, 
some bathrooms, a large common space and smaller rooms for private use. A home, on the 
other hand, is a house that’s been inhabited. It’s not just for humans, but for these specific 
humans who’ve moved in and made it theirs. They’ve decided how the common spaces should 
be decorated. What kinds of spaces the house becomes depends on the people who make it 
their home. Do they have kids? Are they foodies? Do they care about sports? Do they love art? 
Do they work from home? 

Is this a living room? A movie room? For games? Who gets which bedroom? Will we have 
an office? A craft room? A Pittsburg Steelers room? What appliances should go where in the 
kitchen? Dishes in this cupboard or spices? What goes on the walls – paint? Pictures? Both? 
The process of making a house into a home can seem endless – especially when you’re moving 
out or moving in. But at some point, it’s all finished and the house is yours. No one else would 
feel as comfortable living in this space as you do. 

We loved MTV Cribs because the show fed our celebrity obsession. Touring their homes gave 
us a better sense of who those celebrities are – for good and bad. We got a tour of their home, 
the space they have made theirs.

Our homes provide us a nearly unconscious sense of safety, security and stability we only 
recognize when it’s gone. If you’ve ever lost a home you understand better than most the 
catastrophic experience of having no place. This lack of foundation (literally!) is why moving is 
one of the most stressful seasons in our lives – no matter how much pizza we buy the friends 
who are helping us. To not be settled, to not have a place, a center, a ground sets the other 
aspects of our lives off balance too. 

When we experience Spiritual Vertigo, we sense that same lack of place. It’s almost like losing 
our home to a fire – everything that gave us stability and security is suddenly just gone and it 
feels as though the world has been pulled out from under us. 

1	 	That	and	the	insane	level	of	self-indulgence	we	both	despise	and	envy.
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We become spiritual nomads, wandering in the wastes that used to be our lives, wondering 
if we’re ever going to find home again (and what will stop that home from vanishing just as 
quickly). Spiritual vertigo strikes deep to the core of who we are. In the midst of spiritual vertigo, 
we need a ground, a foundation, the sense of something solid beneath our feet. Genesis 1 
speaks to this deep need we have for a home, for safety, security and stability.

Creation stories naturally lend themselves to thinking about foundations. The peoples of the 
Ancient Near East2 saw the universe as a house for their gods, a giant, cosmic temple. And each 
culture told a story of how their gods created the world. These ancient creation stories aren’t 
too dissimilar from an episode of MTV Cribs. Each of these creation stories introduce us to the 
home of these gods. And by learning the character and nature of the home, we learn more 
about the gods.3

All those ancient near eastern cultures disagreed about which god or gods were in charge. 
Egypt thought it was Ra and his pantheon, the Babylonians had Marduk, the Canaanites had 
Ba’al and Israel had Yahweh. But they all agreed on how the world worked. In other words, 
they all agreed that the universe is a house. But they disagreed about whose home it is.4 Does 
the world belong to Ra or Marduk or Ba’al or Yahweh? Whose home are we living in? Whose 
creation story is the right one? 

When we’re watching MTV Cribs, we might argue over whose outrageous, extravagant home is 
better, but that is ultimately a discussion of personal preference. If I want my swimming pool 
outside and you want it inside and she wants it upstairs near the bedroom, good for each of 
us. 

But there’s only one universe. Egypt, Babylon, Canaan, Israel and the rest were all arguing over 
one house, and which god(s) had made it his home.5 That conversation is not just an academic 
exercise, and not one we can just chalk up to personal preference. 

For those peoples in the Ancient Near East, and for us today, asking who our world belongs to 
is literally a question of life or death.

2	 	The	“Ancient	Near	East”	refers	to	several	civilizations	in	today’s	Middle	East.	They	in-
clude	Egypt,	the	Mesopotamians	of	the	Fertile	Crescent,	Babylon,	Persia,	Israel	and	the	various	
Canaanite	peoples.
3	 	Credit	for	this	analogy	to	John	H.	Walton,	from	Rick	Lee	James’	Voices in My Head	pod-
cast	interview.
4	 	If	that	sounds	odd,	think	about	religions	today:	a	Hindu,	Muslim,	Christian	and	Atheist	
might	disagree	on	which god	rules	the	world.	But	we	all	agree	that	the	Earth	is	the	third	planet	
from	the	sun	in	the	Milky	Way	galaxy,	that	plants	grow	through	photosynthesis	and	that	gravity	
is	a	physical	force	it’s	better	to	respect.	We	share	a	common	(scientific)	worldview,	even	if	we	
disagree	about	which	religion	best	explains	that	worldview.
5  Ancient	peoples	didn’t	quite	use	this	home	metaphor	–	they	saw	God	as	a	king,	sitting	on	a	cosmic	throne	
and	the	world	as	his	kingdom,	humanity	his	subjects.	But	for	a	person	in	the	Ancient	Near	East,	the	kingdom	func-
tioned	as	the	home	on	a	national	scale,	and	the	king	served	as	everyone’s	ultimate	father-figure.
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Some Assembly Required

The process of moving into a house, turning it into a home, is very different from living in the 
home. So too with the picture of creation we find in Genesis 1: creating the world is a very 
different thing from living in it. Creation begins:

The earth was formless and empty, and darkness covered the deep waters. 
And the Spirit of God was hovering over the surface of the waters. – Genesis 
1:2

“Formless and empty” are a Hebrew term for the chaotic state of pre-creation. They describe 
not so much non-existence as purposelessness. The “deep waters” weren’t just ocean water. 
They were those deep places in the ocean, where the water seemed to go on forever, with 
waves higher than boats and storms that arise from nowhere. These were the dangerous, 
unpredictable waters that swallowed craft and crew whole, that were personified in stories as 
monsters.

We live in a world that’s charted and explored. There are no dark, unknown corners of our 
world anymore (which is why, as Star Trek fans know, space is now the final frontier). Thanks to 
Google Maps and GPS, we have difficulty imagining the world as the people of the Ancient Near 
East experienced it: a sprawling, mysterious, dangerous place. As late as the 1500s, mapmakers 
left the edges of the map shrouded in darkness, scrawling “Here be Dragons”. The message was 
clear: we don’t know what’s out there in the darkness, but it’s dangerous and scary. The world 
outside the home is a hostile place that doesn’t care much for human life.

Ancient people saw the world as a constant battleground, where life and death warred with 
each other. They saw creation as God’s constant calling into existence, constant sustaining 
against the forces of “formless and empty”.6 Creation always wants to slide back into formless 
and empty. God always actively sustains the form and function of creation. So Genesis 1 begins 
with a world that’s not ready yet. Creation is a house that’s not fit to live in. It’s not up to code. 
It’s not habitable. It’s too dangerous. Genesis 1 is a story of God brining his house up to code. 
God is making the world ready for life.

This is why ancient creation stories look so different from what we expect. Today we mainly 
want to know where everything came from: whether the world is a result of wholly natural 
processes or if some supernatural agent was involved. So those of us who believe God created 
the world are looking for a story about how God made the stuff of creation. And I don’t know 
about you, but I always pictured God like a magician, conjuring stuff out of thin air.7 But people 
in the Ancient Near East weren’t concerned where stuff came from. They were more interested 
in what it was for. They were less concerned with how everything got here than they were how 

6  Other	cultures	around	Israel	personified	this	view	of	creation	in	what	are	called	“combat	
myths”.	The	Babylonians	imagined	their	god	Marduk	warring	with	Tiamat,	a	goddess	who	was	
the	incarnation	of	the	formless	and	empty	waters.	After	Marduk	kills	Tiamat,	he	cuts	her	in	half	
and	uses	her	body	(which	is	made	of	waters)	to	build	the	framework	for	the	earth.	Israel’s	is	the	
only	creation	story	of	its	time	that	features	no	other	gods	and	no	combat.	
7	 	Not	in	a	blasphemous	way
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to live safely in this dangerous world. They all knew the house was here. They want to know 
whose home it is, whose rule they should follow.

Picture the difference between substance and function. Ancient creation stories teach about 
the function of creation, not so much where it all came from – the substance.8 So Genesis opens 
with God hovering over the “formless and empty” waters of chaos. This is a world without 
purpose, without function. It’s a cluttered mess. It’s waste. Like an empty house, this is a world 
where nothing can live. It can’t accomplish the purpose God desires for it.

Then God begins to create: separating and naming. Drawing boundaries and assigning function. 
Structure and purpose. Forming and filling. As we move from day to day, we see God building, 
imposing order. First, God forms the formless. God separates darkness from light. God calls the 
darkness ‘night’ and the light ‘day’. Then God separates the waters, creates a space between 
them. God calls the space “sky”.9 Finally, God separates the waters from the dry ground. God 
calls the ground ‘land’ and the waters ‘sea’. Then, during the next three days, God fills the empty. 
On Day 4, God creates sun, moon and stars to fill the day and night created on Day 1. They also 
have a function: to mark the passing of time. Day 5 finds God filling the air and seas created on 
Day 2. And on Day 6, God fills Day 3’s dry land, culminating in the creation of humanity.

God imposes order on the chaos of uncreation. God forms and fills the formless and empty. 
Genesis 1 gives us a front row seat to watch God move into the neighborhood. We’re watching 
the home repairs, the paint on the wall. We see the furniture coming out of the moving van, 
watch the boxes of dishes and blankets and knick-knacks unpacked and put on the shelves. 
Finally, by the end of Day 6, the house has become a home. 

Even without the worldview of the ancient Hebrews, it’s clear to us that Genesis 1 is building 
toward something. But we don’t recognize it because we’re not ancient Hebrews. 

Which begs the question: what happens now?

Creation as Temple

Ancient readers recognized immediately that God is building a cosmic Temple – the Temple of 
the Universe that all their temples and tabernacles were reflections and imitations of.10 

8	 	This	is	why	we	don’t	need	to	worry	so	much	that	Genesis	1	describes	a	world	we	know	
isn’t	accurate.	Ancient	peoples	pictured	the	world	as	a	dome	of	land	and	sky	surrounded	by	wa-
ters.	If	Genesis’	goal	was	to	describe	form,	that	would	present	us	with	some	hairy	problems.	But	
we’re	asking	what	creation	is	for	and	not	what	it	looks	like.	
9	 	The	dome	with	water	all	around	it	sounds	odd	to	us,	but	it	makes	sense	–	water	rains	
down	from	the	sky	and	if	you	dig	deep	enough,	you	hit	water.	In	the	Genesis	7	flood,	it’s	these	
boundaries	that	God	opens	up,	allowing	the	waters	of	chaos	to	flood	back	into	the	space	created	
on	Day	2.	
10	 	After	Moses	leads	Israel	out	of	Egypt,	they	live	as	nomads	for	a	little	over	40	years	in	
the	Sinai	Desert	between	Egypt	and	Palestine.	For	worship,	they	use	a	mobile	temple	called	the	
Tabernacle	or	Tent	of	Meeting.	Once	they	settle	Palestine,	they	build	a	permanent	Temple	in	Je-
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That’s why they called their temples the House of God. The Temple was the center of the world 
for these cultures. In maps created by these cultures, their capital cities were the center of the 
maps because that’s where their central temples were. If you lived in the Ancient Near East, the 
world literally revolved around your Temple, as far as you knew. God’s Temple was the house 
God ruled from, the point of connection between Heaven and Earth. 

The Temple was where chaos was held at bay, where God’s will was enacted on the world. By 
going to the Temple and participating in worship, you helped to keep the world together. 

So how did the Temple work? Theologian N. T. Wright uses the control room metaphor to 
explain how those in the biblical world understood Heaven. Far from clouds, angels and harps, 
Heaven is a control room from which God actively runs the universe. Since the ancient world 
didn’t have control rooms, they imagined Heaven as a throne room, and the gods as monarchs 
who ruled from a throne. And if Heaven was God’s throne, then Earth was the footstool.

The Psalms describe Earth as God’s footstool over and over – appropriate since the Psalms were 
the hymns of ancient Israel. Psalm 132 is a song for pilgrims sang when they visited the Temple 
in Jerusalem:

Let us go to the sanctuary of the Lord; let us worship at the footstool of his 
throne. Arise, O Lord, and enter your resting place, along with the Ark, the 
symbol of your power… 

For the Lord has chosen Jerusalem; he has desired it for his home. 
“This is my resting place forever,” he said. “I will live here, for this is the home 
I desired. -- Psalm 132: 7-8, 13-14

The ancient view of Earth and the Temple is clear here: the Temple on Earth is God’s footstool 
to the throne of Heaven. The earthly temple is the reflection, the image of the Heavenly Temple 
where God sits as the true King, ruling the world, ordering and shaping the “formless and 
empty” into a beautiful world teeming with life. 

When an ancient person woke up and got out of bed, she walked into a cosmic temple, a world 
God had shaped out of darkness. She saw a whole world thrumming with God’s creative power, 
her breath, the sunlight, every bird and bug sustained at every moment by God the king and 
father’s divine decree.

The Temple, then, was the Earthly representation of the Heavenly Temple. In other words, the 
Earthly Temple was like a micro-representation of the whole creation – a little like a snowglobe 
is a micro-representation of an earthly scene. God’s physical presence on Earth lived in the 
Temple.11 

rusalem.	Solomon’s	Temple	is	exactly	twice	as	large	as	the	Tabernacle	in	every	way.	They	serve	
the	same	religious	function	–	to	represent	the	Cosmic	Temple	of	Creation	to	Israel	so	that	Israel	
can	worship	God.
11	 	It’s	unclear	if	ancient	peoples	thought	that	the	physical	presence	in	the	Temple	amounted	
to	their	god’s	big	toe	or	not.
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Can you imagine seeing the world as an ancient Hebrew person would have? Walking out your 
door and breathing in the very breath of God? Feeling the warmth of the sun on your face as 
proof that today God desired and decreed that you should feel its warmth? Going to the temple 
not just to sing some songs, but to participate in some small way in the active sustaining of the 
universe?

How differently we think of religious buildings today. If you go to church on Sunday, you don’t 
expect to encounter the physical presence of God. You expect to run into other people, sing 
some songs and hear a sermon. And you will hopefully have a spiritual experience (many even 
call it an encounter with God). But no one (that I’ve ever met, anyway) expects to run into 
the physical presence of God. We don’t imagine that God runs the whole universe from our 
particular church building.

Yet when an ancient Hebrew went to their Temple, that’s exactly what they expected to 
encounter. That’s why ancient Temples were carefully controlled – God’s physical presence was 
dangerous because it was so powerful. The Temple was arranged like an airlock, with several 
chambers separating the ordinary world from the place where God’s physical presence lived. 
That sacred space was called the Holy of Holies, which is a Hebrew way to say “the holiest 
place”. The Holiest Place in the Temple would be where the god’s image rested. 12

In the building of an ancient temple, the final step - sort of like our ribbon-cutting ceremony – 
was placing that image of the god in the Temple. Once the god’s image lived in the Temple, the 
Temple was open for worship, ready to fulfill its purpose.

So back to Genesis 1: an ancient Hebrew reader would’ve immediately recognized that God 
is building the cosmic temple – arranging and naming and assigning function to the various 
functionaries. If Genesis 1 is a Temple text, then it should end with God installing an image in 
that Temple. And how does the 6th day end?

God created human beings in his own image.  
In the image of God he created them;  

male and female he created them. -- Genesis 1:27

God creates humanity in God’s image and places us in the cosmic temple. We are the image of 
God, the capstone to a perfect creation. This is a signal that creation is completed! The Temple 
is finished! The house of the universe has become God’s home, and we live there with God.

So what now? Something should happen next. After all, we don’t move into a house, unpack 
and decorate it then go stay somewhere else. Ancient peoples didn’t build temples so they 
could sit empty.

The work of moving in, of turning a house into a home, is hard work. But it’s hard work with a 
terminal point. Sooner rather than later, we’re done with that work and it’s time to live in the 
home.
12	 	Unless	you	were	a	Hebrew	and	your	god	forbade	making	images.	In	that	case,	you	in-
stalled	the	Ark	of	the	Covenant,	which	had	two	cherubim	whose	wings	faced	each	other.	God’s	
physical	presence	lived	above	and	between	the	wings,	which	is	why	the	lid	of	the	Ark	was	called	
the	“mercy	seat”.	
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Living is the purpose of the Cosmic Temple of Genesis 1 as well. As day follows day, God is 
clearly taking creation somewhere. God is crafting a cosmic Temple. God is building a home. 
Each day builds on the day before, as God shapes and orders and assigns purpose and function. 
So by the end of day 6, when God puts God’s own image in the Cosmic Temple, we know the 
building is finished. Time to move in. Creation is ready to accomplish the purpose for which it 
was made. So begins Genesis 2:

So the creation of the heavens and the earth and everything in them was 
completed. On the seventh day God had finished his work of creation, so he 
rested from all his work. -- Genesis 2:1-2 (NLT, emphasis mine)

According to Genesis, the purpose of creation is Sabbath. Once God has finished ordering the 
chaos, God rests. That sounds strange to our ears: God created just so God could take a nap? Is 
the cosmic throne a Lay-Z-Boy recliner?13 

We have a different understanding of the relationship between work and rest today than the 
ancient world did. We think of Sunday as the weekend, where we take a break from all our 
important work we do during the week. But Genesis presents the opposite relationship: the 
first six days, God orders creation. God subdues chaos. God assigns purpose to purposelessness. 
God makes the world safe for life. God builds a cosmic temple. The Sabbath, then, the seventh 
day, God can finally get down to resting. But not the rest of inactivity we think of. 

John Walton describes the ancient picture of rest in his excellent book The Lost World of Genesis 
One:

“In the ancient world rest is what results when a crisis has been resolved or when 
stability has been achieved, when things have ‘settled down.’ Consequently 
normal routines can be established and enjoyed. For deity this means that the 
normal operations of the cosmos can be undertaken.

“[Rest] is more a matter of engagement without obstacles rather than 
disengagement without responsibilities.” 

-- John Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One (emphasis mine)

Rest is “engagement without obstacles”. Far from inactivity, “resting” means that nothing 
interferes with God ruling over creation. Everything is as it should be, as it must be, for creation 
to function without problem or flaw. God can get down to doing what God has wanted to do 
all along. 

Finally we can cook a meal in the kitchen. Play board games in the family room. Watch a movie 
together. Go to the bathroom in the middle of the night without tripping over moving boxes! 
Now that order has been imposed on the chaos of uncreation, now that the functionless, 
purposeless “formless and void” has been given shape, boundaries and meaning, God can go 
about God’s business: dwelling in the world with the creatures.

13	 	(Mis)understanding	rest	as	inactivity	causes	a	lot	of	problems	for	us,	but	we’ll	save	that	
discussion	for	our	chapter	on	Sabbath.	You	can	skip	over	there	if	you	want.	I’ll	wait	here	for	you.	
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So if you were one of Genesis’ first readers, you would recognize that according to Genesis, the 
world is God’s temple. God created the world and actively sustains it every day, every moment, 
so that you, your family, your people, all humanity, can live in the world with God. The question 
an ancient reader would face is: Am I working with God to sustain the world, or am I working 
against God?

A Bit Excessive

To an ancient reader, Genesis 1 is a story about God building a cosmic temple. What can Genesis 
teach those of us who are reeling from spiritual vertigo?

First, a note about what it shouldn’t mean: it doesn’t require we reject science. Genesis 
describes functional creation, not necessarily the form of creation. As we’ve seen so far, Genesis 
is concerned with the purpose of creation. In other words, we can continue to let science ask 
How questions and let the Scriptures teach us Why.

With that in mind, even though we don’t worship in temples today, we can still listen to Genesis. 
We can still find grounding for our questions and searching. We can ask the same question 
Genesis 1 posed to its first readers: Am I working with God or working against God? 

That’s ultimately the question Genesis 1 begs: am I a faithful picture of God or not? A vital 
question for ancient peoples who depended on God for everything from rain to children to 
crops to health. We are all God’s children living in God’s home. God created us in his image. We 
are to imitate God. To work with God, which means life. Working with God is to participate in 
sustaining the world. To work against God means to work with chaos, to court death.

We face the same choice today. Will we join God, partner in the sustaining of the world, or will 
we do our own thing? We don’t have temples anymore (at least in the West), and we don’t see 
the world as a giant, cosmic Temple. We’ve used scientific advancement to impose our will on 
the world, to make it safer, more predictable. It’s easy for us to forget that God has a Way.

I live in Dayton, Ohio, home of the Wright Brothers. My house is just a few miles from the 
bicycle shop they ran, the shop in which they unlocked and perfected the secret of flight.14 The 
first time I toured the little shop, saw the innovations they made to the bicycle, I couldn’t help 
but think back to the first bicycle I bought on my own, the day-long struggle I endured trying 
to put that bicycle together.15 

I tried to imagine working alongside Orville and Wilber, master craftsmen who understood the 
mechanics of the bicycle inside and out. Geniuses who could look at each part that fell out of 
that box and know immediately its function, comprehend the purpose it was meant to play in 
the larger whole. Compared to their expertise, I’m a fumbling idiot, at least when it comes to 
assembling bicycles. How foolish I would be to ignore their guidance. To refuse to listen to their 
wisdom, their advice. To refuse to follow their example, work with them and learn from them.

14	 	Yes,	if	you’d	like	to	come	visit,	I’ll	give	you	a	tour.	Let	me	know.
15	 	Lesson	learned:	don’t	buy	a	bicycle	that	comes	in	a	box!
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Genesis invites us to see our lives in the same light: we’ve been given this life, and we’re 
learning as we go along. So many voices want to tell us how to live, what to value, how to 
assemble the various bits that comprise our existence. But only once voice is our creator, the 
person who knows the path to life because he gave breath to that life. Only one voice can tell 
us how to live a life that is really, fully and wholly alive, and it’s the same voice that called the 
world into existence in the first place. Our choice is our response: do we listen to the voice, or 
ignore it?

Chaos is the enemy of life. We don’t like to think that there are right and wrong ways to live, 
but without structure, without form, our lives would be a mess. We need some kind of order to 
thrive – imagine our world not ordered by the laws of physics. How much could we accomplish 
without friction or gravity?

While we like natural laws, we chafe at the idea that humanity needs the same king of structure. 
We rules as oppressive, discipline as restrictive. But discipline is the path to true freedom. I 
saw Erwin McManus – one of my favorite pastors – demonstrate this beautifully. He brought a 
master piano player on stage and asked the audience to call out songs. The pianist could play 
song after song with ease, and soon the audience was laughing and cheering, continuing to call 
out favorite tunes and sing along. 

After a few minutes of this, Erwin picked a random guy out of the audience and sat him at the 
piano. Erwin instructed him to play anything he wanted, gave him complete freedom to play 
any song his heart desired. But the guy couldn’t play piano. He hadn’t put in years of discipline 
to practice the piano, so he didn’t have the freedom in the present to play anything he wanted. 
His lack of discipline had trapped him. The master piano player, however, had put in countless 
hours of practice.16 And that discipline had led him to amazing freedom, a freedom to play and 
create that marveled his audience. 

Discipline is the path to true freedom. Discipline grounds our spiritual vertigo. When we ignore 
how we were created to live, we forsake the freedom we were created to enjoy. We settle for 
banging out chopsticks when we could be playing Beethoven or Billy Joel.17 We settle for a 
cheap imitation of life instead of what God created us to enjoy.

This is why Jesus can claim that,

The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is to give them 
a rich and satisfying life. -- John 10:10 (NLT)

The Greek word that gets translated “rich and satisfying” means excessive or overflowing. Other 
translations have rendered it as “abundant” life. However you translate it, Jesus is inviting us 
to learn to play Beethoven. To paint like Van Gogh. To dunk like Jordan. To tell stories like King 
or Gaiman or Spielberg or Nolan. Jesus doesn’t want us to settle for average, for shallow, for an 
undisciplined life that slides toward chaos. 

When our lives have taken that slide into chaos, when our foundations have crumbled and 
16	 	For	the	record,	as	someone	who	took	piano	lessons	for	a	couple	of	years	as	a	kid,	practic-
ing	the	piano	is	not	fun.	
17	 	Or	Nora	Jones,	if	that’s	your	speed.	Freedom,	remember?
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we’re reeling from spiritual vertigo, the answer is found in returning to our rock. If we want a 
meaningful life, we must learn to discern God’s Way, the path we were created to walk. It’s not 
necessarily easy, and it doesn’t seem natural (we’ll talk about why in a few chapters).

The Gospel of John is a story of Jesus’ life on Earth – one of four we have preserved in the 
Christian scriptures. But this particular story frames Jesus uniquely, using the Genesis story as 
its framework – it even begins with “In the beginning…”.18 John’s thesis statement is in the first 
chapter: 

To all who believed him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children 
of God. -- John 1:12 (NLT)

Jesus came to reconnect us with God. To restore us to everything we’ve lost and forgotten. 
To show us the path we were originally created to walk. To ground our spiritual vertigo and 
reconnect us with the life that is really life. We are children of God, creating in God’s image, and 
the life we were created to live is within our grasp.

What does all that mean? Well, that will take a whole book to answer.

18	 	Don’t	worry.	We’re	going	to	come	back	to	John	a	lot	throughout	the	book.	
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Chapter 6: What’s in a Name?

“Hey JR., do you have that biology homework?”

As soon as I heard her voice, I cringed. I was sitting in front of my locker with my friends like 
we did every morning before first period. I don’t remember what we were talking about, but 
I’m sure we were laughing and joking around. And then her hand fell on my shoulder, and she 
asked for my homework.

I’d known her since elementary school, but even then we didn’t run in the same circles. And 
that gap only widened when we got to high school. But we were in Freshman Biology together 
and she was pretty and popular and she asked nicely.

Like a chump, I dug into my bag and snatched out the homework, gave it to her. She flashed 
her cheerleader smile at me and said, “Thanks buddy!” I watched her stalk off, my homework 
clutched victoriously in her hand, the proud lioness returning to her pride with her kill.

My circle of friends had fallen silent as they watched the exchange. And I didn’t make eye-
contact as I turned back to my actual buddies. Though I’d let her copy my homework half a 
dozen times by then, this was the first time I felt ashamed. Because in that moment, I realized 
I’d allowed myself to be used, to be reduced to “Homework Kid” by someone who didn’t have 
any actual use for me as a person.

We weren’t friends. We weren’t buddies. I was just a nerd who was good at biology. I had 
something she needed: homework answers.

Isn’t that an experience most of us have had - where someone reduces us to a function, a role? 
They don’t particularly care about our whole Self; they’re only interested in what they can get 
out of us, what we can do for them. 

Even worse, I find myself doing the same to other people. . I walk through life mainly concerned 
with my business, what I want to accomplish, my goals. And I have a tendency to treat other 
people as means to my ends. Whether that’s the person changing my oil or getting me coffee or 
driving slowly in front of me, I easily treat other people like their most important job is making 
my day go more smoothly.

And it’s not just those faceless strangers that make up the background of my day (see how 
awful that sounds?). When I’m not intentional and diligent, I reduce my wife, my coworkers, my 
friends to what they can do for me. How they can help me accomplish my agenda.

Why does that selfish, self-focused attitude come so naturally to us? Why is reducing other 
people to a function so easy?

According to Genesis 3, the worst among us aren’t the only people who reduce others to a 
function. Dehumanizing other people isn’t just a bad habit we need to kick. This inability to see 
the Other past myself is a deeply human flaw, a direct consequence of Sin. 



22

TOPSY-TURVY CHAPTER SIX

As we’re exploring the roots of our spiritual vertigo, we must stop here and investigate how 
we treat the people in our lives. Others can trigger our vertigo – maybe he cheated on you 
or she died. Maybe you’re the victim of a crime. And once we’re reeling, in the throes of our 
spiritual vertigo, we become inward focused. We go into survival mode. And that’s when our 
brokenness rears its head. In the midst of our spiritual vertigo, our relationships with other 
people often suffer.

Genesis 3 demonstrates how Sin destroys our relationships. But before we listen to its warning, 
we need to go back to Genesis 1-2 and talk about how important Names and Roles are.

Joe Dirt (What’s in a Name?)

In the criminally underrated 2001 comedy Joe Dirt, David Spade plays the title character, whose 
daddy named him Dirt because he didn’t like little Joe. Joe grows up thinking himself unworthy 
of love precisely because the name his father gave him reflected his father’s lack of love for 
him.

In the opening scene, Joe arrives at the office building he cleans. The security guard asks for his 
name and replies “Dirte”, adding an ‘e’ and pronouncing it “all fancy”. The guard spits back

Don’t try to church it up, boy! Your daddy named you Dirt!

From that first moment, we feel Joe’s pain – the pain of a child abandoned by his parents. The 
pain of a man who grew up with no one on his side. A man whose name is Dirt in the most 
literal, painful sense possible.

It’s a silly movie, but the comedy works because names have value. Every new parent has 
wrestled with what they’re going to name their firstborn. And who hasn’t scoured the racks 
at the gas station when your parents stopped for a bathroom break on a long road trip and 
you were desperately hoping that you’d find the little plate with your name on it this time 
even though your name is JR. and they never have your name plate but maybe this time will 
be different but no, it’s not it’s just like every other time so you slink back to your car in defeat 
while your younger siblings (Corrie and Aaron) both found their names for the 5,000th time.

Oh, that’s just me? Never mind then.

Even today we’re aware that names have meaning, and those meanings are important. In the 
ancient world, names were even more literal. Abraham is Hebrew for “father of many.” Isaac 
means “he laughs.” And Jacob means “trickster.” Jesus is the Greek form of Joshua, which 
means “he saves.”

It’s strange for us to imagine having names that were actually just every day words. It’s hard to 
imagine calling up a friend and saying,
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“Hey Chuckles! Tricky and I are going to grab a pizza. Grab Big Daddy and meet up with us!”

On second thought, it’s not that hard to imagine. 

Names matter a lot in the Bible. We see that in the first creation story. The way God creates is 
by organizing chaos, shaping the disorder into order. Look at the first three days. Pay attention 
to how God creates:

God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. And God saw that the light 
was good. Then God separated the light from the darkness. God called the 
light “day” and the darkness “night.” And evening passed and morning came, 
marking the first day. 

Then God said, “Let there be a space between the waters, to separate the 
waters of the heavens from the waters of the earth.” And that is what 
happened. God made this space to separate the waters of the earth from the 
waters of the heavens. God called the space “sky.” And evening passed and 
morning came, marking the second day.

Then God said, “Let the waters beneath the sky flow together into one place, 
so dry ground may appear.” And that is what happened. God called the dry 
ground “land” and the waters “seas.” And God saw that it was good. -- Genesis 
1:3-10 (NLT, emphasis mine)

When God creates, God draws boundaries. Between Light and Dark. Between heavens and 
ocean. Between water and ground. And after God draws the boundaries, God names. God calls 
light ‘day’. God calls darkness ‘night’. God calls the space between the waters ‘sky’. Call calls the 
ground ‘land’. When God creates, God names.

The naming finishes the act of creation. Naming in-and-of itself is an act of limiting, of boundary 
drawing. Giving a name says, “This is this and not that.” Naming assigns roles. Naming implies 
function.

That’s why we’re so careful when we name our children. That’s why we name our cars, our 
ships, our works of art.

Throughout Genesis, God continues this process of naming as an act of creation. When God 
cements a covenant with Abram (whose name means ‘exalted father’), God changes Abram’s 
name to Abraham, which means ‘father of many’. Jacob (‘trickster’/’deceiver’) lives his whole 
life conning others to get ahead. When he finally has a throw-down confrontation with 
God (literally), God changes his name to Israel (wrestles with God). Much later, when Isaiah 
imagines Israel’s restoration after the Exile, he says that God will no longer call Israel “Forsaken” 
or “Destitute” but “My delight is in her” and “Sought out.”1 Hosea names his kids “Not my 
people” and “No pity” and “Ground Zero”2 Then, later, to show God’s commitment to restore, 

1	 	Read	all	of	Isaiah	62.	It’s	one	of	my	favorite	passages	in	the	whole	Bible.
2	 	Obviously	he	didn’t	name	his	kid	Ground	Zero,	given	Hosea	lived	a	few	thousand	years	
before	9/11.	He	actually	named	his	first	son	“Jezreel”,	which	was	a	valley	in	Northern	Israel	
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Hosea renames his kids “My People” and “Pity”.3 In the New Testament, after Jesus calls Simon 
son of Jonah to follow him, he renames him The Rock (Petros in Greek, Cephas in Aramaic). 
Unfortunately, the New Testament does not clarify if Peter ever performed the Rock Bottom on 
a Pharisee when they were fighting with Jesus.

Names matter in the Bible. So when we read, we should pay attention to who’s named what, 
and when they have that name.4 Look at Genesis 2, when God creates humanity

The LORD God formed the man from the dust of the ground. He breathed the 
breath of life into the man’s nostrils, and the man became a living person. -- 
Genesis 2:7

The Hebrew does something fun here: the word used for ‘man’ is adam (which you no doubt 
recognize as the Name we assign to this first human). And the word for “dust” is adama. So 
Adam is made from the Adama. We really should call him Dusty, the human made from the 
dust. Or maybe Joe Dirt.

But unlike the titular film character, this Joe Dirt’s name doesn’t mean ‘Unloved’ or ‘Unwanted’. 
This first Joe Dirt’s name tells us he’s very valuable indeed: 

Then the LORD God planted a garden in Eden in the east, and there he placed 
the man he had made… The LORD God placed the man in the Garden of Eden 
to tend and watch over it. But the LORD God warned him, “You may freely 
eat the fruit of every tree in the garden -- except the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil. If you eat its fruit, you are sure to die.” – Genesis 2:8, 15-17

God placed Joe Dirt in the Garden to work the dirt. But this isn’t God creating a slave. This isn’t 
God abandoning an unwanted child to fend for himself. In Genesis 2, God is the first gardener. 
God planted Eden; Joe Dirt takes care of it. God has created a partner, a helper. Here is someone 
who can work alongside God, who can join God in caring for this beautiful creation. 

You can’t church a name up much better than that! Life in the garden with God is beautiful. For 
this first Joe Dirt, everything seems perfect.

But it’s not. Not quite yet.

where	the	armies	of	Israel	had	been	defeated	over	and	over.	In	the	Israelite	national	conscious-
ness,	it	carried	the	same	sort	of	awful	connotations	as	9/11	does	for	citizens	of	the	United	States.	
3	 	Jezreel	doesn’t	get	renamed,	but	God	promises	to	make	the	Jezreel	Valley	awesome.	
Like	basically	building	Israel-Disney	there.
4	 	When	you	read	that	last	sentence,	you	might	think,	“But	I	don’t	know	Hebrew!	How	am	
I	supposed	to	know	what	these	names	mean?”	Fear	not:	a	good	study	bible	should	tell	you	what	
most	names	mean.	If	you	don’t	find	it	there,	ask	the	Google!	And	if	neither	Google	nor	your	
study	bible	know,	it’s	probably	not	that	important.	
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Naming the Woman (like me!)

Have you ever heard someone say, “All you need is God.”? We usually hear it from the lips of 
well-intentioned friends in the wake of some pain or tragedy. A struggle with depression, the 
death of someone close to us, even anxiety over making a life-altering decision. The person 
leans in as if offering secret wisdom and says something to the effect of, “All you need is God.”

The impulse is (usually) good: God is, after all, omnipotent and omniscient and omnipresent 
and omni-omni (as I like to say to avoid having say all those big words). So surely God is enough. 
Surely all we need is God. Right?

Wrong. At least according to God.

In Genesis 2 we meet a God who gardens, who creates a human out of the dirt to work the 
dirt, to garden with God. If God were really all we need, then this would be the ideal state of 
humanity. God would stop creating, with just God, the garden and new little Joe Dirt. Because 
that ought to be all the first human needs – it’s him and God and the big, wide world.

But all is not quite right yet. And it’s not the human that points it out. The human, apparently, 
doesn’t have a clue. It’s God who notes a big problem with the status quo:

Then the LORD God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a 
helper who is just right for him.” 

God says that the human is alone. Even though God is right there with him. Apparently, even 
with God, if we don’t have other people, we’re still alone in some essential way. God decides 
to make the man a ‘helper’. 

That’s another word that’s worth spending some time on, if only because we misunderstand it. 
When we see the English word ‘helper’, we think of a sidekick. Like Robin, Chewbacca or Andy 
Richter, maybe an Administrative Assistant. Our word ‘helper’ implies that the person doing 
the helping is less important than the person being helped. The person being helped is the 
main focus, the person with the mission. The helper is auxiliary.

But that’s not what the Hebrew word means. The phrase translated “helper just right for him” 
(other translations read “helper suitable for him”) is ezer kanegdo. In the Old Testament, an ezer 
is a person who rescues someone else from a hopeless situation. It’s used often to describe God 
coming the rescue of a person or the whole nation of Israel.5 Obviously, God isn’t our sidekick! 
It also describes a foreign nation who comes to Israel’s aid when they need military support.

Kanegdo is a curious word that is only used here. It literally means “like opposing face-to-face”. 
The image it conjures is getting in someone’s face and telling them they’re wrong. 

And God says, “It’s not good for Joe Dirt to be alone. I will make an ezer kanegdo.”

“Helper” really isn’t a very good translation of what God says. It’s not a great translation of what 

5	 	For	instance,	Exodus	18:4;	Deuteronomy	33:7;	Psalm	20:2;	Psalm	70:5;	Psalm	146:5;	
Ezekiel	12:14.
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that first human needed. My friend and fellow pastor Tom Fuerst likes to translate the phrase 
“loyal opposition”. The term comes from British politics, and refers to those who love the nation 
– so are loyal – but disagree with a current policy.

According to the word choice, God is saying that this first human is fundamentally incapable of 
accomplishing his purpose by himself. Right now, alone in the garden, just him and God, he is 
set up for failure. He needs an ally. He needs someone to rescue him, to save him from failure. 
He needs someone who’s able to get in his face and oppose him, not because they’re against 
him, but because they love him. Joe Dirt needs loyal opposition.

So how does God intend to fix this problem? How is God going to make the human an opposing 
ally?

So the LORD God formed from the ground all the wild animals and all the birds 
of the sky. He brought them to the man to see what he would call them, and 
the man chose a name for each one. He gave names to all the livestock, all 
the birds of the sky, and all the wild animals. But still there was no helper just 
right for him.” -- Genesis 2:19-20 (NLT)

Just like God created the human, now God shapes all the animals out of the ground. God brings 
them to the human to name them. The first human was already included in God’s creative work 

– he was gardening with God, but now he’s instructed to name, too. 

Remember: when God names, it’s for purpose. Naming assigns role, function. So now Joe Dirt 
is naming all the animals. Whether he realizes it or not, he’s searching for his ezer kanegdo, his 
opposing ally. His loyal opposition

I wonder once how long it took the first human to get the hint. You can imagine it, right?6

Two… cheetahs. Those aren’t like me. 
Two… duck-billed platypi! Those aren’t like me! 

Two… elephants. Definitely not like me.  

On and on, each animal given a name, a role, but never the ezer kanegdo. The human doesn’t 
find that creature that can be his opposing ally. The one who can save him, enable him to fulfill 
God’s call for humanity. On and on… surely running out of creativity at some point.

Two… dogs. Not like me. 
Two… uh… sticks? Two walking sticks? I guess? Not like me at all. 

Two… hm. What does this do? Eats ants? Great. Anteaters. Whatever. 
When’s the dinner break?

And finally, Genesis tells us, after the last pair of animals had come through (I’m guessing it was 
a dead heat between the snails and the sloths), that first human still had not found a suitable 
ezer kanegdo.

6	 	I	first	heard	Erwin	McManus	wonder	about	this.	Yes,	I	do	quote	Erwin	a	lot.	Did	I	men-
tion	he’s	one	of	my	favorite	thinkers?	
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No one is enough like the human to be his opposing ally. No one can rescue him, enable him to 
accomplish the purpose God created him for.

So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep. While the man slept, 
the LORD God took out one of the man’s ribs and closed up the opening. Then 
the LORD God made a woman from the rib, and he brought her to the man.

God creates another being from the human. God brings her to Joe Dirt, just like God did all the 
other animals. So what will Joe Dirt name this new being?

“At last!” the man exclaimed. “This one is bone from my bone, and flesh from 
my flesh! She will be called ‘woman,’ because she was taken from ‘man.’” -- 
Genesis 2:21-23 (NLT, emphasis mine)

At last! After what seemed like an endless stream of animals that were not like him, this one is 
the same! So he declares “She will be called woman.”

Why? Why is this her name? This is one of those rare moments when Hebrew and English act 
more-or-less the same. Our words ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are clearly related. The two Hebrew 
words Genesis uses here are similar. ‘Man’ is ish. And ‘woman’ is ishi.

MAN, woMAN. Ish, Ishi.

Joe Dirt says, “I’m a man, and this new being is like me, so she should be called woman. If I’m 
an ish, then she’s an ishi.”

Because we’re the same. She’s bone from my bone. Flesh from my flesh. After a mind-numbing 
sequence of Not Like Me, Not Like Me, Not Like Me, Not Like Me, at last she is like me.

The name Adam chooses for his wife celebrates their sameness. She is enough like him to be his 
ezer kanegdo. She can stand with him, shoulder-to-shoulder. She can rescue him, work with him 
to fulfill God’s plan for humanity. She is his partner, his ally, his equal. His loyal opposition.7

Now, finally, everything is very good. Creation is complete. But not for long…

Renaming the Woman

In the last chapter, we saw how the serpent tempted humanity and what it cost us. But let’s 
revisit the end of Genesis 3 to see what’s happened to this perfect relationship between the 
man and woman, the ish and the ishi:

God said to the woman, “I will sharpen the pain of your pregnancy, and in 
pain you will give birth. And you will desire to control your husband, but he 

7	 	No	wonder	Genesis	2	is	so	often	used	at	weddings!	Can	you	imagine	a	more	beautiful	
picture	of	marriage?	It’s	truly	beautiful	and	divine…	when	it’s	holy.
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will rule over you.” 

And to the man God said, “Since you listened to your wife and ate from the 
tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat, the ground is cursed because 
of you. All your life you will struggle to scratch a living from it.  It will grow 
thorns and thistles for you, though you will eat of its grains. By the sweat of 
your brow will you have food to eat until you return to the ground from which 
you were made. For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return.”

Then the man-- Adam-- named his wife Eve, because she would be the mother 
of all who live. -- Genesis 3:16-20 (NLT, emphasis mine)

Let’s begin at the end. Ask who the first two people were, and you’ll probably get “Adam and 
Eve.” But notice that nowhere in Genesis 2 was the woman called Eve. Her name was simply 

“woman” in chapter 2 and 3, all the way up to verse 20. And right there, our Joe Dirt changes his 
wife’s name. He calls her Eve (which means “Life”).

Why? The text tells us it’s because “she would be the mother of all who live.” Okay. That makes 
sense. But we should be asking a deeper question:

Why is renaming his wife the first thing the man does after God punishes them? Doesn’t he have 
better things to do, like figure out food and shelter? Surely he has something more pressing to 
do than say, “You know, babe, now that I think about it, you look more like an Eve to me.”

After being expelled from Eden, why would Adam’s first thought be to rename his wife from 
“woman” to “Life”?

Because that’s what Adam has lost. 

When God dispenses punishments, our Joe Dirt hears, “You’re dirt. You were made from dirt, 
and now you’re going to return to the dirt.” Suddenly, Death is a reality for Adam like it had 
never been. And that’s no less scary for him than it is for us. 

With one bite, Adam has gone from immortal to mortal. He’s lost eternal life. And now his 
driving obsession is to get it back. But how?

The obvious (to us) answer is “Heaven”. But the first readers of Genesis didn’t think about the 
afterlife like that. In fact, they didn’t really think about it much at all. In the Old Testament, this 
life is pretty much all we get. After death, everyone – both good and bad – go to Sheol, a hazy 
underworld-sort of place. The Scriptures are vague as to the nature of Sheol. As far as we can 
tell, the Ancient Israelites didn’t spend much time or thought on what happened after you die.

What mattered in life was being faithful to God, honoring God’s Way and having children. In 
Ancient Israel, children were how you lived forever. Through children, you passed on your name, 
your property, your identity. 

In the world of Genesis, children are immortality.

That’s why throughout the Old Testament, barrenness is considered a curse from God. A 



29

TOPSY-TURVY CHAPTER SIX

person who didn’t or couldn’t have children in the ancient world would carry the same sense 
of damnation as a person today who’s convinced he’s going to Hell. 

So back to Genesis 3: Adam has just cut himself off from God, from immortality, from the life 
God created him for. He’s keenly aware that he’s cursed, damned to a life apart from God.

There’s only one escape for him. One hope that he won’t disappear utterly from the Earth. One 
chance that he won’t be forgotten from history:

Adam needs sons. And there’s only one person who can give Adam what he wants. Only one 
person who can provide what he needs to escape Death:

The woman.

Only the woman isn’t Woman anymore. Not in Adam’s eyes. Because something happened to 
Adam when Death took over his world. His foundations have been ripped from under him and 
he’s reeling. Suddenly, in the throes of spiritual vertigo, he can’t afford to be selfless anymore. 
Because now, his Self isn’t limitless. Now his Life is a limited quantity. He can’t afford to give too 
much of himself away. His world has narrowed. 

Now this Other isn’t his ezer kanegdo, his opposing ally. She’s not his partner anymore. Now she 
is something he needs to go on. She’s the answer to his problem. So his vision of her narrows. 
She’s not “Like Me” anymore. Now she’s “What She can Do for Me.”

God warned the woman this was going to happen in verse 16:

You will desire to control your husband, but he will rule over you.

This is how Sin destroys our relationships. When we choose to go our own ways, when we 
abandon the Way of God, the Way that leads to Life, our lives become dominated by death. 
Scarcity dominates our attitudes, our habits, how we view and treat others. Now that there’s 
not enough to go around, I have to get mine before someone else does. 

When we live in Sin, we divide the world into Us and Them. That can be on a national level – U.S. 
vs. them. It can happen on a cultural level – suburban vs. urban or Western vs. Middle Eastern, 
for instance. We see it in office politics or family drama when we create silos and turf wars, 
when groups are choosing sides and waging passive aggressive guerilla warfare. And it most 
certainly happens even in our individual relationships. 

How often do we put our own interests first in a relationship? Romantic, business, friendship, 
family, it doesn’t matter. When things are good, we can afford to be generous. But when it’s 
crunch time, our natural tendency is to look after our own interests first.

That’s not how we were created to live together. We were created to stand side-by-side, 
shoulder-to-shoulder and work together with each other. To live generous, self-giving lives that 
imitate and participate in the divine interior life of the Trinity.

Sin disrupts that. Sin turns us inward. The Specter of Death haunts every relationship we form, 
keeping us from relating freely. Every relationship becomes a transaction. Every interaction a 
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balancing act where we try to get more than we’re giving.

Adam could no longer see his ezer kanegdo. He couldn’t see Woman. She was only Eve. Baby-
maker. Life-giver.

Functions

This is the great tragedy of Sin: the “very good” God created, God intended, becomes twisted 
and distorted by the looming threat of Death. We turn inward, away from our true selves, 
away from how we were created to live and to give ourselves to Others.

Look at the relationship between Adam and Eve: becoming a mother was always part of God’s 
plan for Eve. The command God gave the man and woman in Genesis 1 was to “be fruitful and 
multiply”. She was always supposed to be “the mother of all who live.” In other words, we 
could say that being Eve was always supposed to be part of her identity.

So it’s not that becoming a mother is a bad thing. Parenthood is part of God’s good intention 
for the world. Children have always been a sign of God’s grace in our lives. And God created the 
man and woman to share in the joy of parenting together. Children were to be part of how they 
gave of themselves, one way they created in imitation of their creator.

But see what Sin did to that beautiful, good thing God created: in the wake of the Fall, Adam 
can’t see the woman’s full humanity anymore. He can’t afford to be generous in his relationship 
with her. So he reduces her from “Like Me” (woman) to “Makes Babies” (Eve). From partner/
equal/ezer kanegdo to means-to-an-end.

As far as Adam is concerned, the woman’s entire worth is now summed up in her ability to 
give him what he needs: Life. The woman, created in the image of God, is reduced to a role, a 
function. A whole person is reduced to an aspect of her personhood.

That’s exactly what happened to me that day in high school. I allowed myself to be reduced 
to the Homework Guy. A good gift God has given me – my academic ability, my studiousness – 
became for someone else the sum total of my worth. 

We become Adam every time we ignore someone’s fully humanity in favor of the role they play 
in our lives. Coffee-getter. House-cleaner. Project-finisher. Bad driver. Booty call.

James warns us that this sinful tendency we have is the root cause of conflict in our relationships. 
He writes:

What is causing the quarrels and fights among you? Don’t they come from the 
evil desires at war within you? – James 4:1

We could call this a scarcity of relationship. Like Adam, we tend to think resources are limited 
- time, energy, affections. So we fight and claw to get ours. We want to be sure that, at the end 
of the day, we got more than we gave.
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This is why we don’t waste a smile and a kind word at Starbucks. Why we rage on the road when 
someone pulls out in front of us. It’s why we eyeball the chorelist at the house while calculating 
who’s contributed more lately. 

How is it that we can always justify why the other person needs to do more? How often do our 
“discussions” devolve into arguments over who’s giving more? 

“I took out the trash twice last week. When was the last time you did the dishes? I work all day, 
then you expect me to come home and do that too?” 

“Oh, I’m supposed to do all that and take the kids to practice? What are you doing?”

The same pattern emerges in office politics or friendships or any relationship. Sin narrows our 
focus. Relationships become about me, not about we. We treat life like a solo sport, rather than 
a team effort.

That’s not how we’re supposed to relate. Relationships that are all about me are not life-giving. 
And that’s true whichever side you’re on. Whether you’re the popular girl using the nerd for 
homework or the nerdy kid with a low enough self-esteem to let yourself be reduced to a role 
and taken advantage of. Both are sin, and sin stymies. It reduces relationships.

The issue is always relational. There’s nothing wrong with helping a friend with homework. 
There’s nothing wrong with making someone a cup of coffee. There’s nothing wrong with 
becoming a mother or earning an income.

What’s wrong is reducing someone else created in the image of God to a role, a function. What’s 
wrong is allowing yourself to be reduced to a function in someone else’s eyes. 

Using someone else only for what they can do for you leaves you stunted and shallow. Allowing 
someone else to use you leaves you hollow and empty.

James goes on to show us the path out of relational scarcity:

But God gives us even more grace to stand against such evil desires. As the 
Scriptures say, “God opposes the proud but favors the humble.” So humble 
yourselves before God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come close 
to God, and God will come close to you. Wash your hands, you sinners; purify 
your hearts... Let there be tears for what you have done. Let there be sorrow 
and deep grief. Let there be sadness instead of laughter, and gloom instead 
of joy. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up in honor.” 

-- James 4:2-10 (NLT)

James tells us that the antidote to sin is humility. Instead of fighting and clawing to get my way, 
I submit myself to God. I choose to follow God’s way even if I don’t understand it, even if I’m 
afraid it won’t work out in my favor. Because I trust that God knows better than I do. I trust that 
God’s Way leads to live even if the Way leads through a cross. 

The early Church Fathers took confessing Sin seriously. They wanted their confession to be 
more than a simple prayer – something like “God I’m sorry I did bad stuff.” In order to help 
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them root out sin from their lives, they created a confessional guide that we know today as the 
Seven Deadly Sins. They talked about these seven sins as the root sins from which every other 
sin grows. And the first sin, the chief sin, the root of all the sins, is pride.

Pride is the conviction that my way is the best way. That I know best. That I can be the lord of 
my own universe. That my stuff is more important, more urgent. 

We see it in the first sin: the man and woman want to be like God. And after they eat the fruit, 
God warns them that their relationship is going to be characterized by power-struggle. Rather 
than work together, they’ll constantly be working against each other, on their own agendas.

That’s why James cautions us: if we want to avoid relational strife, we must flee from pride. 
Humble ourselves, abandon our sinful, selfish ways and chase after the Way of Jesus. 

In our relationships, that means we interact with other people not as sidekicks, as those who 
exist to help us accomplish our own agendas, but as people who are vital to our full humanity. 

Several denominations consider Christian marriage a sacrament. That means that marriage is a 
visible sign of how Jesus rescues us from Sin. How? 

We all begin life as Adam and Eve. We live in the shadow of Sin. We’re all bent away from God, 
and we all follow our own selfish ways. We all enter relationships looking primarily at what’s 
in it for us.

But when we choose to follow Jesus, when we turn away from our ways and follow the Way 
of Jesus, we begin the journey out of Death and into Life. Every day, we wake up and decide 
if we’re going to continue to follow Jesus today or if we’ll fall back into our selfish, sinful ways. 
And learning to live for others, learning to make self-giving a habit is difficult.

But in a marriage, every day you are confronted with the Other. Here is a person who is not like 
you. A person who has a different agenda. Different wants and needs. So you can choose: 

Will you treat her like Woman, your ezer kanego? Or will she just be Baby Maker – what she 
can do for you?

 Will you treat him like Man, your opposing ally? Or will he just be Bread Winner – what he can 
do for you? 

Will you live in a marriage defined by Sin, where your spouse is your sidekick and you look for 
your own interests first? Will your marriage reinforce your sinful, prideful worldview?

Or will your marriage be sacramental? Will you see your spouse as your ezer kanegdo, your ally, 
your equal? Will you practice giving yourself for them every day, seeking to meet their needs 
before you meet your own? Will your marriage be a daily chance to crucify your pride and 
humble yourself before God?

If you seize the opportunity the marriage affords you, you will find that marriage is indeed a 
sacrament. Marriage is a way that God is rescuing you from your pride and giving you excessive, 
overflowing life.
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But marriage isn’t the only sacramental relationship available to us. Every relationship has the 
potential to form us in the image of God. Marriage is certainly our most sacramental relationship 
simply because we have the most prolonged access to the same person, but every friendship, 
coworker, family member, fellow Christian and even our enemies give us the opportunity to 
choose to give instead of take.

Every relationship has the potential to be sacramental. Every person is a chance for you to 
crucify your selfish, prideful self and choose to give of yourself. 

Sin narrows our focus. Sin reduces people to roles. Sin says, My way matters most. God’s Way is 
selfless, self-giving love. Working for the good of the Other. Loving our neighbor as ourselves. 

You want to find grounding for your spiritual vertigo? Choose to see every relationship as 
sacramental. Ground yourself by practicing seeing every person as an opportunity to give more 
than you take. Refuse to reduce someone created in the image of God to what they can do to 
make your day better. 

After all, that Homework Kid might actually be a pretty cool guy.


