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THE HOLY SPIRIT IS THE TRUE NORTH OF OUR
COMPASS WHO SPEAKS TO US THROUGH SCRIPTURE.

“Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being,
    and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.”
–Psalm 51: 6
There is so much vying for our attention in
this world. Advertising assaults our minds and
penetrates our hearts on a daily basis. Pushing
messages of who we are, what we’re worth and
what we value or aspire to be - messages that can be
counter to what God has for us or who he says we
are. In the constant stream of social media, I can’t
help but find myself easily slipping into a struggle
with Instagram envy, Facebook jealousy, Pinterest
perfection, and the YouTube vlog world of vicarious
living. I know I’m not alone.
The truth I know of God, as a child of God, in a
relationship with God, under the grace of God and
loved by God get’s tested on a regular basis and the
Holy Spirit has to remind me what’s important. I
need to “delight in truth,” God’s truth, rather than
in what meaning I might take away from or have in
comparison to the lives of others.

constant truth-telling I must speak to my heart to
counteract what’s out in the world that’s negative or
trying to veer me off of my priority in God’s love and
the worship of him and loving service to others.
The Holy Spirit is the true north of our compass
who speaks to us this truth through Scripture and
reminds us who God is and what he came to do (and
has done) on earth as Jesus Christ. I’m so grateful
for this, because I constantly forget. The Holy Spirit
also speaks through other believers too. In this issue,
Scott Limkeman talks about loving God with your
mind. Sean Hughes talks about grasping the epic
drama of the book of Mark and what it means for
us. Alyssa Rickert talks about belonging to God,
being his child and how this changes our outlook.
Lastly, Steve Limkeman talks about the show The
Good Place and it’s relation to the true “good place”
of Heaven. I truly hope you are encouraged by their
words. Enjoy!

This struck me recently when I was reading Psalm
51 when it says in verse, “Behold, you delight in truth
in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the
secret heart.” This was a profound reminder to the
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MISSION
Our mission is to provide diverse, Bible centered content to help lead new believers and seekers to a
fuller understanding of the Christian faith.

VISION
GROW
Showcasing different Christian perspectives, building a biblical foundation, understanding
Christian concepts, jargon, and the practical application of Scripture.

CONNECT
Encouraging others through testimonies, relationship topics, fellowship, church culture,
community, discussions and expressions of faith.

LIVE
Participating in the world as a Christian, with stories of people actively pursuing God through
their passions, organizations and resources. How to apply ones gifts, talents and desires to serve
God and others, sharing the love of Christ in everyday arenas.
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THE VALUE
OF LOVING
GOD WITH
YOUR MIND
By Scott Limkeman
ou are a theologian. That might come as a
surprise, but it’s true! Everyone’s a theologian.
That’s because everyone has beliefs about God
and the world. The word “theology” comes from
two words in Greek: theos (God) and logos (word).
Theology, like any other “ology”, is simply words
about something - in this case God.

Y

don’t believe in God - that God doesn’t exist. That’s
a theological claim - it’s a statement about God, even
if it is expressing a philosophical commitment to his
non-existence. You may not engage often in explicitly
theological talk beyond that, but it nevertheless
reveals theological assumptions that affect in one
way or another everything else about your life.

But you might object to being called a theologian,
and there’s probably one of three reasons why you
might object. On the one hand, you may say you

If you consider yourself a Christian, you may object
to being called a theologian for different reasons. One
may be a distancing from what comes to mind when
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"Without the fire - the

Spirit of God - firewood will not in itself
produce a warming flame."
TIM KELLER”

you think of “theology.” On a number of occasions,
I’ve heard the word “theology” brought up with a
kind of populist disdain. It usually goes something
like this, whether implicitly or explicitly: Theology
is for detached academic people. Christianity is about a
relationship, not about theology. Too much theology will kill
your faith. It doesn’t matter what’s in your head, it matters
what’s in your heart. Theology is so often seen as wet
blanket. Christianity is seen as a sort of zero sum
game, where you can either have a vibrant and active
faith, or you can spend energy and time thinking
about theological issues. If zeal for God is like a fire,
too much theology can put the fire out.

One problem with this way of thinking is that a lack
of one thing does not necessarily mean that too much
of something else is the cause of the deficiency. If I’m
stranded in the desert with a years supply of food
but no source of water, my dehydration problem
isn’t a result of having too much food - it’s a result of
having no water. Pressing the analogy further, if I’m
stranded in the desert, I need both food and water to
survive! The same goes with our life as Christians.
We need reliable content in our faith and knowledge
of God as much as we need passion for God.
Prominent pastor and writer Tim Keller puts it this
way in speaking of the need for theological training:
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Such instruction...is like firewood in a fireplace. Without
the fire - the Spirit of God - firewood will not in itself
produce a warming flame. But without fuel there can be
no fire either, and that is what [theological] instruction
provides. (thegospelcoalition.org)

You are a theologian. But why do you need theology
- theology that is more than a set of unavoidable,
unconscious assumptions about the universe? The
answer is tied to your ultimate purpose - to love and
worship God. Jesus, quoting Deuteronomy, gives “the
greatest commandment” as the call to love God with
all your heart, soul, mind and strength. (Deuteronomy
6:4-7, Matthew 22:37-40, Mark 12:30-31, Luke
10:27) The basic point is that we’re made to love God
with everything we are. This includes, as Jesus points
out, loving God with our minds. If we don’t think well
about who God is, who we are, and what the world
God made is like, we aren’t loving God with our
minds - we aren’t loving God with our whole selves.

Others have a slightly more appreciative view of
theology, but it’s still seen as an “expert” discipline.
Theology is great and all, but it’s something that
certain people with degrees do on behalf of the
the rest of us. Theology might as well be molecular
biology - important for someone to be doing, but
largely unnecessary for most people to think about.
But, as I hope I’ve made clear at this point, no one
can help doing theology. It’s in our design to ask
and answer questions about God, ourselves, and the
world, so we can’t help wearing our theologian hats
on a regular basis - even when we don’t think of it in
those terms.

Paying attention to our theology also makes our
worship to God meaningful and acceptable. A former
pastor of mine once used this analogy. If I’m going
to compliment or praise my wife, the honor given
and value of my affection is directly dependent on
whether what I’m saying is true and thoughtful. If
I say to my wife, “I love your beautiful brown hair,
your gorgeous professional graphic design work,
and your excellent quarterback play,” some level
of empty sentiment may get across if I’m sincere,
but I’m not really honoring her because my praise
is disconnected from what is true. (She has red
hair and is neither a quarterback nor a professional

It's in our design to
ask and answer
questions about God,
ourselves, and the world.
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4
Wo r s h i p p i n g
God is certainly
more than
t r u t h fu l c o n t e n t ,
but it is also
certainly never
less than that.

4

graphic designer.) Some Christian circles operate
in a climate where the value of sincerity and
sentimentality all but eclipses the necessity for truth,
but if the goal is to love and worship God as he is,
then truth has to be at the heart. Worshipping God
is certainly more than truthful content, but it is also
certainly never less than that. That’s why thinking
and talking about our theology is so essential.

in the pan, or will it be a sustaining fire? Since words
about God lead directly to worship, theology is not an
academic hobby - it’s a life-giving invitation.

You are a theologian. But what kind of theologian will
you be? Will you reject your inevitable calling to think
about your beliefs? Will you leave your theology
largely unexamined, or will you be self-conscious in
the way that you think and speak about God and the
world? Will your worship and love for God be a flash
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Getting
into The
G o o4
d Place

By Steve Limkeman
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“WELCOME,
EVERYTHING
IS FINE.”
With these reassuring words, we are ushered into
the premise of the television show The Good Place.
The main character, Eleanor Shellstrop, is dead. Now,
being received in a business office by an executive
in a suit, she’s told, “In the afterlife, there’s a Good
Place… and there’s a Bad Place. You’re in The Good
Place.”
I have to admit that, at first, I was quite skeptical of
the show, of whether or not I wanted to commit to
what was certain to be a lot of misconceived ideas
based on our culture’s myriad of philosophies about
what happens after we die. Right up front, the
creators of the show make it clear that they are not
drawing exclusively from any one religious tradition.
Michael, the man who first greets Eleanor in the
office and orients her to her “next phase of existence
in the universe,” tells us that “every religion guessed
about 5%” of the true nature of life after death. In
trying to help her wrap her mind around what the
afterlife is really like, Michael warns her, “It’s not the
heaven-or-hell idea that you were raised on.”

For me, as for many viewers, this raises a number of
questions: What does actually happen after we die?
Assuming many religions are correct in believing
that there is some kind of Good Place to go, who is in
charge of deciding who’s in and who’s out? What are
The Good Place and The Bad Place really like? And
finally, what do I have to do to make sure I end up in
the one and not the other?
As part of her ‘Afterlife Orientation,’ Eleanor and the
other new residents of The Good Place watch a video
that explains to them how they, by being “good”
people, earned their spot in The Good Place: “During
your time on Earth, every one of your actions had
a positive or a negative value, depending on how
much good or bad that action put into the universe.”
Things like “helping a hermit crab find a new shell”
or “ignoring a text message during an in-person
conversation” would earn you points, while things
like “pulling into the breakdown lane when there’s
traffic” or “disturbing coral reef with your flipper”
would lose you points - and “only the people with
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Is everything we do weighed
in some sort of cosmic
utilitarian calculation?
the very highest scores” get to go to The Good Place.
We can see, right from the start, that “good” is being
defined not only by your choices, but by the effects
your choices have on everything and everyone else.
Everything you do is weighed in a sort of cosmic
utilitarian calculation. And many of us believe, on
some level, that this really is the way the universe
works. We think of ourselves as pretty decent people,
better than some at least. We try to do more good
than bad during our lives so that the net effect of our
existence on the world around us is a positive one,
and we believe that we deserve to be rewarded for
our efforts.
A great example of this pervasive way of thinking
is the story of the conversation between Jesus and
a man who is often referred to as “the rich young
ruler” (Matthew 19:16-22; Luke 18:18-23). He asks
Jesus, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to inherit
eternal life?” Jesus replies, “Why do you ask me
about what is good? There is only One who is good.
If you want to enter life, keep the commandments.”
He responds that he has religiously observed the

core commandments since he was a boy, but Jesus
tells him he must go further than that. He must “sell
everything [he] has and give to the poor, and [he] will
have treasure in heaven.” Now as Christians, if this
were the only story we were given about how to live
a moral life in order to get into The Good Place, we
would likely feel quite hopeless about our chances
and, like the rich young ruler, walk away from
Jesus in sadness. More than that, some of us would
probably feel quite outraged that God’s standards
are so impossibly high. How could a loving God look
upon this man, who has made every effort to keep
God’s commandments throughout his whole life,
and tell him it’s not good enough? Or, more broadly
speaking, how could the “only One who is good”
condemn anybody, regardless of their shortcomings,
to a fate of eternal punishment in hell?
In order to fully answer the question of how a loving
God can send people to hell, we must first address
the cultural assumptions that are present in even
asking that question. In The Reason for God, Tim
Keller’s brilliant justification of belief in an age of
skepticism, he explains that the problem for us is our
very understanding of the nature of reality and our
role in it:
“In ancient times it was understood that there was a
transcendent moral order outside the self, built into the
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"Instead of trying to shape our desires
to fit reality, we now seek to control
and shape reality to fit our desires."
TIM KELLER

fabric of the universe. If you violated that metaphysical
order there were consequences just as severe as if you
violated physical reality by placing your hand in a fire.
The path of wisdom was to learn to live in conformity
with this unyielding reality. That wisdom rested largely
in developing qualities of character such as humility,
compassion, courage…
Modernity reversed this. Ultimate reality was seen not so
much as a supernatural order but as the natural world,
and that was malleable. Instead of trying to shape our
desires to fit reality, we now seek to control and shape
reality to fit our desires.”
This exactly the type of response we see from
Eleanor when she is confronted with the reality of
her situation. She confides to Chidi, the soul mate
whom Michael assigned to her, that “There’s been
a big mistake… I’m not supposed to be here.” And

it becomes very evident through her subsequent
behavior in that first episode as well as through
flashbacks we are shown of her life on Earth that
she was not and is not a “good” person by any
conventional standard of goodness. But even though
she recognizes her own inadequacy compared to the
others who have been selected for The Good Place,
she adamantly maintains that she doesn’t deserve
to be thrown into The Bad Place either. Her first
response is to blame the standard that she doesn’t
measure up to: “this system sucks. What, one in a
million gets to live in paradise and everyone else
is tortured for eternity? Come on. I mean, I wasn’t
freaking Gandhi, but I was okay. I was a medium
person. I should get to spend eternity in a medium
place! Like Cincinnati. Everyone who wasn’t perfect
but wasn’t terrible should get to spend eternity in
Cincinnati.” Chidi, on the other hand, does recognize
the authority of the nature of ultimate reality (as
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any good professor of ethics and moral philosophy
would), and he responds, “Apparently it doesn’t work
that way.”
So do we really deserve to spend eternity in The
Bad Place for our mistakes? Keller asserts that we
need to understand two things about God in order to
accept the nature of our ultimate reality: his justice
and his grace.
Let’s first examine the concept of God’s justice: why
do we consider a God of judgment to be offensive?
To put the conversation in a broader cultural context,
Keller sometimes responds to this question by
raising another: Why don’t we believe that a God
of forgiveness is offensive? If, for all the injustice
mankind had suffered - oppression, slavery, murder,
betrayal, abuse, racism, genocide, etc. - there is no
ultimate justice, would we still adore that God of
love? How could we be expected to forgive others
seventy times seven times if we knew that God didn’t
truly care about our suffering? Would it be fair to all
of the afflicted to offer unconditional forgiveness to
their oppressors? In fact, what we discover as we
reflect on God’s justice, is that he wouldn’t be very
loving at all if there was no judgment of evil and
wrongdoing.
Becky Pippert, in her book Hope Has Its Reasons,

affirms this about God’s judgment:
“Think how we feel when we see someone we love
ravaged by unwise actions or relationships. Do we
respond with benign tolerance as we might toward
strangers? Far from it… Anger isn’t the opposite of
love. Hate is, and the final form of hate is indifference…
God’s wrath is not a cranky explosion, but his settled
opposition to the cancer… which is eating out the insides
of the human race he loves with his whole being.”
But surely, some object, even in the face of the worst
human evils, people don’t deserve eternal torment.
How, in less than 100 years, could you truly merit
an endless existence in a lake of fire? Is God not
merciful? Keller asserts that this line of questioning
“misunderstands the very nature of evil,” which at
its heart is our own self-centeredness. Our souls
are designed to love God and our fellow man. When
we elevate our selfish desires above his will for our
lives, we fall apart from the inside out. The bBiblical
imagery of hellfire (Matthew 13:42, 18:8, 25:41;
Revelation 21:8), Keller observes, paints a picture
for us of disintegration, for fire annihilates all that
it consumes. Rather than questioning God’s mercy,
Keller inquires: “What if when we die we don’t end,
but spiritually our life extends on into eternity? Hell,
then, is the trajectory of a soul, living a self-absorbed,
self-centered life, going on and on forever.”
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Ultimately, God loves us enough to give us the
freedom to choose to love and to serve him or
to reject him. But that choice carries with it
consequences of eternal significance. C.S. Lewis puts
it this way:
“Hell begins with a grumbling mood, always
complaining, always blaming others… but you are still
distinct from it. You may even criticize it in yourself
and wish you could stop it. But there may come a day
when you can no longer. Then there will be no you
left to criticize the mood or even to enjoy it, but just the
grumble itself, going on forever like a machine. It is not a
question of God ‘sending us’ to hell. In each of us there is
something growing, which will BE hell unless it is nipped
in the bud.”
There are only two kinds of people - those who say,
‘Thy will be done’ to God or those to whom God in the
end says, ‘Thy will be done.’ All that are in Hell choose it.
Without that self-choice it wouldn’t be Hell.”
So the picture of a plethora of penitent people
pleading to be let in to the gates of Heaven while a
vengeful God shouts down, “You had your chance!” is
extremely misleading. We must apprehend the actual
nature of our reality and admit, ‘Apparently it doesn’t
work that way.’ But if a God of judgment can also be
a God of love, what does that love look like? Does he

" Yo u w h o a r e t r y i n g t o b e
justified by the law have been
a l i e n a t e d fr o m C h r i s t ; y o u h a v e
fa l l e n a w a y fr o m g r a c e " ”
(Gal. 5:4).
exclusively reserve his love, his gift of eternal life,
only for those who have earned the highest morality
scores, for those who are “the cream of the crop,”
as The Good Place suggests? Not at all - in fact, this
theology of works-based salvation is precisely what
the apostle Paul strongly warns the church about in
his letter to the Galatians: “You who are trying to be
justified by the law have been alienated from Christ;
you have fallen away from grace.” (Gal. 5:4) Paul
exhorts them, “It is for freedom that Christ has set
us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves
be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (Gal. 5:1). In
other words, through grace we are liberated from the
impossibly high standard set by God’s law, free from
living in terror over all the possible consequences
our actions might have, free from slavery to perfect
performance according to some cosmic utilitarian
calculation. We humbly acknowledge that we will
never measure up, but we can rest in the assurance
that we don’t have to, because “there is no one
righteous, not even one… for all have sinned and fall
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short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely
by his grace through the redemption that came by
Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:11, 23-24).
The reason I’m getting into The Good Place is that it
does a brilliant job of challenging our assumptions
of what it means to live a moral life in a way that is
philosophically fascinating and hilarious. However,
the reason I’m getting into the “Good Place” has
nothing to do with how many points I earn or lose
along the way, nothing to do with how much moral
philosophy I cram into my brain nor how good I am
at effectively putting it into practice. The Scriptures
reveal to me that I’m getting in purely on the basis of
grace through faith. And that is the foundation for
the hope that I have that I’m getting in at all. After all,
when I look deep into my heart, I know that I could
never be good enough for the “Good Place” on my
own.

The Scriptures reveal
to me that I'm getting
in purely on the basis
o f g r a c e t h r o u g h fa i t h .
And that is the
fo u n d a t i o n fo r t h e
hope that I have that
I'm getting in at all.

Steve Limkeman

Steve Limkeman majored in Philosophy
at Westmont College and now teaches
Social Studies, Psychology & Ethics
at Golden Eagle Charter School in Mt.
Shasta, California. He has also taught
Chinese history and served as a youth
leader for three years in Shanghai. His
heroes include C.S. Lewis, Tim Keller, Ravi
Zacharias, Christopher Nolan, Denzel Washington and Gandalf the Grey.
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5 TIPS FOR
READING
THE BOOK
OF MARK
By Sean Hughes

“I

have a confession. I have a favorite book of the
Bible. I know they’re all inspired by God, and
they all have authority over my life, but I just can’t
help it. Something about the Book of Mark just grabs
me in a way no other book does. But if you’re like me,
or any Christian for that matter, you probably need
some help knowing how to read it. With that said,
here are my five tips and pointers on how to read
Mark.
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TIP 1: BE 2,000 YEAR OLD AND
LEARN GREEK
Not 2000 years old? That’s okay. The scriptures are
incredibly important for us to read, but that doesn’t
mean we are the readers that the biblical authors
had in mind. Every time we pick up the Bible, we
should remember these are OLD books, and the
intended audience came from a completely different
background. If you’re reading through a passage
and you don’t have a clue what’s going on, just take
a breath and remind yourself that you are reading
something from a foreign culture, and that we’re
lucky to be able to read these words in our own
language.
So who did Mark have in mind? Most experts think
that he wrote the book for non-Jewish people, the
Greek speaking Romans who were occupying
Israel at the time. In several parts of the book, Mark
explains the Jewish traditions in Greek terms, and
he sometimes translated Jewish names into Greek.
When biblical scholars see these little translations,
it shows them Mark was writing for an audience
that wasn’t fluent in Jewish culture. In other words,
Mark was trying to reach out to the people of the
Roman empire and say “The Jesus movement isn’t
just a Jewish thing!” This is why Mark wrote the
book in the first place, to proclaim the good news

to gentiles (non-Jewish people). Knowing this, we
start to notice one of Mark’s biggest themes: radical
inclusivity. Mark is full of stories about Jesus’ love
for cripples, the demon-possessed, children, widows,
and, of course, foreigners. All these groups of people
were at the bottom of the social ladder in Jesus’ day,
and Mark’s story completely flips that ladder upsidedown.

TIP 2: BE A DRAMA MAMA
Like all music and movies, each book of the bible
belongs to a different genre of literature. Paul’s
books are letters written for specific churches,
Deuteronomy is written in the format of an ancient
near-eastern peace treaty, and Revelation is
apocalyptic, like the Jewish equivalent of a super
spiritual zombie-dragon movie. The genre of the
book tells us the best way to read it. Thankfully,
Mark is one of the easiest genres for us to read,
because we’re already familiar with it: it’s a play!
More specifically, it is written like a Greek play. A lot
has changed in the last 2,000 years, but one thing is
still the same: people love drama.
Mark is a total drama king. Instead of opening with
an origin story like Matthew and Luke, Mark opens
with Jesus’ baptism. A fully mature Jesus steps onto
an open stage, gets dunked by John the Baptist, and
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a disembodied voice from offstage says “You are my
dearly loved Son, and you bring me great joy”(Mark
1:11 NLT). Talk about theatrics! Scholars believe that
when the book of Mark was first given to church
communities, they acted it out. As readers, we need
to have the same approach when reading Mark, and
that means reading it all the way through in one
sitting. Many Christians spend their whole lives only
reading passages one chapter at a time. There’s a lot
to be gained from reading scripture in small portions,
but when reading Mark it’s kind of like watching Star
Wars in five minute segments: you won’t pick up on
the major themes. So carve out an hour of your time,
pour yourself a glass of wine, and read it beginning
to end.

TIP 3: NOTICE THE WAY JESUS
DESCRIBES HIMSELF
Mark was a careful author. He believed that Jesus
was actually God, the human embodiment of the
ultimate ruler of the universe, but in Mark’s story
Jesus does not reveal his divinity until the end of
Chapter 14. Why would Jesus take so long to tell
everyone who he really is? To answer that question
we need to take a closer look at the way Mark unveils
Jesus’ identity.

There’s a lot to be gained
fr o m r e a d i n g s c r i p t u r e i n
small portions, but when
reading Mark it’s kind of like
w a t c h i n g S t a r Wa r s i n f i v e
minute segments: you won’t
pick up on the major themes.

Mark’s first words are, “This is the Good News
about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God” (NLT). So
the audience knows, but so far nobody else knows.
Later in the same chapter, Jesus rebukes a demon for
identifying him as the Messiah. Mark 1:24-25 “‘Why
are you interfering with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have
you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the
Holy One of God!’ But Jesus reprimanded him. ‘Be
quiet! Come out of the man,’ he ordered.” (NLT). A
few verses later, Jesus heals a leper and warns him
sternly “Don’t tell anyone about this’” (1:44). It isn’t
until chapter 8 when Jesus tells his small group of
disciples that he is in fact the Messiah, but even then
he tells them not to spread that news around, and he
still hasn’t told them that he is God!
Six chapters later, just before the climactic
crucifixion of Jesus, our main hero finally makes his

NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

26

4
By saying "I am," Jesus
claimed that he
himself is the God that
the priests were
worshipping their whole
lives, the same God who
said the words "I am that
I am" to Moses through a
burning bush in Exodus
3:14.
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ultimate claim to cosmic power. Jesus is betrayed by
Judas and brought before a council to decide his fate
when they ask him ““Are you the Messiah, the Son
of the Blessed One?” to which he responds “I am”
(14:61-62). To you or me this may sound like a simple
statement, but in the context of the first-century
Jewish faith (again, the best way to read Mark is to
be 2,000 years old), this is the biggest claim Jesus
could’ve made. By saying “I am,” Jesus claimed
that he himself is the God that these priests were
worshipping their whole lives, the same God who
said the words “I am that I am” to Moses through a
burning bush in Exodus 3:14.
So why wait this long to admit his divinity? Think
of what it would have been like if Jesus declared his
identity from day one. He would have sounded like a
political leader or a military commander campaigning
for power. If he stormed around Israel broadcasting
his name, he would be doing things the flawed,
human way. That isn’t true power. It wasn’t until
he was on trial for execution, completely emptied
of all conventional human power, that he confessed
that he was the cosmic ruler of the universe. Jesus,
through Mark’s writing, wants us to know that true
power doesn’t come from pride or fame, it comes in
the midst of humility and trust in God. Even when
common sense tells us that all is lost, Jesus is still in
control. He is God.
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TIP 4: LOCATION LOCATION
LOCATION!
Yes, the three rules of real estate apply to reading
scripture. There are basically two parts of Mark’s
gospel: Jesus’ time in northern Israel near the
Sea of Galilee, and Jesus’ time in Jerusalem. The
Sea of Galilee was appealing to Jesus for several
reasons. One, it didn’t take long to get there from his
hometown of Nazareth. Two, he could avoid large
urban centers where he would be most conspicuous.
And three, the Sea of Galilee was, to use a modern
word, diverse. The locations and demographics
of each city on the lake are difficult to follow, so
I’ll over-simplify things for you. The north-west
part of the lake was full of mostly-Jewish fishing
communities like Capernaum and Bethsaida. The
south-east side was largely non-Jewish, with lots
of Greek influence and people from the Roman
Empire. So why is this one of my five tips for reading
Mark? Well, if you remember tip two, the whole
reason why Mark wrote the book is to incorporate
non-Jewish people into the Kingdom of God! If we
follow Jesus’ travels in the first half of Mark, he zigzags across the lake every chapter. Looking at it on
a map, it looks like Jesus actually stitched the two
sides together like apiece of cloth. Remember the
Montagues and the Capulets from Romeo and Juliet?
Well Jesus is like Romeo, whose love for a Capulet

broke down the imagined barriers between the two
groups. It almost begs the question, what artificial
barriers are we living with that Jesus wants us to
tear down?
As for the second half of Mark, it all revolves around
Jerusalem. Spoiler alert: things do not go well in
Jerusalem. A typical Jew would expect the Messiah to
charge in with massive cosmic powers, kick out the
Romans, and finally secure the safety of the Temple.
After all, that does sound like something the heroes
of the Old Testament would do. But Jesus doesn’t
need violence, nor does he need the Temple. Instead,
he finds himself betrayed by one of his closest
followers and sentenced to death by the very people
who expected the Messiah to liberate them! Jesus
willingly entered Jerusalem knowing that he was
going to be publicly humiliated. He knew he would
be killed. Jesus’ time in Jerusalem ends with his
crucifixion, which wasn’t just painful, it was horribly
shameful. This play starts to look more and more like
a tragedy. So much for the Son of God.

TIP 5: BE THE ENDING
Thank the Lord Almighty the story does not end at
the cross. Chapter sixteen is the shortest chapter
in the whole book, and far and away the most
important. Mary Magdalene, Mary mother of James,
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and Salome went to Jesus’ tomb to anoint Jesus’ body
when they were greeted by an angel. These are the
last three verses of the book:
The women were shocked, but the angel said,
“Don’t be alarmed. You are looking for Jesus of
Nazareth, who was crucified. He isn’t here! He is
risen from the dead! Look, this is where they laid
his body. Now go and tell his disciples, including
Peter, that Jesus is going ahead of you to Galilee.
You will see him there, just as he told you before he
died.”
The women fled from the tomb, trembling and
bewildered, and they said nothing to anyone
because they were too frightened.
That’s it! After everything we just went through,
we don’t even get to see Jesus! Nobody loved drama
more than Mark. If you’re looking at your own Bible
right now, you may be wondering your version has
quite a few verses after verse eight. There’s a good
reason for this. Over centuries, Christians had to
copy the scriptures by hand to make copies for the
Church, and sometimes the copier would get carried
away and add in their own writing. As you can
imagine, the edited copy got spread around and soon
it can be hard to tell what the original material was.
This is what most historians think happened at the

end of Mark. When Mark was first translated into
English, the only manuscripts available contained
verses eight through twenty. But now that we have
thousands more manuscripts to translate, we can see
that the oldest and most accurate ones don’t contain
these extra verses. Long story short, Mark didn’t
write these words himself. He preferred the more
dramatic ending.
But why leave the readers with such cliff-hanger?
Because we are meant to end the book ourselves.
Think about how this ending makes you feel. If
you’re compelled by Mark’s story, and you actually
believe that the God of the Universe saved of all
reality, wouldn’t you want to tell people about it? By
ending the book here, Mark essentially put the pen
in the reader’s hands and said “you write the next
chapter.” Jesus is alive. He is the Messiah. He has
come to save all people. So what are we going to do
about it?
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LIVING A

ast night I was laying down with my two year
old daughter as she fell asleep. Sometimes, this
time of my evening tortuous. She’ll be fighting
sleep, elbowing me in the face, begging for water,
and I will want to pull all my hair out. But other
times, like last night, true magic happens and I get
to witness some of her most profound and adorable
little thoughts as her brain fires out last attempts to
stay conscious.

L

LIFE OF
BELONGING

The conversation went like this. She looked at my
suddenly, put her hands on her chest, and asked, “My
daughter?” I knew that what she meant was, “Am I
your daughter,” so I told her with a big smile,
“Yes! You’re my daughter and I love you so much!”
She smiled, and then she said, “Daddy’s daughter?”
“Yes! And he loves you too!” She smiled again.
“Do you remember who else’s daughter you are?”
“Ummm, Rocky’s daughter?” (Rocky is the dog).

By Alyssa Rickert

“No, remember you are also God’s daughter. And he
loves you very very much too.”
“Oh yeah, God’s daughter.”
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Then my sweet little girl smiled one more time and
said “Mommy’s daughter, Daddy’s daughter, God’s
daughter.” And she finally let go of her need to think
and question and be active in the world and let sleep
take her over.
I have a daughter. And that daughter is trying to
understand what that means. I think she understands
it as much as her development allows, she knows
that she has a special relationship that is unique
to me and her dad. Of course, there is more that I
understand about her being my daughter that she
will discover some day, but for now I think we’re all
content with her knowing that she belongs to us, and
we belong to her.
But what about this other crazy concept that I’m
forcing on her? How is she processing me telling
her that she’s also “God’s daughter,” when she’s
never seen God or hugged him or kissed him and
he’s never changed her diaper? I mean I am basically
telling her that she belongs as much to a vague entity
as she does with the two most constant, present, and
solid presences in her life. That’s a lot for a little brain
to handle. And honestly, it’s a lot for a big brain to
handle too.

" Fo r y o u a r e a l l s o n s o f
G o d t h r o u g h fa i t h i n
Christ Jesus"
(Galatians 3:26).

The Bible mentions the concept of being God’s
children several times: Galatians 3:26: “For you are all
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A g a i n s t a l l m y b e s t e f fo r t s
and intentions, the
g e n e ra t i o n a l l e g a c y o f ra g e
has trickled all the way down
to [my daughter].
sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus.” Galatians
4:7: “Therefore you are no longer a slave, but a son;
and if a son, then an heir through God.” Romans
8:14: “For all who are being led by the Spirit of God,
these are the sons of God.” 2 Corinthians 6:18: “‘And
I will be a father to you, And you shall be sons and
daughters to Me,’ Says the Lord Almighty.”
For some reason, God chose to identify himself to
us in a way that will make us think of our earthly
parents. He did this, fully knowing that everyone has
parents that make mistakes, and many have parents
that are downright abusive and damaging. So even
though he knows that many feel pain and confusion
even at the mention of words like “father” and
“mother,” he still insists on referring to himself that
way. He also insists on referring to us as “sons” and
“daughters.”

I’ve recently had a small glimpse at what it means
to be the daughter of a great man. Of course, I’ve
known my whole life that both my parents were
exceptional people, but since my dad died about a
year and a half ago I’ve been amazed that hundreds
of people also recognized and benefitted from his
kindness, wisdom, and generosity of spirit. I have
several times been stopped in the street by a stranger
and asked, “Are you the daughter of Robert Hughes?
He changed my life.” Very few things bring me as
much pride as being able to say “Yes, I am.” Usually
they will ask to shake my hand, just because I am his
daughter.
And then of course I’m left reeling. Someone felt
honored to shake my hand just because of who my
dad was. Not because of anything I have done, or any
involvement I have had in their life, but because of
who he was, what he had done. Somehow, his actions
and just his very being have given me a status in
some people’s eyes that is completely unearned by
me.
But if I’m perfectly honest, there are aspects of being
the daughter of Robert Hughes that people would
not want to come up to me and shake my hand for.
Growing up, he had a father who would display
a huge and mighty temper over seemingly small
things. He watched this as a little boy, learned that
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behavior, and grew up to act in a similar way.
There were times when I saw him big, loud, and
angry. And guess what? When I feel overwhelmed,
I get big, loud, and angry too. And as much as I’ve
tried to hide it from my girl, there have been one or
two times where she has seen me this way. Against
all my best efforts and intentions, the generational
legacy of rage has trickled all the way down to her.
Time will tell if she displays it as well (really hoping
her dad’s cool and steady manner makes a bigger
impact), but the reality is that she’s been exposed
to it. Just like I was, just like my dad was, and I’m
not sure but probably just like my grandpa was
too. Maybe it would be there even if it was never
modeled, maybe it’s a genetic thing, but either way
it’s part of our family’s legacy.
So, as children of earthly parents, we belong to them,
for better and worse. Because I belong to my dad,
some strangers hold me in higher esteem. Because
I belong to my dad, I have trouble keeping my voice
down when I’m angry. I don’t get one without the
other.
For some people this may be an incredibly painful
idea to accept. Some parents are flat out awful, and
it’s hard to see any good or any positive coming
from them at all. Some people have complicated

relationships with different forms of biological,
adoptive, foster, step, or somewhere in between all
of those type parents. Some people (like myself)
shudder at the idea that a parent can be so powerful
since it means having that much more responsibility
as a parent.
But here’s the best part. God, knowing all of this
about earthly parents, still claims to be our parent
too. He knows how our identities are shaped by our
parents, both internally and in the eyes of others.
He knows that no matter what, we cannot distance
ourselves from belonging to our parents, and from
us as parents belonging to our children. And so he
uses that language, the language of inseparability, to
identify his relationship to us. We belong to him, in a
way that we belong to no one else.
2 Corinthians 2:14-15 says “But thanks be to
God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal
procession, and through us spreads the fragrance of
the knowledge of him everywhere. For we are the
aroma of Christ to God among those who are being
saved and among those who are perishing.” Just like
our parents leave a mark on us we can’t shake, God
does too. We literally reek of him.
To be a child of God means that we get to take on His
identity, totally unearned and undeserved like us. Not
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Fo r e v e r y n e g a t i v e t r a i t t h a t
I pass down, God will be able
to help her overcome it and
p u t o n a n e w c h a ra c t e r .

everyone will want to come shake our hands in the
street for our new identity, in fact for many people
our “aroma” is revolting. But we know that this new
identity is one that is forged from grace, giving us
the ability to be so much more than we would be
without Christ.
Here’s what I haven’t mentioned about my dad
yet. Yes, he had a temper problem. But in his early
adulthood he turned his gaze a child not towards
his earthly father, but to his Heavenly Father. Over
the years, I saw his anger less and less, and never
once did I see it directed at me (though I certainly
deserved it). He truly adopted his identity as being a
Child of God, taking on his sonship and surrendering
himself to the character transformation that this

relationship made possible. Everyone around him
benefitted from it.
This is why I insist on confusing my daughter by
telling her that she is God’s daughter every single
it comes up. I love that she belongs to me. I love
that she has my eyes and her dad’s hair. I love that
she falls asleep safe and secure knowing that she
belongs to me and I belong to her.
But even with that, I want her to know that she
belongs to someone who can give her a far greater
identity than I can. Yes she’s my daughter, but also
she’s the daughter of the King! In every way that I
will hurt her, God will be able to heal her. For every
negative trait that I pass down, God will be able to
help her overcome it and put on a new character.
And when I eventually leave her and go join him and
my own earthly father, God will still be there with
her in exactly the same way he was before.
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Dear God,
Thank you for the opportunity to read the stories
of what you are doing in the lives of others. I
desire to know you more and find my purpose and
identity in you. I want to take my first steps by
simply coming to you and asking you to forgive
me for all the things that have kept me from you.
Jesus, I recognize that my sins are forgiven
because you cleared all my wrongs on the cross.
May you cleanse me and make me new. Holy
Spirit, guide me in all truth and give me the
strength to follow in your ways.
In Jesus’ name, Amen
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