“Reaching for the Invisible God”

by Philip Yancey


p. 49 
(Quote by George Everett Ross) I have served in ministry thirty years, almost thirty-one. I have come to understand that there are two kinds of faith. One says if and the other says though. One says: “If everything goes well, if my life is prosperous, if I’m happy, if no one I love dies, if I’m successful, then I will believe in God and say my prayers and go to church and give what I can afford. The other says though: though the cause of evil prosper, though I sweat in Gethsemane, though I must drink my cup at Calvary – nevertheless, precisely then, I will trust the Lord who made me. So Job cries: “Though he slay me, yet will I trust Him.”

p. 50 
On my travels overseas I have noticed a striking difference in the wording of prayers. Christians in affluent countries tend to pray, “Lord, take this trial away from us!” I have heard prisoners, persecuted Christians, and some who live in very poor countries pray instead, “Lord, give us the strength to bear this trial.”
p. 54
Divine Providence is a mystery that only God understands, and belongs in what I have called “The Encyclopedia of Theological Ignorance” for a simple reason: no time-bound human, living on a rebellious planet, blind to the realities of the unseen world, has the ability to comprehend such answers – God’s reply to Job in a nutshell.
p. 55 
“Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?” Jesus also said. “Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of the Father. (Matt 10:29 NIV) … Jacques Ellul points out a common mistranslation: the Greek test simply has “apart from your Father,” and says nothing about God’s will. 


(Quote by Ellul) It is to make things plain that “will” has been added. But the addition changes the meaning completely. In the one case, God wills the death of the sparrow, in the other death does not take place without God being present. In other words, death comes according to natural laws, but God lets nothing in his creation die without being there, without being the comfort and strength and hope and support of that which dies. At issue is the presence of God, not his will. (NAS and KJ and NLT do not have “will” in verse.)


p. 56
Many Christians quote the verse Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him,” with the implication that somehow everything will turn out for the best. The Greek original text is more properly translated, “In everything that happens, God works for good with those who love him.” That promise, I have found to hold true in all the disasters and hardships I have known personally. Things happen, some of the them good, some of them bad, many of them beyond our control. In all these things, I have felt the reliable constant of a God willing to work with me and through me to produce something good.
p. 74 
A person without future faith logically assumes that the suffering and chaos on this planet reflect something of God; therefore, God is neither all-good nor all-powerful. Future faith allow me to believe that God is not satisfied with this world either and plans to restore the universe to its original design. Just as Moltmann came to believe in the possibility of life outside a prison camp someday, I can believe in a future time when God will reign with perfect justice.
p. 76 
A record of God’s faithfulness in the past combines with hope in a better future for one end: to equip us for the present. As Tolstoy said, we have control over no other time. The past is unchangeable, the future unpredictable. I can only live the life directly before me. Faithful Christians pray, “Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven,” and then proceed to enact God’s will – love, justice, peace, mercy, forgiveness – in the present, on earth.
p. 103
The adaptations I’ve had to make in communicating with disabled friends bring up an interesting theological question. Since God has no body, how can we perceive him? How can we communicate with God? Could it be that we possess the capacity for direct knowledge of God, meaning without reliance on the body and its senses? If so, our knowledge of God would operate differently than our knowledge of other persons. Conceivable, a spirit-God could use a kind of direct intuition to communicate to people, in a process governed by different rules, for God doesn’t need our bodies in order to access our minds. 
p. 103
Every creature on earth has a way to connect to the environment around it, a means to pick up and process what is out there. I will call this mechanism correspondence. In some cases, an animal’s correspondence can far exceed our human abilities. Bats detect insects by sonar; eels stun their prey with electricity; pigeons navigate by magnetic fields; bloodhounds drink in a world of smell unavailable to us.
p. 113 
The same barrier that keeps us from God keeps God from us, though in an entirely different way. Every time God chooses to manifest himself in our world, he must accept limitations. He “con-descends” (literally, descends to be with) to our point of view.
p. 121 
Lewis (C.S.) adds that he cannot give advice on pursuing God, having never had that experience. “It was the other way round; He was the hunter (or so it seemed to me) and I was the deer… But it is significant that this long-evaded encounter happened at a time when I was making a serious effort to obey my conscience.
p. 129 
For example, a friend in Japan wrote that he has understood the proper spirit of prayer more by listening to Japanese Christians than from the teaching of American missionaries. “We know how to come to God as humble servants with boldness,” he says. “You don’t have to tell Japanese people about hierarchy. When they learn that God is the Lord they immediately know all the implications of that. They know who’s boss and that is never questioned. When they pray they use intimate phrases of love and devotion. When they ask for something they’re asking with true humility, knowing they have no right to what they’re asking except that God gives them the very right to ask and promises to answer.”
p. 140
The myths from Babylon, Greece, and elsewhere celebrated strong heroes, not weak victims. In contrast, from the very beginning Jesus took the side of the underdog: the poor, the oppressed, the sick, the “marginalized.” Indeed, Jesus chose to be born in poverty and disgrace, spent his infancy as a refugee, lived in a minority race under a harsh regime, and died as a prisoner, unjustly accused.
p. 213 
Several times I have alluded to the danger of unrealistic expectations. A child must, at some point, learn to accept the world as it is rather than as he or she wants it to be. 
p. 217
Norris learned that in its Greek root belief means simply “to give one’s heart to,” and she found that the act of worship can constitute a concrete from of belief. (Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace p63)
p. 219 
Ciszek learned to accept God’s will “not as we might wish it, or as we thought in our poor human wisdom it ought to be,” but rather as “the twenty-four hours of each day: the people, the places, the circumstances he set before us in that time.” He realized he had always approached life with an expectation of what God’s will should be, and assumed God would help him fulfill that. Instead, he had to learn to accept as God’s will the actual situations he faced each day, most of which lay outside his control. Cizek’s vision narrowed to a twenty-four-hour time frame. (He leadeth Me, by Walter Ciszek who endured many tribulations on his journey to share the gospel in Russia including prison, labor camps, and exile.)
p. 228
“On earth we are wayfarers, always on the go,” said Augustine. “This means that we have to keep on moving forward. Therefore, be always unhappy about where you are if you want to reach where you are not. If you are pleased with what you are, you have stopped already. If you say, ‘It is enough,’ you are lost. Keep on walking, moving forward, trying for the goal.” (From Day by Day)
p. 229 
A mature Christian need not act from a sense of duty but a sense of desire, for the very action that pleases God pleases self as well.
p. 232 
(Quote from C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity,  p130) I think all Christians would agree with me if I said that though Christianity seems at first to be all about morality, all about duties and rules and guilt and virtue, yet it leads you on, out of all that, into something beyond. One has a glimpse of a country where they do not talk of those things, except perhaps as a joke. Every one there is filled full with what we should call goodness as a mirror is filled with light. But they do not call it goodness. They do not call it anything. They are not thinking of it. They are too busy looking at the source from which it comes.
p. 261 
(Quote by Teilhard de Chardin, The Divine Milieu, p86) Like an artist who is able to make use of a fault or an impurity in the stone he is sculpting or the bronze he is casting so as to produce more exquisite lines or a more beautiful tone, God, without sparing us the partial deaths, nor the final death, which form an essential part of our lives, transfigures them by integrating them in a better plan – provided we lovingly trust in him. Not only our unavoidable ills but our faults, even our most deliberate ones, can be embraced in that transformation, provided always we repent of them. Not everything is immediately good to those who seek God; but everything is capable of becoming good.

p. 261
In high school, I took pride in my ability to play chess. I joined the chess club and during lunch hour could be found sitting at a table with other nerds poring over books with titles like Classic King Pawn Openings. I studied techniques, won most of my matches, and put the game aside for twenty years. Then, in Chicago, I met a chess player who had been perfecting his skills long since high school. When we played a few matches, I learned what it is like to play against a master. Any classic offense I tried, he countered with a classic defense. If I turned to more risky, unorthodox techniques, he incorporated my bold forays into his winning strategies. Even apparent mistakes he worked to his advantage. I would gobble up an unprotected knight, only to discover he had planted it there as a sacrificial lure, part of some grand design. Although I had complete freedom  to make any move I wished, I soon reached the conclusion that none of my strategies mattered much. His superior skill guaranteed that my purposes inevitably ended up serving his own.
p. 269 
Some people anticipate life with God to be a solution to their problems and choose God much as one would choose a spouse in a romantic-love culture, by seeking desirable results. They expect God to bring them good things; they tithe because they believe money will come back tenfold; they try to live right in hopes that God will prosper them. No matter what the problem – unemployment, a retarded child, a crumbling marriage, an amputated leg, an ugly face – they expect God to intervene on their behalf by arranging a job, patching together their marriage, and curing the retarded child, amputated leg, and ugly face. As we all know, though, life does no always work out so neatly. Indeed, in some countries becoming a Christian guarantees a person unemployment, family rejection, societal hatred, and even imprisonment. 
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