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Preface — An Invitation, Not an Attack

This book asks difficult questions about God, religion, science, and the future of humanity.

I understand that these questions can feel deeply personal.

For  many  people,  faith  is  connected  to  family,  childhood,  culture,  community,  comfort,  and  hope.  

Religious teachings may have helped them survive grief, endure hardship, raise children, forgive others, 

or believe that life has meaning.

I do not dismiss those experiences.

Nor have I  written this book to ridicule Scripture, condemn religious believers, or replace faith with 

science. My purpose is  to invite a more honest conversation about the source of life and the ways 

human beings have tried to understand that source.

The distinction between God and our understanding of God is central to everything that follows.

If  God  is  infinite,  human  descriptions  of  God  must  remain  limited.  Our  sacred  writings,  doctrines, 

traditions,  and  institutions  may  preserve  profound  wisdom,  but  they  have  passed  through  human 

language, history, culture, memory, and interpretation.

To acknowledge this is not necessarily to reject revelation.

It is to recognize that human beings receive and interpret revelation through the limits of being human.

Ancient  religious  writers  lived  in  worlds  shaped  by  tribal  conflict,  monarchy,  conquest,  disease,  

insecurity, and forms of social organization different from our own. Those circumstances influenced the 

language through which they understood power, justice, punishment, belonging, and God.

Their  limitations  should  not  make  us  contemptuous  of  them.  Future  generations  will  recognize 

limitations in us that we cannot yet see.

But respect for the past does not require us to make every ancient assumption permanent.

We now possess knowledge about the universe,  the history of  Earth,  biological  evolution, genetics, 

ecosystems, psychology, and human societies that earlier generations did not possess. This knowledge 

does not answer every question about God or meaning. It does, however, affect how responsibly we can 

interpret claims about life and the natural world.

Science and theology therefore need not be enemies.
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Science investigates what can be observed,  tested, compared, and revised. Theology asks questions 

about ultimate reality, meaning, moral responsibility, love, suffering, and the human relationship to the 

source of existence.

Problems arise when theology makes claims about nature while refusing evidence, or when science is  

treated as though its methods can decide every question of meaning and value.

A more humble relationship is possible.

Science can correct mistaken factual assumptions within religious interpretation.

Theology and philosophy can help humanity ask how scientific knowledge should be used.

Neither should be forced to become the other.

The central conviction guiding this book is that whatever created life must be rooted in unconditional 

love.

I do not offer that conviction as a scientific result. No laboratory experiment can prove that the ultimate  

source of reality is love.

It is a theological and moral interpretation—one that must be examined through reason, experience,  

spiritual wisdom, and the kind of life it produces.

If this conviction is true, then some inherited descriptions of God require reconsideration.

A God of unconditional love cannot be reduced to a ruler who demands praise, reacts with human 

jealousy, punishes questions, or creates people only to condemn them for failing to accept beliefs they  

were never given a fair opportunity to understand.

This does not mean that love ignores wrongdoing.

Love protects the vulnerable, confronts harm, requires accountability, and seeks transformation. But 

love does not become cruelty merely because cruelty has been given a religious explanation.

Throughout this book, I will therefore ask a recurring question:

Does this understanding of God produce and protect life—or does it reflect humanity’s fear and desire  

to dominate?

I apply that question to my own beliefs as well as to the beliefs of others.

No author stands outside the human limitations being examined.
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I am also not arguing that all  religions are identical or that every belief is equally true. The world’s  

traditions  differ  significantly.  Respecting those  differences  is  more honest  than covering  them with 

vague language about unity.

But disagreement does not require dehumanization.

Religions can preserve their  identities while  recognizing that  no institution owns the source of  life.  

People  can  hold  convictions  while  defending  another  person’s  freedom  of  conscience.  Believers, 

seekers, and nonbelievers can work together without settling every question about ultimate reality.

This is the meaning I draw from the image of the many mansions.

The rooms are different.

The house is shared.

Humanity  lives  on  one  interconnected  planet.  We  depend  upon  the  same  atmosphere,  water, 

ecosystems, and fragile conditions that allow life to continue. Our technologies, economies, conflicts,  

and environmental decisions cross boundaries that religions and nations have drawn.

No community can preserve its future by destroying the foundation beneath everyone.

The challenge before us is therefore spiritual and practical.

Can we recover love beneath dogma?

Can we seek truth without domination?

Can science become powerful without becoming morally directionless?

Can faith become humble enough to learn?

Can  humanity  cooperate  without  surrendering  the  differences  that  make  cultures  and  traditions 

meaningful?

This book will not resolve every question.

It will not ask you to accept every conclusion without examination.

I ask only that you enter the conversation honestly.

Bring your faith.

Bring your doubts.

Bring what science has taught us.
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Bring the wisdom of your tradition and the wounds your tradition may have caused.

Bring your questions about God, consciousness, suffering, meaning, and humanity’s future.

Nothing true needs to fear sincere investigation.

Nothing loving needs to depend upon coercion.

If we begin with those principles, perhaps we can enter the larger house together.
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A Note on Sources, Scripture, and Interpretation

This book brings scientific knowledge, religious tradition, philosophy, history, and personal reflection 

into one conversation. These forms of inquiry do not all make the same kind of claim, and they should  

not be treated as though they use identical methods.

Scientific statements in this book are intended to reflect established evidence or clearly identified areas 

of continuing investigation. Where scientific uncertainty remains, uncertainty should be stated rather 

than concealed.

Scientific  findings  can  describe  natural  processes,  test  physical  claims,  and  correct  factual 

misunderstandings.  They  do  not,  by  themselves,  prove  or  disprove  every  theological  interpretation 

discussed in these pages.

Statements about God, ultimate meaning, divine love, and humanity’s spiritual purpose are theological 

and philosophical interpretations. They should be considered through reason, conscience, experience, 

religious wisdom, and their consequences for human life.

The book’s central conviction—that the source of life is rooted in unconditional love—is therefore not  

presented as  a  laboratory  conclusion.  It  is  offered as  an understanding of  God to  be examined by 

readers of different traditions and by those who do not identify with a religious tradition.

Biblical  passages  and  other  religious  teachings  are  approached  with  respect  for  their  spiritual 

importance  and  attention  to  the  human  circumstances  in  which  they  were  written,  preserved, 

translated, and interpreted.

The purpose of  this  approach is  not  to  remove meaning from sacred texts.  It  is  to  distinguish the 

mystery of God from the limitations of every human interpretation of that mystery.

No single passage should be isolated from its literary, historical, and moral context merely to support a 

conclusion the reader already prefers. Nor should a modern interpretation be projected backward and 

treated as though it were the only understanding a text has ever permitted.

Translations can differ, and important words may carry ranges of meaning that cannot be reproduced  

perfectly  in  another language.  Readers who wish to examine a  particular  passage more deeply  are 

encouraged to compare reputable translations and consult historical and linguistic scholarship.

References to the world’s religions are necessarily selective. No chapter can represent the complete 

diversity within Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hindu traditions, Buddhism, Indigenous spiritual traditions, 

or other systems of belief and practice.
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Each contains internal differences, histories of debate, and communities that understand their teachings 

in distinct ways. General descriptions in this book should therefore be read as openings for further study 

rather than complete definitions of entire traditions.

The same humility applies to nonreligious philosophy and scientific communities. Neither group speaks 

with a single voice on every question of meaning, morality, consciousness, or ultimate reality.

This book does not ask readers to abandon judgment.

Some claims conflict. Some interpretations produce harm. Some ideas are better supported by evidence  

than others.

Respectful dialogue requires us to acknowledge those differences honestly.

The standard guiding this work is not whether a teaching is familiar, ancient, popular, or associated with 

a powerful institution. The recurring questions are:

Is it truthful?

Is it consistent with unconditional love?

Does it respect human dignity?

Does it protect and strengthen life?

Does it remain open to evidence and correction?

What kind of people and institutions does it help produce?

The sources and references included with this book allow readers to distinguish scientific findings from 

theological interpretation and to investigate significant claims independently.

The search for truth is strengthened, not weakened, when readers can examine the path by which a  

conclusion was reached.
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Introduction — The Question Beneath Every Mansion

What is the true source of life?

Human  beings  have  approached  this  question  through  religion,  philosophy,  observation,  intuition, 

prayer,  and—more  recently—modern  science.  We  have  given  the  source  many  names.  We  have 

described it through stories, doctrines, symbols, laws, revelations, and theories. Yet the mystery remains 

greater than any language we have used to contain it.

For much of my life, I have searched for God.

I did not begin that search as a theologian, scientist, or scholar. I began as a child trying to understand 

what I had been taught: that God created us, that God loved us, and that our lives belonged within a  

larger purpose.

That belief gave me hope. It also raised questions.

If God is the source of life, what is the character of that source? Is God defined primarily by punishment,  

jealousy, anger, and destruction? Or are those descriptions partly shaped by the fears, conflicts, social  

conditions, and limited knowledge of the human beings who recorded them?

Is it disrespectful to ask such questions?

I have come to believe that honest questioning is not an attack on faith. It can be an expression of faith

—a  refusal  to  settle  for  an  understanding  of  God  that  contradicts  the  deepest  truth  we  have 

encountered.

For me, that truth is love.

I  do not mean love as a pleasant feeling or comforting religious phrase.  I  mean unconditional,  life-

producing love: the force that nurtures, protects, corrects, restores, and creates the conditions in which 

life can flourish.

If the source of life is worthy of being called God, then it seems reasonable to ask whether that source 

should be understood through the qualities that  sustain life  rather  than through the impulses  that 

destroy it.

This  does not mean that religious traditions have nothing to teach us.  Humanity’s  religions contain  

profound  wisdom  about  compassion,  humility,  justice,  repentance,  sacrifice,  forgiveness,  and 

responsibility.  They  preserve  generations  of  people  wrestling  with  suffering,  mortality,  community, 

meaning, and the mystery of existence.
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But religious texts also came through human history.

They were spoken, remembered, written, translated, interpreted, and institutionalized by people living 

in  particular  times  and  places.  Those  people  experienced  war,  tribal  conflict,  political  domination,  

disease, scarcity, natural disaster, and social orders very different from our own. Their descriptions of  

God may contain genuine spiritual insight while also reflecting the limits of their circumstances.

Acknowledging this does not require us to dismiss scripture or ridicule belief. It asks us to read with  

greater maturity.

We can honor the spiritual search of earlier generations without assuming that every description they 

gave us must be humanity’s final understanding of God. We can receive their wisdom while recognizing  

that they, like us, saw through the knowledge available to them.

Every generation inherits a picture of God. Every generation must decide whether that picture produces 

fear or courage, domination or dignity, division or fellowship, destruction or life.

That responsibility has become more urgent because humanity now possesses knowledge and power  

our ancestors could scarcely have imagined.

Science has transformed how we understand the observable world. It has given us tools for investigating  

matter,  energy,  biology,  ecosystems,  disease,  heredity,  evolution,  and  the  immense  scale  of  the 

universe.  Scientific knowledge is not perfect or final.  Its strength comes from its  willingness to test  

claims, examine evidence, expose error, and revise conclusions.

Science does not require us to pretend that we already know.

That humility is one of its greatest contributions to the human search for truth.

Yet science cannot carry every question by itself. It can investigate how living systems function, but it  

cannot  determine  by  measurement  alone  what  humanity  ought  to  value.  It  can  describe  the  

consequences of our actions, but evidence does not automatically make us loving, wise, or responsible. 

It can give us extraordinary power without deciding how that power should be used.

Those questions lead us into philosophy, ethics, and theology.

Theology  asks  what  humanity  can  say  about  God,  meaning,  purpose,  moral  responsibility,  and our 

relationship to the source of life. At its best, theology does not close the mystery. It helps us approach 

the mystery with disciplined thought, humility, and reverence.

The conflict between science and theology becomes destructive when either side claims authority it 

does not possess.
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Science becomes distorted when it  is  treated as though only measurable things can have meaning. 

Theology  becomes  distorted  when  it  refuses  evidence,  protects  inherited  assumptions  from 

examination, or speaks about God with more certainty than human beings can justify.

We need a more honest relationship between them.

Science can help correct our misunderstandings of the natural world. Theology can help us ask what our  

knowledge  means  and  what  responsibilities  come  with  it.  Science  can  reveal  the  consequences  of  

environmental destruction, technological power, and human behavior. Spiritual wisdom can challenge 

us to decide whether we will continue exploiting life or learn to become its caretakers.

Neither discipline needs to surrender its integrity.

What they need is humility.

The scientist must be willing to say, “This is what the evidence presently supports, and this is what  

remains unknown.”

The person of faith must be willing to say, “This is what I believe, but my language for God remains  

human, limited, and open to deeper understanding.”

That shared humility creates room for a more serious search.

The title of this book comes from the image of many mansions within the Father’s house. I understand 

those  mansions  as  more  than  destinations  beyond  this  world.  They  represent  the  many  religious 

traditions, denominations, cultures, philosophies, and paths through which humanity has searched for  

truth.

The mansions are different, but they exist within one house.

No single room is the whole structure. No community has seen the mystery from every window. No 

religious language can exhaust the source of existence.

Humanity does not need to erase its differences to recognize that we belong to one another. Unity is not  

uniformity. Cooperation does not require everyone to accept the same doctrine.

It requires us to recognize the larger house we already share.

We live on one interconnected planet. We depend upon the same air, water, soil, climate, and living 

systems. Our economies, technologies, conflicts, and environmental decisions cross every religious and 

national boundary. Whatever names we give to God, we face the consequences of our choices together.

If  our  religions  teach  us  to  defend  our  separate  mansions  while  the  larger  house  is  burning,  then 

something has gone wrong.
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If our doctrines make us indifferent to suffering, ecological destruction, humiliation, or war, then we 

must examine what those doctrines have become in human hands.

If  our  understanding  of  God  encourages  domination  rather  than  love,  fear  rather  than  truth,  and 

exclusion rather than responsibility, then we must be willing to ask whether we are worshipping the  

source of life or protecting a human image created from our own anxieties.

This book will not attempt to prove God scientifically. Neither will it ask science to answer questions 

outside the reach of its methods.

Instead, it will explore whether spiritual wisdom and scientific knowledge can help humanity develop a  

more truthful understanding of life, love, responsibility, and the mystery we call God.

It will ask difficult questions respectfully.

What if some of our inherited ideas about God reveal as much about human fear as they do about divine 

reality?

What if unconditional love is not merely one quality attributed to God, but the clearest standard by 

which every claim about God should be examined?

What if the purpose of religion is not to make one group victorious over another, but to help human 

beings become capable of truth, compassion, responsibility, and care for life?

And what if science and theology, approached honestly, can help us understand different dimensions of  

the same extraordinary existence?

I do not offer final answers to every mystery. I offer a search shaped by conviction: whatever created life  

cannot be honored by our destruction of it.

The journey begins with the God we inherit, the questions that inheritance creates, and the courage 

required to search beyond fear without abandoning reverence.

It begins where my own search began—with a child trying to find the house of God.
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Part I — The Search for the Source

Chapter 1 — A Child Looking for God

I began looking for God as a child in the West Indies.

At that age, I did not have the language of theology, philosophy, or science. I did not know about the  

long arguments human beings had conducted over the nature of God. I knew only what I had been  

taught and what I felt.

God was real.

God was above us, around us, and watching over us. God had created the world. God knew what we did,  

heard our prayers, and cared about how we treated one another.

Most important, I believed that God loved us.

That belief entered my life through my great-grandmother, who raised me within the Anglican tradition. 

Her faith was not an abstract theory. It shaped the rhythm of ordinary life: prayer, church, scripture, 

reverence, discipline, and the expectation that our conduct mattered.

The church gave sacred form to the mystery. Its music, language, rituals, and stories suggested that life  

belonged to something larger than what could be seen. Even when I could not understand everything 

being said, I could feel the seriousness of it.

I believed there was a house of God, and I wanted to find my place within it.

As a boy, I would tell people, “God loves you.”

I did not say it because I had solved the mysteries of existence. I said it with the directness of a child who 

believed  that  love  must  be  the  most  important  truth  about  God.  To  me,  the  statement  was  not 

complicated. If God created us, God must care for us. If God gave life, then God’s purpose could not be  

the destruction of that life.

That conviction settled deeply within me before I knew how much it would eventually be tested.

I joined confirmation classes. I participated in choir practice. I tried to follow the religious path placed  

before me. Like many children, I assumed that the adults responsible for teaching the faith understood  

what everything meant.

The Bible, however, was difficult for me.
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Its language often felt distant from the world I  knew. Some passages offered comfort,  wisdom, and 

hope. Others raised questions I could not express. I encountered mercy and punishment, tenderness 

and violence, forgiveness and destruction. I was told that these descriptions belonged to one God, but I  

did not understand how they fit together.

I returned to the passages I could hold.

Psalm 23 became one of them.

“The Lord is my shepherd” gave me an image of guidance rather than terror. A shepherd did not create  

the  sheep  merely  to  condemn  them.  A  shepherd  led,  protected,  searched,  and  remained  present  

through danger. Even the valley of the shadow of death was not a place of abandonment. It was a place 

through which one could walk without being alone.

I also held tightly to the teachings of Jesus concerning love, forgiveness, mercy, humility, and care for  

others. These teachings seemed to reveal the God I had been trying to understand: not a God obsessed 

with domination, but a God calling human beings beyond fear and cruelty.

Yet other descriptions remained troubling.

Why would a God of  unconditional  love behave in ways that,  if  practiced by human beings,  would 

appear jealous, violent, or destructive? Why would the source of life command the taking of life? Why 

would honest questioning be treated as disobedience if truth came from God?

I did not want to reject God.

I wanted to understand.

That distinction would become central to my journey. Questioning a description of God is not necessarily 

the same as rejecting God. Sometimes the question begins because a person’s faith in love is stronger  

than his confidence in the explanation he has received.

As a child, I could not have said it that way. I felt it as a tension.

On one side was the God I experienced through love, beauty, protection, prayer, and hope. On the other  

side were frightening descriptions that seemed inconsistent with that love.

At first, I assumed the problem was me.

Perhaps  I  lacked  faith.  Perhaps  I  was  not  intelligent  enough  to  understand  scripture.  Perhaps  the 

contradictions existed only because I had not yet learned the correct interpretation.
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Children  naturally  trust  the  worlds  adults  construct  for  them.  We  inherit  language  before  we  can 

evaluate  it.  We  receive  identities  before  we  understand  their  boundaries.  We  are  taught  which 

questions are acceptable and which ones might place us outside the safety of the group.

Religion was part of that inherited world.

It gave me belonging, moral language, and a sense that existence had purpose. It taught me that truth  

mattered and that human beings were accountable for how they lived.

But it also introduced divisions.

There  were  different  churches,  denominations,  doctrines,  and  claims  about  who  understood  God 

correctly. People who all spoke about God could remain separated from one another. They could read 

from the same Bible and reach different conclusions. They could proclaim love while distrusting those 

who worshipped differently.

I began to wonder how many houses God actually had.

Was the Anglican Church one room and the other denominations different rooms? Did one tradition  

belong closer to God than the others? What about people born into religions outside Christianity? Were 

they separated from truth because they had entered life through a different culture?

I could not believe that the place of a person’s birth determined whether that person was worthy of 

divine love.

None of us chooses where we are born. We do not choose the language first spoken to us, the religion  

of our parents, or the stories that shape our earliest understanding of the world. If God is the source of  

all humanity, how could God’s love be confined to one geography, one institution, or one authorized 

vocabulary?

The questions accumulated quietly.

They did not immediately drive me away from faith. They made the search more serious.

I began to distinguish between God and what human beings said about God.

That distinction opened an intellectual and spiritual door. If God is greater than humanity, then every  

human description of God must be smaller than the reality it attempts to describe. Our language may  

point toward the mystery, but it cannot contain it completely.

Human beings speak from within history.

We interpret experience through the knowledge, customs, fears, and social structures available to us. A 

community living through war may emphasize divine power and victory. A persecuted people may long 
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for  judgment  against  its  oppressors.  A  ruler  may  describe  political  authority  as  sacred.  A  religious  

institution may protect its teachings by presenting disagreement as rebellion against God.

These reactions are understandable as human responses to particular conditions. But understanding 

how a description arose does not require us to treat that description as the final and complete character 

of God.

I would learn this more clearly much later. As a child, I simply knew that something did not fit.

The God who created life could not be less loving than the best love human beings were capable of  

showing.

A good parent  did  not  demand terror  as  proof  of  loyalty.  A  compassionate  person did  not  punish 

children for being born into the wrong family. A wise teacher did not forbid questions. A loving creator 

would not give humanity intelligence and then condemn us for using it honestly.

If human beings could recognize these truths imperfectly, why would God embody something lower?

That question stayed with me.

It  followed  me  through  church,  confirmation,  scripture,  migration,  adulthood,  disappointment,  and 

discovery. It remained whenever I saw religion used to comfort suffering—and whenever I saw it used to  

justify division.

It  was present when I  encountered people who practiced love without  sharing my doctrine.  It  was 

present  when  I  saw people  defend  doctrine  without  practicing  love.  It  was  present  when  I  began 

learning more about nature, science, human history, and the vastness of existence.

The search gradually became larger than religion.

I wanted to know not merely which church was correct, but what was true. I wanted to understand  

whether the God described by human institutions was the same as the source of life I sensed through  

love.

That  search  required  me  to  face  a  difficult  possibility:  what  we  inherit  as  faith  may  contain  both 

revelation and interpretation, both enduring wisdom and human limitation.

This does not make religion worthless.

It makes discernment necessary.

A religious teaching should not be judged only by its age, authority, or familiarity. It  should also be  

examined by what it produces in life.



IN MY FATHER’S HOUSE, THERE ARE MANY MANSIONS

19

Does it deepen love?

Does it encourage truthfulness?

Does it protect dignity?

Does it help human beings take responsibility for one another and the living world?

Or does it produce fear, domination, exclusion, and unquestioning obedience?

These questions would eventually become the moral tests at the center of this book. But before I could  

apply them to religion, society, or civilization, I had to apply them to the image of God I had inherited.

The child in me still believed that God loved us.

The  adult  I  would  become  needed  to  discover  whether  that  conviction  could  survive  honest 

examination.

My search did not begin because I wanted to escape the house of God.

It  began because I  wanted to know whether the doors had ever been as narrow as human beings  

claimed.
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Chapter 2 — The God We Inherit

Before we are old enough to search for God, someone has usually described God to us.

We inherit a name, an image, a set of stories, and a vocabulary of belief. We learn what God approves,  

what God forbids, whom God favors, and what God is expected to do with those who disobey.

This  inheritance  may come through parents,  grandparents,  churches,  schools,  sacred texts,  cultural 

customs,  or  the larger society.  It  can give people belonging,  moral  direction,  and hope.  It  can also  

introduce fear long before they are capable of examining what they have been taught.

My own inheritance contained both.

I received a God of love, guidance, mercy, and protection. I also received descriptions of anger, jealousy, 

punishment,  exclusion,  and  destruction.  I  was  expected  to  accept  that  these  qualities  belonged 

together, even when I could not understand how.

For a long time, I believed that questioning this picture meant questioning God.

Eventually, I recognized that they were not the same.

God—if God is the source of life—must be greater than every description human beings have produced. 

A doctrine is not God. A religious institution is not God. A sacred text, however precious, is not the  

totality of God. These things represent humanity’s efforts to understand, preserve, and communicate 

encounters with the sacred.

They may point toward the source without containing it completely.

This  distinction  allows  us  to  examine  religious  ideas  without  treating  people  of  faith  as  foolish  or 

dishonest. Most people do not invent their beliefs from nothing. They receive them from communities 

they love and trust. Their beliefs are connected to family, identity, memory, grief, hope, and belonging.

To challenge a person’s understanding of God can therefore feel like challenging the person’s entire 

world.

That is why this conversation requires care.

The purpose is not to stand outside religion and declare that earlier generations knew nothing. They  

knew suffering,  wonder,  birth,  death,  injustice,  dependence,  love,  and the  terrifying  uncertainty  of  

existence. Their spiritual traditions emerged from serious attempts to understand these realities.

But they also lived within the limits of their historical circumstances.



IN MY FATHER’S HOUSE, THERE ARE MANY MANSIONS

21

In the ancient Near Eastern worlds from which much of the Hebrew Bible emerged, people understood  

illness,  weather,  political  fortune,  and cosmic  order  through frameworks  that  did  not  separate  the 

“natural” from the “supernatural” in the modern scientific sense. [2.1]

Texts from the region often connected illness,  crop failure,  military defeat,  and disaster with divine 

displeasure, curses, ritual failure, or disrupted relations with the gods—while also preserving practical 

observation and treatment. [2.1]

Victory could be understood as evidence that God supported one people. Defeat could be interpreted as  

judgment. Social laws could be treated as eternal commands. Political authority could be presented as  

divinely established.

These interpretations helped communities create meaning and order.  They could also cause human 

decisions to be attributed directly to God.

This raises a difficult but necessary question:

When  a  religious  text  describes  God  commanding  violence,  is  the  passage  revealing  the  eternal  

character  of  the source of  life—or the way a  particular  community  understood its  struggle  at  that 

moment in history?

The question is uncomfortable because it removes the protection of certainty. It requires us to consider 

that people may sincerely attribute something to God and still be mistaken.

Human sincerity does not guarantee perfect understanding.

We know this from ordinary life. People can act from conviction and later recognize that their conviction 

was incomplete. Communities can preserve customs for generations before understanding the harm 

within them. Institutions can defend an interpretation because it protects identity and authority, not 

because the interpretation is necessarily true.

Religion is practiced by human beings. It is therefore subject to the same human capacities for wisdom, 

courage, compassion, pride, fear, loyalty, and self-deception found everywhere else.

This does not mean that every religious claim is false.

It means that discernment cannot end simply because someone says, “God commanded it.”

If human beings are capable of misunderstanding one another, nature, history, and themselves, then we 

are also capable of misunderstanding God.
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In fact, the subject may make misunderstanding more likely. The word God carries the highest possible 

authority.  Once  a  human  idea  is  identified  with  God,  questioning  it  becomes  dangerous.  The 

interpretation can become protected from evidence, conscience, and moral examination.

This is how a description becomes an idol.

An idol is not only a carved object. It can also be a human idea treated as though it were the fullness of  

God. When we defend the idea at the expense of truth, dignity, or life, we may be worshipping our 

description rather than the reality beyond it.

A theology of unconditional love must be willing to confront this danger.

Unconditional love does not mean the absence of standards, consequences, or correction. Love does not 

approve everything. A parent who permits a child to destroy himself is not acting lovingly. A society that 

refuses to restrain violence is not practicing compassion.

Love can correct. Love can confront. Love can require change.

But correction is different from cruelty.

Consequences are different from vengeance.

Justice is different from domination.

The preservation of life is different from the glorification of destruction.

These distinctions matter when we evaluate inherited descriptions of God. If every act attributed to God  

is declared loving merely because God performed it, then the word love loses its meaning. It becomes 

obedience to power rather than a recognizable moral reality.

We must instead ask whether our understanding of divine action is consistent with the qualities we 

associate with the highest form of love: truth, justice, restoration, dignity, responsibility, and care for  

life.

This requires a standard of discernment.

I propose three levels through which inherited beliefs about God can be examined.

The Source

The first level is the mystery itself: the reality from which life and existence arise.

Human beings have called this reality God, Creator, Spirit, Father, the Divine, and many other names.  

Our words differ, but each attempts to speak about something greater than the individual human mind.

The source is not identical to any one description of it.
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The Human Portrait

The  second level  is  the  picture  of  God created  through  human language,  experience,  culture,  and  

interpretation.

These  portraits  can  contain  profound  truth.  They  can  also  contain  projection.  Human  beings  may 

attribute their own fears, political structures, prejudices, and desires to God.

The portrait must therefore remain open to examination.

The Institution

The third level is the organized structure that preserves and teaches a particular portrait.

Institutions can protect wisdom, provide community,  educate children,  care for the vulnerable,  and 

sustain  moral  traditions.  They  can  also  defend  authority,  suppress  questions,  or  treat  institutional 

survival as though it were identical to the will of God.

These three levels—the source, the portrait, and the institution—should not be confused.

A criticism of an institution is not necessarily a rejection of God.

A revision of a human portrait is not necessarily an abandonment of faith.

Sometimes faithfulness to the source requires us to correct the portrait and reform the institution.

Biblical texts themselves portray Nathan confronting David, Amos condemning worship divorced from 

justice, and Jesus placing human need above rigid enforcement of religious rules. [2.2] Believers also 

continue to rediscover neglected truths within their own traditions.

Faith has never been as motionless as it sometimes appears.

Interpretations change.  Institutions change.  Moral  understanding develops.  Practices once defended 

religiously can later be recognized as unjust. This development does not necessarily prove that religion 

has failed. It may demonstrate that the human search for truth is still unfolding.

The danger comes when we refuse to acknowledge that unfolding.

If an ancient community misunderstood the natural world, we do not honor it by repeating the error  

after better evidence becomes available. If an inherited interpretation produces unnecessary suffering, 

we do not honor God by protecting the interpretation from moral scrutiny.

Truth should not fear investigation.

Faith should not fear humility.
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Theology should be capable of learning.

This  is  where  science  becomes  important  to  the  religious  conversation.  Discoveries  in  astronomy, 

geology, and biology have enlarged humanity’s picture of the cosmos and life’s history. In some religious 

communities, those findings prompted reconsideration of literal readings of nature. [2.3]

Some believers  have experienced these developments  as  threats.  But  a  fact  about  creation cannot 

ultimately be an enemy of its source.

If  scientific evidence corrects  our  understanding of  the natural  world,  then perhaps what  has been 

corrected is not God, but our human interpretation.

That correction can deepen faith rather than destroy it.

A larger universe does not require a smaller God.

An ancient Earth does not remove meaning from life.

Evolution does not prevent humanity from asking what consciousness, love, responsibility, and moral  

freedom require of us.

Scientific  explanations  of  process  do  not  automatically  settle  questions  of  purpose.  But  theological 

claims about purpose cannot substitute for investigation of process.

We need both honesty and restraint.

Theology  should  not  make  scientific  claims  without  evidence.  Science  should  not  be  turned  into  a 

philosophy that declares every non-measurable question meaningless. Each discipline loses credibility 

when it pretends to answer every kind of question.

The same humility should guide our reading of inherited religion.

We can ask:

What enduring moral or spiritual insight does this teaching contain?
What historical fears or social conditions may have shaped it?
Does the teaching promote truth, dignity, responsibility, and life?
Is it consistent with unconditional love?
Are we defending it because it is true, or because it is familiar?
What becomes possible if our interpretation changes?

These questions do not give us an easy method for resolving every theological disagreement. They give  

us a more responsible way to enter the disagreement.

The goal is not to create a new dogma declaring that everyone before us was wrong.
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Future generations may recognize limitations in our own understanding. We, too, speak from within 

history. We, too, are influenced by culture, fear, desire, and incomplete knowledge.

That awareness should make us humble.

It should also make us courageous.

We do not have to choose between blind acceptance and total rejection. We can remain grateful for  

what our traditions have given us while examining what they have asked us to believe.

We can love the people who taught us without treating them as infallible.

We can respect sacred texts without using them to silence conscience.

We can honor faith without making fear its foundation.

The God we inherit is the beginning of the search, not necessarily its end.

Eventually,  every serious believer or  seeker must decide whether the inherited portrait  can survive 

contact with experience, knowledge, conscience, and love.

For me, that contact produced disillusionment—but disillusionment was not the death of faith.

It was the breaking of an image that had become too small for the source I was trying to understand.
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Chapter 3 — When Faith and Experience Collide

Inherited belief can remain secure while life stays within familiar boundaries.

It  becomes  more  difficult  to  preserve  unchanged  when  experience  introduces  people,  knowledge,  

suffering, and questions that the inherited system did not prepare us to face.

That is what happened to me.

Immigration disrupted more than geography. Moving from the West Indies to the United States placed 

me inside a broader world of cultures, identities, churches, histories, and ways of thinking. Beliefs that  

had seemed settled within one environment became questions when viewed from another.

Migration creates distance.

From that distance, a person can sometimes see the world he inherited more clearly. Customs that once 

appeared  universal  become  recognizable  as  cultural.  Religious  practices  that  seemed  like  the  only  

natural expression of faith become one expression among many.

I began encountering people whose lives did not fit the categories I had received.

Some belonged to different Christian denominations. Others followed different religions or no organized 

religion  at  all.  Some  displayed  generosity,  humility,  and  moral  courage  without  using  the  same 

theological language I had been taught. Others spoke confidently about God while treating people with  

cruelty, prejudice, or contempt.

This disturbed the simple equation between correct belief and good character.

If  doctrine  alone  made  people  righteous,  then  those  with  the  strongest  doctrine  should  have 

demonstrated the greatest love. Experience showed me that this was not always true.

A person could defend scripture and still humiliate another human being.

A person could attend church faithfully and remain indifferent to suffering.

A person could proclaim salvation while accepting injustice as normal.

At  the  same  time,  someone  considered  religiously  mistaken  could  demonstrate  patience,  honesty,  

compassion, and responsibility.

What, then, was God actually measuring?

Was the decisive  question what  people  said  they  believed—or  what  their  beliefs  enabled them to  

become?
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This  question  followed  me  beyond  religion.  It  entered  my  understanding  of  race,  class,  culture,  

nationality, and power.

Human beings create systems of belonging, but belonging frequently comes with boundaries. We define 

who is inside and who is outside. We divide the world into the faithful and the faithless, the civilized and 

the uncivilized, the deserving and the undeserving.

These  divisions  are  often presented  as  natural  or  sacred.  But  when we examine  them closely,  we  

frequently find human fear protecting identity and power.

Religion  can  resist  these  divisions.  It  can  remind  people  of  universal  dignity,  moral  accountability,  

compassion, and obligations beyond the self.

Religion can also reinforce division when institutions identify their authority with God.

My disappointment did not come from discovering that religious people were imperfect. Every human 

community is imperfect. It came from seeing how easily imperfection could be defended rather than 

confronted when it was protected by religious certainty.

People could excuse conduct they would otherwise recognize as harmful because they believed their 

group possessed the truth.

That realization forced me to distinguish spiritual conviction from institutional loyalty.

Spiritual conviction asks: What is true? What is loving? What is just? What protects and enlarges life?

Institutional loyalty can ask a different question: What must I defend to remain accepted by my group?

The two can support each other, but they are not identical.

When loyalty becomes more important than truth, people learn to silence their own moral awareness.  

They feel pressure to accept what troubles their conscience. Doubt becomes dangerous, not because 

the question lacks merit, but because the question threatens belonging.

This is one reason religious disillusionment can be so painful.

A  person  is  not  merely  changing  an  opinion.  He  may  feel  that  he  is  risking  his  family,  identity, 

community, and relationship with God. Even honest questions can produce guilt. The mind begins to  

investigate while the emotions fear punishment for investigating.

I knew that tension.

I did not want to lose faith. I wanted faith to become strong enough to face reality.
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I could no longer accept the idea that truth required protection from evidence, experience, or moral  

reasoning.  If  an  interpretation  collapsed  when  questioned,  perhaps  the  questioning  was  not  the 

problem.

Perhaps the interpretation needed to change.

Experience was teaching me something religion had not always emphasized clearly enough: truth is not 

owned by the person who speaks most confidently.

Certainty  can  come  from  wisdom,  but  it  can  also  come  from  fear.  It  can  be  used  to  avoid  the  

vulnerability of saying, “I do not know.”

The words I do not know became increasingly important to me.

They did not represent the abandonment of truth. They created room for truth to be discovered. They 

allowed me to remain open to evidence, listen to people outside my tradition, and reconsider ideas that  

had once seemed beyond question.

This openness eventually affected how I approached science.

Science did not appear to me as a rival religion. At its best, it represented a disciplined willingness to 

observe, test, compare, and revise. It did not depend upon one person’s certainty. A claim had to face 

evidence and criticism.

The  method  was  not  infallible  because  scientists  are  human.  Scientific  inquiry  is  self-correcting  in 

principle,  but  research  institutions  remain  vulnerable  to  bias,  conflicts  of  interest,  competition  for  

funding and prestige,  and ordinary error.  [3.1]  But  the principle of  correction mattered.  Knowledge 

could change when the evidence required it.

I began to wonder why religious understanding should be afraid of the same honesty.

If  theology  is  humanity’s  attempt  to  understand  God,  then  theology  should  also  be  willing  to 

acknowledge error, examine assumptions, and grow.

God would not be diminished because a human interpretation changed.

The source of life would remain what it is.

Only our picture would become more accurate—or at least more humble.

Life experience also complicated my understanding of suffering.
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Simple religious explanations often treat hardship as punishment, testing, or the hidden fulfillment of a 

divine plan.  Such explanations can comfort  some people.  They can also cause harm when they are 

applied carelessly.

Telling a suffering person that everything happened because God intended it may protect a theological  

system while ignoring the person’s pain.

Some suffering results from natural processes. Some comes from human choices. Some is produced by 

unjust systems, neglect, exploitation, violence, or ignorance. Some remains beyond our ability to explain  

honestly.

Labeling every tragedy as God’s plan can prevent us from recognizing human responsibility.

If poverty is simply God’s will, people do not have to confront exploitation.

If illness is divine punishment, people may replace compassion with judgment.

If  environmental  destruction  is  interpreted  as  prophecy  that  must  occur,  humanity  may  feel  less  

responsible for preventing it.

If injustice will be corrected only in another world, people in this world may be asked to endure what  

should have been changed.

Faith should not make human beings passive before preventable suffering.

A theology of unconditional love must call us into responsibility.

Love does not require an explanation for suffering before offering care. It does not ask whether the 

injured person deserves compassion. It moves toward the wound.

This  practical  quality  became  increasingly  important  to  me.  I  became  less  interested  in  religious  

arguments that produced no change in how people lived.

What good is a doctrine of creation if we destroy the natural world?

What good is a doctrine of human dignity if we tolerate humiliation and exclusion?

What good is worship if it leaves us comfortable with suffering?

What good is belief in God if it makes us less loving toward the people God is said to have created?

These questions did not lead me away from spirituality. They led me away from forms of spirituality that  

had become disconnected from life.

I began to understand faith less as loyalty to an explanation and more as commitment to a search.
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That search had to include scripture, but it could not be limited to scripture. It had to include tradition,  

but it could not be imprisoned by tradition. It had to include reason, evidence, conscience, experience,  

and the lessons written into the living world.

Nature was part of that revelation.

The human body was part of it.

The development of knowledge was part of it.

The capacity to love, create, cooperate, and correct ourselves was part of it.

If all  truth belongs to the source of life, then no honest path toward truth should be treated as an  

enemy.

This conviction changed the direction of my faith.

I no longer needed religion to provide certainty about every question. I  needed it to help humanity 

approach mystery with humility and live with greater love and responsibility.

I no longer needed science to disprove or replace God. I needed it to help us distinguish what evidence 

supports from what we merely assume.

I no longer needed every person to enter the same religious room. I needed us to recognize that we 

were already living under the same roof.

Disillusionment made this recognition possible.

The word disillusionment is usually treated as negative. But an illusion must be lost before reality can be 

encountered more honestly.

What  was  breaking  apart  was  not  necessarily  faith  itself.  It  was  the  belief  that  one  inherited 

interpretation could contain the whole truth about God, humanity, and existence.

That loss was painful, but it was also liberating.

It allowed me to seek a God larger than denomination, culture, fear, and institutional control.

It allowed me to look at people from other traditions without first reducing them to error.

It allowed me to see scientific knowledge as an expansion of human understanding rather than a threat 

to spiritual meaning.

Most importantly, it brought me back to the conviction I had carried since childhood:

God loves us.
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The statement had not become less important. It had become more demanding.

If divine love is unconditional, then it cannot be confined to the people who use the correct religious  

vocabulary. It must extend across nationality, race, culture, denomination, and belief.

If humanity shares one source, then our divisions cannot be the highest truth about us.

The collision between faith and experience did not give me a final definition of God.

It gave me a clearer direction.

I would no longer judge truth only by whether it preserved what I had inherited. I would ask whether it  

helped us understand and serve life.

That question would lead me beyond the God of one institution and toward the mystery no institution 

could possess.
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Part II — Rethinking What We Mean by God

Chapter 4 — Human Language and the Mystery of God

Human beings cannot speak without using symbols.

Words  allow us  to  name experiences,  preserve  knowledge,  share  ideas,  and point  toward  realities 

beyond what can be held in the hand. But a word is never identical to the reality it names.

The word water cannot quench thirst.

The word fire does not produce heat.

The word love is not the experience of loving or being loved.

The same limitation applies when we use the word God.

The word points toward a mystery. It does not contain that mystery.

This distinction is essential because religious conflict often begins when human language is treated as 

though it  were divine reality itself.  People defend a name, image, doctrine, or metaphor as though  

defending it were the same as defending God.

But if God is the source of existence, then God must exceed every sentence written about God.

Human  language  developed  within  the  world.  It  arose  from  human  bodies,  relationships,  cultures, 

environments,  and  experiences.  We  use  what  we  know  to  speak  about  what  we  cannot  fully 

comprehend.

We describe God as Father, King, Judge, Shepherd, Creator, Spirit, Light, Rock, and Love. Each image can 

communicate something meaningful. None can communicate everything.

A shepherd suggests guidance and protection.

A father can suggest origin, care, authority, and belonging.

A judge suggests moral accountability.

Light suggests illumination and the overcoming of darkness.

A rock suggests stability.

A king suggests power and sovereignty.

But metaphors have limits.
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God is not literally a rock.

God does  not  sit  upon a  physical  throne governing  the  universe  as  an  earthly  monarch  governs  a 

kingdom.

The source of life cannot be reduced to a human male, even when the language of fatherhood helps  

people understand relationship, origin, and care.

When Jesus spoke of the Father’s house, the image offered intimacy and belonging. It suggested that 

reality is larger than the room any one of us occupies. It gave people a way to imagine nearness to God.

The metaphor should open the mystery, not close it.

Problems begin when we forget that religious language is pointing.

A metaphor that once helped people approach God can become a boundary around God. The image 

becomes literalized. Its  cultural  features are projected onto the divine,  and people begin defending 

those features as eternal truth.

This is how an image of God can become smaller than the reality it was meant to reveal.

Consider the language of kingship.

For people living under monarchies, the king represented the highest visible authority. Describing God  

as king communicated that no earthly ruler possessed ultimate power. This could challenge political  

arrogance and remind rulers that they, too, were accountable.

But kingship also carried the characteristics of ancient political systems: hierarchy, obedience, conquest,  

punishment, and control.

If  all  these characteristics  are  transferred uncritically  to  God,  divine power  may begin  to  resemble 

human domination.

God becomes the supreme version of an earthly ruler—more powerful, more demanding, and more 

capable of punishment.

But greater power does not necessarily mean greater goodness.

If God is the source of life, divine greatness should not be measured merely by the ability to command 

or  destroy.  It  should be understood through the capacity  to  create,  sustain,  restore,  and bring  life  

toward fuller possibility.

Human beings naturally project familiar structures onto the unknown.
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We  imagine  the  universe  through  the  patterns  we  already  understand.  Families,  tribes,  courts,  

kingdoms, and nations become models for describing divine reality. These models help us think, but 

they can also reproduce our limitations.

A patriarchal society may imagine God primarily through masculine authority.

A warrior society may emphasize divine conquest.

A community under threat may imagine God destroying its enemies.

A legal culture may place judgment at the center of the divine character.

A fearful person may experience God primarily as surveillance and punishment.

A loving community may understand God through mercy, relationship, and care.

In each case,  people may be encountering something genuine while also contributing something of 

themselves to the portrait.

We do not approach mystery empty-handed.

We bring our hopes, wounds, social arrangements, and psychological needs. We bring our desire for  

protection and our fear of uncertainty. We may even bring our desire to have God confirm that our  

group is correct.

This does not mean every religious experience is imaginary. It means experience must be interpreted,  

and interpretation remains human.

Theology  is  therefore  not  simply  the  repetition  of  statements  about  God.  It  is  the  disciplined 

examination of what those statements mean, where they came from, what they reveal, and where they 

may fall short.

A humble theology asks:

What is this image trying to communicate?

What human circumstances shaped it?

What happens when the metaphor is treated literally?

What kind of relationship with God does it produce?

What kind of relationship with other people does it permit?

Does it enlarge love and responsibility, or protect fear and domination?

These questions help us distinguish the mystery from the language surrounding it.
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They also help us understand why religions can appear so different.

Human communities have encountered life through different histories, landscapes, languages, and social 

conditions.  Their  sacred  stories  reflect  those  differences.  One  tradition  may  emphasize  harmony. 

Another  may  emphasize  covenant.  Another  may  emphasize  liberation,  compassion,  surrender, 

awakening, law, or divine presence.

These differences are real. They should not be erased by claiming that every religion teaches exactly the  

same thing.

But difference does not automatically mean complete contradiction.

Several windows can reveal different aspects of the same landscape. The view from one window may 

include the mountain while another reveals the river. The person standing at either window would be 

mistaken only if he claimed that his view exhausted the whole world.

The many mansions of religion may function in a similar way.

Each tradition preserves a human encounter with mystery. Each contains language shaped by history.  

Each may offer insight while remaining incomplete.

The purpose of interreligious understanding is not to blend every tradition into one vague system. It is to 

approach one another with enough humility to recognize that no community has captured the source of  

existence in its entirety.

This humility does not weaken conviction.

It changes the way conviction is held.

A person can be deeply committed to a faith while recognizing that his interpretation is human. He can  

love his tradition without requiring God to reject everyone outside it. He can testify to what he has 

experienced without claiming authority over experiences he has not had.

The alternative is spiritual possession—the belief that because we possess certain words, we possess  

God.

But God cannot be possessed.

The source from which all life arises cannot become the private property of one denomination, nation,  

race, institution, or book.

Sacred texts can bear witness to God. They cannot turn God into an object controlled by those who 

interpret them.
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This is particularly important when religious language is used to justify power.

If  a  leader  claims  that  God  supports  his  authority,  disagreement  becomes  more  than  political.  It  

becomes rebellion against the divine.

If a nation claims that God has uniquely chosen it, expansion and violence can be presented as sacred  

duty.

If a religious institution claims exclusive control over salvation, fear can be used to protect the institution 

from accountability.

The language of God then becomes a shield for human ambition.

The problem is not that people speak about God. The problem is that human claims are placed beyond 

correction by being identified completely with God.

A life-centered theology must resist this identification.

No claim about God should be protected from examination when that claim is being used to harm life.

If an interpretation authorizes cruelty, humiliation, domination, or destruction, we must ask whether the 

violence comes from the source—or from human beings using sacred language to magnify their own 

desires.

This is not an easy test.

Human  beings  often  disagree  about  what  love  and  justice  require.  Compassion  can  become 

permissiveness. Correction can become punishment. Moral clarity can become self-righteousness.

That is why unconditional love must be joined to truth.

Love does not mean believing whatever comforts us. It means seeking what supports the dignity and 

flourishing of life while remaining honest about consequences, responsibility, and harm.

Our language for God must be examined by this relationship between love and truth.

Does the language encourage us to face reality?

Does it deepen compassion without abandoning responsibility?

Does it correct wrongdoing without denying the humanity of the wrongdoer?

Does it protect the vulnerable without teaching hatred?

Does it inspire care for the living world?

Does it make us more humble before mystery?
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If not, the language may require reinterpretation.

The mystery does not change because our vocabulary changes. Our vocabulary changes because we are  

trying to approach the mystery more faithfully.

Science offers an important lesson here.

Scientific language is revised when new evidence reveals that an earlier model was incomplete. The 

revision does not mean the earlier search was worthless. An earlier model may have explained part of  

reality while failing to explain the whole.

Theology should be capable of similar humility.

A religious image can carry truth without being the final form of truth. An interpretation can serve one 

stage of human understanding and later require expansion or correction.

The question is not whether theology should imitate scientific methods. Their questions and methods 

differ.

The shared principle is intellectual honesty.

Both should be willing to distinguish what is known, what is inferred, what is believed, and what remains  

mysterious.

When theology presents mystery as certainty, it becomes brittle.

When  science  presents  its  current  knowledge  as  complete,  it  abandons  the  openness  that  makes  

scientific progress possible.

Humanity needs a language capable of reverence without pretending to possess what it reveres.

This is the language I am seeking.

I continue to use the word God because it carries the history of my search. I continue to use the image 

of the Father’s house because it speaks to origin, belonging, relationship, and a reality larger than any  

individual room.

But I do not believe that God is limited to the human image of a father.

I do not believe the house belongs only to people who use the same name for its source.

I do not believe the mansion in which I first learned to pray is the entire structure.

The title of this book is therefore both an affirmation and a warning.

It affirms that there is room for difference within a larger belonging.
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It warns us not to confuse our room with the whole house.

Beyond every doctrine stands the mystery.

Beyond every image stands the reality.

Beyond every human description of God remains the source of life—uncontained by our words, yet  

encountered whenever truth and unconditional love become real in the way we live.
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Chapter 5 — Fear, Punishment, and the Limits of Ancient Understanding

Fear is one of humanity’s oldest teachers.

In many ancient Near Eastern societies, illness, weather, disaster, and celestial events were interpreted 

through divine, demonic, ancestral, or omen-based frameworks. [5.1]

A failed harvest could threaten an entire community. A storm could destroy homes without warning. 

Illness  could  move  through  a  village  without  anyone  understanding  its  cause.  War  could  erase  

generations of work in a matter of days.

People searched for meaning within this uncertainty.

Why had disaster struck?

Why had one army defeated another?

Why had a child become sick?

Why had the rains not come?

When natural causes were unknown, suffering could be connected with sin, ritual neglect, curses, or  

divine displeasure. [5.1]

Fear gave events an explanation.

It also gave religious and political authorities a way to impose order.

Obey, and the community may be protected.

Disobey, and punishment may follow.

This pattern appears in many forms across human history. It should not surprise us. Ancient people were 

trying to survive within dangerous conditions using the knowledge available to them.

But  understanding  why  fear-based  descriptions  developed  does  not  require  us  to  preserve  them 

unchanged.

If humanity learns that a disease comes from a virus or bacterium, we should not continue treating the  

sick person as though illness proves divine rejection.

If we understand the physical conditions that contribute to drought, we should not search for a socially  

vulnerable person to blame.

If  psychology  helps  us  recognize  trauma  or  mental  illness,  we  should  not  automatically  interpret  

suffering as possession, moral weakness, or punishment.
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New knowledge creates new responsibility.

It also raises questions about inherited theology.

If earlier communities misunderstood the causes of natural events, could they also have misunderstood  

the character and actions of God?

Could  some  descriptions  of  divine  punishment  reflect  human  fear  attempting  to  explain  an 

unpredictable world?

Could  some  laws  attributed  directly  to  God  reflect  the  social  needs  and  power  structures  of  the  

communities that preserved them?

Could some stories of divinely authorized violence reveal the moral assumptions of ancient warfare 

rather than the eternal will of the source of life?

These questions are serious. They should not be asked casually or contemptuously. Sacred texts have 

carried communities through oppression, grief, displacement, and uncertainty. The same collection of 

writings may contain both troubling violence and extraordinary calls to mercy, justice, liberation, and 

love.

The task is not to dismiss the entire tradition because some passages disturb us.

The task is to discern.

Fear can serve a legitimate purpose.

It warns us of danger. It prevents reckless behavior. A child who fears touching fire may be protected  

from injury. A society that understands the consequences of violence may create laws to restrain it.

But fear becomes spiritually destructive when it replaces moral understanding.

A person may obey because he is terrified of punishment without becoming loving, truthful, or just. The  

behavior changes temporarily, but the character does not necessarily develop.

Fear can produce submission.

It cannot, by itself, produce maturity.

A  theology  centered  primarily  on  punishment  may  therefore  create  compliance  while  preventing 

genuine moral growth. People learn to ask, “What will happen to me if I disobey?” rather than, “What 

does love require of me?”

The first question is concerned with self-protection.
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The second is concerned with responsibility.

This distinction changes how we understand sin, judgment, and correction.

If  God  is  unconditional  love,  wrongdoing  still  matters.  Harm  must  be  confronted.  Actions  have 

consequences. Individuals and communities must be accountable.

Unconditional love does not declare that cruelty is acceptable.

It  declares  that  even  the  person  who  has  done  wrong  remains  more  than  the  wrong  committed.  

Correction should seek truth, responsibility, protection, and—where possible—restoration.

Punishment becomes morally dangerous when suffering is treated as an end in itself.

If the purpose is merely to make someone suffer because suffering is deserved, punishment can become 

vengeance. The pain does not repair what was damaged. It does not protect future victims, transform 

the wrongdoer, or restore the community.

It simply reproduces harm.

Human beings have often imagined divine justice through the logic of human punishment. God becomes 

the ultimate authority who rewards loyalty and inflicts suffering upon enemies.

This picture may satisfy the desire for moral balance, especially among people who have experienced 

injustice. The oppressed naturally long for the powerful to be held accountable. A world in which cruelty  

has no consequence would not be just.

But accountability and eternal cruelty are not the same.

We must ask whether our vision of divine justice reflects the highest form of moral truth—or the human  

desire to see those we oppose suffer.

Religious fear becomes especially powerful when punishment is extended beyond death.

A government can threaten the body. A religious system that claims authority over eternity can threaten 

the entire destiny of a person.

Teachings  about  judgment  after  death  can inspire  repentance and moral  reflection.  In  high-control  

settings, however, religious beliefs can also be used coercively—to demand obedience, suppress dissent, 

or intensify fear. [5.2]

A person taught from childhood that doubt may lead to endless punishment is not entering a free search 

for truth. Fear has already established the boundaries of thought.

The question becomes unavoidable:
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Would  a  source  of  unconditional  love  give  human beings  intelligence,  limited  knowledge,  different 

cultures,  and  different  experiences—and  then  punish  them  without  end  for  reaching  an  imperfect 

conclusion?

Would a loving God require people to believe under threat?

Belief produced by terror is not the same as trust.

Love that must be accepted under the threat of suffering is not recognizable as unconditional love.

Some will  argue that human beings choose separation from God and that punishment is simply the 

consequence of that choice. This interpretation deserves consideration. Actions can separate us from 

truth, relationship, and life. Hatred, deception, greed, and violence carry destructive consequences.

But even here, we should distinguish consequence from deliberate torment.

When a person rejects love, the result may be isolation. When a society rejects truth, corruption follows.  

When humanity violates ecological limits, damage accumulates. These consequences emerge from the 

relationship between action and reality.

They need not be imagined as a furious deity inflicting pain to satisfy injured pride.

A life-centered theology can understand judgment as revelation.

Judgment exposes what our actions have produced. It brings concealed harm into the light. It separates  

truth from deception. It requires us to face the effects of what we have chosen.

In this sense, judgment is not the opposite of love.

Honest judgment is necessary because love refuses to pretend that destruction is harmless.

But love also seeks transformation.

The goal is not humiliation. It is awakening.

The goal is not revenge. It is correction.

The goal is not the destruction of the person. It is the ending of what destroys life.

This understanding brings us closer to repentance as a turning rather than a sentence.

Repentance begins when a person sees clearly, accepts responsibility, and changes direction. Fear may  

initially interrupt destructive behavior, but love gives the person a reason to become different.

This is why a theology of fear ultimately reaches its limit.
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It can warn humanity about consequences, but it cannot provide the deepest foundation for moral life.  

People do not become fully responsible merely because they are frightened. They become responsible 

when they understand their relationship to others and recognize that another person’s life has value.

Love expands that recognition.

It moves morality beyond reward and punishment.

A person guided only by reward asks, “What will I receive for doing good?”

A person guided only by punishment asks, “What suffering can I avoid?”

A person guided by love asks, “What protects and serves life?”

That is moral development.

Religions can support this development when their teachings move people from fear toward wisdom,  

compassion,  and  responsibility.  They  obstruct  it  when  fear  remains  the  permanent  center  of  the 

relationship with God.

In biblical Hebrew, the word often translated “fear” can denote terror in some contexts and reverence  

or piety in others; “fear of God” is therefore not a single, context-free idea. [5.3] Reverence recognizes  

that reality is larger than the self. It produces humility before life, truth, and consequence.

That kind of fear can be healthy.

Terror is different.

Terror narrows the mind. It teaches people to conceal questions. It can make authority appear righteous  

merely because authority is  powerful.  It  may cause believers to defend cruelty if  they think cruelty 

comes from God.

Reverence opens us to mystery.

Terror closes us inside obedience.

We need the maturity to distinguish them.

We also need compassion for people whose faith remains shaped by fear. Fear-based belief is often 

established early and reinforced by family and community. Releasing it can feel dangerous. A person 

may worry that even considering a more loving understanding of God is itself an offense against God.

Ridicule will not free that person.

Patience may.
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We should not attack believers for being afraid. We should help create a spiritual environment in which  

questions no longer carry the threat of rejection.

This book seeks to help create such an environment.

It does not tell readers that every traditional belief about judgment is foolish. Instead, it asks whether  

our  interpretations  are  consistent  with  the  source  of  life  and  the  highest  love  we  are  capable  of  

recognizing.

It also invites us to examine the fruits of fear.

Does fear make us more truthful?

Does it make us more compassionate?

Does it help us correct harm?

Or does it make us obedient to power, suspicious of difference, and willing to justify suffering?

The answer may not be identical in every case.

But whenever fear produces cruelty, we should refuse to call that cruelty holy.

Whenever punishment becomes an excuse for vengeance, we should question whether justice has been 

distorted.

Whenever a description of  God requires us to  silence conscience,  we should examine whether  the 

description  came  from  God—or  from  human  beings  attempting  to  place  their  authority  beyond 

challenge.

Earlier generations gave us the spiritual language they possessed. We can honor their search without 

ending ours.

They lived according to the light available to them.

We must live according to the light available to us.

Our knowledge has expanded. Our moral responsibility must expand with it.

Modern  medicine  and  psychology  give  us  more  developed  tools  for  investigating  biological  and 

psychological  contributors  to  suffering,  while  public-health  research  examines  social  and  structural 

conditions. [5.4]

That knowledge does not remove God.

It removes some of the shadows into which human beings once projected God.
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What remains is a deeper question:

If fear is not the foundation, what is?

My answer is unconditional love.

But  unconditional  love  must  be  understood  carefully.  It  is  not  softness,  denial,  or  escape  from 

responsibility. It is a creative and corrective commitment to life.

To understand God through that love, we must now ask what love actually is—and whether it can bear  

the moral weight this book places upon it.
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Chapter 6 — Love as the Character of the Source

To say that God is love is easy.

The words are familiar enough to pass through the mind without changing anything. They appear in  

sermons, songs, prayers, and conversations. Yet religious communities that proclaim divine love can still  

become divided, punitive, and indifferent to suffering.

The problem is not necessarily the statement.

The problem is that we often leave love undefined.

Some understand love as approval.  Others reduce it  to affection, romance, politeness, or emotional 

warmth.  In  religious  language,  love can become a  comforting quality  attributed to  God while  fear,  

punishment, and domination continue to govern the actual theology.

That is not enough for this book.

If love is the clearest way to understand the source of life, then love must be more than sentiment. It  

must be capable of carrying truth, justice, discipline, responsibility, and transformation.

I describe it as unconditional, life-producing love.

Unconditional means that the worth of a life does not disappear when that life becomes confused,  

wounded, mistaken, or morally compromised.

It does not mean that every action is acceptable.

Life-producing means  that  love  creates,  protects,  nourishes,  corrects,  restores,  and  expands  the 

conditions in which life can develop toward greater wholeness.

Love is not passive.

It does something.

It moves toward life.

This movement can be seen first in care.

Every human being enters the world dependent. We do not create ourselves, feed ourselves, or protect 

ourselves in infancy. We survive because someone responds to vulnerability.

Our earliest experience of love is therefore not a theory. It is provision.

Someone holds us.
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Someone feeds us.

Someone protects us from dangers we cannot understand.

Someone teaches us language and helps us enter relationship with the world.

Human  care  is  imperfect,  and  not  everyone  receives  it  adequately.  But  the  principle  remains:  life  

develops  through  relationship.  Independence  grows  from  an  earlier  dependence  that  none  of  us  

escapes.

This truth should make humility natural.

No person is entirely self-made.

Behind every life stands a network of visible and invisible contributions: parents, caregivers, farmers,  

builders,  teachers,  medical  workers,  communities,  ecosystems,  and  generations  of  accumulated 

knowledge.

Love recognizes this dependence without treating it as weakness.

It understands that life is relational.

If God is the source of life, then divine love can be understood as the ultimate generosity from which 

existence becomes possible. Creation, in this view, is not the production of subjects for domination. It is  

the giving of possibility.

Life is permitted to emerge, develop, relate, create, and participate.

This  does  not  prove  a  particular  scientific  account  of  origins.  It  offers  a  theological  interpretation:  

whatever the processes through which life arose, existence itself can be approached as gift rather than 

possession.

A gift creates responsibility.

We do not  honor life  merely by receiving it.  We honor life  by becoming capable of  sustaining and 

enlarging it.

This leads to the second movement of love: protection.

Love places boundaries around what harms.

A parent who sees a child walking toward danger does not remain passive in the name of unconditional 

acceptance. Love intervenes.
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A community that values life does not permit violence to continue unchecked. It protects those at risk  

and holds harmful behavior accountable.

A society guided by love must sometimes restrain power.

Protection may require courage,  confrontation,  law,  and consequence.  But  its  purpose remains  the 

defense of life, not the enjoyment of punishment.

This distinction matters.

Domination says, “I will control you because I possess the power.”

Love says, “I will oppose what destroys because life has value.”

The outward action may sometimes appear forceful in both cases, but the moral center differs.

One seeks superiority.

The other seeks protection and restoration.

This is why love must be joined to truth.

Love that refuses truth becomes indulgence. It may avoid discomfort while allowing harm to continue.

If a person is destructive, love does not pretend otherwise.

If an institution is corrupt, love does not protect its reputation at the expense of those it has harmed.

If a religious interpretation produces cruelty, love does not silence the questioner to preserve unity.

False peace is not love.

Real love is willing to disturb an unjust peace so that a more truthful relationship can become possible.

Truth tells us what is happening.

Love tells us why it matters.

Responsibility asks what we must do about it.

These three belong together.

The third movement of love is correction.

Correction begins with the conviction that change is possible.
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A purely  punitive  system may  define a  person  by  the  worst  thing  he  has  done.  Love  refuses  that  

reduction. It recognizes the harm without declaring that the person has become nothing more than the  

harm.

This is not an excuse.

The person must still face truth, accept consequence, and participate in repair where repair is possible. 

But accountability is directed toward transformation rather than destruction.

Love asks:

What must stop?

Who must be protected?

What truth must be acknowledged?

What damage can be repaired?

What conditions would make repetition less likely?

What would genuine change look like?

These questions move us beyond the simple desire to see someone suffer.

They also apply to communities and civilizations.

A society can organize itself around patterns that damage life: exploitation, prejudice, environmental 

destruction, economic exclusion, or the concentration of power beyond accountability.

Love does not remain private while these patterns continue.

If love is truly life-producing, it must become structural.

It  must  influence  how  we  educate,  govern,  build  technology,  organize  economies,  care  for  the 

vulnerable, and relate to the Earth.

Personal kindness is necessary, but kindness alone cannot correct a system that repeatedly produces 

harm.

Love must become intelligent.

It  must  understand causes,  consequences,  incentives,  and relationships.  It  must  be willing to  study 

reality rather than rely only on good intentions.

This is one place where love and science meet.
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If we want to protect life, we must learn how living systems function. We must investigate the effects of  

pollution,  disease,  technology,  poverty,  violence,  and  environmental  change.  Compassion  without 

accurate knowledge can fail the very people it intends to help.

Science gives love tools.

Love gives scientific power moral direction.

Neither is sufficient alone.

The fourth movement of love is restoration.

Not everything that is damaged can be returned to its previous state. Some losses cannot be undone.  

Some relationships cannot safely continue. Some consequences remain even after repentance.

Restoration therefore does not always mean returning to what existed before.

It means creating the most life-giving future still possible.

For an individual, restoration may involve healing, changed behavior, renewed dignity, or a new way of 

living.

For a relationship, it may involve reconciliation—or a truthful separation that ends continued harm.

For a community, it may require acknowledgment, repair, institutional change, and the recovery of trust 

over time.

For  the  natural  world,  restoration  may  include  conserving  intact  habitat,  assisting  the  recovery  of 

degraded ecosystems, and reducing the pressures that caused the damage. [6.1]

Love does not deny irreversible loss.

It refuses to let loss become permission for further destruction.

The fifth movement of love is expansion.

Love enlarges the circle of moral concern.

A child begins with immediate needs. As maturity develops, the person becomes capable of recognizing 

the needs and dignity of others. The circle may expand from family to community, from community to 

nation, and from nation toward humanity and the living world.

Religion can help this expansion by teaching that every person belongs to a reality larger than tribe or  

self.

Religion can also interrupt it by declaring that divine love belongs primarily to one group.
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The test is whether the mansion helps us recognize the house.

If faith makes us responsible only for people who share our beliefs, it has not carried love far enough.

If  national  identity  makes  suffering  beyond  our  borders  irrelevant,  our  moral  imagination  remains 

confined.

If human-centered thinking allows us to destroy the systems upon which all human life depends, we 

have misunderstood our place within creation.

Love must widen without becoming vague.

We  cannot  care  for  everyone  in  the  same  immediate  way.  Responsibilities  differ  according  to 

relationship, ability, proximity, and circumstance. But no human being should be placed outside moral  

consideration.

No group should have to become invisible for another group to feel chosen.

No tradition should require the denial of another person’s humanity as proof of loyalty to God.

This is what unconditional love demands.

It does not demand that we agree with everyone.

It demands that disagreement never become permission for dehumanization.

It does not require us to treat every belief as equally true.

It requires us to seek truth without hatred.

It does not eliminate justice.

It asks justice to protect life and serve transformation rather than vengeance.

This understanding changes the question we bring to religion.

Instead of  asking  only,  “Is  this  doctrine  traditional?”  we ask,  “What  kind  of  life  does  this  doctrine  

produce?”

Instead of asking only, “Was this command attributed to God?” we ask, “Is this interpretation consistent 

with the source of life and unconditional love?”

Instead  of  asking,  “Who  deserves  punishment?”  we  ask,  “What  will  protect,  correct,  restore,  and 

prevent further harm?”

Instead of asking, “Which group has God chosen?” we ask, “What responsibilities come with believing  

that all life comes from one source?”
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These are not easier questions.

Love is often more demanding than fear.

Fear may require obedience to a rule. Love requires judgment, courage, patience, self-examination, and 

responsibility for consequences.

Fear can tell us exactly who is outside.

Love forces us to confront the ways we create outsiders.

Fear can protect identity.

Love may require identity to grow.

Fear promises certainty.

Love asks us to remain open enough to learn.

This is why unconditional love should not be confused with weakness. It may be the most disciplined  

moral orientation human beings can attempt.

It requires us to oppose destruction without becoming destructive in spirit.

It requires us to face falsehood without surrendering compassion.

It requires us to protect boundaries without denying belonging.

It requires us to hold people accountable while remembering that accountability should serve life.

Do we know with certainty that unconditional love is the character of the source?

I cannot offer scientific proof of that theological conviction.

I can say that every alternative must be examined by what it asks us to believe about existence.

If the source is arbitrary power, then morality ultimately belongs to whoever is strongest.

If the source is domination, then submission becomes the highest virtue.

If the source creates life merely to threaten or destroy it, then love has no secure foundation.

But if the source is unconditional, life-producing love, then existence carries a moral direction.

Power should serve life.

Knowledge should serve life.

Religion should serve life.
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Technology should serve life.

Human freedom should mature into responsibility for life.

This  conviction  does  not  solve  every  theological  problem.  It  provides  a  center  from  which  those 

problems can be examined.

The center is not a doctrine designed to defeat other doctrines.

It is a question we can bring to every mansion:

Does what we believe help us become caretakers of life?

The next  stage of  our search must  test  this  conviction against  what  humanity  has learned through  

observation and science.

If love is life-producing, we should be willing to study life honestly.

We should  ask  what  science can reveal  about  the living  world—and what  its  methods were never  

designed to decide.
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Part III — Science, Theology, and the Living World

Chapter 7 — What Science Can Tell Us About Life

Science does not tell us what to worship. It does something different, and indispensable: it teaches us  

how to examine the world carefully.

It asks us to observe, measure, compare, test, and revise. It requires an idea to face evidence beyond  

the wishes of the person proposing it. When new evidence reveals that an explanation is incomplete or  

mistaken, science permits—and demands—correction.

That willingness to be corrected is not a weakness. It is one of science’s greatest strengths.

Science is  sometimes presented as  a  finished collection of  facts.  In  reality,  it  is  an ongoing human 

method for  approaching questions about the natural  world.  Its  conclusions  vary in  certainty.  Some 

findings  are  supported  by  overwhelming  evidence.  Others  remain  provisional,  awaiting  better 

instruments, new observations, or a more complete explanation.

This distinction matters. Honest science does not claim to know what it has not established. Honest  

theology should practice the same humility.

If we are searching for the source of life, we should begin by respecting what the investigation of life has  

already revealed.

The Difficulty of Defining Life

At first, the word  life seems easy to understand. We recognize the difference between a bird and a  

stone, between a growing tree and a piece of metal. Yet the closer scientists examine the boundary 

between living and nonliving things, the more difficult an absolute definition becomes.

Living systems usually share recognizable characteristics. They maintain an organized structure. They  

use energy. They respond to their surroundings. They reproduce or belong to populations capable of 

reproduction. They pass biological information from one generation to another. Over time, populations 

can change through evolution.

But not every example fits neatly into every category. Viruses, for instance, carry genetic information  

and evolve, yet they depend on host cells to reproduce. Other borderline cases complicate any simple  

definition. Scientists therefore continue to debate precisely where life begins and which characteristics  

are essential. [7.1]
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That uncertainty does not mean that science knows nothing about life. It means that life is more difficult  

to contain within a sentence than we might expect.

Perhaps this should teach us something beyond biology. Human beings often believe that naming a  

mystery is the same as mastering it. We create a definition, place a boundary around the subject, and  

imagine that the subject can no longer surprise us.

Life refuses to cooperate with that pride.

The Living Cell

Cells are the basic structural units of cellular organisms. A cell is not merely a bag of chemicals. [7.2]

It has a boundary separating its internal activity from the surrounding environment. It takes in materials  

and energy. It carries out chemical processes. It maintains conditions within a range that allows it to 

continue functioning. It contains biological instructions, and it responds to changes around it.

Many  cells  also  communicate.  They  release  and  receive  signals.  In  multicellular  organisms,  they 

specialize and cooperate. A human body contains many kinds of cells performing different tasks, yet  

those cells belong to one living organism.

This does not mean that cells think or love in the human sense. We should not force spiritual language  

into places where scientific evidence does not support it. But the organization of cellular life does reveal  

something important: life does not persist through isolated parts acting without relationship.

Life depends upon boundaries, exchange, communication, and coordination.

A cell’s boundary is necessary, but it must still permit regulated exchange with its environment. A cell  

preserves its identity while remaining open to what sustains it.

That principle has a strange resemblance to human life. We need individual identity, but we cannot live  

without  relationship.  We  need  communities,  but  communities  become  destructive  when  their 

boundaries prevent all  exchange. We need religious traditions, but traditions can become spiritually  

lifeless when protecting the boundary becomes more important than receiving truth.

The cell  does not prove this moral lesson. Science does not transform biological description into an 

ethical command. The comparison is ours to make. Yet the living world can still invite reflection.

The Language of Inheritance

Within living cells, DNA carries biological instructions used in growth, development, functioning, and 

reproduction. The sequence of its chemical bases helps cells produce the proteins needed for life. When  
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organisms reproduce, genetic information passes from one generation to the next, though variation can 

occur. [7.3]

The word information is useful here, but it must be handled carefully. DNA is not a sentence written in a 

human language,  nor does describing it  as information scientifically  prove the existence of a divine 

author. That conclusion would go beyond what the evidence alone can establish.

At the same time, DNA reveals that life has continuity. Every person arrives within an ancient biological 

inheritance. None of us begins entirely alone.

Our bodies carry the consequences of a history reaching far beyond our families, nations, and religions.  

The basic processes that sustain us connect us with other human beings and with the broader living 

world.

The  differences  among  us  are  real.  Culture  matters.  History  matters.  Personal  experience  matters.  

Religious traditions matter. But beneath these distinctions lies a biological kinship that human prejudice 

can deny only by ignoring reality.

Before  humanity  divided  itself  into  tribes,  races,  classes,  nations,  denominations,  and  competing 

systems of belief, life was already related.

Evolution and the History of Life

The  theory  of  evolution  explains  how  populations  of  living  organisms  change  across  generations. 

Variation occurs.  Some traits  affect survival  and reproduction in particular  environments.  Over long 

periods, these processes can produce adaptation, diversity, and new species.

The evidence for evolution comes from many independent fields, including genetics, fossils, anatomy,  

biogeography,  and direct  observation.  Comparative studies of  genomes reveal  both differences  and 

deeply conserved sequences among species, helping scientists reconstruct evolutionary relationships.  

[7.4]

Evolution is sometimes treated as though it were a declaration that life is meaningless. But that is not a 

scientific conclusion. Evolutionary theory describes natural processes involved in the diversification of 

life. It does not measure the value of a person, determine the purpose of existence, or decide whether 

reality has a spiritual source.

Those are different questions.

To say that a process occurs through natural mechanisms does not, by itself, tell us whether the process 

has  ultimate  meaning.  A  scientific  explanation  of  rainfall  does  not  make  water  less  precious. 
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Understanding how a child develops in the womb does not make birth less profound. Learning how the  

brain participates in emotion does not make love unreal.

Scientific explanation can remove false mystery—the kind created merely by ignorance. But it need not 

remove wonder.

In fact, understanding can deepen wonder. The history of life is not a simple upward staircase ending 

triumphantly with humanity. It is a branching history marked by adaptation, cooperation, competition,  

extinction, vulnerability, and change.

Human beings belong to that history. We are not visitors standing outside nature. We arose within the  

living world and remain dependent upon it.

Life Exists Through Relationship

No organism lives in complete independence.

Plants  depend  upon  light,  water,  nutrients,  gases,  soil  conditions,  and  relationships  with  other 

organisms.  Animals  depend  upon  plants  or  other  animals  for  food.  Many  species  depend  upon 

microorganisms whose presence is easily overlooked. Pollinators support the reproduction of flowering  

plants. Decomposers return nutrients to soil and water. Oceans, forests, wetlands, and the atmosphere 

participate in systems that make human civilization possible.

An ecosystem includes living organisms, the nonliving environment, and the interactions among them. 

Human beings are participants in these systems, not spectators standing above them. [7.5]

This fact carries serious consequences.

When we poison water, damage soil, destroy habitats, destabilize climate systems, or remove species 

without understanding their relationships, we are not attacking a world separate from ourselves. We are 

disturbing the systems that sustain us.

Science  can  show  us  these  dependencies.  It  can  measure  environmental  change,  identify  causes,  

estimate risks, and test possible responses. It can show that certain forms of behavior are unsustainable.

But science alone does not compel us to care.

It can tell us that an ecosystem is collapsing. It cannot, through measurement alone, establish that we  

have  a  sacred  obligation  to  protect  future  generations.  It  can  describe  suffering  and  calculate 

consequences, but it cannot manufacture compassion in a heart that has decided not to value other  

lives.

For that, humanity must also ask moral and spiritual questions.
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What do we owe one another?

What responsibility comes with knowledge?

If we understand that our lives are supported by an intricate community of living systems, how should 

we behave toward that community?

Theology is at its best when it helps us confront these questions—not when it denies the evidence that  

made the questions urgent.

What Science Knows About Life’s Beginning

The origin of life remains an active field of scientific investigation. Researchers study prebiotic chemistry:  

the  processes  by  which  nonliving  chemical  components  might  have  formed  increasingly  complex 

systems capable of organization, replication, and evolution. Scientists investigate possible environments 

in which these transitions could have occurred and search for evidence of life elsewhere in the universe.

Important progress has been made, but no complete historical account of life’s first emergence on Earth  

has been established. [7.6]

We should resist two opposite temptations.

The first is to place God inside every present gap in scientific knowledge, as if God can exist only where  

explanation has not yet reached. That creates a shrinking theology. Every new discovery then appears to 

remove another piece of God.

The second temptation is to assume that because science may explain more of the process, it must 

eventually prove that no deeper source or meaning exists. That conclusion also exceeds the scientific  

evidence.

A natural mechanism is not automatically an argument against God. Neither is an unanswered scientific  

question automatically evidence for a particular theology.

Humility  requires us to distinguish among what  is  known, what  is  being investigated,  and what we 

interpret.

We can say that science is investigating how life may have emerged. We can say that life developed 

through physical, chemical, and evolutionary processes. We can also ask whether those processes exist 

within a larger reality possessing meaning or purpose.

But we should not pretend that asking the third question is identical to answering the first two.
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Creation as a Continuing Reality

Many people imagine creation only as an event in the distant past: God acted once, the world appeared, 

and creation ended.

Science presents a more dynamic picture.

Stars  form  and  die.  Elements  are  produced  and  dispersed.  Planets  develop.  Environments  change.  

Species emerge and disappear. Life adapts. Bodies grow, heal, age, and return their materials to the 

Earth.

Reality is not motionless.

For a person of faith, this need not diminish the idea of creation. It may enlarge it. Creation can be  

understood not only as a beginning, but as the continuing existence and unfolding of a universe capable  

of producing life, relationship, consciousness, and moral awareness.

This is a theological interpretation, not a laboratory finding. It should be identified honestly as such.

Yet it offers a way for faith to encounter science without fear. Scientific knowledge describes processes 

within reality. Theology asks what that reality ultimately means and how we should live within it.

If reality is the work of the source of life, then studying reality is not an attack upon its source.

Truth cannot be protected by refusing to investigate.

Science as a Discipline of Humility

Science has been misused, just as religion has been misused. Scientific language has been employed to 

justify  racism,  exploitation,  dehumanization,  and  destructive  technologies.  Human  institutions  can 

corrupt nearly any form of knowledge when pride and power govern their use.

But misuse does not erase the value of the scientific method.

At its best, science trains the mind to say:

This is what the evidence presently supports.

This is what remains uncertain.

This explanation may need correction.

Those sentences require humility. They stand in sharp contrast to the rigid certainty that sometimes 

takes hold in religious communities—and also in ideological forms of scientism.
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Scientism is not the same as science. Science is a disciplined method for investigating the natural world.  

Scientism is the philosophical belief that scientific methods are the only valid path to every kind of truth.

That belief cannot itself be established through an experiment. It is a philosophical position about the 

boundaries of knowledge.

Science can investigate the biological conditions associated with love. It can study hormones, neural 

activity, attachment, cooperation, and behavior. But it cannot place the ultimate worth of love beneath  

a microscope.

Science can tell us much about how human beings live. It cannot, by itself, decide what human beings 

ought to live for.

Recognizing that limit does not weaken science. It respects the purpose and integrity of its methods.

Looking Honestly at the Living World

What, then, can science tell us about life?

It can show us that life is organized yet vulnerable.

It can show us that living systems depend upon energy, information, boundaries, and exchange.

It can show us that all organisms exist within histories and relationships.

It can reveal our kinship with other human beings and our connection to the wider community of life.

It  can  demonstrate  that  humanity  depends  upon planetary  systems we did  not  create  and  cannot  

replace.

It can help us understand the consequences of our actions.

It can correct interpretations of Scripture or tradition that make false claims about the natural world.

It can awaken wonder.

But science cannot decide whether existence is ultimately meaningful. It cannot determine whether love 

is merely a survival mechanism or a disclosure of something fundamental about reality. It cannot tell us  

whether the source of life should be called God, whether consciousness has an ultimate purpose, or why  

humanity ought to choose compassion when cruelty appears profitable.
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These are not failures of science. They are signs that human understanding contains more than one 

category of question.

The next step is not to abandon science at the boundary of its methods. It is to recognize that boundary  

clearly.

Only then can we ask what science cannot decide for us—and what responsibility falls upon theology, 

philosophy, conscience, and the human heart.
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Chapter 8 — What Science Cannot Decide for Us

Science can tell us that a human heart is beating.

It cannot determine what that human life is worth.

Science can describe the physical processes occurring in the brain when a person experiences love, grief,  

fear, or spiritual awe. It can measure changes in hormones, electrical activity, behavior, and health.

But a measurement of love is not the same as love itself.

No instrument can decide whether we should remain faithful to someone when faithfulness becomes 

difficult. No laboratory can determine whether forgiveness is wiser than revenge. No equation can tell a  

powerful nation how much it owes to people who cannot repay it.

These are not small questions. They shape families, religions, governments, economies, and civilizations. 

They determine whether knowledge becomes a means of healing or an instrument of domination.

Science gives humanity extraordinary power. It does not automatically give humanity the wisdom to use  

that power well.

Different Questions Require Different Methods

Confusion begins when we expect one way of knowing to answer every kind of question.

If  we want to know whether a medicine affects a disease, we need observation, controlled testing, 

statistical analysis, and independent review.

If we want to know the age of a rock, the composition of a distant star, or the genetic relationship 

between species, we need the methods and instruments appropriate to those questions.

But suppose we ask:

What makes a life meaningful?

Why should the strong protect the weak?

Is forgiveness morally better than retaliation?

Does suffering have any ultimate significance?

What responsibilities do we have toward people not yet born?

Is love merely useful, or is it sacred?
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These questions cannot be resolved by weighing an object, sequencing a genome, or examining a brain 

scan. Evidence can inform our answers. Psychology can study the effects of forgiveness. Sociology can  

examine the consequences of inequality. Biology can help explain cooperation and attachment. History 

can show what happens when a society treats certain people as less than human.

Yet the moral decision remains.

Facts tell us what is. They do not, by themselves, tell us what ought to be.

A person may know that an action will cause suffering and still choose it. A corporation may understand  

that a practice damages an ecosystem and continue because it is profitable. A government may possess 

accurate information about a population and use that information to control rather than protect.

The failure in such cases is not a lack of data. It is a failure of values.

Knowledge Is Not the Same as Wisdom

Knowledge expands our capacity to act. Wisdom helps us decide which actions are worthy of us.

Humanity has learned to split the atom. That knowledge can provide energy or destroy cities.

We have learned to alter biological systems. That ability can relieve suffering, but it can also be used 

carelessly or unjustly.

We  have  created  technologies  that  connect  people  across  the  planet.  The  same  technologies  can 

educate, deceive, liberate, monitor, unite, or divide.

The power itself does not choose its moral direction.

This  is  why  scientific  progress  does  not  guarantee  human  progress.  A  society  can  become  more 

technically advanced while remaining spiritually immature. It can possess remarkable instruments while  

still being governed by fear, greed, prejudice, pride, and the desire to dominate.

We sometimes assume that  education alone will  make people good.  Education is  essential,  but  an 

educated  person  can  still  exploit  others.  Intelligence  can  strengthen  compassion,  or  it  can  make 

selfishness more efficient.

What matters is not only what we know, but what we love, what we value, and what we are willing to  

serve.

If our highest value is profit, knowledge will be directed toward profit.

If our highest value is national power, knowledge will be directed toward national power.
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If our highest value is the preservation and flourishing of life, knowledge can become an instrument of 

healing.

Science provides capability. Moral vision provides direction.

The Limits of Measurement

Measurement is one of humanity’s most powerful tools. It allows us to compare, test, and correct our 

impressions. But not everything of value can be fully expressed as a quantity.

A person can count the number of days in a marriage without measuring the depth of its devotion.

We can calculate the cost of caring for an elderly parent without determining the worth of that care.

We can record how many people attended a religious service without knowing whether anyone became  

more loving.

We  can  measure  economic  production  while  overlooking  exhaustion,  loneliness,  environmental 

destruction, and the loss of community.

What can be counted often receives more attention than what cannot. Numbers appear precise, and 

precision can create an impression of completeness. But a precise answer to a narrow question is still a  

narrow answer.

This does not make measurement unimportant. It means we should not confuse what is measurable 

with everything that matters.

Love has consequences that can be observed. Compassion affects health, behavior, relationships, and 

communities. Yet the full meaning of love cannot be reduced to those effects.

If a mother remains beside a suffering child, science may describe the biology of attachment. Psychology 

may help us understand the bond. But neither description exhausts the meaning of her presence.

Something can be scientifically describable without being spiritually explained.

Can Science Find God?

People sometimes ask whether science can prove that God exists.

Others believe science has already proven that God does not exist.

Both claims require careful examination.

Science investigates the natural world through observable evidence and testable explanations. [8.1] If  

God is understood as the ultimate source of nature rather than as one physical object within nature,  

then God cannot simply be placed under a microscope or located at a coordinate in space.
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A scientific instrument can detect physical effects. It cannot determine by itself whether all reality has an 

ultimate purpose.

This does not make every claim about God immune from evidence. Religious claims sometimes include 

statements about history, nature, human behavior, healing, or physical events. When a claim enters the 

observable world, it can be investigated according to the available evidence.

Faith should not fear such examination.

If  a  religious  interpretation says  the  Earth  or  living  organisms developed in  a  way  contradicted  by 

extensive evidence, repeating the interpretation more forcefully does not protect God. It  protects a 

human interpretation from correction.

But science also has a boundary. Its methods do not permit it to conclude that only measurable realities 

can exist. Such a conclusion would be philosophical, not experimental.

Science can say, “We have not found reliable evidence for this proposed physical event.”

It can say, “This natural explanation is strongly supported.”

It can say, “This claim cannot presently be tested.”

It  cannot move from those statements  to “therefore no ultimate source,  purpose,  or  divine reality  

exists” without introducing assumptions that come from outside science.

There is a difference between saying, “Science does not require this theological explanation to describe  

the process,” and saying, “Science has proven that no God exists.”

The first may be a proper scientific conclusion. The second is a claim about ultimate reality.

The Danger of Using God to Fill the Gaps

Religious people have sometimes placed God wherever scientific knowledge appeared incomplete.

We did not understand lightning, so lightning was attributed directly to divine action.

We did not understand disease, so illness was interpreted as supernatural punishment.

We did not understand the movement of the heavens, so a particular picture of the universe became 

inseparable from faith.

As knowledge grew, many of those explanations changed.

If God exists only inside the gaps of human understanding, then every discovery appears to make God  

smaller. But a true source of life would not be threatened by our learning how life works.
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The source of gravity would not disappear because we learned to describe gravitational attraction. The 

source  of  existence  would  not  become  unnecessary  merely  because  we  understood  more  of  the  

processes operating within existence.

The deeper theological question is not simply, “Where has science failed to provide an explanation?”

It is:

Why does anything exist at all?

Why is reality intelligible enough to investigate?

How do consciousness, meaning, moral responsibility, and love belong within the whole of existence?

Does  the  source  of  life  possess  the  character  we  call  love,  or  is  love  merely  a  temporary  human 

preference within an indifferent universe?

Science may contribute to how we frame these questions. It may correct false assumptions within them.  

But its experimental methods do not settle them.

The Danger of Using God to End the Search

There is another danger as well.

The language of God can be used not only to fill gaps, but to stop investigation.

A person asks why a disaster occurred, and the answer is simply, “God wanted it.”

A child becomes ill, and someone declares that God is punishing the family.

A  community  suffers  injustice,  and  religious  authority  tells  its  members  to  accept  their  condition 

because it is part of a divine plan.

Such answers can silence compassion and protect those who benefit from suffering.

They may also place human cruelty in the mouth of God.

Saying “God did it” does not necessarily explain an event. Sometimes it only gives our ignorance or  

prejudice a sacred name.

Faith should deepen our search for  truth,  not  bring that  search to a premature end.  If  people are  

suffering, we should investigate the causes. If disease is spreading, we should study it. If environmental  

systems are deteriorating, we should examine human responsibility. If an institution is harming people, 

we should not hide the harm behind religious language.

Prayer and investigation need not be enemies.
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A  person  can  pray  for  healing  while  supporting  medical  research.  A  community  can  seek  spiritual  

guidance while examining the material causes of poverty. A believer can trust in God while admitting 

that human beings have often misunderstood God.

Humility before mystery should make us more honest, not less curious.

Theology Has Limits Too

If  science  must  remain  within  the  integrity  of  its  methods,  theology  must  also  acknowledge  its 

limitations.

Theology is humanity’s disciplined reflection on God, ultimate reality, meaning, and our relationship to 

the  sacred.  But  theology  is  conducted  by  human beings.  It  is  expressed  through  human language, 

shaped by culture, influenced by history, and interpreted through institutions.

No theological system should mistake itself for God.

A doctrine may contain  profound insight  and still  be  incomplete.  A  sacred text  may carry  spiritual  

wisdom while being interpreted through assumptions its readers have inherited. A religious community 

may preserve truth in one area while failing to recognize injustice in another.

Theology becomes dangerous when it claims exemption from correction.

At its  best,  theology does not merely  defend old answers.  It  asks whether our beliefs  produce the  

character we attribute to God.

Do they make us more truthful?

More compassionate?

More responsible?

More willing to protect life?

More capable of loving people outside our group?

If our theology repeatedly produces fear, cruelty, domination, and indifference, we should not be afraid 

to examine it. The problem may not be faith itself. The problem may be the image of God our theology 

has constructed.

What Theology Can Contribute

Although theology cannot replace scientific investigation, it can contribute to questions science does not  

decide.

Theology can ask whether creation should be treated as property or as a trust.
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It can challenge the belief that power gives one person the right to dominate another.

It can teach that human worth is deeper than wealth, race, nationality, productivity, or social position.

It can preserve traditions of repentance, forgiveness, sacrifice, gratitude, and hope.

It can remind humanity that ability does not equal permission.

Most importantly for the argument of this book, theology can ask what kind of source is consistent with  

the emergence and preservation of life.

Is the highest reality best represented by domination, jealousy, and punishment?

Or is it better understood through the love that creates, sustains, corrects, heals, and makes relationship  

possible?

This question cannot be answered by simply choosing the religious passage we prefer. It demands a  

lifetime of spiritual, moral, historical, and intellectual examination.

Theology must listen to human experience.

It must listen to the testimony of those harmed by religion.

It must listen to the wisdom preserved within many traditions.

It must listen to what science reveals about the living world.

And it must remain humble before the mystery it is trying to understand.

A Partnership Without Confusion

Science and theology should not be blended until their differences disappear.

Science should not be forced to produce religious conclusions it has not established.

Theology should not be used as a substitute for evidence.

Their partnership begins with honesty about what each can and cannot do.

Science can help us understand the conditions under which life develops and survives. Theology can ask 

why the protection of life is a sacred responsibility.

Science can reveal humanity’s biological kinship. Theology can challenge us to live as though that kinship  

matters.

Science can measure the damage caused by hatred, poverty, violence, and environmental destruction. 

Theology can call humanity to repentance and renewal.
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Science can give us knowledge. Theology, philosophy, art, history, and moral experience can help us 

interpret what that knowledge asks of us.

Neither discipline should rule the other. Both should remain open to correction.

When science becomes arrogant,  it  may treat mystery as meaningless merely because it  cannot be 

measured.

When  theology  becomes  arrogant,  it  may  treat  unanswered  questions  as  though  God  personally  

dictated its conclusions.

Humility protects both.

The Question That Remains

We now know enough to recognize both the power and the boundaries of science.

Science can tell us much about the development, structure, and interdependence of life. It can expose  

false claims and help humanity foresee the consequences of its choices.

But it cannot choose our highest values for us.

It cannot make us love.

It cannot force us to recognize another person as sacred.

It cannot decide whether the source of life is worthy of trust.

Those decisions emerge where knowledge meets conscience.

If the living world is interconnected, if humanity shares a common biological inheritance, and if our  

survival  depends upon forms of cooperation that cross every religious and national  boundary,  then 

knowledge has placed a responsibility before us.

We must decide what we will do with what we know.

The  next  question  is  therefore  not  merely  whether  evolution  and  faith  can  coexist.  It  is  what  an  

evolutionary and interconnected understanding of life asks of humanity.

Does our knowledge deepen our responsibility?

Does it reveal that competition is the whole story—or that cooperation, dependence, and relationship 

are also woven into the history of life?

And if life has produced beings capable of recognizing their connection to one another, what should  

those beings choose to become?
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Chapter 9 — Interconnection, Evolution, and Responsibility

The living world does not tell a simple story.

It contains cooperation and competition, nurture and predation, growth and decay. Organisms protect  

their  young,  compete for  resources,  form partnerships,  exploit  one another,  and adapt to changing 

conditions. No honest understanding of evolution should erase any part of this reality.

For  generations,  evolution  has  often  been  summarized  through  phrases  such  as  “the  struggle  for 

existence” and “survival of the fittest.” These phrases point toward real features of natural selection, but 

they can mislead when they are taken to mean that  life  advances only  through ruthless  individual  

competition.

Fitness in biology does not mean physical strength, moral superiority, or the right to dominate. It refers  

to  reproductive  success  within  a  particular  environment.  A  trait  may  persist  because  it  helps  an 

organism compete, but it may also persist because it supports cooperation, caregiving, communication, 

group defense, or a mutually beneficial relationship with another species.

Life is not governed by competition alone.

But neither can we say that nature proves love.

Science describes the patterns through which life survives and changes. Human beings must still decide 

what moral meaning, if any, we draw from those patterns.

The Many Forms of Cooperation

Cooperation appears at many levels of the living world.

Genes  function together  within  cells.  Cells  cooperate  within  multicellular  organisms.  Social  animals  

coordinate for protection, feeding, migration, and care of offspring. Members of different species can 

also form mutually beneficial relationships.

Plants  and fungi  exchange resources  through associations  around roots.  Pollinating animals  receive  

nourishment  while  helping  flowering  plants  reproduce.  Microorganisms  living  in  and  around  larger 

organisms can contribute to digestion, nutrient cycling, and protection against disease. Coral reefs are 

sustained through intimate relationships among different forms of life.

Biologists do not interpret these relationships sentimentally. Cooperation in nature does not require 

conscious kindness. A mutually beneficial relationship can develop because it improves the survival or  

reproduction of the participants under particular conditions.



IN MY FATHER’S HOUSE, THERE ARE MANY MANSIONS

71

Conflict can also remain within cooperative systems. Partners may provide benefits while competing 

over how those benefits are distributed. Cooperative relationships can be vulnerable to exploitation. 

Mechanisms  such  as  repeated  interaction,  partner  selection,  kinship,  complementary  abilities,  and 

feedback between benefits and costs can help cooperation persist. [9.1]

The scientific picture is therefore more interesting than the simple claim that nature is either peaceful or  

violent.

Living systems can contain cooperation and conflict at the same time.

Human relationships do too.

Families can love and wound one another. Religions can preserve wisdom while competing for authority. 

Nations can trade, cooperate, threaten, and exploit one another within the same period of history.

The presence of conflict does not make cooperation unreal. It shows that cooperation must often be 

maintained.

Interdependence Is Not the Same as Harmony

Everything being connected does not mean everything is peaceful.

A predator and its prey are connected. A parasite and its host are connected. A polluted river and the 

community  that  depends  upon  it  are  connected.  Oppressors  and  the  people  they  exploit  may  be 

connected through economic and political systems.

Interconnection is a fact about relationship. Harmony is a quality that a relationship may or may not 

possess.

This distinction is essential.

Spiritual language sometimes romanticizes nature. We speak of balance as if ecosystems were perfectly 

calm arrangements in which every creature lives without suffering. But ecosystems change. Populations 

rise and fall. Disturbances occur. Species disappear. New relationships emerge.

Nature is not a peaceful picture painted for human comfort. It is an unfolding system of dependencies, 

pressures, adaptations, and limits.

Yet those dependencies are real.

Human beings rely upon functioning ecosystems for food, freshwater, breathable air, soil formation,  

pollination,  nutrient  cycling,  climate regulation,  and protection from certain environmental  hazards.  

[9.2] Our economies may assign prices to some of these benefits, but the systems themselves existed 

before our markets.
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We did not invent photosynthesis.

We did not create the water cycle.

We did not negotiate the chemical conditions required by our cells.

We inherited a world capable of sustaining us.

That inheritance does not prove that the world was intentionally designed for humanity. Science alone 

cannot establish that conclusion. But it does reveal that human independence is an illusion.

We are participants in a living system we did not make and cannot replace.

Evolution Is Not a Moral Command

One of the most dangerous mistakes people make is turning a description of nature into a justification 

for human conduct.

Ideas later grouped under the contested label  social Darwinism used evolutionary language to defend 

laissez-faire inequality, imperialism, militarism, and eugenics. [9.3]

This reasoning is mistaken.

The fact that a behavior occurs in nature does not make it morally right.

Disease is natural. That does not mean we should refuse to treat it.

Aggression is natural. So are attachment and reconciliation.

Competition is natural. So are cooperation, caregiving, and mutual dependence.

Human beings do not select one natural  behavior and receive an automatic moral  law from it.  We 

examine consequences, consider values, listen to conscience, and decide what kind of society we are 

trying to build.

Evolution gave humanity capacities for many possible behaviors. We can protect or exploit.  We can 

cooperate or betray. We can respond to fear with caution, prejudice, violence, or understanding.

Our biological history helps explain our capacities. It does not absolve us of responsibility for how we 

use them.

We  should  therefore  resist  both  religious  and  secular  attempts  to  make  nature  endorse  a 

predetermined ideology.

Nature does not command capitalism, socialism, nationalism, pacifism, war, patriarchy, or democracy.
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Those  are  human arrangements  and  moral  choices.  They  must  be  evaluated by  their  effects  upon 

people, communities, other living beings, and the future.

From Instinct to Moral Awareness

Human beings are not separate from evolution, but we possess a remarkable capacity to reflect upon 

our own behavior.

We can become aware of an impulse without immediately obeying it.

We can examine inherited customs.

We can remember past suffering and try not to repeat it.

We can imagine the experiences of people we have never met.

We can accept responsibility for consequences that will occur after we are gone.

This capacity does not make humanity perfect. History gives abundant evidence that intelligence can 

serve cruelty. But moral reflection allows us to do more than repeat whatever behaviors once helped  

particular groups survive.

We can ask whether survival without justice is enough.

We can ask whether loyalty to our own group excuses harm to another.

We can ask whether power should be limited.

We can enlarge the circle of people whose lives we consider valuable.

Religious traditions have often contributed to this  enlargement.  Teachings about mercy,  hospitality,  

neighborly love, compassion, humility, and care for the vulnerable have challenged human selfishness 

across cultures.

Religions have also restricted the circle, sometimes defining only their own believers as fully worthy of 

protection.

Science cannot settle this contradiction for religion. But it can confront us with facts that make exclusion 

more difficult to defend.

Human beings belong to one species.

Our differences do not divide us into separate creations.

Every population has a history of movement, mixture, adaptation, and relationship.

No nation, race, or religious community exists outside the shared history of life.
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The  moral  conclusion  does  not  come  automatically  from  biology.  We  must  choose  it.  But  biology  

removes many excuses for pretending that another group is fundamentally unrelated to us.

The Expanding Circle of Responsibility

Many  moral  traditions  have  given  special  priority  to  family,  tribe,  locality,  nation,  or  religious 

community.

Our actions now reach much farther.

A decision made in one country can affect workers, ecosystems, and communities on another continent.  

Pollution can cross  political  borders.  Economic  choices  can contribute  to  the destruction of  forests 

people  have  never  seen.  Technologies  developed  by  one  generation  may  reshape  the  lives  of 

generations not yet born.

Human power has expanded the distance across which we can cause benefit or harm.

Our moral responsibility must expand with it.

This does not mean that we can care for every person in precisely the same way. Human beings have  

limited time, attention, and resources. Special responsibilities to family and local community remain  

important.

But special love must not become an excuse for general indifference.

A parent may care especially for a child without believing other children have no worth. A person may 

love a nation without treating other nations as disposable. A believer may treasure a religious tradition  

without assuming that God has abandoned everyone outside it.

The many mansions must belong to one house.

Otherwise, the title becomes nothing more than a polite way of maintaining separation.

Knowledge Creates Obligation

There  was  a  time  when  people  could  damage  an  ecosystem  without  understanding  the  full 

consequences. Ignorance did not prevent the damage, but it limited moral awareness of it.

Today, humanity knows more.

We know that ecosystems can cross thresholds beyond which recovery becomes difficult. We know that  

human  well-being  depends  upon  biodiversity  and  functioning  natural  systems.  We  know  that 

environmental damage is not distributed equally: those who contribute least to a problem may suffer 

some of its harshest effects. [9.4]
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With knowledge comes responsibility.

Once we understand that an action threatens the systems sustaining life, we can no longer describe the  

consequences as entirely accidental.

We may still disagree about the best response. Scientific uncertainty can remain about timing, scale, and 

local effects. Economic and political choices can be complicated. But uncertainty is not the same as total 

ignorance.

When the consequences could be severe, uncertainty may be a reason for caution rather than delay.

This principle is familiar in ordinary life. If we believe a bridge may collapse, we do not continue sending 

families across it until every uncertainty has disappeared. We investigate, warn, repair, and reduce the 

danger.

Why should the systems supporting civilization deserve less care?

Dominion or Trust?

Some religious interpretations have presented humanity as the ruler of nature, authorized to use the  

Earth according to human desire.

But rule can mean domination, or it can mean responsibility.

A  good  ruler  does  not  destroy  the  land  and  people  entrusted  to  their  care.  Authority  without  

responsibility is not stewardship. It is exploitation.

If the Earth is understood as creation, then it cannot honestly be treated as worthless material placed 

here solely for immediate consumption.

If  life  comes  from God,  then destroying  the  conditions  that  sustain  life  should  be  recognized as  a 

spiritual concern.

Some  forms  of  theology  have  emphasized  individual  salvation  and  the  afterlife  while  giving  less 

attention to ecological responsibility. But a faith that expects another world does not receive permission 

to damage this one.

Love for the Creator should appear in our treatment of creation.

This does not require worshiping nature. It requires respecting our dependence upon it.

Nor does it require placing every nonhuman organism above every human need. Life always involves 

difficult choices. People need food, shelter, energy, medicine, and space in which to build communities.
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The moral question is not whether humanity may use natural resources. The question is whether we use 

them with restraint, justice, gratitude, and concern for renewal—or consume them as though no future  

life has a claim upon us.

Cooperation Without Naivety

If cooperation is part of the history of life, it does not follow that human beings should trust everyone  

without judgment.

Healthy cooperation requires conditions that protect it.

There must be accountability when people exploit the group.

There must be boundaries against violence and deception.

There must be fair ways to resolve conflict.

There must be institutions capable of limiting concentrated power.

There must be consequences when private gain produces public harm.

Love without wisdom can be manipulated. Forgiveness without protection can return vulnerable people 

to danger. Unity without justice can become a demand that the injured remain silent.

The unity proposed in this book is not sentimental agreement.

It is cooperation rooted in truth.

Religions do not need to pretend their differences are meaningless. Nations do not need to surrender 

every distinct interest. Individuals do not need to abandon identity.

But our differences must operate within a deeper recognition: no group can secure a lasting future by 

destroying the house upon which every group depends.

Cooperation is not the absence of disagreement. It is the decision to address disagreement without 

forgetting our shared dependence and dignity.

What the Living World Asks of Us

Science reveals a world shaped by relationship.

Theology asks how we should live within that relationship.

Evolution has  not  produced  a  simple  moral  code for  humanity.  It  has  produced  beings  capable  of  

studying their origins, anticipating consequences, and choosing among possible futures.

That capacity is both a gift and a burden.
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We can understand our connection to the living world and continue acting as though we are separate.

We  can  recognize  the  humanity  of  people  beyond  our  borders  and  continue  treating  them  as  

abstractions.

We can possess the knowledge needed to reduce suffering and direct that knowledge mainly toward 

power and profit.

Or we can allow understanding to become responsibility.

The meaning of  interconnection is  not  that  every relationship is  already loving.  It  is  that  no action 

remains entirely isolated.

What we release into the air enters a shared atmosphere.

What we place into water moves beyond the point where we discarded it.

What we teach children passes into a future we will not control.

What religions say about outsiders can prepare communities for cooperation or hostility.

What nations choose today can preserve or narrow the possibilities available tomorrow.

The living world does not force us to love.

It shows us why love must become more than a private feeling.

If love is the character of the source of life, then love should take practical form as protection, restraint,  

justice, truthfulness, cooperation, and care for what cannot defend itself.

The question is no longer whether faith can tolerate evolution.

The deeper question is whether faith can become humble enough to learn from the world that evolution 

has revealed.
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Chapter 10 — When Faith Becomes Humble Enough to Learn

Faith is often described as certainty.

But certainty is not always faith.

Sometimes  certainty  is  fear  wearing  religious  clothing—the  fear  that  if  one  belief  is  questioned, 

everything will collapse. Sometimes it is pride: the assumption that our interpretation must be identical  

to God’s understanding. Sometimes it is loyalty to a community that has taught us that asking difficult  

questions is a form of betrayal.

Genuine faith may require something more courageous.

It may require us to trust that truth can survive investigation.

It may require us to admit that although God may be perfect, our understanding of God is not.

A faith that cannot learn has confused devotion with defensiveness. It protects its present ideas even  

when those ideas contradict evidence, cause harm, or produce a character inconsistent with the love it  

claims to represent.

Humble  faith  does  not  abandon  conviction.  It  recognizes  the  difference  between  conviction  and 

infallibility.

God Is Greater Than Our Understanding

Every theological statement is expressed through human language.

We use words such as  Father,  Creator,  Spirit,  Judge,  King,  Love, and Source. Each word points toward 

some aspect of what human beings have experienced or believed about God. Yet none can contain the  

whole mystery.

Even the word God does not place ultimate reality within our control.

If God is the source of all existence, then no human mind, institution, book, denomination, or religious 

system  can  possess  God  completely.  We  may  receive  insight.  We  may  encounter  truth.  We  may  

preserve wisdom across generations.

But receiving truth is not the same as owning it.

The danger begins when we take a partial understanding and declare it complete. We then defend our 

description of God as though we were defending God.

God needs no protection from truth.
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Our doctrines may need correction. Our interpretations may need expansion. Our traditions may need 

repentance. But if God is truly the source of life, no discovery about life can threaten God’s existence.

It can threaten only an inadequate idea.

The Difference Between Revelation and Interpretation

Many believers understand their sacred texts as revelation. But revelation must still be read, translated, 

interpreted, taught, and applied by human beings.

That process introduces human judgment.

Two sincere  people  can  read  the  same passage  and  reach  different  conclusions.  Communities  can  

emphasize  different  teachings.  One  generation  may  see  a  command  as  universal,  while  another 

recognizes that it addressed a specific historical circumstance.

This does not necessarily mean that the text has no meaning. It means the relationship between text 

and reader is more complicated than simply opening a book and receiving an interpretation untouched 

by culture.

Every reader brings something to the page:

language,

education,

family history,

religious training,

social position,

personal wounds,

political assumptions,

and expectations about what God must be like.

We  notice  certain  words  and  overlook  others.  We  interpret  unfamiliar  events  through  familiar 

categories.  We  may  unconsciously  prefer  passages  that  protect  our  authority  or  confirm  what  we 

already believe.

Humility requires us to ask not only, “What does this text say?”

We must also ask:

“What assumptions am I bringing to it?”
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“Whose interpretation taught me to read it this way?”

“What was happening in the world of its writers and first hearers?”

“How does this interpretation affect the people subjected to it?”

“Does it lead toward truth, justice, mercy, and the preservation of life?”

These questions do not destroy sacred texts. They take interpretation seriously.

When the Bible and Science Appear to Conflict

Conflict often arises when a spiritual text is expected to function as a modern scientific report.

Ancient people observed the same world we inhabit, but they did not possess modern laboratories,  

telescopes,  genetic  sequencing,  geological  dating,  or  contemporary  theories  of  cosmology  and 

evolution. They described existence using the language and understanding available to them.

That does not make their spiritual questions unimportant.

They asked where life came from. They struggled with suffering, injustice, death, gratitude, guilt, hope,  

and the human relationship to the divine. Those questions remain with us.

But a text can carry spiritual wisdom without providing a technical account of natural history.

The creation stories of  Scripture can be read as affirmations that existence is  not beneath spiritual  

concern, that life has order and value, and that human power carries responsibility. Such meanings do 

not depend upon treating every line as a scientific measurement.

When evidence shows that the Earth and its living species developed across immense periods of time, 

faith does not need to deny the evidence. [10.1] It can reconsider how it has interpreted the story.

This is not surrender to science.

It is the recognition that truth may reach us through more than one form of inquiry.

The telescope cannot tell us why we should love our neighbor.

A sacred text should not be forced to calculate the age of a star.

Learning Is Not Betrayal

For some believers, changing an interpretation feels like betraying parents, pastors, or communities that 

gave them a moral foundation.

This emotional difficulty should not be dismissed.
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Faith is rarely a collection of ideas alone. It is often joined to identity, family, music, memory, belonging,  

and the people who cared for us. Questioning a doctrine can feel like questioning everyone associated 

with it.

That is why religious change should be approached with compassion.

People  do  not  always  resist  evidence  because  they  are  unintelligent.  They  may  fear  losing  their  

community. They may fear disappointing God. They may believe that uncertainty will leave their lives 

without meaning.

Mockery rarely heals these fears.

A respectful invitation is more powerful:

You do not have to choose between loving God and learning about the world.

You do not have to abandon all spiritual wisdom because one interpretation was incomplete.

You do not have to despise your ancestors in order to understand what they could not yet know.

We can honor those who came before us without making their limitations permanent.

Every generation inherits both wisdom and unfinished work.

Our responsibility is not merely to preserve what we received. It is to examine it faithfully and pass  

forward something more truthful, compassionate, and life-giving.

Repentance as a Change of Understanding

Religious traditions often speak about repentance as sorrow for wrongdoing.

Sorrow may be  part  of  it,  but  repentance  is  deeper  than guilt.  It  is  a  turning—a change of  mind,  

direction, and conduct.

Communities can repent as well as individuals.

A religion can recognize that it used sacred language to justify domination.

A denomination can admit that it placed institutional reputation above the safety of vulnerable people.

A  nation  can  confront  cases  in  which  theological  arguments  were  used  to  legitimize  conquest, 

enslavement, segregation, or cultural suppression. [10.2]

A family can acknowledge that fear of God was used to control children rather than teach them love.

Repentance does not require us to say that everything in the tradition was false. It asks us to identify 

what caused harm and turn toward a better way.
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Defensiveness says, “We must protect the faith from criticism.”

Repentance asks, “What must change so that our faith becomes more faithful to love?”

This kind of correction can be painful.  Institutions often fear that admitting error will  weaken their 

authority.

But authority that depends upon never admitting error is already weak.

Truthfulness creates a stronger foundation.

Faith Must Listen to Those It Has Harmed

Religious communities often evaluate themselves by their intentions.

They say:

“We were defending truth.”

“We wanted to save souls.”

“We were following Scripture.”

“We were preserving morality.”

Intentions matter, but they do not erase consequences.

If a teaching repeatedly produces terror, shame, exclusion, violence, or despair, the suffering of those 

affected must become part of the theological examination.

The wounded person is not merely an obstacle to doctrine. That person is evidence.

When religious authority refuses to listen, it can transform faith into a system that protects ideas at the 

expense of lives.

Listening  does not  mean that  every  criticism is  automatically  correct.  It  means that  no community  

should claim to represent unconditional love while refusing to hear the people injured in its name.

A humble church, synagogue, mosque, temple, or spiritual community should be able to ask:

Who has been silenced here?

Who has been made afraid of God?

Who was told that suffering was deserved?

Who was required to remain in danger to preserve the appearance of religious obedience?
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Who was treated as less human because of identity, belief, ancestry, gender, class, or social position?

What would repair require?

These questions are not attacks upon faith.

They are demands that faith become morally accountable.

The Difference Between Correction and Condemnation

To correct a religious belief is not necessarily to condemn everyone who holds it.

Human beings inherit ideas before they have the opportunity to examine them. Many people faithfully 

repeat what trusted authorities taught them. They may never have encountered another interpretation.

The purpose of this book is not to stand above such people and declare them foolish.

It is to invite all of us—including the author—to examine the images of God we carry.

Do those images come from unconditional love?

Or have fear, social control, political power, and human anger become mixed into them?

We should approach this examination with both courage and mercy.

Without courage, harmful beliefs remain protected.

Without mercy, correction becomes another form of pride.

The goal is not to win an argument against religious people. The goal is to help faith recover its capacity  

to produce love.

What Science Can Teach Faith

Science cannot decide the nature of God, but its disciplines can teach religious communities valuable 

habits.

Science teaches the importance of evidence.

Faith can learn to examine whether factual claims are supported rather than repeating them because 

they are popular within a group.

Science teaches the importance of revision.

Faith  can  learn  that  changing  an  interpretation  after  encountering  better  understanding  is  not  

dishonesty. It is intellectual responsibility.

Science teaches the value of independent examination.
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Faith can learn why authority must remain accountable and why communities need more than the 

testimony of their own leaders when investigating harm.

Science teaches that uncertainty can be stated honestly.

Faith can learn to say, “We do not know,” without assuming that mystery is a failure.

Science  teaches  that  disagreement  can  contribute  to  discovery  when people  remain  committed to  

evidence.

Faith can learn to treat questions as opportunities for deeper understanding rather than automatic 

rebellion.

Religious faith has lessons to offer science as well. It can challenge the idea that power should be used  

merely because it exists. It can preserve moral language about dignity, responsibility, compassion, and 

the sacredness of life.

But faith can offer those gifts credibly only when it also practices humility.

Faith After Certainty

What remains when rigid certainty is released?

Not emptiness.

Wonder remains.

Trust remains.

Commitment remains.

Prayer remains.

Love remains.

The search for meaning remains.

A person can say, “I believe,” while acknowledging that belief is not possession. Faith can become a 

relationship with mystery rather than a fortress built against questions.

This kind of faith is not weaker. It may be stronger because it no longer depends upon denying reality.

It can stand beside a scientist without demanding that science become theology.

It can stand beside a member of another religion without assuming that difference makes understanding  

impossible.
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It can stand beside a person who doubts without treating doubt as moral corruption.

It can confront its own history without losing every treasure preserved within it.

It can learn.

The Fruit of Belief

A belief should not be judged only by how passionately it is defended.

We must also examine what it produces.

Does it make people more honest or more afraid of evidence?

Does it create compassion or justify cruelty?

Does it deepen responsibility or excuse harm as divine will?

Does it bring people into a larger human family or divide the world into the loved and the rejected?

Does it protect life?

The answer may not always be immediate. A true teaching can be misapplied, and a comforting teaching  

can hide destructive consequences. Careful judgment is necessary.

But faith cannot separate belief from fruit forever.

If God is unconditional love, then our understanding of God should move us toward a love that is patient  

without becoming passive, truthful without becoming cruel, and inclusive without becoming indifferent 

to injustice.

Religious certainty is not the final measure of spiritual maturity.

The measure is what our faith enables us to become.

At the Threshold of the Many Mansions

Science  has  shown  us  a  living  world  of  common  ancestry,  dependence,  change,  cooperation,  and 

vulnerability.

Humble faith can receive that knowledge without fear.

It can recognize that the source of life may be greater than any single human account of that source. It  

can allow ancient wisdom and modern discovery to enter into honest conversation.

This humility prepares us to enter the next part of our journey.
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Humanity lives among many religions, denominations, philosophies, and cultures. Each contains people  

seeking meaning. Each has developed language for suffering, hope, responsibility, and the sacred. Each 

can preserve insight, and each can become distorted by human power.

If we admit that no tradition contains the infinite completely, we no longer need religious domination to  

protect truth.

We can seek truth together.

We can disagree without dehumanizing.

We can learn without surrendering every conviction.

We can enter one another’s mansions as guests rather than conquerors.

But this raises a difficult question:

If we abandon domination, does that mean every belief becomes equally true?

It does not.

Unity requires humility, but it also requires discernment.

The task ahead is to seek truth without turning truth into a weapon—and to honor religious difference 

without pretending that every religious claim is beyond examination.
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Part IV — Many Mansions, One Living House

Chapter 11 — Truth Without Religious Domination

Unity does not require us to pretend that every belief is the same.

Religions make different claims about God, revelation, salvation, human nature, suffering, death, and  

the purpose of life. Some of these claims complement one another. Others conflict.

We should not hide these differences beneath polite language.

If one tradition teaches that human beings live once and another teaches reincarnation, both claims  

cannot describe the same process in the same sense. If one community understands God as personal 

and another speaks of ultimate reality without a divine person, the difference is meaningful.

Respect does not require intellectual dishonesty.

But disagreement does not give one group permission to dominate another.

That distinction may be the beginning of religious maturity.

We can believe that something is true without assuming that everyone who sees differently must be 

controlled, silenced, punished, or excluded from the human family.

Truth does not need cruelty to make it true.

The Desire to Possess Truth

Human beings do not merely seek truth. We often want to possess it.

Possession offers security.  If  our group owns the truth, then we know who is right.  We know who  

belongs. We know which authorities to obey. We know who should teach and who should remain silent.

This certainty can create strong communities. It can also create dangerous boundaries.

Once truth is treated as the exclusive property of a group, questioning the group becomes equivalent to  

opposing God. Leaders may then defend their authority as though they were defending the divine.

The result is a closed circle:

The institution speaks for God.

The institution decides how God’s words must be interpreted.

Anyone who questions the interpretation is accused of questioning God.
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The institution then uses the accusation as evidence of its own necessity.

This is not faith seeking truth. It is power protecting itself.

A religious institution may preserve genuine wisdom while still falling into this pattern. The presence of  

truth within a tradition does not make every use of authority truthful.

We must learn to distinguish devotion to God from submission to human control.

Conviction Without Coercion

A person may hold deep convictions and still defend another person’s freedom.

This is not indifference. It is a recognition that forced belief is not genuine faith.

A person may be compelled to repeat a creed,  attend a service,  obey a religious law, or  conceal  a  

question. But the inner movement of trust cannot be manufactured by threat.

Coercion can produce conformity.

It cannot produce love.

If  God  desires  a  relationship  with  human  beings,  then  religious  freedom  is  not  merely  a  political 

convenience. It reflects something essential about relationship itself.

Love offered under threat is not love.

Worship demanded by violence is not worship.

An institution that relies upon fear may secure obedience, but it cannot be certain it has inspired faith.

Conviction without coercion says:

“I will explain what I believe.”

“I will live according to it.”

“I will invite you to examine it.”

“I will listen to your questions.”

“I will not deny your humanity if you remain unconvinced.”

This approach may feel less powerful than domination. But it is more consistent with truth grounded in  

unconditional love.
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Not Every Religious Claim Is Harmless

Respect for religious freedom does not require society to accept every action performed in the name of 

religion.

Beliefs have consequences.

A belief  may encourage compassion and service.  It  may help a person endure suffering,  forgive an 

enemy, resist injustice, or live with gratitude.

A belief may also be used to excuse abuse, deny medical care to someone without meaningful choice, 

provoke violence, control women, exploit the poor, or condemn entire groups as unworthy of safety.

The statement “This is my religion” cannot end all moral examination.

Religious  liberty  protects  conscience.  It  should  not  become a  shield  behind which powerful  people 

violate the dignity and freedom of others.

The  appropriate  question  is  not  whether  a  belief  sounds  unfamiliar  or  makes  the  majority 

uncomfortable. Minority traditions must be protected from prejudice and unequal treatment.

The deeper question is whether conduct causes serious harm, removes meaningful consent, or denies  

another person equal human standing.

A society committed to many mansions must protect the inhabitants of every mansion—not merely the 

authority of those who claim to speak for it.

How Should We Evaluate Religious Claims?

If no single institution should dominate the search for truth, how do we judge among competing claims?

There  is  no  single  test  that  resolves  every  theological  question.  But  we  can  use  several  forms  of  

examination together.

We can ask about evidence.

If a religious claim concerns history or the natural world, what support exists for it? Does it contradict  

well-established knowledge? Has the evidence been represented honestly?

We can ask about coherence.

Does the belief contradict itself? Does it describe God as unconditional love while defending actions that  

would be considered cruel if performed by a human ruler?

We can ask about context.
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Under what historical circumstances did the teaching arise? What problems was it addressing? Are we 

turning a response to one ancient situation into an unchangeable rule for every society?

We can ask about consequences.

What happens when the teaching is practiced? Who becomes safer? Who becomes vulnerable? Does it  

produce honesty, compassion, and responsibility, or fear and domination?

We can listen to experience.

How  is  the  teaching  understood  by  those  who  live  under  its  authority,  especially  people  without 

institutional power?

We can compare traditions.

Do other religions or philosophies recognize similar wisdom using different language? Do they reveal  

limitations our own tradition has overlooked?

Finally, we can remain open to mystery.

Not every meaningful question will produce a conclusion that can be stated with complete certainty.

These tests do not make human judgment infallible. They make it accountable.

The Fruit Test

The idea of judging a teaching by its fruit appears within the teachings of Jesus: a tree is recognized by  

what it produces. [11.1]

This is a powerful standard, but it must be used carefully.

Immediate popularity is not proof of goodness. A just teaching may disturb those who benefit from 

injustice. A comforting teaching may hide long-term harm.

We must examine fruit across time and across different lives.

Does the belief teach people to tell the truth even when truth threatens their advantage?

Does it help the powerful become accountable?

Does it protect children and vulnerable adults?

Does it lead people to care about neighbors beyond their religious community?

Does it permit honest questions?

Does it deepen respect for life?
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Does it make repentance possible?

Or does it create a system in which the group is always innocent, its leaders are beyond correction, and  

outsiders are blamed for every failure?

No tradition will produce perfect fruit at all times because every tradition is carried by imperfect people.

The question is whether the tradition contains the resources needed to recognize harmful fruit and 

change course.

A living faith must be capable of repentance.

Truth Can Be Larger Than One Tradition

To say that no tradition possesses the whole of truth does not mean that truth does not exist.

It may mean that truth is larger than our capacity to contain it.

Different communities may encounter different aspects of the same human mystery.

One tradition may preserve a profound understanding of forgiveness.

Another may teach disciplined attention to suffering.

Another may emphasize justice, community obligation, or harmony with the living world.

Another may cultivate reverence, contemplation, hospitality, or surrender of the ego.

Recognizing wisdom in another tradition does not require us to merge every religion into one system.  

Nor does it mean that all teachings are equally helpful or true.

It means we can receive insight without first demanding ownership of its source.

If something is true, it does not become false because it was spoken outside our denomination.

If something produces love, justice, and healing, we should not reject it merely because it carries an 

unfamiliar name.

A house with many mansions need not have identical rooms. Its unity comes from belonging to a larger  

structure.

The Meaning of “My Father’s House”

The title adapts the King James wording of John 14:2: “In my Father’s house are many mansions.” [11.2]

The passage has often been understood as a promise of a place with God beyond death. That hope 

remains meaningful to many believers.
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But the image can speak to our life together now.

A house is both unity and distinction.

It contains separate rooms, yet the rooms are not separate worlds. What happens to the foundation  

affects everyone. A fire in one part of the house can spread. Damage to the roof does not respect the 

boundaries between rooms.

Humanity has many religious mansions, but only one planetary house.

Our traditions may organize meaning differently. We may pray in different languages, preserve different 

stories, observe different sacred days, and approach mystery through different symbols.

But we drink from one planetary supply of water.

We breathe one atmosphere.

We depend upon interconnected ecosystems.

We inherit one human history, however differently we tell it.

We face weapons, technologies, environmental dangers, and social systems whose consequences cross 

every religious boundary.

No mansion can save itself by allowing the house to burn.

Dialogue Is More Than Politeness

Interfaith dialogue is sometimes reduced to ceremonial kindness. Representatives gather, speak about 

shared values, take photographs, and return to communities that remain largely separated.

Courtesy is valuable, but dialogue must go deeper.

Real dialogue includes the willingness to learn.

It requires enough confidence to explain our beliefs and enough humility to hear how those beliefs  

appear to someone else.

It allows difficult questions:

What does your tradition teach about people outside it?

How does it respond when sacred texts appear to justify violence?

How are women, minorities, dissenters, and vulnerable people treated within its institutions?

What does it understand about suffering that my tradition may have missed?
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Where has your community needed to repent?

Where has mine?

Dialogue is not a contest in which one side waits for the opportunity to convert the other. Nor is it an  

agreement never to discuss disagreement.

It is a meeting between human beings who understand that none of us sees the whole.

The goal is not necessarily to reach one theology.

The goal is to replace ignorance with understanding, hostility with relationship, and domination with  

cooperation.

The Right to Say No

Religious respect includes the right to refuse religious claims.

A  person  must  be  free  to  change  traditions,  combine  influences,  remain  within  a  tradition  while 

questioning it, or live without religious belief.

This  freedom  may  be  painful  for  families  and  communities  that  understand  departure  as  spiritual  

danger. But faith that is freely chosen must include the possibility of refusal.

Otherwise, religious identity becomes captivity.

A life-centered civilization must  protect  believers  from persecution and nonbelievers  from religious 

control. It must defend the right to worship and the right not to worship.

This balance is not hostility toward religion.

It creates the conditions in which religion can be sincere.

When government compels a faith, political advantage becomes mixed with religious authority.  The 

favored religion may gain power, but it can lose the freedom to correct the state. It risks becoming an  

instrument of national identity rather than a witness to moral truth.

Religion is most trustworthy when it can speak to power without needing to possess it.

Humility Does Not Mean Silence

Religious humility does not require believers to hide what they believe.

People should be able to testify about experiences that transformed them. They should be free to teach,  

organize, serve, worship, and invite others into their communities.

But testimony should remain testimony.
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“This is what I have experienced.”

“This is why I believe.”

“This is the kind of life this faith calls me to live.”

These statements differ from:

“Because I believe this, you must be governed by it.”

“Because my community considers this sacred, your conscience has no value.”

“Because I speak for God, I do not need to answer your questions.”

The first form invites relationship.

The second demands submission.

Truth  shared  through  love  leaves  room  for  the  other  person’s  dignity.  It  does  not  manipulate  

vulnerability or turn assistance into a condition of conversion.

It trusts that truth can be offered without force.

Love and Truth Belong Together

Some people use truth without love.

They believe correctness excuses humiliation. They wound others and call the wound faithfulness.

Others use love without truth.

They avoid every disagreement, ignore harmful teachings, and call their silence acceptance.

Neither is sufficient.

Love without truth can become sentimentality.

Truth without love can become domination.

The two must correct each other.

Love asks truth to serve life rather than pride.

Truth asks love to become courageous enough to confront harm.

Together they make possible a form of religious encounter that is neither conquest nor surrender.

We can say:
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“I respect your humanity, but I believe this teaching causes harm.”

“I disagree with your theology, but I will defend your freedom to practice it while it respects the rights of  

others.”

“My tradition contains wisdom, but it also carries human limitations.”

“I am willing to learn from you without pretending that we agree about everything.”

These statements require maturity.  They also offer a way beyond the old choice between religious  

domination and complete relativism.

A Shared Search

No human community begins from perfect knowledge.

We inherit fragments, stories, discoveries, wounds, and hopes. We interpret them through the limits of  

our time. We correct some mistakes and pass others forward.

Truth remains worth seeking.

But if truth comes from the source of life, then our method of seeking it should not destroy the lives of  

those who search differently.

We should be able to pursue conviction without hatred.

We should be able to name falsehood without denying dignity.

We should be able to protect freedom without abandoning moral judgment.

We should be able to enter another mansion, recognize beauty there, and return to our own with a  

larger understanding of the house.

This is truth without religious domination.

It does not ask humanity to become uniform.

It asks us to become responsible for how our beliefs affect one another.

The next step is to understand what unity must mean if it is not uniformity. A living house needs both 

connection  and  difference.  Its  challenge  is  to  preserve  distinct  identities  without  allowing  those  

identities to become walls against our common humanity.
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Chapter 12 — Unity Without Uniformity

Unity is often mistaken for sameness.

We imagine that people will  be united only when they share one religion, one culture, one political  

vision, or one language for describing reality.

History suggests otherwise.

Efforts to create unity through uniformity frequently require someone’s identity to be suppressed. One 

group’s  beliefs  become the  standard.  Other  traditions  are  tolerated  only  when they  remain  quiet, 

private, or willing to reshape themselves according to the dominant culture.

That is not unity.

It is conformity enforced by power.

Authentic unity allows differences to remain.  It  does not  require Christians to stop being Christian,  

Muslims to stop being Muslim, Jews to abandon Judaism, Hindus to surrender their traditions, Buddhists  

to accept a creator God, Indigenous communities to forget their spiritual inheritance, or nonreligious 

people to profess beliefs they do not hold.

It asks something both simpler and more demanding:

Can we recognize one another as members of the same human family while continuing to disagree?

Identity Is Not the Enemy

Religious and cultural identities give people more than labels.

They carry memory.

They  connect  individuals  to  ancestors,  communities,  rituals,  music,  food,  language,  places,  sacred 

stories, and ways of understanding suffering and celebration.

To tell people that unity requires them to abandon these identities is to ask them to enter the human 

family by leaving part of their humanity outside.

That is unnecessary.

The problem is not identity itself.  The problem begins when identity becomes a measure of human 

worth.

There is nothing wrong with saying, “This tradition is mine.”

The danger appears when we add, “Therefore, people outside it matter less.”
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A person can love a family without hating other families.

A person can cherish a country without believing other nations are disposable.

A person can be deeply committed to a religion without imagining that God’s love ends at the boundary  

of its membership.

Mature identity gives us roots without turning those roots into chains around someone else.

The Fear of Losing What Is Ours

Some people resist interreligious unity because they fear that their traditions will disappear.

The fear is understandable.

If every difference is treated as unimportant, distinctive beliefs can be flattened into a vague spirituality  

that satisfies no one. Sacred practices developed across generations may be reduced to decorations.  

Communities  that  struggled  to  preserve  their  identities  may  hear  calls  for  unity  as  demands  to 

assimilate.

A serious vision of unity must respect this concern.

Unity should not erase memory.

It should not require traditions to surrender their sacred language.

It should not take practices from one community while ignoring their meaning.

It should not ask historically mistreated groups to forget what happened for the comfort of those who 

benefited.

Unity is not amnesia.

A strong house does not become stable by removing every interior wall. Distinctions help create livable 

space. The question is whether the walls organize the house or divide it into prisons.

Difference Can Become a Gift

Another tradition may recognize something ours has neglected.

A  community  that  emphasizes  personal  salvation  may  learn  from  traditions  that  stress  collective 

responsibility.

A tradition centered on divine authority  may learn from one that  cultivates  silence,  attention,  and 

freedom from ego.
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A highly individualistic culture may learn from communities that understand identity through ancestors,  

land, and shared obligation.

A religion with a strong intellectual tradition may learn from forms of spirituality expressed through 

music, ritual, service, or relationship with nature.

Learning  does  not  require  uncritical  borrowing.  Practices  should  be  approached  respectfully,  with 

attention to their history and meaning.

Nor must every insight be imported unchanged. Traditions have the right to examine what is consistent  

with their deepest convictions.

But difference can function as a mirror.

Another community may show us a human possibility that our own habits have made difficult to see.

This is one of the great promises of the many mansions: each room can contain windows that reveal the  

house from another angle.

A Shared Moral Floor

If unity does not require one theology, it still needs a moral foundation.

Without shared principles, the language of unity becomes too weak to protect anyone.

Humanity may disagree about the nature of God, the path of salvation, what happens after death, and 

which sacred texts carry divine authority.  But we can establish a shared moral  floor beneath those 

disagreements.

Every person possesses human dignity.

No group should be exterminated, enslaved, tortured, or treated as less than human.

Children and vulnerable people deserve protection.

People should be free to believe, question, change belief, or refrain from religious belief.

No authority—religious, political, economic, or scientific—should be beyond accountability.

Truthful evidence should matter when decisions affect lives.

The Earth’s life-supporting systems must not be sacrificed without regard for future consequences.

People affected by decisions deserve a meaningful voice in making them.

These  principles  do  not  answer  every  moral  dispute.  Difficult  questions  will  remain  about  rights,  

responsibilities, competing needs, and the limits of freedom.
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But  they  establish  a  place  from  which  disagreements  can  be  addressed  without  abandoning  our 

common humanity.

The  moral  floor  is  not  the  ceiling.  Religions  and  philosophies  may  call  their  followers  to  forms  of 

generosity, sacrifice, forgiveness, and devotion far beyond what laws can require.

The shared floor simply ensures that no mansion is built by destroying the inhabitants of another.

Unity Must Include Justice

Calls for unity can become tools of silence.

When people name an injustice, those who prefer comfort may accuse them of creating division.

“Why are you bringing up the past?”

“Why can’t we focus on what unites us?”

“Why are you making people uncomfortable?”

But a wound does not disappear because discussion of it is inconvenient.

Unity without justice asks the injured to carry the cost of peace.

It preserves the appearance of harmony while leaving the underlying conditions unchanged.

True reconciliation requires truth. It requires an honest account of what happened, recognition of who 

was harmed, accountability where possible, and meaningful efforts toward repair.

This principle applies to religious communities, nations, families, and institutions.

Forgiveness may free a person from hatred, but forgiveness does not require pretending that harm was  

acceptable.

Love may refuse revenge, but love does not forbid boundaries.

Unity may seek restoration, but restoration without change simply returns people to the conditions that  

injured them.

A life-centered unity must therefore be strong enough to confront injustice.

Its purpose is not to keep everyone comfortable.

Its purpose is to make shared life more truthful and humane.

Cooperation Does Not Require Complete Agreement

Humanity already cooperates across deep differences.
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People with different religions work in the same hospitals. Scientists from different nations contribute to  

shared research. Communities cooperate during disasters. Neighbors protect one another without first  

resolving every theological question.

This practical cooperation offers a model.

We do not need agreement about ultimate reality before providing clean water.

We do not need one doctrine of salvation before feeding a hungry child.

We do not need identical sacred texts before protecting people from violence.

We do not need to settle every debate about creation before preserving the conditions that sustain life.

Shared action can even deepen understanding.  Under  supportive conditions,  sustained contact  and 

shared work can reduce prejudice and increase positive regard across groups. [12.1]

The question changes from “Do they believe exactly  what  we believe?” to “Can we work together  

faithfully on something that protects life?”

That is not a small shift.

It moves religion away from competition for ownership of humanity and toward service to humanity.

The Practice of Listening

Unity begins with listening, but listening requires more than waiting for our opportunity to respond.

To listen is to allow another person’s experience to affect our understanding.

This does not mean surrendering judgment.  It  means making judgment only after we have tried to  

understand what the other person is actually saying.

We can ask:

What does this belief mean within your life?

What fear or hope does it address?

What beauty do you see in your tradition?

Where have you felt harmed by it?

What do you wish outsiders understood?

What concerns do you have about my beliefs?

These questions create room for human beings to meet before their doctrines are placed in combat.
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Listening also requires attention to power. The dominant group is often accustomed to speaking while 

minority  groups are expected to explain  themselves.  Genuine dialogue makes room for  voices that 

institutions have ignored.

A person should not have to become an expert representative of an entire religion or culture simply to 

be treated with dignity.

No individual can speak for millions of people.

We encounter traditions through people, but every person remains more than a category.

Language That Opens the House

The way we speak about others helps determine whether cooperation is possible.

Words such as heathen, infidel, heretic, unbeliever, or godless have sometimes been used not merely to 

describe religious difference, but to reduce human worth.

Modern political and cultural language can perform the same function. People become invaders, vermin, 

enemies, traitors, or problems to be removed.

Dehumanizing language can make exclusion and violence easier to justify. [12.2]

Before people can be expelled, exploited, or destroyed, they are often described as though they do not  

possess the same inner life as those judging them.

A theology of many mansions must resist this process at its beginning.

We can disagree with beliefs without reducing believers to those beliefs.

We can criticize institutions without treating every member as identical.

We can name dangerous conduct without condemning an entire people.

Careful language is not weakness. It is moral discipline.

It prevents righteous concern from becoming hatred.

What Religious Communities Can Do Together

Unity becomes credible through practice.

Religious and nonreligious communities can cooperate in areas where human needs are clear:

protecting children,

supporting families in crisis,
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reducing hunger and homelessness,

caring for the elderly,

welcoming refugees and displaced people,

improving education,

defending freedom of conscience,

addressing addiction and mental suffering,

restoring damaged environments,

preparing communities for disasters,

and reducing violence.

These efforts should not become hidden campaigns for conversion. Help offered only as a way to gain  

religious control turns another person’s vulnerability into an opportunity for institutional growth.

Service should respect the person receiving it.

Communities can explain who they are and why they serve. But assistance should not depend upon 

accepting a creed.

Unconditional love does not ask a hungry person to pass a theological test before receiving bread.

The Individual Mansion

The image of many mansions applies not only to religions. Every human being contains an inner world.

A person may carry faith and doubt at the same time.

Someone may belong to a tradition culturally while questioning its theology.

Another person may draw wisdom from more than one community.

A scientist may pray.

A believer may trust evolution.

A person wounded by religion may still feel a deep relationship with God.

A nonbeliever may practice compassion with greater consistency than someone who speaks constantly 

about divine love.

Human identity is rarely as simple as institutions prefer.
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Unity must make room for this complexity.

We should resist the temptation to decide who another person is before listening to them. Labels can 

help us communicate, but they can also conceal the living person beneath them.

Every individual is a mansion containing memories, questions, contradictions, wounds, and possibilities 

that outsiders cannot see completely.

Respect begins when we admit that.

One House, Many Doors

If there is one source of life, human beings may approach that source through different doors.

This  statement  should  not  be  turned  into  a  claim  that  every  door  leads  to  exactly  the  same 

understanding. Some doors may open toward compassion; others may have been blocked by fear or 

power. Every path requires examination.

But no group should assume that the door through which it entered is the only place where light can 

appear.

The source of life must be greater than the names humanity has given it.

The  unconditional  love  at  the  center  of  this  book  cannot  belong  exclusively  to  one  denomination,  

nation,  race,  or  civilization.  If  it  is  truly  unconditional,  it  cannot be controlled as the property of  a  

religious institution.

We may encounter that love through Jesus, through another spiritual tradition, through conscience, 

through service, through the living world, or through a mystery we cannot yet name.

What matters is not only the door we claim to have entered.

What matters is what we bring into the house.

Do we bring fear or healing?

Pride or humility?

Domination or service?

Indifference or responsibility?

The Unity We Need

Humanity does not need a single worldwide religion.

It needs a shared commitment to life.
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We need religions confident enough to preserve their wisdom and humble enough to learn.

We need nonreligious philosophies that respect spiritual experience without being required to accept its 

interpretations.

We need science free to investigate evidence and moral communities prepared to ask how knowledge 

should be used.

We need institutions that protect difference while refusing to permit dehumanization.

We need people who can love their own mansion without setting fire to another.

This  unity  will  not  happen through one declaration.  It  must  be practiced repeatedly—in education,  

worship, politics, economics, environmental decisions, family life, and public language.

It will remain unfinished because every generation will face new forms of power and division.

But unfinished does not mean impossible.

Humanity already possesses the ability to cooperate. What we lack is a civilization organized consistently 

around that ability.

The task now moves from vision to construction.

If we share one living house, what would it mean to build our institutions around the preservation and 

flourishing of life?

What would education teach?

What would technology serve?

How would economies measure success?

What responsibilities would religions accept?

How  would  we  prepare  future  generations  to  live  among  many  mansions  without  forgetting  the 

foundation beneath them?

Unity must become more than an inspiring idea.

It must become a way of building the future.
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Chapter 13 — Building a Life-Centered Human Future

Every civilization is organized around something.

Some are organized around conquest.

Some around religious authority.

Some  around  national  power,  racial  hierarchy,  economic  growth,  technological  expansion,  or  the 

protection of inherited privilege.

A  civilization  may  speak  about  many  values  while  revealing  its  true  center  through  the  choices  it  

repeatedly makes.

What does it protect when protection is costly?

What does it sacrifice when resources become scarce?

Whose suffering receives attention?

Whose suffering is treated as acceptable?

What future is it preparing its children to inhabit?

A life-centered civilization would organize its institutions around a clear principle: human activity should 

preserve and expand the conditions under which life can flourish.

That principle includes human life, but it does not isolate humanity from the living systems that support 

us. It recognizes personal freedom, but it does not allow individual advantage to destroy the common 

foundation upon which freedom depends.

It values knowledge, but asks what knowledge is being used to serve.

It values prosperity, but asks whether that prosperity creates health, dignity, opportunity, relationship, 

and a livable future—or merely increases consumption for those who already possess more than they 

need.

A  life-centered  civilization  is  not  a  finished  political  program.  No  single  party,  nation,  religion,  or 

economic theory owns it.

It is a direction.

It asks every system the same fundamental question:

Does this help life flourish, or does it consume life for the benefit of power?
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What Does It Mean for Life to Flourish?

Flourishing is more than survival.

A prison may keep a person alive without allowing a meaningful life. An economy may produce large 

quantities of goods while leaving families exhausted,  isolated,  insecure,  and unable to care for  one 

another.

Human flourishing requires physical safety, nourishment, shelter, health, education, belonging, freedom 

of conscience, meaningful participation, and the opportunity to develop one’s abilities.

It also requires purpose.

People need to know that  their  lives  matter  beyond their  usefulness  to  an employer,  government, 

market,  or  institution.  They  need  relationships  in  which  they  are  valued  as  persons  rather  than  

instruments.

Flourishing does not mean permanent comfort. Human life includes struggle, discipline, sacrifice, grief, 

limitation, and death. A life-centered society cannot eliminate every form of suffering.

But it  should not manufacture unnecessary suffering through neglect,  exploitation,  humiliation,  and 

preventable injustice.

Nor should it treat suffering as proof that people deserve their condition.

The purpose of society is not to promise a perfect world. It is to build conditions in which more people 

can live, learn, contribute, love, and face life’s unavoidable difficulties with dignity.

Education for the Whole Human Being

A life-centered future begins with education.

Education should prepare people to earn a living, but human beings are more than workers.

Students need scientific literacy so they can evaluate evidence and understand the systems affecting 

their lives. They need historical knowledge so they can recognize how present conditions were formed. 

They need the ability to read arguments,  identify manipulation, and distinguish reliable information 

from confident falsehood.

They also need moral imagination.

A complete education helps students consider the experiences of people outside their own families, 

religions,  nations,  and  social  groups.  It  teaches  them  how  disagreement  can  occur  without 

dehumanization.
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Young people should learn how ecosystems sustain civilization, how technologies influence behavior, 

how institutions concentrate power, and how individual choices connect with larger systems.

They should encounter the world’s religious and philosophical traditions without being compelled to  

accept one. Such study can help them understand both the wisdom and the dangers religions have 

carried.

Education should give students permission to ask the questions adults have not answered:

What makes a life meaningful?

What do we owe one another?

How should power be limited?

What responsibilities do we have toward the future?

How can science and spiritual reflection contribute without controlling one another?

A society afraid of these questions does not protect children. It leaves them unprepared for the world 

they will inherit.

An Economy That Serves Life

Economies are human systems for organizing resources, labor, exchange, and production. They are not 

forces of nature beyond moral examination.

Markets  can  support  creativity,  coordination,  innovation,  and  opportunity.  Public  institutions  can 

protect  shared  goods,  limit  exploitation,  and  provide  services  that  markets  may  neglect.  Families,  

cooperatives,  charities, religious communities,  and informal networks also contribute forms of value 

that financial measurements often overlook.

The question is not whether one mechanism should control everything.

The question is whether the economy, in all its forms, serves life.

A life-centered economy would ask:

Can people obtain the basic conditions necessary to participate in society?

Are workers treated as human beings or as disposable costs?

Do businesses bear responsibility for harms they shift onto communities and ecosystems?

Are future generations represented in decisions whose consequences they will inherit?

Does technological efficiency create greater freedom, or merely concentrate wealth and control?
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Are caregiving, teaching, healing, and environmental restoration valued according to their importance—

or neglected because their benefits are difficult to convert into immediate profit?

Profit is a useful signal and a legitimate reward. But it cannot be the highest measure of human value.

Some actions are profitable because their true costs are paid by someone else.

A company may earn money while workers absorb dangerous conditions, families absorb instability, 

communities absorb pollution, and future generations absorb environmental loss.

A life-centered economy makes these hidden costs visible.

Its goal is not to punish success. It is to define success more honestly.

Technology as a Servant

Technology enlarges human intention.

It can extend compassion, knowledge, and healing. It can also extend surveillance, deception, warfare, 

and exploitation.

The machine does not supply the moral purpose.

Artificial  intelligence and other powerful technologies can help people analyze information, discover 

patterns, create tools, improve accessibility, and solve difficult problems. They can also create serious  

risks when systems are unreliable, opaque, intrusive, biased, or used without clear accountability and 

human  oversight.  Responsible  governance  must  therefore  address  reliability,  transparency,  

accountability, privacy, and unequal risk. [13.1]

The appropriate response is neither blind worship nor blind fear.

It is responsible governance.

Before deploying a powerful technology, we should ask:

Who benefits?

Who carries the risk?

Who can challenge a harmful decision?

What happens when the system is wrong?

What human abilities may weaken through dependence upon it?

Does the technology increase genuine freedom, or does it shape behavior in ways users cannot see?
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Can its effects be reversed?

Technology should serve human development, not reduce human beings to data sources, consumers, or 

obstacles to efficiency.

A life-centered civilization would preserve places where human presence remains irreplaceable: care,  

moral accountability, community, friendship, spiritual guidance, and decisions about human dignity.

Tools may assist these relationships.

They should not be allowed to define their worth.

Leadership as Stewardship

Power  is  necessary  for  organized  society.  Decisions  must  be  made,  conflicts  resolved,  resources  

administered, and laws enforced.

But power must understand itself as a trust.

A leader does not own the people affected by a decision. A religious leader does not own the faith of a  

congregation. A political official does not own the nation. A business leader does not own the human  

lives behind a workforce.

Authority carries responsibility proportional to its reach.

The greater the power, the greater the need for transparency, correction, and accountability.

A life-centered leader should be able to answer:

What evidence guided this decision?

Whose voices were included?

Who may be harmed?

How will mistakes be identified?

What process allows the affected people to seek correction?

Leadership without these questions becomes domination.

True strength is not the refusal to admit error. It is the ability to correct course before pride turns error  

into disaster.

Religion as a Builder of the Common Good

Religious communities possess resources that a life-centered civilization needs.
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They can offer belonging in an age of isolation.

They can preserve practices of gratitude, confession, forgiveness, generosity, contemplation, service,  

and hope.

They can remind societies that a person’s worth does not depend upon income, productivity, physical  

ability, nationality, or social approval.

They can mobilize people to care for neighbors and confront injustice.

But religion can contribute these gifts only if it releases the desire to dominate.

The task of religion is not to control every mansion.

It is to bring its deepest wisdom into the common house.

A  Christian  community  can  follow  Jesus  faithfully  without  forcing  non-Christians  to  live  under  its  

theology. A Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, Indigenous, or other spiritual community can contribute 

moral insight while respecting the conscience of others. Nonreligious people can join the work through 

ethical commitments that do not depend upon belief in God.

Cooperation does not weaken religious identity.

It tests whether that identity is capable of serving people beyond itself.

A church should be known not only by what it condemns, but by whom it protects.

A spiritual community should be evaluated not only by the beauty of its worship, but by the quality of 

life it helps create.

Faith becomes credible when love becomes visible.

Caring for the Planetary House

Humanity cannot build a life-centered civilization on a dying foundation.

Environmental  responsibility  is  not  an  optional  interest  for  people  who  enjoy  nature.  Climate  and 

ecological disruption can intensify risks involving food, water, health, shelter, displacement, economic 

stability, and conflict, although these effects are shaped by social and political conditions rather than by 

climate alone. [13.2]

The Earth is not merely scenery surrounding the human story.

It is the living context within which every human story occurs.
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A life-centered civilization would treat environmental limits as real. It would invest in forms of energy, 

agriculture, transportation, construction, and production that reduce long-term harm. It would restore 

damaged systems where possible and protect vulnerable communities from carrying an unfair share of 

environmental costs.

It would also learn from people whose cultures have long emphasized relationship with land, water,  

animals, and future generations.

This learning should not romanticize Indigenous communities or treat them as symbols. It should respect 

their knowledge, rights, diversity, and living voices.

Stewardship requires more than personal habits. Individual choices matter, but many environmental 

outcomes are shaped by infrastructure, laws, industries, and institutions.

People should not be told that the future depends entirely upon private virtue while powerful systems 

continue producing harm beyond individual control.

Responsibility belongs at every level.

Individuals must examine consumption.

Businesses must examine production.

Governments must examine policy.

Religions must examine theology.

Nations must cooperate where planetary systems cross their borders.

Protecting Future Generations

People not yet born cannot vote, sign contracts, purchase influence, or appear before a court.

Yet our decisions will shape the conditions of their lives.

This makes future generations among the most vulnerable members of the human family.

A life-centered society would represent their interests deliberately.

Before undertaking actions with long-lasting consequences, institutions should ask:

What will remain after the immediate benefit is gone?

What burdens are we transferring forward?

Are we consuming something that cannot be renewed?
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Are we leaving future people greater possibilities or fewer?

We often speak of children as our future while making decisions that narrow their future.

Love must extend beyond affection for the children we know. It must become responsibility toward 

children whose names we will never hear.

This is unconditional love across time.

Moving From Enemies to Problems

Civilizations organized around domination need enemies.

Enemies unify the group, justify authority, and simplify complex problems. If suffering can be blamed  

entirely on outsiders, leaders do not need to examine the system they control.

A life-centered civilization would not deny real danger. Some individuals and institutions act violently.  

Communities need protection, laws, boundaries, and defense.

But  even  when  confronting  danger,  we  should  avoid  turning  an  entire  population  into  an  enemy  

identity.

A problem can be investigated.

An enemy is merely defeated.

If poverty is a problem, we ask about wages, education, health, housing, discrimination, opportunity,  

and family stability.

If  violence  is  a  problem,  we  ask  about  protection,  trauma,  weapons,  justice,  prevention,  and 

accountability.

If religious extremism is a problem, we examine ideology, grievance, manipulation, identity, recruitment, 

and political conditions.

Calling people evil may express our anger. It rarely supplies a complete response.

Life-centered thinking does not excuse wrongdoing.

It refuses to let hatred replace understanding.

A Practical Test for Institutions

Any institution can begin moving toward a life-centered direction by applying five tests.

The Life Test: Does this decision protect or diminish the conditions necessary for life and well-being?
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The Dignity Test: Does it  treat every affected person as possessing inherent worth,  or  merely as a 

resource, obstacle, or statistic?

The Truth Test: Is the decision grounded in honest evidence, and can its assumptions be questioned?

The Power Test: Who gains control, who loses choice, and what safeguards prevent abuse?

The Future Test: What consequences will  remain for people and ecosystems beyond the immediate 

moment?

These tests will not remove every disagreement. People may weigh risks differently. Evidence may be  

incomplete. Values may conflict.

But the questions make hidden priorities visible.

They force us to examine whether love has entered our systems or remains only in our language.

Where Change Begins

The vision of a life-centered civilization may appear too large for an individual.

No person can redesign the world alone.

But  every  system  exists  through  repeated  human  choices.  Families  shape  values.  Teachers  shape 

imagination. Religious leaders shape moral language. Consumers influence markets. Workers influence 

organizations. Citizens influence public priorities. Writers influence what people believe is possible.

Change begins wherever a person has responsibility.

It may begin with how parents describe people from another religion.

It may begin when a congregation listens to those it has wounded.

It may begin when a business calculates success beyond short-term profit.

It may begin when a school teaches students how to investigate without losing wonder.

It may begin when a community protects a river, feeds a family, welcomes a stranger, or creates a place  

where disagreement does not become hatred.

Small action is not sufficient by itself.

But large change is built from coordinated forms of smaller responsibility.

The question is not whether one person can do everything.

The question is whether each of us will do the portion that has become ours to do.
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The Choice Before Humanity

Humanity has reached a strange moment.

We possess knowledge our ancestors could not imagine, yet we remain vulnerable to ancient fears.

We can communicate across the planet, yet we still divide ourselves by race, religion, nationality, and 

tribe.

We can study the systems that sustain life, yet we continue damaging them.

We speak about love while organizing many of our institutions around competition for power.

The crisis is not knowledge alone.

It is character.

Will our moral development grow with our technological ability?

Will religions contribute to cooperation or continue competing for control?

Will  science  be  directed  toward  the  flourishing  of  life  or  primarily  toward  whatever  can  be  made  

profitable and powerful?

Will humanity recognize itself as one family before catastrophe forces that recognition upon us?

The future has not been decided.

A life-centered civilization is possible because cooperation, learning, repentance, and love are already 

human possibilities.

They need to become organizing principles.

Building the House

The Father’s house is not only a promise of somewhere we may go.

It is also a responsibility for the world in which we have been placed.

The many mansions already exist.

They exist in our religions, cultures, nations, communities, and individual lives. What remains unfinished 

is the house capable of holding them together.

We build that house whenever truth is valued above tribal loyalty.

We strengthen its foundation whenever human dignity is protected.
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We open its doors whenever strangers are received as members of a larger family.

We repair its damage whenever institutions repent.

We preserve its future whenever we protect the living world.

We bring light into it whenever knowledge serves love.

This work will not create perfection. Human pride, fear, and conflict will not disappear.

But civilization does not need perfection before it can choose a better direction.

It needs a center.

If unconditional love is the character of the source of life, then love must become more than a private 

belief about God.

It must become the principle by which we build.

The final question is personal as well as collective:

What kind of house will we leave behind?

And when future generations enter it, will they recognize that we finally understood we belonged to one  

another?
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Conclusion — The House We Share

We began with a question:

What is the true source of life?

The  question  has  carried  us  through  religious  inheritance,  human  language,  ancient  fear,  scientific 

discovery,  evolution,  interdependence,  moral  responsibility,  and  the  possibility  of  unity  among  the 

world’s many traditions.

We have not reduced the mystery to a final formula.

That was never the purpose.

The source of life cannot be placed inside a definition and declared fully understood. If this source is  

what humanity calls God, then God must be greater than any image, institution, denomination, sacred 

text, or theological system through which human beings have tried to understand the divine.

Our words may point toward the source.

They do not contain it.

Our traditions may preserve encounters with truth.

They do not own it.

Our sciences may reveal the processes of life.

They do not exhaust its meaning.

The search therefore continues—but it need not continue without direction.

The central conviction of this book is that the source of life is best understood through unconditional  

love.

Not love as weakness.

Not love as permission for injustice.

Not love as a pleasant feeling that disappears when sacrifice becomes necessary.

Love as the power that creates relationship, preserves dignity, corrects what destroys, protects what is 

vulnerable, and calls life toward fuller life.
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The God We Have Feared

Biblical  texts often employ royal  metaphors for God—images that arose within the social  worlds of  

ancient Israel and neighboring cultures. Such metaphors could express divine authority or protection,  

but they could also be interpreted through existing hierarchies. They cannot be reduced to a single 

historical cause. [C.1]

But inherited descriptions must not remain beyond examination simply because they are ancient.

Time does not transform every human assumption into eternal truth.

If a description of God presents jealousy, cruelty, collective punishment, or domination as divine virtue,  

we  must  ask  whether  the  description  reveals  the  character  of  God—or  the  fears  and  political 

circumstances of the people who preserved it.

This question should be approached respectfully.

It is not an accusation against everyone who has trusted Scripture or tradition. It is an invitation to take 

both faith and moral responsibility seriously.

We should not call an action loving merely because it has been attributed to God.

We should examine whether our understanding of God is worthy of the source of life.

Love Does Not Eliminate Justice

Some readers may fear that unconditional love removes accountability.

It does not.

A loving society cannot remain indifferent to abuse, violence, exploitation, or deception. Love protects  

the person being harmed. It confronts the person causing harm. It establishes boundaries and seeks  

repair.

Punishment asks, “How can suffering be returned?”

Justice asks,  “How can harm be stopped, responsibility  accepted,  dignity restored,  and future harm 

prevented?”

Sometimes protection requires restraint. Sometimes consequences must be serious. Forgiveness does 

not require placing vulnerable people back into danger.

But justice guided by love does not delight in destruction.

It does not transform another person’s failure into proof that the person has no remaining worth.
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It seeks correction wherever correction remains possible.

If humanity attributes perfect love to God, then divine justice should not be less morally developed than  

the highest justice we ask human beings to practice.

What Science Has Given Us

Science has enlarged our picture of the living world.

It has shown that human beings belong to nature rather than standing apart from it. It has revealed our  

biological relationship to one another and to other forms of life. It has uncovered processes extending 

across spans of time almost impossible for the human imagination to hold.

Science has also taught us a discipline of correction.

An explanation must face evidence. A claim must remain open to examination. Greater understanding 

may require us to revise what once appeared certain.

Religion can learn from this humility.

Faith does not become weaker when it corrects an interpretation contradicted by reality. It becomes  

more honest.

At the same time, science does not decide every question humanity must ask.

It can describe the conditions supporting life, but it cannot choose whether we will protect them.

It can study human behavior, but it cannot force us to recognize the sacred worth of another person.

It can give us power, but it cannot guarantee wisdom.

Science and theology need not compete for ownership of reality. They can serve different but related 

parts of humanity’s search.

Science helps us understand what is happening.

Theology and philosophy help us ask what it means.

Moral responsibility begins when understanding and meaning meet human choice.

The Meaning of the Many Mansions

The many mansions are not separate universes.

They belong to one house.
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This image allows distinction without separation. A mansion can preserve its character while remaining 

connected to a larger structure. Its inhabitants can treasure their room without claiming ownership of  

the entire house.

Religions do not need to become identical.

Christians may continue to follow Jesus.

Muslims may continue to submit themselves to God as understood through Islam.

Jews may continue to preserve their covenantal life and tradition.

Hindus, Buddhists, Indigenous spiritual communities, members of other faiths, seekers, doubters, and 

nonbelievers may continue to understand ultimate reality through different histories and languages.

Unity does not demand a single creed.

It demands a shared recognition of life and dignity.

No mansion should require the destruction of another.

No tradition should use its certainty to deny someone else’s humanity.

No group should imagine that the foundation can be damaged without consequences for the entire 

house.

We live under one atmosphere, depend upon one interconnected biosphere, and face a future that no 

religion or nation can secure alone.

Our doctrines may differ.

Our survival has become a common responsibility.

What Must Change

Humanity does not suffer from a shortage of religious language.

We have sermons, scriptures, institutions, rituals, conferences, declarations, and professions of faith.

The deeper question is what these have produced.

Have they made us more loving?

Have they reduced our desire to dominate?

Have they taught us to recognize truth even when truth comes from outside our group?
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Have they helped us protect the living world?

Have they prepared us to cooperate across differences?

Where the answer is no, more religious language will not be enough.

Repentance is required.

Religions must repent when they have used God to justify cruelty.

Governments must repent when they have treated people as instruments of power.

Businesses must repent when profit has been separated from responsibility.

Scientists and technologists must repent when knowledge has been used without adequate concern for 

its consequences.

Individuals must repent when fear has been allowed to become prejudice and indifference.

Repentance does not mean living permanently in shame.

It means turning.

We acknowledge the direction that leads toward destruction and choose another.

The Work of Love

Unconditional love must become visible.

It becomes visible when a child is taught to ask questions without being threatened by God.

It becomes visible when religious leaders admit that their institutions were wrong.

It becomes visible when people defend the freedom of a tradition other than their own.

It becomes visible when evidence is accepted even when it challenges a cherished belief.

It becomes visible when the powerful accept limits for the sake of the vulnerable.

It  becomes  visible  when  communities  protect  water,  soil,  air,  animals,  and  the  conditions  future 

generations will need.

It becomes visible when justice seeks repair rather than revenge.

It becomes visible when disagreement does not become dehumanization.

Love is not proven by what we say about it.
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It is revealed by what we are willing to protect.

A Personal Responsibility

The future can seem too large for one person to influence.

But every form of division is carried through individual choices before it becomes a system.

Someone teaches the child whom to fear.

Someone repeats the false story.

Someone remains silent when another person is humiliated.

Someone decides that profit is more important than harm.

Someone also chooses to interrupt the pattern.

Someone asks a better question.

Someone listens.

Someone tells the truth.

Someone refuses to hate.

Someone protects a stranger.

Someone changes an institution.

Someone teaches the next generation that difference does not cancel belonging.

None of us can complete the work alone. But each of us occupies a place from which part of the work  

can begin.

We can examine the God we have inherited.

We can examine the language we use for people outside our group.

We can examine what our work, spending, voting, teaching, worship, and silence help sustain.

We can ask whether our daily lives make the shared house stronger or more divided.

The Courage to Remain Unfinished

Humanity may never reach complete agreement about God.

Perhaps complete agreement is not required.
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The greater danger is not that we understand mystery differently. It is that we use our differences to  

excuse domination while the systems supporting life deteriorate around us.

We must learn to remain unfinished without becoming directionless.

We can hold convictions and still listen.

We can trust spiritual wisdom and still respect scientific evidence.

We can love a tradition and still correct it.

We can pursue truth and still admit uncertainty.

We can seek unity and still confront injustice.

Humility is not the abandonment of truth. It is the recognition that our relationship to truth remains  

larger than our present understanding.

That recognition opens the door to growth.

Returning to the Source

If the source of life is unconditional love, then every movement toward truth, healing, relationship, and 

responsible care brings us closer to that source.

If we are wrong about some part of this understanding, honest investigation should correct us.

Truth does not need protection from sincerity.

But humanity must decide what kind of God it will represent through its conduct.

A God who belongs to one group and rejects the rest?

A God whose power is revealed through fear and punishment?

A God used to sanctify whatever authority already controls society?

Or the source from which life emerges, the love within which every person possesses dignity, and the  

truth that calls humanity beyond its divisions?

The choice is not merely theological.

It shapes the world.

The Door Before Us

We stand at the entrance of the house we share.
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Behind us are centuries of wisdom and centuries of injury. Before us is a future containing both danger  

and possibility.

We can continue treating religions as competing kingdoms.

We can continue using science and faith as weapons against one another.

We can continue building economies that consume the foundations of life and technologies that expand  

faster than our wisdom.

We can continue waiting for another generation to accept responsibility.

Or we can enter the larger house.

We can bring our traditions, stories, questions, knowledge, and differences with us.

We can place them in service to life.

We can learn to recognize that the person in another mansion is not an intruder in creation.

That person is our neighbor.

That person is our relative within the history of life.

That person is another expression of the mystery we are trying to understand.

The house is large enough for difference.

But it will stand only if we care for its foundation together.

The  source  of  life  has  given  humanity  an  extraordinary  responsibility:  we  have  become  conscious 

enough to understand that our choices shape the future of the living world.

Now we must become loving enough to choose wisely.

There are many mansions.

There is one human family.

There is one living house.

And its future has been placed, in part, within our hands.
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Author’s Note

I did not write this book because I believe I possess a final answer to the mystery of God.

I wrote it because I believe humanity must become more honest about the questions.

For generations, people have inherited descriptions of God that brought comfort, meaning, discipline,  

hope, and community. Those same descriptions have sometimes produced fear, division, condemnation,  

and conflict. Many sincere believers have felt forced to choose between the faith they were given and 

the knowledge made available through science, history, and human experience.

I do not believe that choice is necessary.

If God is the source of life, then truth discovered through the careful study of life cannot ultimately be 

an enemy of God. Science may correct our interpretations, but correction is not destruction. It can help 

free faith from ideas that human beings formed under the limitations of earlier times.

Science, however, does not answer every human question.

It can investigate the processes through which life develops. It cannot decide what makes a life sacred. It  

can help us understand the consequences of our behavior, but it cannot make us accept responsibility  

for those consequences.

That is where moral, philosophical, and theological reflection remains necessary.

The central conviction of this book is simple, even though its implications are demanding: whatever 

created us must be rooted in unconditional love.

That conviction requires us to reexamine religious images of jealousy, arbitrary punishment, domination, 

and destruction. It also requires us to examine ourselves. It is easy to criticize ancient ideas. It is more  

difficult to recognize the fear, pride, tribalism, and desire for power that remain active within us today.

This book is not intended as an attack upon Christianity or any other religion. I have tried to approach  

religious traditions with respect while preserving the freedom to question human interpretations of 

God.

Respect does not mean that every belief must remain beyond examination.

Respect means that we examine beliefs without denying the dignity of the people who hold them.

I also do not claim that all religions are identical. They contain meaningful differences, and some of their  

claims cannot simply  be combined.  But  difference does not  have to become hatred.  Humanity  can 
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disagree about theology while cooperating to protect life, pursue truth, reduce suffering, and preserve 

the planet we share.

The title In My Father’s House, There Are Many Mansions expresses that hope.

The  mansions  are  our  religions,  denominations,  cultures,  philosophies,  and  individual  ways  of 

approaching the mystery of existence. They are distinct, but they stand within one house.

That house is the living world.

Its inhabitants form one human family.

Its future depends upon whether we can recover love beneath the layers of fear, dogma, prejudice, and 

inherited division that have kept us apart.

I offer this book not as the end of a conversation, but as an invitation to continue it.

Question what I have written.

Investigate the evidence.

Compare these ideas with your own tradition and experience.

Notice where you disagree.

Notice where something opens a possibility you had not considered.

Most importantly, ask what your beliefs are producing in the world.

If they are producing compassion, responsibility, humility, courage, and protection for life, strengthen 

those qualities.

If  they  are  producing  fear,  domination,  exclusion,  or  indifference  to  suffering,  do  not  be  afraid  to  

examine them.

No sincere search for truth is wasted.

We may never describe the source of life with complete understanding. But we can decide whether our 

search will make us more divided or more capable of living together.

My hope is that this book helps us choose the larger house.

— Anthony Forde
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Reader Reflection and Action Guide

From Understanding to Practice

This guide is designed for individual readers, families, book clubs, classrooms, congregations, interfaith  

groups, and community organizations.

Its purpose is not to test whether readers agree with every argument in the book. Its purpose is to help  

people  examine  their  beliefs  honestly,  listen  across  differences,  and  translate  the  principle  of 

unconditional love into practical responsibility.

Move through the questions slowly. A meaningful conversation is more valuable than completing every  

exercise.

Principles for a Constructive Conversation

Before beginning a group discussion, agree upon several practices:

1. Speak  from  your  own  experience  rather  than  claiming  to  represent  an  entire  religion  or 
community.

2. Describe another person’s position fairly before criticizing it.
3. Distinguish among evidence, interpretation, belief, and personal experience.
4. Allow sincere questions without treating them as attacks.
5. Do not pressure anyone to reveal personal experiences they wish to keep private.
6. Criticize ideas and institutions without denying the dignity of the people associated with them.
7. When  harm  is  described,  listen  before  defending  the  intention  of  the  person  or  institution 

responsible.
8. Accept that the group may finish with important disagreements.

Unity does not require uniformity. The goal is greater truthfulness, understanding, and responsibility.

Part I — Examining the God We Inherited

Personal Reflection

What were you first taught about God?
Did your earliest image of God make you feel loved, protected, watched, judged, afraid, or some 

combination of these?
Which beliefs did you accept before you were old enough to examine them?
Who was permitted to ask questions in your religious environment?
What happened when someone disagreed with religious authority?
Which parts of your inherited faith remain life-giving?
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Which parts now require deeper examination?

Group Discussion

How do family, culture, geography, and historical circumstances influence religious belief?
What is the difference between questioning God and questioning a human interpretation of God?
Why might people experience religious questions as threats to their identity or belonging?
How can a community make room for questions without losing every meaningful conviction?

Practice: Mapping Your Inheritance

Divide a page into three sections:

What I Received

List the central beliefs about God, morality, humanity, and the purpose of life that you inherited.

What I Have Examined

Identify the beliefs you have investigated through study, experience, prayer, dialogue, or evidence.

What Remains Open

List the questions you do not yet know how to answer.

Do not treat the final section as a failure. The ability to name an open question is a form of intellectual  

and spiritual honesty.

Part II — Testing Our Image of God

Personal Reflection

What qualities do you believe belong to God?
Would you consider those same qualities good if they appeared in a human parent or leader?
How do you understand unconditional love?
Can love include correction, boundaries, and consequences without becoming revenge?
Have fear and love become confused in any part of your religious formation?
Does  your  understanding  of  God  make  you  more  compassionate  toward  people  outside  your 

tradition?

Group Discussion

How  might  ancient  experiences  of  kingship,  warfare,  tribal  survival,  and  social  hierarchy  have 
shaped religious descriptions of God?

How should believers respond when a sacred passage appears to attribute cruelty or injustice to  
God?
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What standards can we use to distinguish divine truth from human limitation?
Can a religious tradition admit error without losing everything valuable within it?

Practice: The Character Test

Choose one belief about God and examine it through five questions:

The Love Test: Is this consistent with unconditional love?

The Life Test: Does it protect and nurture life?

The Justice Test: Does it hold wrongdoing accountable without celebrating suffering?

The Truth Test: Can it withstand evidence and honest questioning?

The Fruit Test: What does this belief produce when people live by it?

Record where the belief  appears  strong,  where it  raises  concern,  and what  further  investigation is  

needed.

Part III — Bringing Science and Theology Into Conversation

Personal Reflection

Were you taught that science and faith are enemies?
Has a scientific discovery ever changed your religious understanding?
What questions do you believe science is well equipped to investigate?
What questions about meaning, value, and responsibility require other forms of reasoning?
Are you comfortable saying “I do not know” about either a scientific or theological question?

Group Discussion

What is the difference between science and scientism?
What is the difference between theology and unquestionable religious authority?
Why is a natural explanation not automatically an argument against God?
Why is an unanswered scientific question not automatically proof of a particular theology?
What habits can religion learn from scientific inquiry?
What moral questions should scientists and technologists consider when developing powerful tools?

Practice: Four Ways of Knowing

Select  one  important  issue—such  as  human  origins,  environmental  responsibility,  illness,  artificial  

intelligence, or consciousness.

Examine it through four lenses:

Scientific: What can observation and evidence establish?
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Historical: How have human circumstances shaped our understanding?

Philosophical: What assumptions are being made about truth, knowledge, or value?

Theological or Spiritual: What questions arise about meaning, purpose, love, and responsibility?

Notice where the lenses complement one another and where their boundaries should remain clear.

Part IV — Living Among the Many Mansions

Personal Reflection

How do you respond internally when someone expresses a religious belief different from your own?
Do you feel curious, threatened, dismissive, compassionate, or defensive?
Can you state another tradition’s belief in language its members would recognize as fair?
Does your community teach that outsiders possess equal dignity?
Would you defend another person’s freedom of conscience as strongly as your own?

Group Discussion

What is the difference between unity and uniformity?
What moral principles should apply across religious and cultural differences?
When should society limit conduct defended as religious practice?
How can communities confront harmful beliefs without dehumanizing believers?
What can different religions and nonreligious groups accomplish together without resolving every 

theological disagreement?

Practice: Entering Another Mansion

Choose a religious or philosophical tradition different from your own.

Learn about it from reliable sources created by knowledgeable members of that tradition. If possible,  

speak respectfully with someone who practices it.

Ask:

What does this tradition understand about human suffering?
What practices help its members cultivate compassion or responsibility?
What stereotypes about it are inaccurate?
What internal debates or differences exist within it?
What wisdom might it offer my community?
What concerns or disagreements remain after I understand it more accurately?

The goal is neither conversion nor artificial agreement. The goal is informed respect.
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Part V — Building a Life-Centered Future

Personal Reflection

What does flourishing mean beyond financial success or survival?
Which institutions have the greatest influence over your daily life?
What values do those institutions reveal through their actions?
Where do you possess responsibility or influence?
What future consequences are being ignored for the sake of immediate benefit?

Group Discussion

Apply the following five tests to a decision affecting your workplace, congregation, school, business, 

neighborhood, or government:

The Life Test: Does the decision protect or diminish life and well-being?

The Dignity Test: Does it treat people as inherently valuable?

The Truth Test: Is it grounded in honest evidence?

The Power Test: Who gains control, who carries the risk, and who can challenge a mistake?

The Future Test: What consequences will remain for future people and ecosystems?

Discuss where the decision succeeds, where it fails, and what a more life-centered alternative would 

require.

Practice: Your Sphere of Responsibility

Draw three circles.

In the first, write:

What I Control

Include your speech, conduct, habits, learning, and direct decisions.

In the second, write:

What I Can Influence

Include  your  family,  workplace,  congregation,  purchases,  community  involvement,  and  civic  

participation.

In the third, write:

What Concerns Me but Exceeds My Individual Power
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Include large social, environmental, political, economic, or religious problems.

Choose one action from the first circle and one from the second.

For the third circle, identify a trustworthy group, institution, or community effort through which your 

concern can become coordinated action.

Responsibility does not mean carrying the entire world alone. It  means acting faithfully within your 

reach while joining others where the work exceeds individual power.

A Thirty-Day Life-Centered Practice

Week One — Examination

Each day, notice one belief or reaction you normally leave unquestioned.

Ask:

Where did this come from?
Is it supported by evidence?
Does it reflect love or fear?
What effect does it have upon others?

Do not rush to condemn yourself. Honest observation is the beginning of change.

Week Two — Listening

Have one conversation with someone whose religious, cultural, or philosophical outlook differs from 

yours.

Your task is not to persuade.

Ask sincere questions. Listen for the human experience beneath the position. At the end, summarize  

what you heard and allow the other person to correct your understanding.

Week Three — Repair

Identify one relationship, practice, or institutional habit that causes avoidable harm.

Take one realistic step toward repair.

This  may  involve  an  apology,  a  corrected  statement,  a  changed  policy,  a  protective  boundary,  a 

contribution, or an overdue conversation.

Repair is more than feeling sorry. It changes direction.
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Week Four — Cooperation

Join with at least one other person to perform an action that protects or strengthens life.

Examples include:

assisting a family in need,
supporting a local school,
caring for an elderly or isolated neighbor,
restoring a shared natural space,
reducing waste within an organization,
participating in an interfaith service project,
improving safety or accountability within an institution,
or supporting truthful public education.

Choose an action appropriate to your circumstances. The goal is to let love take practical form.

A Personal Commitment

Complete the following statements in your own words:

I believe the source of life is:

My understanding remains uncertain about:

The inherited belief I most need to examine is:

The people I need to understand more honestly are:

The part of the living world I feel responsible for protecting is:

The power or influence I must use more responsibly is:

The action I will begin within the next thirty days is:

The person or community I will ask to join me is:

Closing Reflection

The purpose of reflection is not to produce perfect answers.

It is to become more conscious of what we are building.

Every belief enters the world through conduct. Every institution reveals its theology through the lives it  

protects or neglects. Every generation adds something to the house that future generations will inherit.

Ask yourself:
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What am I adding?

A wall or a doorway?

Fear or understanding?

Domination or service?

Indifference or responsibility?

The many mansions will remain.

Our task is to make them part of one living house.
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