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What is beyond1 reason?  Why even go there?  What is a mystery but a problem waiting to be solved?  But what if there is no reasonable solution?  What if the solution is a paradox, a pair of logically incompatible or mutually exclusive premises both claiming to be Truth?  In some Eastern religions, for example, the “Void” is both Emptiness and Fullness, nonexistence and unlimited potential.  Another kind of paradox is that we can’t change what we hate.  Perhaps it has more power over us than we have over it.  We not only have to understand but completely accept a situation or a person, especially ourselves, if we want to make a positive difference.  The Christian philosopher Søren Kierkegaard wrote that “Subjective inward truth expressed objectively is a paradox.”  
Can we do without it?  I don’t think so.  Paradox arises out of the deeper quandaries of life.  Science and logic are indispensable tools.  They can bring us to the gate of meaning and purpose, but they can’t take us through it.  Why?  They can’t answer the ultimate questions2.  Consciously or unconsciously, we all have answers to the ultimate questions, and I guarantee we didn’t find them logically.  There are certain unprovable correspondences we have to make, such as the reality of our perceptions or the consequences of our actions.  Our conscious reasoning process is the tip of the mental iceberg.  A lot goes on below the waterline where instincts, conditioned responses, and other processes effect our perceptions and reactions.  
Before going on, I’d like to define a few “basic things.”  God is Truth, Reality, Existence itself.  By Truth, I mean the truth of everything: all of existence, all that was, all that is, all that will be; “all that is seen and unseen”; causality and chance; everything we know, everything we’ve forgotten, what we don’t know yet, and what we’ll never know.  God is the answer to every question.  The inevitable flaw in our conception of God is having a conception at all, because the result is always a God that is too small, limited, or partial.  Nothing short of the Absolute – and the acknowledgement that we can’t know it all – merits absolute devotion; no extraordinary person, no government, nor Science, Reason or visions of Utopia does.  
If it seems that I’m confusing the difference between real and unreal or true and untrue, I’m not only using those terms in a material or scientific sense.  Matter may be real (some say otherwise), and Science may determine what is true of material things, but concepts and ideals may be more real; the question is: are they are more consequential?  An object is real, but it will never change the world.  Love does change the world.  What is more real?  Knowing that matter is made up of various combinations of quarks is one thing.  Believing in the inherent worth and dignity of every person is another.  There is truth which you verify in the laboratory, and there is belief which you make true by living it.  Science can tell us how to stop a man’s heart, and sometimes even start it up again.  But what does it take to change a man’s heart?  
If God is Truth, then God “pre-exists” everything else.  In other words, before the Universe could form, the laws of Physics and Chemistry had to be in effect.  The Laws of Nature had to precede Nature.  Did God create everything out of nothing?  That may be poetic imprecision, to put it mildly, but without God, as defined, there is no “Creation.”  Creation stories are one way of asserting that the world around us is real, and it matters.  To say “God wants” is poetry, but poetry is not necessarily untrue3.  In a sense, Shakespeare’s plays are a pack of lies, but they also contain more Truth than a stack of science text books.  

Religion defines our relationship with Truth, how we relate to reality, the “face” we put on God.  It is how we answer the questions we can not answer, but must answer.  Religion is poetry and psychology, rather than science and philosophy.  Religion can be true in the sense alluded to above: in practice.  Kierkegaard compared it to a road, but one which “comes into existence only when we walk on it.”  He wrote: “Wordly sagacity teaches that… the road is certain doctrines, or certain behaviors.  But all this is deception, because the road is how it is walked.”  The fatal flaws of religion are dead legalism, when it becomes a list of rules, and superficial literalism4.  The Bible itself warns against taking it all literally: “The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”  Religion has to live, grow, and adapt, and it has to go beneath the surface and reach into the heart of the matter, figuratively of course.  Faith is belief without empirical evidence or the support of reason.  It can be a dangerous thing.  Misplaced faith can lead people to horrendous acts of cruelty, but without faith of any kind, I am not sure where courage or hope comes from either.  Salvation is spiritual and psychological health, which requires seeing Truth, to the degree we can, as it is.  Where it comes from is part of the mystery.  
God is One, Universal, all-encompassing.  What is true and real for me is true and real for you and everyone else.  What, then, does God lack?  A concept of God based on lethal forces, such as predators or thunderstorms, seems to call for sacrifice, appeasement, and submission.  Historically, many Western religions are cultic; they require the following of rules and the performance of tasks to avoid punishment and gain rewards from a needy God or gods.  But if God is the first cause, the absolute, underlying basis of all existence, what could be lacking?  What do you get for the God who has everything?  Three things: Communion, Experience, and Agency.  
Enter Christianity5.  On some levels, as liberal religious thinkers are quick to point out, there is little that is unique about Christianity.  The ethical teachings of Jesus can be found elsewhere.  The general outline of the story – the condemnation and violent death of an innocent victim whose reappearance is somehow tied to the salvation or renewal of the world – was not completely new.  So, what is unique about Christianity?  Perhaps nothing, unless you take a Christian perspective.  What does that mean?  I call a Christian someone who believes three things: Jesus was fully human from the cradle to the cross where he died, Jesus is also God, and Jesus is alive.  The story of Jesus is emblematic of the central Christian paradox: By holding on to your life, you lose it; by giving your life, you find it.  
Kierkegaard said it was a “monstrous mistake… to impart or represent Christianity by lecturing.”  He called “articulating” and “elaborating on” the way of Jesus “a cowardly evasion that wants to shirk the task.”  I tend to agree, and offer a mea culpa.  One can only comprehend a way of life by living it, regardless of what we call it or how we explain it.  We can’t know it through words, but we can walk around and peek through the windows.  

What does Christ “do” for God?  As the “Son,” the Eternal Word of Truth, or Logos, he is in communion with God the “Father.”  They form a divine community mediated by the third “person” of the Trinity, the “Holy Spirit6.”  Three was considered a divine number long before the proto-orthodox Christians formulated the doctrine of the Trinity, but the point is that no one, not even God, can be perfect alone.  Second, as God “incarnate” or “in the flesh,” Jesus brings the entire experience of human life, with its joys and sorrows, into the divine “mind.”  That’s why Christians insist that Jesus is the ultimate judge of our lives.  You can’t even begin to judge someone justly until you’ve walked a mile in his shoes.  In the Christian view, Jesus walks a mile with us, and the extra mile for us.  Third, Jesus is God’s agent on Earth, demonstrating God’s will so others can become agents of the divine.  Jesus didn’t spend a lot of time explaining things to his disciples, but he did tell them and show them what he wanted them to do.  He didn’t say “Worship me”; he said “Follow me.”  He also said: “Take up your cross.”  
Why would anyone want to follow him, especially with a cross on his back?  In other words, what do we lack that Jesus offers?  How might he complete us and where does he lead us?  There are two fundamental problems of human existence, one individual and one collective.  Individually, we fear that life is meaningless because we are insignificant or accidental.  Assuming all that we perceive exists, and all of you are real and conscious like me, that is, assuming a “theory of mind” which can only be justified by analogy, what if there is no “free will” and every last little thing we do is predetermined by chains of causality?  In other words, what if it makes no difference what we do because there is, in fact, no choice?  

Why are “theory of mind” and belief in “free will” so important?  They give significance to the decisions we make because the consequences are real.  They entail responsibilities to ourselves and others.  Without them, there is no reason for gratitude, to others or “to God.”  Religions tend to assert that our decisions, actions, and even our beliefs matter, and much of religion is involved in evoking and expressing gratitude.  
Collectively, we are drawn into cycles of blame and punishment, becoming, to various degrees, victims, perpetrators or both.  Historian philosopher René Girard7 looked at the broad scope of human history and found scapegoating and revenge to be the driving forces in human events.  If we can’t point to some actual injury to ourselves, then we’ll punish someone for what they did to our ancestors, our country, or our “honor.”  To find a positive, universal perspective or “meaning2,” and break the vicious cycles of violence are keys to individual and collective salvation.  There is no way out through logical analysis, which Girard found is often used to refine the scapegoating mechanism rather than stop it.  
So, what does Christianity8 have to offer?  At a time and place where religion, including some traditions in Judaism, was primarily a matter of cultic practice and limited to a well-defined group, it claimed that what you believe and how you live are what is important, and – in theory, anyway – opened the doors of Salvation to all of humanity.  In the Book of Acts, Peter says that God made it clear to him that no one is to be considered “unclean.”  It is the only religion that worships the passive victim and calls him God.  He is not seen as a god slain in battle or through deceit, but as the “pure victim,” the universal scapegoat that eliminates any justification for scapegoating.  
Christian hope comes from the belief that Jesus is alive.  Why didn’t the early followers of Jesus take revenge for the death of their beloved teacher and leader?  Why did they abstain from violence in the face of his violent death?  However one interprets or envisions the resurrection stories, it is possible that there was nothing to take vengeance for because for them Jesus was alive.  For a time at least, they broke the cycle of revenge.  Christian mystic Angelus Silesius said it doesn’t matter if Jesus were born a thousand times in Bethlehem if he is not born in your heart.  It is when “Christians” don’t truly believe this that they begin looking for someone to punish, and justify, in the name of Jesus, everything he told his followers not to do.  “If my Kingdom were of this Earth, then would my servants fight.”  
Where does Salvation come from?  It can not be a reward for strength, obedience, intelligence, ability, or even virtue.  It has to be accessible and comprehensible to all.  We have to believe we are worthy – which we are – but we have to believe it to our very core, this Truth that sets us free.  It requires “repentance,” from the Greek word metanoia, which is going beyond our present mind to see things from a broader perspective, to see both our responsibility for our actions and their consequences, and that it is never too late to start over, that all we have to do to be forgiven is to forgive.  To be saved is to be free of existential fear, never to question our worthiness, and to know that whatever “heaven” means, we have as much claim to it as anyone else.  Why is the “Kingdom” always “at hand9?”  Why the threat of eternal punishment?  It puts the either/or of life before us and forces a decision.  It means that now is the time to declare and now is the time to act, because the consequences are real and it may be too late to decide later.  

And why would God send his Son, which is Himself, to be tortured and die on the Cross?  Theologians make it worse by trying to explain it.  Theories of Atonement?  Rubbish.  It isn’t supposed to make sense.  We are not supposed to understand, we’re supposed to emulate God’s “great and foolish love” that gives its own life for others.   Jesus is explicitly identified with the lowest, poorest, and neediest among us.  Christian mystic Teresa of Avila had a vision of Christ one day – which is something Christian mystics would pretty much die for – and she looked at him and said “Go away, Satan.”  After persisting for a while, he gave up and asked how she knew.  “Because,” she replied, “you have no wounds10.”  Jesus tells us that we will be judged by how we respond to others in need, because that is how we respond to him.  We are not to consider past history, anticipate the future, calculate the odds, weigh the alternatives, or judge someone’s worthiness before deciding to open our hearts to another person, to give, to forgive, or to heal.  The only criterion is need.  If we could think that way all the time, we could break the cycle of violence and revenge.  
In the end, God is Love, and love can not be fulfilled in isolation.  Love is God.  Why?  Because Love is the Answer.  The question is human need, fear, and suffering.  It is that simple.  The challenge is making it Truth by living it, bringing that road into existence by walking it.  Jesus irrevocably links love of God and love of neighbor, and expands the concept of neighbor even to our “enemies.”  To love our neighbor is to want for others no less than we want for ourselves.  It is to say: “Your need is my need.  Your pain is my pain11.”  There is no love without suffering.  To be compassionate is to “suffer with.”  If you don’t suffer12, you can’t love.  That’s the meaning of the Cross, God’s demonstration of solidarity with the living, material world, a reversal of the assumption that we can give God anything when in reality it is God who continually gives to us.  The mystery of the Cross is indiscriminate giving out of inexhaustible Love.  We deserve it, but it doesn’t come automatically.  Love is ours for the taking if we believe it is, and we give as we get, until getting and giving become a single act.  
Footnotes

1. not “instead of” reason, but besides or “in addition to” reason
2. In other words, they can not give life “meaning” or “purpose,” not necessarily a specific answer, meaning or purpose , but more the conviction of meaningfulness.

3. To the extent that I comprehend it, Lao Tzu’s “Tao” is one way I might express the hidden aspects of God poetically, mindful that “the Tao that can be put into words is not the eternal Tao.”

4. as opposed to multiple layers of meaning.  Some Jewish mystics claimed each passage in the Torah has 70 or 72 meanings.  The idea is not to stop looking, thinking we fully understand it.
5. Against the grain, I believe, based largely on the insight of others, that what Jesus developed in his disciples was a nondualistic or “unconditioned” mind, not unlike the goal of “Buddhism” or “Taoism.”  Fr. Richard Rohr calls Jesus the first nondual teacher in the West, and I think that perspective sheds light on some of the odder passages in the gospels.  “If thine eye be single, then you will be filled with light.” 

6. To fully accept the concept of the Trinity or of Jesus as “fully human and fully divine” may require a nondualistic mindset to get past the outward irrationality of it.  Where Three are One and Two are One is where the past and the future eternally meet, the end is the beginning, emptiness is fullness, and the human meets the divine.  It is where All are One.  
7. Girard is criticized for his Christian exceptionalism.  My knowledge of his work is second-hand, but I assume what he finds exceptional is not what people commonly think of as “Christian.”

8. I am not asserting Christian superiority.  Its truths were more or less known in the East and within Judaism, if one has “eyes to see” and “ears to hear.” 

9. This also could inhibit us from projecting too far into the future at the expense of the present.  

10. Taken literally, this is just a clever story.  On another level, God must be wounded because we are wounded.  

11. i.e. the nondualistic perception that you and I are not two, but one

12. This may seem to contradict Buddhist thought, but the suffering Buddhism seeks to relieve is the suffering we add to every situation through attachments and aversions.  This is certainly not accomplished through denial or apathy.  
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