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Our Radioactive God
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An excerpt from Yawning at Tigers: You Can't Tame
God, So Stop Trying.

ae've forgotten how big God is.W Iremember having this point presented in dramatic fashion when
I visited Israel. Our Jewish guide, Arnir, had been leading trips through

the Holy Land for 30 years and had a profound grasp ofS cripture. I remember one
talk in p articular. With the Mount of Olives shimmering in the background, Amir
described what he saw as the basic problem with the universe.

"God longs to come down to earth to redeem the righteous and judge the wicked;'
he said. "But there's a problem. His presence is like radiation, more dangerous than
plutonium. No thing can live when God comes near. IfGod came to earth, both the
righteous and umighteous would perish. Itwould be like a thousand nudear bombs
explodingatonce.Wewouldalldie!"

InitiallyArnir's God-as-plutoniiun metaphor struck me as strange. I've heard
God described as father, master, king, warrior, judge . . . but plutonium? Plutoniurn is
pre tly nas ty stuff. If inhaled, it's one of the deadliest elements lmown to man. Just
one-millionth of a gram of plutonium will kul a person if it enters the lull gs.

But as Irecoiu'ited God's interactions with the ancient Israelites, I wondered if Amir

was onto something.

Ilhou ght of all the stories surrounding the ark of the covenant, where people were
struck dead or sickened from coming in contadwith God's immediate presence. I
thought of poor Uzzah. the Israelite who was kuled just for putting out his hand to
steady the ark of the covenant (2 Sam. 6:7). Or the times when God warned Moses to
keep the people back from his gJory lest God "break out against them" (Ex. 19:24). In
these stories it almost seems like there was some kind of radioactive field surrounding
God. You get the unmi stakable idea that his holiness is dangerous, even deadly

We tend to avoid these passages or explain them away. Each time a popular
atheistwrites a book acaising God of being mean (and somehow simultaneously
nonexistent), we spffl gallons of ink trying to defend God's actions. While I appreciate
the works of apologists, this sort of enterprise often becomes a subtle way of domes-
ticating G od After we get through explaining turn, he comes off as misunderstood or
hapless. I'd prefer just to say, "Yes, God is dangerous. He's not a house cat; he's alion.
You're free to deny his existence or pretend that he's harmless. Go ahead and pet turn
ifyou'd like, just dori't expect to getyour arm back;'

Don't get me wrong. God is not cruel and capricious. But Arnir was right-he's
dangerous. And that presents us with a huge problem. God's holiness is deadly,
incompatible with life, especially for sinful mortals like us. "No one may see me," God
warned, "and live" (Ex. 33:20). CT
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SAVING KARL BARTH

D. STEPHEN LONG ivon'rpiss pnrssi@
One unsatisfying aspect of most narrative
theology is its failure to embody the
distinctive virtues of narrative. By contrast,
Long's account of the Iong "theological
friendship" between Barth and Hans Urs von
Balthasar-not a work of "narrative

theology"-has the feel of a compulsively
readable novel. l can't remember when l Iast

read a book of theology like this. The issues at
stake-fundamentally, the rift between
Protestantism and Catholicism-are as timely
today as they were during the decades of
conversation between Barth and Balthasar.

LDulS ARMSTRONG, MASTER DF MDDERNISM
THOMAS BROTHERS (NORTON)

Occasionally in this space l have vented
about the caricatures of "modernism" and

"modernity" that continue to flourish
(especially, alas, among evangelicals) even as
whole shelves of interesting new books are
deepening our sense of "the modern" from
a wild diversity of perspect:ves. A case in
point is Brothers's superb new biography, a
sequel to his excellent 2006 volume, Louis
Armstrong's New Orleans. We aren't used to
hearing "Louis Armstrong" and "modernism"
in the same sentence. Brothers makes it very
clear how the one illuminates our under-

standing of the other, and vice versa-and
gives us many other treasures as well. This
is not a book for jazz initiates only!

WORST. PERSON. EVER.
DOUGLAS COUPUND (BLUE RIDER PRESS)

Warning: This novel is scabrous, obscene,
deliberately offensive, and incorrect in every
imaginable way (as you would discover on the
very first page). It is also satire. Does this
make a difterence'! Aha, you say, here it comes.
/n a moment, thrs Christian'lntellectuar' will

tell us that this vile book is"redemptive."
We're supposed to be flattered by this
pseudo-sophistication. Evangelicals are SO
broad-minded wwadays. Well, yes. Several
suitably Couplandish rejoinders come to mind,
but I'd better save those lor when we meet in

person, offline and off the page.
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