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        Introduction


Illness played a big role in my childhood. My father
contracted a deadly lung disease when I was 13, and at the age of
21, I was admitted to hospital with a life-threatening disease
myself. I didn’t think that I would survive, and that’s when I
fired God. The doctors were able to save me, but a few years later
I got ill again. This time it was my kidneys.


         I didn’t
go to church as a child. My parents had a city dairy in Aarhus, so
we worked on Sundays, but I never doubted God’s presence. It was
only when I was lying in a hospital bed, coughing up blood and sure
that my last hour was upon me that I lost my childlike faith, and
it never came back.


“If this is how you treat people, then we’re through!” I
said to God. Then I experienced something remarkable: He didn’t go
anywhere. It was unbelievably humbling to lie there, threatening
Him and at the same time feeling that He wouldn’t leave. But it was
also confusing having Him there but not doing anything to help me.
So I said it again, this time with anger, but again God didn’t
leave. Suddenly just the knowledge of His presence became an act of
solidarity, and I understood that this was the heart of
Christianity.


         Now,
several times a month in my work as a hospital vicar, I assist
people in firing God. For many, it means getting rid of a burden, a
responsibility for life and death, which we cannot assume as human
beings.


         I have
been a hospital vicar for many years, but it is not just patients I
talk to. A large part of my work involves supervising doctors and
nurses and helping them deal with their everyday lives, which can
often seem meaningless and burdensome. This work has its origins at
Vejle Hospital, where we have developed a model for how to
incorporate powerlessness and faith into everyday work life, and we
have had amazing results.


         In this
modern age we live in, we have a tendency to turn man into God. If
we do not feel all-powerful, we become insecure and scared. We
blame ourselves, each other, society- someone has to take the
blame. But we can only be to blame if we actually have the power to
do things differently in the first place.


         Where we
have power, we of course have a responsibility and we need to
assume that responsibility. But we also need to learn to let go and
admit that we are simply people who find ourselves in circumstances
beyond our control. This is where we need to learn to place the
blame on God instead of placing it on our spouses or neighbours,
who really can’t do anything either. It is more productive to
direct it towards the one who actually has the power and who let it
happen in the first place.


         In the
spring of 2008, I participated in a programme on Danish television
on Danmarks Radio Dr2 called “The Confessional.” In the programme,
I met with people who found themselves in dire circumstances and
who were all in deep crises. I was supposed to help them through
dialogue and give them a nudge in the right direction in order to
get them to start up a dialogue with God.


         When the
series was over, I was contacted by Mette Jokumsen from the
publishing house Information, who had seen the programmes and
wanted me to write a book. The publishing house arranged for me to
tell Sune de Souza Schmidt-Madsen about my work. It ended up being
a series of conversations that were like an extended version of The
Confessional, and these conversations formed the basis for this
book. I am grateful to Mette Jokumsen for her idea and her
commitment and for the indispensible, practical work she has put
into it. Several of the participants in some of the examples and
episodes that I describe in the book are recognisable, so I want to
thank them for giving me their permission to recount their profound
experiences.


         The
intention behind the book is not to deliver a pious sermon but
rather the contrary: it is to show how faith can create life, even
in the most barren of places. I believe in joy but I also believe
in defiance. I believe that you have a right to be angry at God,
and that it’s helpful to give Him a piece of your mind. What I wish
to address is how to deal with the feeling of powerlessness, in
both situations where you bear no responsibility for what has
happened and situations where you actually are partially to
blame.


         I also
believe that faith has an essential role to play, not just for the
individual but also for couples, in the work place and society in
general.


My own starting point is Christianity, but I am not here
to alter anyone else’s belief system. If you can manage without a
god, then that’s fine, but in my work, I often find that many
people, also those who do not consider themselves to be people of
faith, find God helpful. This is the basis of this book: what faith
can do and what faith actually does for the individual person, and
which role the church plays in modern society. I hope that it can
help to explain the meaning of Christianity, what it is able to do
and what it does for us even when we are not aware of
it.





  



Give God a Piece of Your
Mind


Faith for me doesn’t mean submission. I believe in defiance. At a
christening, we say that unless you accept the kingdom of heaven as
a small child does, you won’t get in. This is an image that most
people are familiar with, but for many of us, it is an ideal, a
depiction of the church’s holiness. In your mind, you picture a
well-groomed five-year-old in a sailor suit, strutting through the
pearly gates without any obstacles. The child in this
picture-perfect image doesn’t behave at all like a real child, but
rather as a grown-up. This kind of idealised image is exactly what
I would like to get away from because, honestly, what are children
really like? Children are certainly not small, sweet angel-like
beings who just do what they are told. Children can be both
egotistical and demanding. For me, the child in the picture is more
like an 18-month-old child who, at three in the morning, is
standing up in the crib, screaming and rattling the
bars.
The child does not say, “Dear, sweet parents, if one of
you goes to the bathroom in the course of the next four hours and
just happens to stroll by my crib, then could you possibly bring me
a glass of water?”
The child is thirsty, so he screams, and the parents
accept that he screams. It is not even necessary for the child to
explain why he is screaming. The parents know what their child
needs and they know what has to be done. The message of the
christening is not about putting on a sailor suit before you turn
up at the pearly gates. The message is rather if we do not, in
serious circumstances, let ourselves be as spontaneous as a little
child or let ourselves scream like a child, we won’t experience the
greatness of God.
When we are confronted with a serious crisis that we can’t
handle alone, we have the opportunity to place ourselves in the
hands of God. It’s not about accepting things the way they are but
rather it’s about placing the responsibility that is not ours to
take where it belongs. My experience has been that when a situation
is serious enough and our screams are authentic enough, God answers
by being present. Not as an answer to the question “why” but rather
as a declaration of love that renders the question superfluous.
There is no need to ask questions when you are loved. The question
arises when you are in doubt.
In situations where you are really sick or miserable, this
is where we all want to be as a child again in one way or another.
Psychologists call it regressing and, within the field of
psychology, it’s to be avoided. This is because psychology often
aims to help people reclaim control of their situation and regain
control over their lives. This is why it’s not beneficial to the
situation if the client becomes child-like. In our faith, though,
we are all children of God, so when I meet people who are in the
middle of a serious crisis, I encourage them to embrace their
childishness. In this childishness that is born out of misery is
where you lose control. To take a leap of faith is to acknowledge
that there is a being greater than oneself. It doesn’t mean that
you must accept things as they are or shut yourself off from the
things that bother you. It is important to keep up the
protest.
It’s when we have been cast into completely unreasonable
situations, when we reach the limit of our own power, we need to
say, “I will handle the responsibility that is mine to handle, but
I do not hold power over life. That is your responsibility, God,
and honestly, the way you have been managing it is a huge mess.”
It’s a small child’s prerogative to tell the parents precisely what
he or she thinks of them. And at an age of only 18 months, you are
still allowed to scream no matter how good your parents’ intentions
are, and no matter how well-thought-out their plans for you are. No
matter how loudly you scream, they do not think you are insane.
Children of all cultures have always acted this way.


Most people try to act like a grown up and try to remain
reasonable, also in completely unreasonable situations. It’s
certainly understandable but it’s rarely productive. We are
children of God, not grown-ups of God, and when life becomes
overwhelming, it’s important to remember this.
Often our bodies know this. The body naturally gives up, but our
minds battle on. When you have reached the end of your tether, you
don’t summon your intellectual powers because you cannot think your
way out of a futile situation. This is where you call on your
instincts.
Often our actions are really useful in a primitive sort of way.
A large part of my work lies in getting people to see the wisdom in
what they do, rather than in what they think, because what people
do has its origins in a different place and is often much wiser. In
catastrophic situations, I try to get people to think in line with
their actions and not act in line with their thinking.
When overwhelming events take place in our lives, we feel
outraged. This is good because the primitive side of us can use
this anger as fuel to survive the worst experiences. This primal
anger that rises up can be frightening because it is so unfamiliar
but it is also very invigorating. It is the body’s way of nudging
us in the right direction.
Often we talk about “moving on,” but I think that it’s not
always necessary to move on. If you forge ahead too quickly, there
is a chance you could just get more stuck. If, in real life, you
get stuck in a snowdrift and you really want to get out, it doesn’t
help to speed up. You must first reverse if you want to get out.
This is also true if you are weighed down by loss, anger, fear or
sorrow- sometimes you have to reverse. You can do this by accepting
the anger and using it dynamically, allowing you to back out of
adult responsibility and embrace your God-given birthright.
 
Maybe primal scream theory is so old now that it has been
forgotten but it has meant a great deal for my work. The
fundamental idea in the classic, primal scream theory was to get in
touch with your inner self by releasing your anger by screaming it
out in a forest or on a mountain top or perhaps rolling up a towel
and beating up a tree or kicking a toadstool to get relief. What
primal scream theorists discovered, however, was that the release
was greater if the anger was directed at a human target instead of
a plant. When dealing with enormous fear, it is not sufficient to
step on a toadstool. When things really get ugly, you need an
answer from someone else. But, to get an answer, you have to direct
your question to someone.
Hitting your spouse or the hospital staff, however, has some
unfortunate consequences. Since it really is not their fault
anyway, this would not alleviate any of the pain. It would just
make you feel guilty.  This insight is a fundamental law of
psychology: anger has to be directed at an appropriate target in
order for it to be released. The one you should yell at is the one
who is to blame. In some situations, it is another person who is
responsible, and then it is useful to set things straight between
you. In other circumstances, it is not the fault of one person in
particular. Whose fault is it that you have leukaemia? If you can
manage by kicking a tree or something like that, then good, but at
some point, some people will experience that this just isn’t
enough. In this situation, you need to pinpoint exactly on whom you
are placing the blame. Is it your self? Can you personally be to
blame for contracting leukaemia?
Some assume all of the responsibility themselves while others
discover that there is only one who deserves to be the recipient of
their entire list of sins, powerlessness, aggression, guilt and
blame: This is a god you dare speak directly to, whether it be in
thought or words.


My faith has a face, which it has to have or else I would be
addressing something nonexistent, and then all the aggression,
anger, sorrow and whatever else may be rearing its head would not
be released. I believe it’s that simple.
The dialogue with God is important because when we reach the
limit of our own power, we need to engage in a dialogue with
someone. Many people throughout the 20th century have
attempted to find different substitutions for God: nature,
knowledge, coincidence and nothingness to mention a few. This is
good enough if it helps, but the moment things get worse, my
experience has shown me that the answers you find there are seldom
sufficient.
I am actually not concerned at all with whether someone believes
in God or not because my experience has been that God loves
everyone whether or not they believe in Him. What does concern me
is how fear grows when people take on a responsibility that isn’t
theirs to take on. I want to find a home for this responsibility.
Experience has taught me that a personal relationship to God is
necessary or else your aggression just becomes a pillow that you
beat repeatedly and futilely. It is also an advantage that God
already knows you, and if you are just willing to speak honestly,
He will never ask “why?”
In 2008 I was in a programme called “The Confessional,” and
after taping a substantial part of it, we sat down and looked at
what we had done. Journalists are very curious and self-evaluating,
and when we had been watching the programmes for a bit, I could
sense that they wanted to say something but were hesitant. I asked
them what it was, and after a short silence, one of them said, “We
know too little about the people you are speaking with. You arrive
at the conclusion too quickly. You need to dig a little
deeper.”
I told them this was the way I work, and it isn’t my job to
unravel people’s past but rather give them a nudge in the right
direction. I wanted them to show me the places in the programmes
where they wanted me to question more deeply. They showed me a clip
where a man in the confessional says that Christianity does not
really hold any meaning for him. I say “no.”
He then says, “Really, religion in general doesn’t mean anything
to me.”
“No,” I say.
“This is where you need to delve into it a bit because we know
too little about what the man actually feels,” said the
journalists.
I then asked them to forward a bit to see what happens next. The
man in the confessional then says, “It is just a giant emptiness
for me.”
I asked the journalists to stop there. “If I had asked him about
his views on religion, then we would never have reached this
emptiness.”
The journalists nodded in agreement, “But what about the
emptiness? Why didn’t you ask about the emptiness?”
If you delve into this emptiness, it is no longer empty!
 “Do you want me to ruin reality in order to satisfy your
curiosity?” I asked the journalist, and he accepted this.
So I don’t delve into it. I let others do that, and when they
do, they get a picture of the peripheral emptiness, but the nucleus
where the emptiness can actually change, remains unseen. To reach
that point does not require understanding. It requires faith.
When emptiness is allowed to remain as emptiness, it is a
horrible place. But if you have experienced it, you have the
courage to enter into someone else’s place of horror and dwell
there with them. This is my job. It’s not to chart the territory
along the shores of this emptiness, but rather to dive into the
horror, staying calm the whole time, knowing the horror is not my
own. I can only do this because I am familiar with my own horror.
Even writing this can make my feel the presence of my own horror
breathing down my neck, but I don’t need to enter it again because
I have been there. If you have been there and allowed yourself to
feel it in its entirety, then you recognise it. If a person finds
himself or herself in that place of horror, then you need to follow
along into the darkness with them. You don’t need to do anything,
because you can’t really do anything there in the dark. This is the
boundary that marks the end of our personal power: the patient’s
power as well as my own. Even if I don’t know where the other
person is, I know how dark it is and I recognise my own
powerlessness in this place. This is what makes it possible for me
to sit beside patients and hold their hands in the dark. I reassure
the person that they are not strange and that this horror is the
same for you as it is for us all. I lived in fear from age 19 to
age 46. I am familiar with this nightmare but I also know there is
a force out there.
When I was hospitalised when I was young and I fired God, I
discovered that God would not go away and this made me really angry
because the idea that there was a God, but He did not take care of
us was almost worse than a non-existent God. I fired him one more
time and said that he should have consulted me before creating the
world because I could have given Him a few pointers. Even this did
not push God away, and then it occurred to me that this was the
core of Christianity: that God had been incarnated on earth and had
been so humbled on the cross that he yelled, “My God, why hast thou
forsaken me?” and I suddenly understood that He did this to show me
that He fully comprehended my misery. It became a declaration of
solidarity that I could understand.
And oddly, after Christ yelled, “My God, my God, why hast thou
forsaken me?” Followed by three hours of darkness, he then said,
“Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” This is exactly how I
experienced it: After the darkness, there is a god who I don’t need
to cling to because he clings to me. This is a god I can speak to
in any way I want because I am his child.

In today’s society, we are neurotically scared of death,
which is a problem because death is the foundation of resurrection.
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