Knowing God

By Jody Hoffman

Okay God.  I’m here ready to write… what do You want me to write about? About how I got  to know you? Okay, I remember that well...

When I was four, I remember coming home from church on a Sunday evening and climbing into bed. I laid there quite awake thinking about what the pastor had said. He spoke of heaven and hell. Had he really meant there was a choice? I wondered if I was too young and wasn’t understanding something or was it really just that simple - simple enough for even someone so young as I? I remember my night light was on and it cast an orange glow around the room.  It was always spooky looking with all the shadows, and I would lay very still so whatever it was out there wouldn’t know I was awake. I’d only open the eye closest to my pillow so they wouldn’t see me watching. I could scare myself silly with my imagination. But that night was different. As I laid there peering around the room with my one eye open… somebody seemed to be talking to me on the inside. The voice seemed to be asking me a question. It was saying, if I thought this was scary—with my entire family at home and my sister in the bunk bed just above me, would I really want to go to hell? I hated darkness…thus the night light, but I remembered the sermon and shuttered at the thought of darkness forever. I thought about being apart from my family forever. I didn’t really think of other ramifications just those two—darkness and separation, and that’s all it took.

I laid there until I couldn’t take it any longer. I needed answers from someone bigger than me. I braved the scary world outside my covers through the orange glow of my room and ran as fast as I could to my mom. I sobbed my fears out and asked her how could I know for sure I was going to heaven. I needed to be sure I wasn’t going to hell—I was convinced it was no where I wanted to be. She shared with me the simple truth of the gospel. I asked if I was too young to ask Jesus to be the payment for my sins, like was there an age limit? She held me in her arms and assured me God would hear me even though I was so small if I meant it and believed it in my heart. I don’t remember the prayer, just that I did pray and tell God I believed. I was so relieved that was all it took, just believing that I was a sinner and that Jesus died to pay for all my sin because he was sinless - just that simple - I was going to go to heaven. The fear of hell went away. I still didn’t like the dark any better, but at least it was only temporary darkness and not for eternity. My family would all be there together one day. I felt very close to God, like He was a real, favorite person to talk to, to be with, to enjoy. I would end my prayers with a special sign off like I did with my dad, “see you later alligator, after while crocodile”. It was the intimacy language of a four year old.

My mother, under advice of a pastor, was told she should be sure I understood that my special sign off was most inappropriate. God was holy, and I was too familiar sounding with someone so grand and sinless.  I bawled thinking I had made Him so sad with me when I was talking to Him that way. I was so sorry. I was informed that one was to be careful what one prayed and what one said to Him. I began listening to their prayers to get the right way to talk to Him. Dearest Father in heaven, wilt thou…couldst thou…wouldst thou…I see, it’s in the language of my King James Bible that He liked …and that’s the only right way to memorize scripture too. Adults began educating me in the proper church ways until God was very distant and unapproachable without jumping through all the religious hoops. I couldn’t…and I shouldn’t…unless…and until…all became part of the religious rhetoric that would dominate my life for the next thirty years. I was boxed in to fit the religious machine that they would put all these Bible stories in and expected certain behavior to come out. If you looked right on the outside, then they felt like they did a good job. But that inside relationship I had felt with God was distant and drowned out by a heavy weight of doing the right stuff so He’d be happy with me and I wouldn’t be in trouble. Gone was the chit chat of my early years “today…I think pink is my favorite color”, and “My, You made such a pretty day today”, “Would You like to walk with me while I take my dolls for a stroll?” “Do You like to color?” “I’m so glad You could come to my tea party, would You like sugar with that?” Now I was grown up and had to pray like an adult. I had to address God in a proper tone, talk about adult requests with no foolery of tea and sugar, for He had a lot on his plate and was far too busy for chit chat. 

Don’t get me wrong - I loved God and thought I must know Him. After all, I knew all the stories from creation to the marriage supper of the Lamb. I did all the right stuff. I didn’t go to movies, I didn’t drink, I didn’t swear, I didn’t… I didn’t…I didn’t. But the reality was I didn’t know God. I knew stuff about Him. I felt more like a historian that could know all about George Washington…where he was from, when he was born, what he did, how great he was—but did George and I hang out, sip tea, kick back and chat? No. Did I know his heart and how he felt about what was going on? No. Did he know me, care what made me tick, feel the disappointments with me? No. Did he speak into my life words that comforted, directed or challenged me? Not really and neither did God.
I wanted to be a good Christian, but I just hadn’t heard how exactly that resonated truth inside of me. At camp I was to surrender to be a missionary, go down to the camp fire, stand up, come forward, pray with Miss So & So or whatever the method of identification was that year. I’d do all of that, but God didn’t feel any closer. In about 5th  grade I heard I needed to read my Bible. I didn’t always understand it, but I’d read it. It didn’t leave me feeling any closer to God either. The words didn’t sound familiar, and the vocabulary wasn’t the way we actually spoke. In seventh grade, I was scared at night and had a hard time going to sleep due to someone breaking in our house. No one told me to do this or anything, but I started putting my Bible under my pillow and sleeping as close to God as I could figure out…oddly enough that did make me feel closer and rest better. By high school, I understood more of what I read, especially in the Psalms,  and I would underline lots and write stuff on the pages by verses that I liked.  I read a lot and prayed a lot - especially about when and who I’d marry. I liked talking to God about all this and asked Him for just the right man that loved God and would obey Him so that we could be happily married, unlike what I saw around me. 
My youth leaders changed midway through high school. These new leaders worried about my hair and skirts being too short. They made me feel like God no longer wanted to hear from me  anymore - if I had such short hair and skirts. I didn’t seem to be measuring up to things that didn’t even seem like they should matter. I was in a resort area with lakes and boats that I had always played in since before I could swim. But now these church leaders said swimming or skiing with guys was wrong and didn’t please God. I didn’t get it. Somehow the information about God was becoming a “to do” list—a neurotic Nazism of sorts. Not realizing that apples don’t fall far from the tree, I went to one of their Bible colleges. It was merely a list of rules. But the more I followed everything, the more frustrating it seemed. I saw kids that beat the system by just doing the right thing when everyone was looking. I saw them when no one else was around and they just laughed at the very system they were scamming. It was a sham, a farce. It was no way to live a Christian life. They were promoted and held up as leaders; it’s not what I wanted. I wanted to genuinely love God and serve Him because He was worthy to be obeyed and honored, but the lists just piled up. I met one young man that stood out from the crowd and was genuine.

He spoke as though he really did know God. It drew me to friendship and later marriage with this young man. He was who I had prayed for years earlier. He taught about relationship with God, but it took awhile to understand just what he meant. It took too long. How could I have gone to church all my life Sunday morning, Sunday night, Wednesday night, Awana on Thursday night, and go to all the youth activities through high school, and then to Bible college and not know how to have an intimate relationship with God? 

That would be bad enough, as is, but compounding the problem was that now I was a pastor’s wife. A pastor’s wife had to know that, surely if anyone knows God she would. I mean, she’s married to a pastor! (Like being married to a surgeon makes you a doctor?) She went to Bible college, taught Sunday school, worked in the ghettos with gangs, and did ministry right and left…and really did love God and read the Bible and prayed and led people to faith in Jesus Christ! But something was missing. I had heard my husband preach for years about knowing God and I kept listening for the “how” to know part. I wanted more details on the “to do”. I am a doer and thought it was one more thing to do. I was missing the knowing because I was looking for the doing. Was there a formula? Do this + this=intimacy with God. I would just try to do more or harder or better.  I heard over and over and over it was about having a relationship with God, not doing, but HOW? One day it all came to a head like a bad sore festering with infection.
Nothing bad was going on, no crisis, no death looming, no wayward child, no broken marriage relationship, no tumultuous church split. As a matter of fact, it was just the opposite. The kids were great, and I was enjoying them tremendously; my husband was wonderfully supportive and encouraging, the church was growing, everyone was healthy, everything was great…but it wasn’t. I must just be an ungrateful wretch. How can I be so unhappy when there’s nothing to be unhappy about? It wasn’t circumstances, it was an emptiness. All the things that I thought would make me happy weren’t making me happy. What was wrong? There must be something else…I need to know God, I need a relationship with God but I don’t know how. Doing just wasn’t enough. I sat in my room and thought for a long while. 
Okay, if I were to get to know someone as a best friend, how would I do that? We’d spend time together. I’d hear about them and they hear about me. I’d talk to them and be able tell them things that I’ve never told anyone. I would be totally honest. I wouldn’t hold them at a distance; I’d have to be transparent. I could tell them anything, and ideally, they would do the same.  They wouldn’t dislike me for what I told them because there would be acceptance. We’d become closer and closer friends. Do you suppose that’s how I’d get to know God? It was like the first light of dawn - shadowy but definitely light was breaking through…I need to spend time with God, not check off Bible reading and prayer—done. I could tell God everything, and He will still like me even though He knows it all…I should be totally honest! Do you suppose it’s this simple? I felt a burst of an idea. I’ll write to God as I fHe were going to be my best friend! I’ll tell Him everything, totally honest, no holes barred.
I began writing…I know who You are, but I don’t feel like I know You, and I don’t feel like You know me. I know that you say You love m,e but I don’t feel like You love me. You say it in the Bible, and I teach I,t but I don’t feel it. I feel like You must be disappointed in me, but honestly…I’ve been disappointed with You too. How can You say you love someone and leave them in a family as messed up as the one I grew up in? The more I wrote, the more came out until I was being so honest it scared me…I think you messed up as God and put me in the wrong family…I was crying so hard that I could barely see the paper and the tissues melted with the deluge flowing from my nose. I couldn’t believe that I just said that to God! You can’t talk to God like that! What was going to happen? Was He going to fry me on the spot? Was our house going to be on the six o’clock news…“in an unprecedented lightening strike on a clear day, the charred remains of a local pasto’rs wife were found in a neighborhood east of Atlanta” … I hadn’t really thought about the fact that He already knew how I felt. I worried how shocking this must be to Him.
Actually, I was the one in shock…I don’t think I ever realized I felt that way. I had locked it up, and I was afraid to let it out. He was God…good Christians didn’t talk to God that way. You can’t talk to Him like that, but that is what was in my heart, and that’s what I needed to say.  It was a infection that had lay semi-dormant for years just eating away and keeping me at a distance, not realizing I could talk to Him about everything and anything. I could tell Him what I was thinking, what I was feeling and what was hurting me. It was finally coming to a head, and it needed to come out and be dealt with to get healing. Could I really tell Him all that? Wouldn’t that just be whiney and ugly? God would never want to hear that kind of stuff. What happened next was the best break through in my life since the night I trusted Him as Savior.
After I got it all out I said, “Okay, I think this is how it would go if I were being best friends with someone…after I would say stuff, they’d have to say stuff back. God, will you say stuff back to me? Will You respond? I know that was really icky, but can You deal with it? Will You?” I sat there wondering if a blue smoke would fill the room, or I’d see some hazy apparition or hear a thundering voice. Is this what people did to get a personal meeting with God? I sat in silence half scared and half expectant. Would God show up? Was He in for a relationship with me? Did He really want to be friends with me? Nothing happened in the drama of my moment but a small voice that said, “My Word is my voice…I speak through my written Word.” Okay…so…I opened my Bible as I had many a time for years past. Let’s see….where should I read? I know you go to John if you want the life of Christ, and go to Acts for the birth of the church and if you need doctrine, go to Romans; so I wonder where do I go to hear God wants a relationship with me after a torrent of venting? I didn’t know a book or a passage that would address that, so in frustration I opened to Genesis. I’d read this hundreds of times and I knew this wasn’t going to cut it. This wasn’t anything about relationship.  There isn’t a place to go, I thought, so You’re going to have to talk to me from wherever…it’s all Your word…You can use any of it. Will You please talk to me?
In brokenness, I asked,  “Please, I’ve done what I know to do, please show me You want relationship with me”. I read…in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth (yeah, yeah I know, I’ve read this, I know this, but could You speak to me…) and the earth was without form and void. And darkness covered the earth (Hey wait, that’s me, I feel this…I’m in the dark here, I’m without form, I’m void, I need you God…) and the Spirit of God hovered over (Hey this is good, God is hovering over me and He’s poised and ready to move at the word of God, to shape this whole mass into his creation. He’s not disgusted with me; He wants to make me into something!! He’s hovering, already up and running! Not hold your horses’till I can get there, but he’s hovering ready to roll in a split second!). What a break through—God does speak! God does want relationship with me! More tears and more crying came, but it was with a gentleness of a heart being wooed and not accused and stomped. I felt there was an invitation to a relationship. I needed to read on, not because of a to-do list but out of being drawn and responding to someone, or seeking a voice calling from some other place. I was following it trying to figure where it was coming from. I could hear Him in the words I read, and things were making sense more than the words on the page; there were all kinds of words with those words that were filling in the blanks inside of me. 
It was crazy. I couldn’t stop reading! Like filament being pulled by a magnet, I was being drawn toward God. He was responding! He hears me, oh wow, He hears me! I felt like Cinderella finding out that Prince Charming was interested in her, and my heart soared. The “sore” I had known was being replaced with a “soar”-ing I welcomed. But God, what about that sorry family you left me in? Didn’t you see what was going on? Is that really love? So, do you hear where I’m coming from and what my dilemma is? I can’t make sense of this. I’m human, and if I knew such things were going on with someone I knew, I couldn’t just stand by—I’d rescue them. How did you not rescue me? Why would you leave me there? You are God, you could have fixed it. Questions poured as freely as the tears. But now I could hear God answering…
By this point I was in Genesis 13 reading. The story is of Abraham and Lot. I was familiar with this story as well. As I read this time, however, I saw a different twist to it. The ways that Lot chose affected his children, and the choices Abraham made affected his children. The choices parents make affect their kids! More light came, blurry things from my past started coming into focus as I read this account. God didn’t put me in a bad family—my parent’s made bad choices. Those bad choices became consequences in my life I had to deal with; that’s the way it goes. God didn’t want it that way. He wanted them to have relationship with Him, too. And had my parents chosen to obey God, I would have had blessings in my life. God challenged me to think what would my dad would have been like if he were totally sold out to God? He would have been great! His temper wouldn’t have ruled him. He was so handy and could fix or make anything—we could have gone on mission trips together, he could have taught me how to make all those things I’ve wanted to make. We would have had a great time together. Now, he didn’t choose to live that way, but if he would have, our life would have been a whole other story. What would my mom have been like? She wouldn’t have been so controlled by her emotions that gave her migrainse and illnesses that dominated her life. She would have been compassionate and giving—I could have learned so much from her; she would have been cool.  And my brother and sister, how would they have been? I slowly went through each of their weaknesses that dominated their lives and what they would have looked liked as gifts given by the Holy Spirit. My brother is a genius, and I certainly could have used some of that. And my sister loved to cook. My family still regrets that I didn’t learn from that. I began loving my family like never before. It would have been a great family to be in. So, it wasn’t God’s fault, and I wasn’t in the wrong family! God hadn’t messed up! My parents chose to live in disobedience, and the consequences of disobedience stinks for them and for me. It stunk for all of us. This isn’t the way God wanted it. It wasn’t even all their fault. They never had been taught that their choices would have such impact on their kids. They chose to live in sin because they were sinners- much like pigs choose mud because they’re pigs. I was surprised that I had no anger toward them. Forgiveness flowed with the realization of what this was all about. 
It wasn’t in seeing what they had done wrong that helped my heart. It was hearing from God that helped so much and realizing that He does respond!  It was great information that I really needed. But bigger yet was…He was talking to me—like a friend and was telling me stuff that made sense—this is relationship! Like He was holding all the pieces to a puzzle that I could not complete and I did not understand. He laid the pieces out that He’d been holding back, just waiting until I wanted more than answers. He was waiting for me to want a true relationship with Him. 
He was answering me and revealing to me that my obedience and choices mattered to more than just me. My children were going to either walk in the consequences of my disobedience or the blessings of my obedience! The past was the past, and what I needed was to go forward. I was to realize those things that hurt me could propel me toward intimacy with God and a desire to choose obedience at whatever level it came up.

God hadn’t messed up in my life—I had to go through all of that to help me make the right choices in the future! God cared! This was all part of the journey and things were becoming clear…full sunlight beamed into my heart and a relationship was cemented. All these past circumstances were God revealing Himself to me, and I wasn’t even aware of Him.  But He was there the whole time. He had never left me. He’s the One who wanted relationship all along. The legalism that oppressed me has made me be able to tell others the damage legalism can do. The check lists, the to-do’s, are all in contrast with being in relationship that began way back at age four and continues to grow even now. God is with us—that’s one of Jesus’ names—Emanuel, God with us! He wants us to be aware of Him and His presence with us. He wants to have tea with us, to go on walks together, and He likes pink, too. How do I know? It’s in sunsets and flowers and the cheeks of children at play. And does He like to color? Oh yes, yes, yes He really does!

Perhaps the secret to intimacy with God is…unless you become like a child…enjoy Him, love Him, talk to Him, invite Him along and be aware that He’s right there hovering all the time.

Do you just do church and think that’s all there is to it? Wait, there’s more! There is relationship. You can know God—like a friend. You can tell Him things and be totally honest—He’s good with it—He already knows! He wants relationship with you. The choices you make to either respond to Him or reject Him will bring blessings or consequences. Choose right for it will affect your children. It does take effort or discipline of yourself, and it is not always convenient, comfortable, or easy, but it’s always worth it. This relationship is like a best friend, marriage sort of relationship—it is work, but the benefit far exceeds the cost, especially when the other One is perfect and loves you enough to die for you. So it’s not really doing, but doing is involved. I guess it is like it was in the Garden of Eden for we, too, have a choice.

Choose relationship with God. He alone knows how He made you. He knows how you’ll function best—with Him! He alone has been with you through each moment—your childhood, each scraped knee, every home run, every star in conduct—there’s nothing you can remember that He has forgotten. In your teen years…every crush that didn’t even know you existed, every team you made, every failure that still bothers you—He still remembers your locker combination! He was there, He remembers and He understands. In your adult years…He saw that look in your eye and the lilt in your step as you fell in love; He walked down the aisle with you and heard your vows to Him. He thought you were beautiful. He was there through your pregnancy watching your body change with you and knew what was developing inside of you; He was thrilled at your first sight of the tiny new member He entrusted to your care and He understood your tears when they waved good bye from their dorm room only a few years later. He’s the kind of Friend that doesn’t miss a thing. The good times and the bad—He understands your heart. You never need to catch Him up on details, and you never need to fill Him in on what you were thinking or feeling. Why wouldn’t you want to have a friend like that? 

If that somehow isn’t enough, He places deep within us, the longing to do anything for our kids. It began before they were actually here. Need pickles at two a.m.? Okay. Go up a dress size or two? Okay. Get cut open and have a roomful of people see you half naked during delivery? Okay. Go stand in the rain to watch their football game? Okay.  Do without the furniture you want because they want a new computer? Okay. Give up a new car to pay college tuition? Okay. That’s a love God is showing to us so we can understand how He feels about us! So, why not start this relationship with God? If not for yourself alone, then perhaps for the love of your children?  Perhaps that love He has given you was to push you forward to choose relationship with God. Our decisions affect more than ourselves. Chose right, choose God. Getting up early to spend time with God? Chose right, it will affect your children. Don’t want to exercise? Choose right, it will affect your children. Don’t feel like loving your husband today? Choose right, it will affect your children. Who will be my friends? Choose right, it will affect my children. Continue to build a church in the community? Choose right, it will affect your children. Go on mission trips even though you are afraid? Choose right, it will affect your children.
Choosing right is not only good for your kids or good for you or good for your marriage or good for the ministry…its good for all of them! Choosing obedience with relationship isn’t an either “good for them” or a “good for me“ kind of thing. God makes it good for everyone involved. He’s like that! He makes His will best for the whole bunch. Relationship with God is not only a one time deal, it’s choosing day by day, moment by moment, thought by thought. He still waits for you to come to Him   “so that He can show you His love and compassion.  For the Lord is a faithful God.  Blessed are those who wait for His help…He will be gracious if you ask for help.  He will surely respond to the sound of your cries”. Isaiah 30:18-19  Cry out to Him, my dear friend, and take Him as the Friend He wants to be to you. He is the BEST friend you could ever imagine…

