Barriers to Intimacy with God © 2008 WF Cobb Truthbase.net
See: Intimacy with God1; Perception/Performance 6: Emotions  D  Bitterness2; Bitterness Thots; Intimacy and Emotion email; Emotional Atheism3 
No Barriers1: Commitment-phobic; Fear; Hiding (guilt); Self-Esteem; Selfishness/Pride; Rejection; Bitterness/Resentment; Immaturity; Irresponsibility; Dishonesty; Devaluation; Addiction; Reactivity; Busyness; Poor Priorities; Talkativeness; Control issues; Sin; Unfaithful

I. We get mad or distant with God when we don’t like our lives or think He’s mad at us (self-inflicted by sin)

“The bitter root grows from a seed…some such thing that has been perceived as a wrong done to me that I never forgave. Until this issue is identified, it cannot be completely pulled out…The root of bitterness is protected by a faulty defense logic that asserts my right…These faulty arguments must be exposed in order to get at the root. By exposing and destroying this line of thinking, God can start speaking again to my conscience through guilt. That in turn begins to work on me. As it is, pride…keep(s) guilt far away. Bitter people are difficult to counsel because they are continually going through a cycle of thoughts, that both justify oneself and accuse the other. God’s Word must penetrate my mind so that I can see that Jesus really condemns what I am doing. I must recognize that there are dire consequences if I don’t change. In fact, I am already troubled. Troubles are often the tools God uses to cause a person to be open to the truth and then be delivered from the deception. Usually God will use a crisis to sufficiently humble me to the point at which I am willing to deal with bitterness the way God desires.” http://foundationsforfreedom.net/Topics/Marriage/Great_Marriage/GM07_Bitterness.html#Anchor-47857
II. We need to be honest to God and ourselves (honesty with those around us couldn’t hurt either)
3Anger toward God: Divine actions: death, serious illness or injury, natural disaster, accidents; Human action: abuse, wartime atrocities, assault, murder, divorce, abandonment, betrayal;  Disappointing (~traumatic) events: personal failures, “unanswered” prayers

3Anger links: low current religiosity; insecure attachment; narcissistic entitlement; trait anger; depression; low self-esteem; Parents
III. We need to resolve our anger

Admit You're Angry and Analyze Why2   Eph 4:31 Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, & evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice

Clash of values and expectations; focus of affection; lack of self-denial/crucifixion; source of worth misplaced

Nostril Flaring Legitimate? Nose around your self-talk for the source    Jonah 4 "Do you do well to be ANGRY?"
3Feelings Resolved by: Insight into “why” 27%; +Benign reappraisal of God’s intentions 25%; +God not at fault 11%; +Saw as God’s will 12%;  +Acceptance 18%;     -Passage of time 27%; -Some good outcome 14%; -Problem went away 11%; -Stopped believing 9% 

Grow as the irritation contributes to your beautification/beatification 2Cor 9:8 God is able to make all grace abound toward you, that you… 

Go to God for power to manifest the Fruit of the Spirit; Relinquish Your Rights; Ownership turned over to God; Withhold Wrath 
3Reframing: God uses suffering as +a loving correction for sin; +to build or refine character; +/-fits events into a mysterious “big picture” that humans can’t grasp (Holy Mystery concept);  -God suffers along with people (and the rest of creation); -God has limitations and thus cannot prevent suffering; -Suffering stems from Satan, evil, or consequences of human sin or fallenness—not from God.

Express/Verbalize your Forgiveness and Feelings Wisely Job 1:22  In all this Job did not sin nor charge God foolishly/with wrong.
3Options that may require less theological tinkering: treat the psychological disorder (e.g., depression; problem in attachment) and God image may improve; foster approach behaviors toward God, including honest expression of negative feelings (empty chair technique; journaling; imagery; prayer); look for signs of God’s presence, care, love; meditate on hope-giving insights or texts;

turn to spiritual direction or pastoral consultation 

Reconcile and Relinquish Rm 12:17 Repay no one evil for evil 19 do not avenge yourselves, give place to wrath; "Vengeance is Mine, I will repay 20
Questions for Reflections/Discussion/Response:

1. Is it possible to be angry with God or His sovereignty over your life and not know it? What would be some clues?

2. If the problem/irritation just goes away or we get used to it, have God’s purposes been achieved in our life, or have we lost out?

3. How does bitterness toward God effect us physically, emotionally, spiritually (esp exercising faith), and relationally?

4. What are some typical ways that you’re tempted to get angry or bitter with God and how have you resolved them?

5. What can you do to search your heart and make it more welcoming to God? Do you believe He loves and wants to help you?

Intimacy With God  © 2008 WF Cobb Truthbase.net  

Ex 33:11 LORD spoke to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend. Joshua…a young man, did not depart from the tabernacle. 

"O, the fullness, the pleasure, the sheer excitement of knowing God here on earth." -Jim Elliott          2Ch 20:7 Abraham thy friend
Intentional seeking and daily dependence builds our delight with God

Ps 27:4 One thing I have desired of the LORD, That will I seek: That I may dwell in the house of the LORD All the days of my life, To behold the beauty of the LORD, And to inquire in His temple. 5  For in the time of trouble He shall hide me in His pavilion…

Lk 10:42  But one thing is needed, and Mary has chosen that good part, which will not be taken away from her.

No Barriers: Commitment-phobic; Fear; Hiding (guilt); Self-Esteem; Selfishness/Pride; Rejection; Bitterness/Resentment; Immaturity; Irresponsibility; Dishonesty; Devaluation; Addiction; Reactivity; Busyness; Poor Priorities; Talkativeness; Control issues; Sin; Unfaithful

Rom 8:37 Yet in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.

Trust and Transparency: from life’s ambition to moment by moment (and everything in between)

Heb 11:8  By faith Abraham obeyed…go out to…receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he was going.

Ps 143:6  I spread out my hands to You; My soul longs for You like a thirsty land. Selah 7 Answer me speedily, O LORD; My spirit fails! Do not hide Your face from me, Lest I be like those who go down into the pit.  8  Cause me to hear Your lovingkindness in the morning, For in You do I trust; Cause me to know the way in which I should walk, For I lift up my soul to You.

Independence is the Essence of sin, resulting in Separation  “Spiritual breathing” restores spiritual life 1Jn 1:9 Eph 5:18
Exclusivity Js 4:4 Adulterers and adulteresses! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Whoever therefore wants to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God. Jas 4:5…The Spirit who dwells in us yearns jealously?

Isa 59:2 your iniquities have separated you from your God; And your sins have hidden His face from you, So that He will not hear.

Mutual Knowing is the Essence of a Relationship

2Pt 1:2 Grace and peace be multiplied to you by the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord,    Eph 1:17…in/by the knowledge of Him

Col 1:10 that you may walk worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing Him, being fruitful in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God

Rom 1:28 as they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, God gave them over to a reprobate mind, 

2Th 1:8  In flaming fire taking vengeance on them that know not God, and that obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ: 

Titus 1:16 They profess that they know God; but in works they deny…1Jo 4:8 He who does not love does not know God, for God is love

Abiding requires Sustained Obedience

Jn 15:9 As the Father loved Me, I also have loved you; abide in My love. 10 If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love, just as I... 14 You are My friends if you do whatever I command you. 15  "No longer do I call you servants, for a servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all things that I heard from My Father I have made known to you

Ps 25:5  Lead me in Your truth and teach me, For You are the God of my salvation; On You I wait all the day. Cf 62:5 wait silently Pr 8:34

Mt 28:19…make disciples…20 teaching them to obey all things that I have commanded…I am with you always, even to the end of the age

Contented Conversation builds the Relationship

1Thess 5:15 pursue what is good both for yourselves and for all. 16 Rejoice always, 17 pray without ceasing, 18  in everything give thanks; 19 Do not quench the Spirit.20  Do not despise prophecies.21  Test all things; hold fast what is good. 22  Abstain from every form of evil.

Php 4:6 Be anxious for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God

Heb 13:5 Let your conduct be without covetousness; be content with such things as you have. For He Himself has said, "I will never leave you nor forsake you." Php 4:11  Not that I speak in regard to need, for I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content: 

1Tim 6:6  Now godliness with contentment is great gain. 8  And having food and clothing, with these we shall be content.

Yearning is Fulfilled for those who Follow

Ps 84:2  My soul longs, yes, even faints For the courts of the LORD; My heart and my flesh cry out for the living God. Jn 4 God seeks us
Ps 42:1…as a deer pants…2  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and appear before God? Ps 143:6 Isa 26:9  

Questions for Reflection/Discussion/Response:

1. If we make time for the things that are important to us, does lack of intimacy with God imply that He is not important to us?

2. Why are we tempted to be more friendly with the world than with God? Why are we so bound to our physical senses? Where’s faith?

3. If God seems far away, guess who moved? Why are we hesitant to repent? What is the underlying problem with distance from God?

4. How do you listen to God? How do your recognize His “face” or voice? What keeps you from “waiting on God”?

5. How will you develop and deepen your relationship with God this week? What barriers might have to be blasted/conquered?

 Heb 12:15  Perception/Performance 6: Emotions  D  Bitterness ©1/93 5/2004 WF Cobb Truthbase.net
14  Pursue peace with all people, and holiness, without which no one will see the Lord:  15  looking carefully lest anyone fall short of the grace of God; lest any root of bitterness springing up cause trouble, and by this many become defiled; 16  lest there be any fornicator or profane person like Esau…when he wanted to inherit the blessing, he was rejected…

I. Our Habits & Values create Filters/Expectations, influencing our Perceptions & Emotions, determining Performance.

A. Anger: irritated, livid, resentful, furious, rage – outgrowth of hurt {build-up} (how you deal will result in closeness or distance)

Message: important rule or standard has been violated (clarify or compromise {personal stds})  Eph 4:31 Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice. Eph 4:26 do not sin: do not let the sun go down on your wrath,
Admit You're Angry and Analyze Why   see: http://foundationsforfreedom.net/Topics/Marriage/Great_Marriage/GM07_Bitterness.html#Anchor-47857
Nostril Flaring Legitimate? Nose around your self-talk for the source  Jonah 4 "Do you do well to be ANGRY?"
Grow as the irritation contributes to your beautification/beatification
Go to God for power to manifest the Fruit of the Spirit; Relinquish Your Rights; Ownership turned over to God; Withhold Wrath 
Express/Verbalize your Forgiveness and Feelings Wisely 
Reconcile and Relinquish Rm 12:17 Repay no one evil for evil. 19 do not avenge yourselves, give place to wrath; "Vengeance is Mine, I will repay 20
II. Unresolved Anger rejects God’s grace (Heb 12:15) resulting in Bitterness and Joylessness. Bitterness is:

Poison, harming all it touches  Ac 8:23  "For I see that you are poisoned by bitterness and bound by iniquity."

Highest non-violent sin, that prevents us from blessing others Ro 3:14  "Whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness."

Replaced by love Col 3:19 Husbands, love your wives and do not be bitter toward them.

Prevents life in everything we do Js 3:11  Does a spring send forth fresh water and bitter from the same opening?

Demonic Jas 3:14  if you have bitter envy and self-seeking in your hearts…lie against the truth.  15 This…is earthly, sensual, demonic

Bitterness is a red flag for demonic influence because in it one usurps God’s throne through vengeance and rebellion. (2Cor 2:10-11)

III. Remove the Roots of Bitterness (unresolved anger)  through Submission and Realization

A. We get bitter at God when He a) doesn’t do what we want, when we want,  or b) does what we don’t want.  God allows irritations and trials into our lives to deepen our dependence on Him.

1) Submit to the goodness, wisdom and sovereignty of God;  (Gen 50:20  you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good)

2) Be holy and wholly blessable (Ps 84: No good thing will He withhold, from those who walk uprightly.)
B. We get bitter at others when they: do or don’t do what we want or don’t want; say untrue things about us (which shouldn’t bother a true disciple); or say true things about us in a way we don’t like (which shouldn’t bother a humble disciple walking in the light)

1) Rejoice that when you’re pleasing God, and only caring what He thinks of you, Satan will attack by the words and works of the ungodly

Mt 5:11 Lk 6:22 Blessed are you when they revile/hate/exclude/persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely for My sake.

2) Remember that the truth only hurts the proud when they’re hiding in the dark. 1Jn 1:5-7 walk in the light…have fellowship with one another

C. We can both reduce the reaction of pain, as well as remove any feelings of resentment and bitterness. If we are fully conscious that God is pleased with us (thus having unshakeable self-worth) we won’t care what others think of us (justly or unjustly or unfairly).

IV. Resolve the Fruits of Bitterness (poor relationships) through Forgiveness and Service Col 3:12-13
A. We need to acknowledge/confess the hurt, pain and hate, if we don’t bring it to the light it will fester and grow in the dark

1Jn 1:9  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

B. We need to forgive, agreeing to live with the painful consequences of another’s sin, which God’s grace can erase in time (Mt 18:35)

Mt 6:14 if you forgive men…your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 15 if you do not forgive…neither will your Father forgive… 

C. We need to invest in their life through prayer, kindness, treasure  Mt 6:21 where your treasure is, there your heart will be also cf Rm 12:20
V. Things that help us Forgive as Christ has Forgiven us  2Cor 2:11 (forgive)… lest Satan should take advantage of us

A. We’ve been forgiven much more for our rebellion and rejection of God. Our fellowship with God is dependent upon forgiving others.

B. No one’s perfect; people who damage others were hurt and damaged themselves, and will continue to be so until someone loves them

C. Abuse is inevitable; get used to it. Being hurt by others is a sure sign that we’re seeking worth from them rather than getting it from pleasing God.

D. We allow ourselves to be hurt by having unbiblical perceptions and responses; The hurt can help us transform into Christlikeness. (Rm 12)
E. Watch your thoughts and what you dwell on 2Cor 10:5b bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ Php 4:8

F. God uses the situation and person to shape and perfect and reward us, sometimes working out a better plan than we could imagine

Questions for Reflection/Discussion/Response:

1. What are some symptoms of bitterness? Why is it difficult to recognize? How does bitterness differ from anger? Which comes first?

2. What are some consequences of bitterness? Why would anyone chose such disaster? How does submission solve or prevent bitterness?

3. Why are some people easily offended? Why are some people easily offensive? What happens when opposites attract and marry?

4. Why is forgiveness sometimes difficult?  What makes it easier? Why would we have to forgive someone “49” times?

5. What steps could you take to “bitterproof” your soul? Whom do you need to forgive and for what? Where should you change your rules?
BITTERNESS THOTS Hi: I woke at 2AM with a couple of thoughts from our conversation that might be helpful. I might put a section on our website of such “Thots” that go beyond feelings (70% confidence level), but are not yet backed by Scripture (which would then have a 90% confidence level), but which are about 80% accurate, and worthy of discussion and debate. [In case you’re wondering, to reach 100% confidence level {teaching quality} the Scripture backed thoughts would need to be prayerfully and critically analyzed to see if any alternative view has more merit or Biblical support.] So here at 2:30 are a few thoughts, which might lack some coherency, due to their distance from a cup of coffee, but might be edifying.

On bitterness: some, if not most, bitterness comes from being hurt, and a desire for revenge. This is doubly fatal in its consequence (defile many, rot bones) and doubly flawed in its conception, for on both counts, one is playing God. It’s easy to see how the desire for revenge or to pay back someone is usurping God (a pastime of  Satan, and a prohibition of Scripture {vengeance is Mine, I will repay}. Usurping God in/by being hurt is a little more subtle. 

Most hurt comes from having an expectation, (which may or may not be legitimate), that is disappointed. While we tend to think all our expectations are legit, many are not. And even if they are God given, Biblically sanctioned, covenanted, promised, and sworn expectations that another as led us to believe they will fulfill, and which God indicated are ours to expect, and which we could even legitimately demand be fulfilled, we can’t allow ourselves to develop a wounded spirit, when we’re disappointed. 

When even legit expectations are denied, ignored, trod upon, and we’re abused unjustly, it’s not even then a wise idea to allow ourselves to be hurt, much less vengeful or bitter. Consider Christ. The Master, Lover, Servant, King, God. Abused, ignored and rejected, rather than adored, worshipped and obeyed. Spat upon, crucified. Did not even revile, but blessed, and forgave, and beseeched the Father to forgive as well. He felt pain, but maybe not hurt. (1Pt 2:23,3:9)

True, there are things that cause pain. My child steps on my toes…more than once…even though warned…carelessly. Ouch! I feel pain. I have a legit right to not have my toes trod upon. The violation of that right has caused both physical and emotional pain. The physical pain is legit, but the emotional may not be. The emotional comes in part from some faulty thinking. If my child cared about me they wouldn’t step on me; if they respected me, they’d heed my warning; if they loved me, they wouldn’t want me to have aching toes. My worth is getting undermined by childish irresponsibility. If I respond incorrectly, I sin. 

I can’t expect a child to act like an adult. I can’t expect an adult to act like a believer. I can’t expect a young believer to act like a mature believer. I can’t expect a mature believer to act like Christ, all the time. I can expect, but I’ll eventually be disappointed. But expecting, is believing, hoping the best. OK I can expect, but I can’t allow myself to get bent out of shape when my expectation is disappointed. For it will be disappointed. Fact. Inexorable fact. Fact of life. 

I must develop the Christlike maturity to live hurt-free with the tension of expecting the best, while expecting to be disappointed. For the fact is, God calls me to the former while allowing the latter. A little reminder that He’s in charge. He called each of the major prophets to call Israel back to the Truth, while adding a postscript: they’re not going to listen. He’s God, we’re not. 

I can expect my rights, but I must also expect to be disappointed at some point or time. I can demand my rights, but then I’d be toeing a tightrope of Truth over the abyss of sin. A very slippery walk. For when my legitimate rights are denied, even though demanded, how will I respond?  Some say the only right we have is to die for our sins. A good thought when our rights are trampled upon. Yielding rights is Christlike, and necessary to follow as His disciple. If God chooses to not allow me to have a legitimate right, then submission to the perfect will of God is a higher good than untrampled toes. Job’s toes hurt. 

Allowing myself to be hurt when things don’t go my way is not Christlike. My way is not always God’s way. His way is perfect. My way includes legitimate rights that God chooses to leave unfulfilled for a greater good, and illegitimate expectations. There are some things I would like that are not prohibited in Scripture, but are not eternally profitable at the moment. There are some things I would like that aren’t best for me. There are some things I would like that aren’t right for me. They look good and legitimate, but are not right. They’re even wrong. Like the fruit of The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.

Allowing myself to be hurt when things don’t go my way is almost Godlike. Sometimes being Godlike is not good. Remember the fruit of The Tree? How about vengeance? God is the One who makes the rules for my life, not me. If I make the rules, I’m playing God. If I say life has to be thus and so, and react negatively when it isn’t, I’ve just bumped Christ off the throne of my life. I’m now calling the shots. He isn’t. 

I can get bitter towards God. When He doesn’t act the way I want, or arrange my circumstances for my comfort rather than my growth, I can withhold my worship. That’ll show Him. I know the way my life should be; obviously He’s not paying attention and doing this my way. So I’ll do things my way. Who needs Him? Oops, wrong to be hurt, wrong to be vengeful. 

Wrong to be hurt, because my pain is for my profit. To get me to stop touching the hot stove. My circumstances are frequently consequences. I’ve been planting radishes and demanding strawberries. Maybe my time would be better spent sowing Truth and weeding bad habits. My pain can be for the glory of God. There’s lots of opportunity to be Christlike when disappointed. Maybe I need to rethink this hurt stuff. I’m probably missing out on loads of blessing, while loading up on cursings.
Wrong to be vengeful toward God. Positively suicidal. I mean, who’s going to win, and who’s going to get hurt? Self-inflicted. Stupid.

Bitterness can be directed toward others, or toward God. Bitterness is doubly dumb. Being hurt, with a desire for revenge. Playing God on both counts, wrong each time.

RE: letting people come to their own awareness of sin. Most people never get there. That’s why God sent prophets to call to repentance. NT ministry models, especially reflected in the pastoral epistles, and Paul’s other letters, almost always couple some act of shining the light with the hope that people would see the light. Off the top of my head, I can’t think of any example of Paul just hoping and praying someone would “get it”. In Ephesians, he prayed they’d understand, and then wrote the letter telling them what then needed to know. 

Well it’s creeping up on 4:30…bedtime…time flies when you’re having fun. I’m not going to proofread the above, otherwise I’ll be here all night. So forgive the errors, and remember the certainty level.

Yours for a bitter-free world,-bc

Does Emotion have anything to do with intimacy?

Great question and if my caffeine kicks in, I might be able to provide an answer. The short answer is yes; I would think so, but it's not that simple. There are different types and levels of intimacy.

If one defines intimacy as a closeness and trust/confidence that arises from knowing/sharing/experiencing another person (or thing), then one would expect emotion to enter into it. One of the defining traits of intimacy is that it is not experienced with all on every level, be it knowledge, experience, or people. Emotions are usually not shared with one’s employer upon being snubbed by them, but are with one’s roommates, or intimates. A level of emotional intimacy would exist in the latter case, but not the former. On a physical level one is exclusively intimate with their spouse and not others. Intimacy in that type of relationship gives rise to feelings/emotions (particularly of worth/value) that don’t exist in other relationships. Hence the devastation of dissolution. One feels rejected on levels corresponding to the intimacies shared, if and when the relationship dies.

If one transparently shares their hopes, dreams, aspirations, feelings, fears, insecurities, failures, and another person reciprocates, there is a level of intimate knowing that results. If there is an additional empathy, affirmation and support, the level of intimacy deepens to intimate acceptance. If, in the foregoing context, there is a desire for the other’s highest good which may or may not involve differential acceptance, then that intimacy has blossomed into love. The acceptance pieces are usually necessary for someone to believe that the other person understands them and loves them. Hence the difficulty in corrective love, for instance, between a parent and child. The child feels unaccepted, rejected, and unloved when their bundle of desires is not unconditionally supported. This problem can persist into adulthood, unfortunately, diminishing if not destroying potential intimacy. Fortunately people somehow manage to grow up, sometimes. 

Emotion is both a cause and product of intimacy. The sharing of feelings towards life, circumstances, or even another person results in greater knowledge and thus intimacy. Note that intimacy is knowledge, not a state of feeling. The experience of intimacy gives rise to feelings of well-being, worth/value, etc., and loss of intimacy results in converse feelings. One could conclude that we were designed for intimacy and fully functioning individuals experience it as they are fully human and fully alive (to steal the title from John Powell’s book). I believe that intimacy (with both God and others) is one of those blessings of experiencing the abundant life that Jesus came to give. It is enhanced by other-centeredness, and destroyed by self-centeredness, vis-à-vis God and others. If I just focus on me, I can’t know another, and thus no intimacy. If I have no focus on God, I won’t know Him, and thus no intimacy. No intimacy, no joy. Rejoicing is both a decision and an emotion. 

Can one measure one’s intimacy by one’s feelings? One can, but one would be skating on thin ice, especially when it comes to intimacy with God. Feelings fluctuate, and are frequently at odds with faith. Feelings are not usually hard-wired visceral response to reality, but are filtered responses to perceived situations. Two people exposed to the same stimulus, i.e., scary movie, can have very different emotions. (Emotions are feelings that motivate us to action.) Feelings are the product of the complex interaction of at least thirty neurochemicals, that are let loose by signals arising from a far more intricate yet inaccurate perception of external stimuli that arrives at our CPU (cranial perceptual understanding)  :) only after passing though variable filters built and modified by years of experience and values education, as well as recent emotional experiences. That’s the simplified description. It’s like we dip an irregularly woven and recently mauled malleable screen into a solution of whatever chemicals are floating around our cranium and then hold that up to the portion of imperfectly perceived data stream that has managed to enter though our senses. We then sort and process that distorted deflected data using an array of grids that have deformities, holes, and gunk stuck on them from previous processings. Our CPU then manages to send messages to our differentially fatigued neurotransmitters to fire away, creating an emotional response out of the stew of chemicals available in our brain at the moment. The resulting feelings/emotions further complicate the whole perception-cogitation process resulting in responses that sometimes fit the external reality, and other times engender a response best described as a short-circuit.  Ahh! The joy of being human.  It’s amazing that we’ve managed to survive as a species going up against animals of instinct. 

*Let’s say a friend, spouse or God, through action or inaction, does something that according to our value/expectation system is to our liking. As that event works its way though the abovementioned response system, we will eventually have an emotional response that is positive, enhancing intimacy. They know what we like and do it, or refrain from doing what we don’t like. They know us. They value us because they do what pleases us. We feel understood. We feel good. We feel loved. We reciprocate. Intimacy is great!

*Let’s say a friend, spouse or God, through action or inaction, does something that according to our value/expectation system is not to our liking. As that event works it’s way though the abovementioned response system, we will eventually have an emotional response that is flat, negative or repressed, diminishing intimacy. They know what we like and don’t do it, or refrain from doing what we do like or want. We suspect/reason that they don’t really know us. Or if they do, they don’t value us because they don’t do what pleases us. We feel misunderstood.  (Surely if they understood our position, they would see things our way and do what we wish.) We feel rejected. We feel unloved. We reciprocate by expressing hostility or withdrawing. Intimacy is gone!
As this last information enters our CPU we try to deny and repress it, using up the brain chemicals that are really useful for generating positive emotions. We start altering our filters and ways of looking at life. We start a downward spiral that is usually only resolved by an external chemical source, or the passage of time, or the grace of God.  How that grace gets mediated to us is another story, which I hope to address this Sunday. 

So emotions significantly affect our perception and experience of intimacy. Intimacy can exist but not be realized due to emotional processing of events. It’s there, but we ignore it because we’re more focused on something else (usually what we got or didn’t get). Intimacy takes a beating when one party withdraws due to real or imagined slights. An examination and realignment of our filters and value systems can restore intimacy, as can a resolution of the items that disrupted the intimacy. Intimacy gets enhanced upon reflection upon the reality and benefits of the experiencing the relationship.

As God says in Jer 29:11  For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, says the LORD, thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give you a future and a hope. 12  Then you will call upon Me and go and pray to Me, and I will listen to you. 13  And you will seek Me and find Me, when you search for Me with all your heart. 14  I will be found by you, says the LORD 

-bc 4/08

Emotional Atheism and Anger toward God 

Julie Juola Exline  Dept. of Psychology, Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, Ohio  E-mail: Julie.exline@case.edu 

http://64.233.169.104/search?q=cache:CDU3c8i4W5gJ:www.churchdisasterhelp.org/files/training/Anger%2520at%2520God.ppt+%E2%80%9CEmotional+Atheism%E2%80%9D&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=8&gl=us


I. Assumptions Underlying the Concept of Anger toward God 

On the surface, the idea of anger toward God fits with Western, monotheistic conceptions: God as a personal being who interacts with humans.But perhaps those from non-Western traditions also experience anger toward God. 

Seems like fair game within polytheism: Switch allegiances to another God. Laura Thompson’s work: People can get angry at tornadoes and other impersonal forces...so they could presumably get angry at an impersonal, Divine energy force as well. 

Core Themes: Undeserved Suffering and the Reality of Evil 

Anger toward God tends to arise in cases involving: 

Serious negative events that we cannot attribute directly to human actions: Death, serious illness or injury, natural disaster, accidents. But also some that we can attribute to human action: abuse, wartime atrocities, assault, murder, divorce, abandonment, betrayal 

Disappointing (though not necessarily traumatic) events: personal failures, “unanswered” prayers
 

II. The Emotional Experience  (College Student Sample) 

Hatred was rare, frustration more typical, confusion most common (p < .001). So meaning-making is often what’s needed (Crystal Park’s work).

See Richard Beck’s new work on “complaints” against God.

On average, moderately positive emotions toward God even during this crisis event.

  

Another Side of the Emotional Coin: Is God Mad at Me?  

The problem is not just anger at God: 

Participants in our studies (clinically anxious or depressed patients; college students; homeless men) often report a belief that God feels angry, punitive, or rejecting toward them. 

Research on the RCOPE (Pargament and colleagues) also suggests that feeling angry at God correlates positively with feeling punished by God.

So anger at God often reflects a more general rift in a person’s perceived relationship with God.

 

IIIA.Frequency of Negative Feelings toward God 

In college student sample, 50% of those who believed in God reported negative feelings toward God in response to a major negative life event.  

Homeless men, when asked about their experience of becoming homeless: 60% reported some problem in relationship with God. 

General Social Survey (national sample): 63%      reported that they were sometimes angry at God.

So anger toward God is a COMMON problem. 
 

Reluctance To Admit Anger toward God:  

A Potential Snag in Assessment? 

Students: 34% of those believing in God said that it was morally wrong to feel anger toward God. Greater religiosity was linked with less belief that anger toward God was morally acceptable. 

Homeless: 46% said that it was “definitely not OK” to have negative feelings toward God. 82% said it was “definitely not OK” to hold on to such negative feelings. 

Reluctance to admit negative feelings toward God could lead to under-reporting. It becomes a taboo topic  
 

IIIB. Predictors of Anger toward God  (Student sample) 

Many predictors of anger toward God parallel the predictors of interpersonal unforgiveness.   See Exline & Martin (2005) for more detail on this idea. 

Situational predictors of anger toward God: 

    -God clearly seen as responsible for the action (or inaction); severe harm that has not been repaired

    -not close to God prior to event; God’s actions seen as malevolent, illogical, punitive, or shaming  


Individual Differences  (from student samples) 

Reports of anger toward God are linked with:  

low current religiosity; insecure attachment; narcissistic entitlement; trait anger; depression low self-esteem 

Again, many of these factors parallel the predictors of interpersonal unforgiveness.

 

IV. Relationships with Parents:    

“Likely Suspects” in the Mystery of Anger toward God 

There’s LOTS of evidence that our images of God are shaped by our images of our parents and our relationships with them.  

Images of parents shape God images/concepts (Rizzuto’s classic theorizing; many studies over past 30 years)

Attachment to parents correlates with attachment to God (hot area; e.g., Lee Kirkpatrick; Beck & McDonald; Birgegard & Granqvist; Hall; Sim & Loh; many recent dissertations)  Also see upcoming book by Glen Moriarty on parental images, God images, and depression. 

 

Our Own Findings Related to Parents... 

In a sample of homeless men, more problems in relationships with God were reported among those who had: 

insecure attachment (usually avoidant in this sample)

problematic relationships with fathers

problematic relationships with mothers

So our data corroborate the findings of others:    * When trying to understand sources of anger toward God, parental relationships are a good place to look. 

V. A. Are Frequent Negative Feelings toward God Linked with Unbelief?  

SOME EVIDENCE... Those who label themselves “atheist/agnostic” or religion “none/unsure” reported more frequent anger at God than religious affiliates. (see graph) 

Consistent with unexpected  finding in Exline et al.,1999: Nonbelievers reported more difficulty “forgiving”God

New data from General Social Survey: more anger toward God linked with less belief.    

 

Can Anger toward God Prompt Less Belief in God’s Existence?  

Consider findings from a recent project (Exline, Fisher, Rose, & Kampani, under review):  

When asked why they don’t believe in God, most people gave rational/intellectual reasons. 

 

Closer inspection reveals a group of slipping believers:

They used to believe in God, but their belief has decreased.

Anger toward God often coincided with drop in belief.

 

When we look only at those who showed a drop in belief: The biggest predictor of subsequent belief is whether the person said that s/he had turned away from God or rejected God.  

 

V. B. Emotional Atheism 

Our findings are consistent with Novotni and Petersen’s (2002) concept of emotional atheism: 

Anger and disillusionment can cause a person to cut off his/her relationship with God and to stop believing.  

A person can behave as though God does not exist…but at some level, the anger may still be there: “I’ll show you--I just won’t believe in You anymore.” 

The process may be similar to interpersonal grudge holding in which we withdraw from another person, either from hurt or bitterness --- “This person is dead to me.” 

Still, we can’t rule out the possibility of genuine intellectual confusion, nor do we claim that all atheism is emotional.

 

VI. Resolving Negative Feelings toward God 

Within student sample: Of those who reported negative feelings toward God, about 80% said that their negative feelings had decreased over time.

 

Reasons listed for decrease:

 Insight into “why” 27%; +Benign reappraisal of God’s intentions 25%; +God not at fault 11%; +Saw as God’s will 12%; +Acceptance 18%; -Passage of time 27%; -Some good outcome 14%; -Problem went away 11%; -Stopped believing 9% 

Potential Ways of Reframing 

Popular & theological writings suggest that certain ways of reframing might reduce anger toward God:

God uses suffering as a loving correction for sin.

God uses suffering to build or refine character.

God fits events into a mysterious “big picture” that humans can’t grasp.  (Holy Mystery concept)

God suffers along with people (and the rest of creation).

God has limitations and thus cannot prevent suffering.  

Suffering stems from Satan, evil, or consequences of human sin or fallenness—not from God.

 

CAUTION: It’s risky to dispute someone’s core beliefs! 

May require common theological ground: Richards & Bergin (2005) give tips on ecumenical vs. faith-specific intervention.    


Behavioral / Experiential Approaches 

Options that may require less theological tinkering: 

treat the psychological disorder (e.g., depression; problem  in attachment) and God image may improve (e.g., new Moriarty book)

foster approach behaviors toward God, including honest expression of negative feelings

empty chair technique; journaling; imagery; prayer

look for signs of God’s presence, care, love

meditate on hope-giving insights or texts

turn to spiritual direction or pastoral consultation 

 

Tentative Conclusions 

Negative feelings toward God seem to be a common response to events involving human suffering.

People may be reluctant to admit feelings of anger toward God. 

The predictors of anger toward God seem to parallel those involved in interpersonal anger and grudges.

Parental relationships may be especially crucial.

Tentative Conclusions (cont.) 

A growing body of research supports the notion of emotional atheism: 

Negative feelings toward God in the wake of suffering may cause a loss of faith for some. 

Negative feelings toward God usually decrease with time, though there doesn’t seem to be one common pathway by which this occurs. 

To resolve anger toward God, consider making use of both cognitive and emotional pathways; 

but be careful about imposing your own theological assumptions, especially in diverse environments. 

 

Current & Future Aims 

Develop theories and research that maintain close conceptual links with mainstream psychology: 

e.g., attachment and intimacy issues, anger and forgiveness, motivated cognition, management of conflict in close relationships

Build bridges with spiritual directors, clergy, and pastoral care professionals from diverse backgrounds. 

They have been studying these topics for many years, and we have much to learn from them. 

 

For More Information… 

Many of the ideas presented here are presented in more detail in the following chapter: 

    Exline, J. J., & Martin, A. M. (2005). Anger toward God: A new  frontier in forgiveness research. In E. L. Worthington, Jr. (Ed.),  Handbook of forgiveness (pp. 73-88). New York: Routledge.  
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