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There are valid theological debates that have raged down through the years, for there is mystery to our Gospel. But this book goes far beyond the pale of valid theological debate. While Brennan Manning has some good things to say we must look at the body of his work in this book, where it would lead us, and “test all things, holding fast to that which is good” (1Thess. 5). In defiance of his upbringings as a Catholic Priest, Manning has adopted and now preaches a theology so far removed from his past as to exchange one deception for another. I understand that he may have had a belly full of legalism in his past. But in protest he has so dumbed down the truth and perverted the Scriptures to make his point that he plows right through the realm of reasoned debate, and into “preaching another gospel.” If you are interested in pushing through his warm emotionalism and taking a biblical and reasoned look at what he has to say, you will come to have a greater understanding of just what the theology of Laodicea is all about.

Among many issues I have with Manning’s theology is one of the staples of those who preach false gospels: cherry-picking scriptures to support unbiblical theories. Among the favorites of his ilk is expounding upon Eph. 2:8-9 while conveniently leaving off vs. 10. This allows them to wax poetic about how we are saved by grace apart from anything we can possibly do, without saying what that grace saved us for: good works. A continual droning throughout this book is to employ this tact to label any and all of us who want to do good works legalists, the children of a cold task master casting lightening bolts from heaven upon his dispirited slave-children. To Manning there is lover and there is legalist, and no place in between for those motivated by the love of God stirring within them to do truly good works.
Jesus said that he did not come to abolish the law, but to fulfill it (Matt 5). He also said that anyone who loved Him would keep His commandments (John 14). After Him John, the disciple known for his love, said, “For this is the love of God: that we keep His commands and His commands are not burdensome” (1 John 5). Manning refuses to acknowledge that there could be people able to both understand Jesus love and fulfill His law. Yet that is precisely where the true disciple of Christ aspires to be. Contrary to Manning Jesus says these are the very people who truly understand love. While Brennan later suggests that there might be some activity under heaven that Christians should involve themselves in other than cuddling with God, by the time he gets there it comes across as utterly dis-believable. 
If cherry-picking were the extent of it, I would not consider this book as dangerous as I do. But Manning plunges headlong into heresy when he endorses a passage from Dostoyevsky’s “Crime and Punishment.” According to Fyodor’s account of the Day of Judgment (page 19), an all loving pseudo-Christ welcomes all who bear the image of the beast along with those who bear God’s seal. When the wise and prudent standing around question this, Dostoyevsky’s Christ says that none are judged worthy so all are welcome. The biblical account of this encounter in Revelation 19 reveals a very different story, where all who bear the mark of the beast are judged and dispatched to the pit. Manning here reveals himself to be a false prophet who will outright twist and pervert scripture whenever it suits his purpose.

Manning also assaults orthodox theology by showing his complete disdain for the need of repentance. Matt. 4 tells us that from the day Jesus began to preach His message was “Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.” But on pages 62 and 63, Manning writes:
“Whereas John’s call to conversion was essentially linked to penitential practices, the call of Jesus is fundamentally 
connected to being a table companion…Breaking bread with Jesus was a festive celebration of good fellowship in which 
there was salvation. Asceticism was not only inappropriate but unthinkable in the presence of the Bridegroom.”

Repentance “unthinkable in the presence of Jesus?” He then, during his equally lopsided account of the Prodigal Son (page 189), says this:

“We don’t have to sift our hearts or analyze our intentions before returning home. Abba just wants us to show up…We 
don’t have to be shredded with sorrow or crushed with contrition.”

What of all the people Paul warns about pending weakness, sickness, and death who “showed up” at the Lord’s Table without examining themselves to repent (1 Cor. 11)? Paul told them without repentance just showing up would lead to judgment. Didn’t all of the virgins (Matt 25) show up, and yet five were cast out because they were foolish and came un-prepared. The three bondservants all showed up with their talents in the same chapter, and yet one was cast out into that “place where there was weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

It is men like Manning who help us to understand what the delusions of Laodicea are all about. Why the need for all this repentance when you follow a god who requires nothing other than you show up and let him dote on you? No need for any godly sorrow over sin. That was the Baptist’s thing. There is no “narrow gate to heaven that few will pass through (Matt 7),” there is just one big love fest for all who have followed and all who haven’t, and for all who have repented and all who haven’t. These are the teachings that lead those in Laodicea into believing they were rich when they were not, and that their deeds were true and passionate when they are lukewarm and superficial. Jesus says that He “stands at the door and knocks (with forgiveness in His hand),” but that we must “open the door (with repentance)” for Him to come in (Rev 3). Though he regularly cherry-picks Paul when it suits him, he ignores Paul’s take on repentance as well in 2 Cor. 7 as he talks about rejoicing in the fact that he had made them sorrowful to the point of repentance according to God’s will. 
Another point of dissention I have with Manning’s theology is the child of God being happy with himself right where he is at. While it is true that Jesus will meet sinners wherever they are at, once redeemed the He demands in too many places to enumerate that we strive with all within us to “be perfect as His Heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt 5). The Jesus I serve says to us “Don’t be happy with where you’re at! Stretch out in your faith! Push the envelope of who and what you can be in My power! Don’t be satisfied with mediocrity, but push yourself to be more like Me daily and grow into the mature disciple I created you to be, that you may go and strengthen your brothers.” One in whom Christ lives is never satisfied with where he is at, but “earnestly desires the greater gifts, that he might be shown a still more excellent way” (1 Cor. 12). Nothing dissuades him from striving to advance in the Kingdom because the One living in him wants the very best. Being happy with where you are at with Jesus leads either to the pride of the Pharisee or the complacency of the sluggard. And to the complacency of sluggards is where I fear most Ragamuffins will be heading, because they follow a god who asks nothing of them. 


Finally (page 173), Manning quotes and hails “the great psychologist Carl Jung.” Anyone who wants to understand the mind of anti-Christ need look no further than Carl Jung, the one-time protégé of Sigmund Freud who challenged Freud’s theories of the physical underpinnings of the psyche and branched out into the spiritual realm. His psychological theories were diametrically opposed to the spiritualism of Christianity, and have led untold thousands into New Age pantheistic worship. He wrote the most affrontal work to God I have ever read (for research purposes): a little jewel entitled “Answers to Job.” In it, Jung basically psycho-analyzes God and finds Him to be a paranoid, childish, megalomaniac as he takes great pleasure in oppressing poor Job. His theories of the collective unconscious of man are firmly rooted in Eastern Mysticism. He is one of the fathers of secular psychology, and as such his influence has been spread by the church’s modern day Trojan Horse: Christian therapy. And yet, like Dostoyevsky, Manning runs to the gate to embrace him. 


To summarize, I am reminded of my favorite characterization of what true grace is in all of Scripture: the story of Jesus and the woman caught in adultery. Jesus says two things to her after exposing the hypocrisy of her tormentors that capsulate what grace is and is not. First He says to her, “Neither do I condemn you.” This is the grace always available to us if we go to Him in true repentance. But then He says, “Go, and sin no more.” If we forget the first statement of Jesus we can become as Pharisees, accepting nothing but a sinless life when such a thing is impossible. But if we forget the second statement we can become as those Paul showed such great frustration with, calling them “babes” in need of a constant diet of milk (Heb 5-6). We need to always be graceful in our telling of the truth, but we also need to be truthful in describing what grace is and is not. Brennan Manning simply does not tell the truth about grace. 

Manning’s grace is a cheap grace, and he promotes a toothless, de-clawed pussycat of a god who universally embraces both godly and godless alike. This is Manning’s don’t worry—be happy gospel. It would be comical if this work weren’t being embraced by church leadership across Laodicea. But this book is Laodicea: thinking we are “in need of nothing” because all our heavenly lover wants us to do is show up and cuddle. While Jesus’ love, grace, and mercy are certainly important we need to tell the whole truth about what it means to follow the One who came to suffer and die for the un-payable debt of our sin. This is the King of kings and the Judge of judges. He is to be loved, yes, but He is also to be feared. Our God is the tenderest of nurturers, but also “a Consuming Fire… and jealous” over the holiness and righteousness of His people.

You can espouse the beauty of God’s unconditional love without emasculating His character. You can enter into a reasoned theological debate for grace without demonizing works of all kinds. You can promote mercy and forgiveness without destroying balance. Manning does none of this, but leads the reader into a Laodicean gospel that will have Laodicean ramifications. Ragamuffin converts will become ragamuffin disciples: perpetual abiders and milk-drinkers both lukewarm and unable to understand what it is to bear fruit because they have been told works of any kind are the unnecessary practices of legalists. Buy into Jesus’ unfailing and gracious love, but don’t buy into this book. It is not valid theological debate. It is “another gospel.”
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