Weighing in on Weighdown Advanced
      There is no question that Gwen Shamblin’s initial Weighdown Workshops have done a world of good.  I know dozens of people who have been awakened to their gluttony, who no longer treat it as a matter of little importance, and who as a result have walked more intimately and healthily with God.  

      Neither should there be any questioning of sister Shamblin’s sincerity.  One senses in her materials a passion for purity.  And in this age of license, this is to be commended.        

      Some of the criticism of Shamblin has been harsh, coming from Calvinistic quarters that one might perceive as excessively creedal, centering extensively upon her rejection of the term “Trinity.”  A loved one of mine insists that at its core the initial Weighdown material is about over-eaters learning to push themselves away from the table.  There can be no criticism of that.

          But after carefully reviewing Shamblin’s Weighdown Advanced student guide I believe I perceive a different core.  Especially as Shamblin has gone beyond assisting the universal church with its problem of gluttony, to the far more extensive steps of encouraging suspicion of church leadership and herself leading (at best) a new denomination called Remnant Fellowship, careful scrutiny of her teaching is necessary. One frightening aspect of Weighdown Advanced is Shamblin’s attempt to prejudice students against those who attempt to qualify her material.  She shows little reluctance to attribute corrupt motives to those who are in the best position to evaluate her material.  The name of her new church, itself, the Remnant, suggests just such a sectarian tendency, viewing those with differing views  as simply apostate like idolatrous Israel of old.     

       A profound problem with the Weighdown Advanced material is the way Jesus’ own example is understood.  Jesus submits to the Father because he is given an inferior rank or “position.”  The headship of the Father is not seen as the initiative to submit to the Son, but as the power to make demands on him.  Yet, the Bible makes clear that Jesus submitted himself to God the Father in response to the Father’s own submission. “the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does. For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does.”  (John 5:19-20)  Christ’s lovingly surrendering the kingdom up to the Father in the end is only in response to the Father’s first conferring all authority upon him.  Jesus worships the Father.  But the Father also glorifies the Son.  John 13:31-32 says, “Now is the Son of Man glorified and God is glorified in him. 32 If God is glorified in him, God will glorify the Son in himself, and will glorify him at once.  There is a mutual glorification and interpenetration between Father and Son that is ignored in Shamblin’s material so that (whatever her intent) Jesus comes across as at best a subordinate sub-deity.

       There is something more at stake here than creedal orthodoxy. Worldly authorities expect obedience by virtue of their position.   The lesser must obey the greater because the greater has the power to set consequences.  If the weak want things to go well, they obey, for it is fruitless to resist the controlling power. Nobody should dispute that God is rightfully in control.  But we will not love obedience if this is our only motivation.  Those who love God do what he says.  But the only people who will consistently do what God says are those who are lovers of God.  Jesus, our example, does not obey God the Father out of the necessity of an inferior rank; he obeys freely out of a deep affection for the Father born of the Father’s own submissive love.  As numerous reports surface of Shamblin firing the employees of her organization who refuse to go to her church, it is well to note where all such authoritarianism may begin.

    Shamblin treats Jesus’ submission as if it were evidence of an inferior rank and essence, and she denies the Holy Spirit any real personal existence at all.  It (the Spirit) is merely the “will,” heart or attitude of God.  By doing what God wants, Shamblin believes she “gives birth to more and more of his Spirit.”(insert more and more of his will)  This heresy has devastating consequences in understanding the difference between serving in the power of the God’s Holy Spirit as opposed to serving in the power of the flesh.   She fails to see that human weakness is not responsive simply to resolutions to obey God’s rules. (Romans 8:8)  Nor does she conceive of how God’s rules actually arouse sinful passions in sinful people. (Romans 7:5) While Shamblin can make a distinction between faithless rebellion and sinful weakness, she sees that difference as if rebellion were “deliberate” as opposed to accidental or stumbling weakness.  Yet, most if not all sin, committed in weakness is deliberate.  All of us know that we shouldn’t sin.  But for all of us in some areas in our lives our wills are simply not obedient to our best desires.  What is needed is not more resolutions to quit outwardly over-eating potato chips (though such desire is indispensable), but growing intimacy with the Spirit and trust in God’s power from above—a willingness to seek his grace in the deep recesses of our being with which we often are not well acquainted.

      Shamblin simply mistakes such claims for a kind of passivity and permissiveness.  Thus, where Weighdown Advanced fails is in clearly attributing victory in the Christian life to the God who works in us to will and act according to his good purpose.  She may speak of God as an energy source, but all that is articulated about that Source is the content of his commands.  The mysterious and powerful presence of God —the Lord who is the Spirit and gives freedom from sin as we trust the good news he pronounces on us-- is not a factor.  Rather, our own resolution to obey God’s will remains the key to losing weight and maintaining close relation with God. Or as she bluntly puts it, “its all in our choosing.” (p.100) Shamblin’s message is an appropriate word for those who rebelliously wish to ignore the Lord’s will, but for those who continue to struggle to do right it is merely the letter that kills.       

          Death to self is seen not as a renunciation of the self-preserving instinct but merely as a turning from over-eating (and other such outward sins) to another form of religious self-assertion.  Of course, in all of this the cross is only effective if a person is free from any form of deliberate sin.  So in the last analysis, whether Shamblin realizes it or not, the message of Weighdown Advanced when pressed to its logical conclusion is that people who know they should not be fat and yet remain so, cannot be saved. I don’t deny this temporarily lights a fire under gluttons, but I believe this is a significant distortion of the gospel which declares that God imputes the righteousness of Christ to sinners.  It is out of the security of that radical acceptance that all may find the lasting grace and power necessary to begin to recover from compulsive behavior.  In baptism faith requests God’s cleansing mercy, and subsequent acts of faith are a result of that salvation freely bestowed there; they are not a means of procuring it.

        Those who confess with Thomas that Jesus is Lord and God, who would emphasize the inward work of the Holy Spirit in sanctification and the importance of relating to God the Father through the righteousness found in a grace covenant-relationship, would do well to find other weight loss material for their congregations.

