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Chapter 14
When You Find Yourself Out 
of the Flow, Jump Back In

The one pair of eyes into which you can never gaze is your own. 
There are parts of yourself you will never see without a mirror, camera, 
or outside help.

So it is with your soul.
In one sense, you know yourself better than anyone in the world. You 

alone have access to your inner thoughts, feelings, and judgments. In 
another way, you know yourself worse than anyone else can know you, 
for we all rationalize, justify, minimize, forget, and embellish — and we 
do not even know when we are doing it.

There is a me I cannot see.
Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson have written a wonderfully disturb-

ing book called Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me), which charts the 
mental tricks we play to deceive ourselves. We all fall for the self-serving 
bias. We claim too much credit and too little blame. Most faculty mem-
bers rate themselves as above average teachers, and virtually all high 
school students rate themselves as above average in social skills. Most 
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people in hospitals due to car crashes they caused rate themselves as 
above-average drivers. Even when people have the notion of self-serving 
bias explained to them, most people rate themselves as above average in 
their ability to handle the self-serving bias.

We suffer from the fundamental attribution error. When I see bad 
behavior in you, I attribute it to your flawed character. When it happens 
in me, I attribute it to extraordinarily trying circumstances. When you 
yell at your kid, you have an anger problem. When I yell, it’s my kids’ 
fault for misbehaving.

We are also guilty of confirmation bias. We pay attention to experts 
who agree with opinions we are already committed to, ignoring or dis-
counting contrary evidence.

Our memories are not simply faulty; they are faulty in favor of our 
ego. People remember voting in elections they didn’t vote in, voting for 
winners they did not vote for, and giving money to charities that they 
never gave to. They remember their children walking and talking at ages 
earlier than they did. (I know these are findings of credible research, but 
I can’t remember who the researcher was — I think it might have been 
me.) The book Egonomics tells of a survey in which 83 percent were 
confident in their ability to make good decisions, but only 27 percent 
were confident in the ability of the people they worked closely with to 
make good decisions.

We are all viewing ourselves in the fun house mirror. People who 
know me well can always see these trends in me more easily than I see 
them in myself. This is why we are often stunned when someone else 
sees past our defenses into our souls. It is not that they are geniuses. It is 
just that I am sitting right in my blind spot.

	Acknowledge Your Own Blind Spot
Apart from the flow of the Holy Spirit, we can’t even see our sin. 

Here is a vivid picture of how this works: When we lived in Chicago, 
there was a season when we would often get heavy snow. (It started in 
August and ended in June.) To melt snow and ice, the street crews would 
cover the roads with rock salt, which ended up coating car windshields. 
At night, driving by headlights in the dark, you don’t know the film is 
there. Then the sun comes up, and sunlight is 500,000 times more intense 
than moonlight. The intensity of the sunlight illumines all the salt on the 

031027592x_tmiwtb_new.indd   157 11/8/09   11:45 AM









Recognize Your Primary Flow-Blocker 

161

signs. Some warning signs are obvious: Chest pains may indicate heart 
trouble. But some are remarkably subtle: Shortened eyebrows could sig-
nal hyperthyroid problems; yellow bumps on our eyelids can mean high 
cholesterol; a diagonal crease in our ear lobe is linked to risk of heart 
attack. It makes you want to go look in a mirror, doesn’t it?

In the same way, God will enable us to find the truth about our souls 
if we are patient and open and willing. The psalmist asks God to do 
the fearless searching inventory, for only God can give enough grace, 
strength, and truth to overcome our distorted vision. Left to myself, I will 
rationalize or excuse or defend myself. I will “call evil good and good 
evil,” as Isaiah says. Or I will be neurotic about it. Madame Guyon, a 
wise writer on spiritual life, warned against “depending on the diligence 
of our own scrutiny rather than on God for the knowledge and discovery 
of our sin.” So let’s try. Allow your thoughts and responses to be guided 
by the Spirit.

One of the most important metaphors the Bible uses for sin is that of 
clothing. It speaks of “putting off” anger, slander, rage, greed, sexual 
impurity, and so on. And then it speaks of “putting on” those characteris-
tics that flow from life in the spirit. One of the ways you can think about 
sin is to use the acronym R.A.G.S. Those characteristics we are to “put 
off” by and large fit into one of these four categories:

R.A.G.S.
Resentment: mismanaged anger and bitterness

Anxiety: an inability or refusal to trust God; sins of pas-
sivity and timidity

Greed: mismanaged desire of all kinds

Superiority: self-righteousness and contempt for others

To make it concrete, you can respond with an A, B, or 
C response

“A” means things are going well
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“B” means there is not much change either way
“C” means this is a matter of concern

Let the Spirit prompt you as you walk through this.

Resentment

≈	 What is your irritability these days?
≈	 Are you becoming less and less easily irritated?
≈	 How about bitterness and unforgiveness?
≈	 Do you attack or withdraw from others?
≈	 Is your handling of resentment getting better, getting 

worse, or in neutral?

Pause for a moment. Does the Spirit bring to mind any-
one with whom you need to reconcile? Seek to set things 
right.

Anxiety

≈	 What is the discouragement factor in your life these 
days?

≈	 Do you find that you are more frequently allowing 
concerns to motivate you to prayer?

≈	 Do you have more or fewer fears these days about 
money, your job, or what other people think of you?

≈	 Do you allow your fears to keep you from doing what 
God wants?

Greed (and Mismanaged Desire)

≈	 Are you becoming more or less a victim of your 
appetites now than you used to be?

≈	 Is self-control going up, down, or in neutral?
≈	 Are you living with more openness and less 

hiddenness than you used to, living more of your life 
in the light?

≈	 Do you find that what you desire and enjoy is 
increasingly in line with what God wants for you?
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Superiority

≈	 Respond to this statement: “I have become so 
humble, I amaze myself.” (It’s hard to give yourself an 
“A” on this one.)

≈	 Are you becoming less self-preoccupied these days?
≈	 Do you find yourself thinking more about other 

people and God as well as the work God has for you 
to do?

≈	 How often in conversations do you remark on the 
positive characteristics of others?

≈	 How often do you tell negative stories or 
communicate cynicism?

≈	 Are you spending more or less time serving?
≈	 How much clarity did you have? Often we have to 

grow before God can show us deeper and more 
subtle layers of sin.

≈	 Where did you find yourself “B” or “C”? Are there 
any particular behaviors you need to go back to 
apologize for or clean up?

≈	 Find a close friend and talk with him or her about 
what you are learning.

	Recognize the “Ministry of Conviction”
Jesus said that when the Holy Spirit came, he would convict people of 

sin. But conviction is not simply the same thing as “getting caught.” After 
we moved from California to Illinois, I was driving home from preach-
ing — a short mile-and-a-half drive — and got pulled over.

“Do you know why I pulled you over?” the officer asked.
I hate that question.
“You came to a stop sign, but you didn’t come to a complete stop. 

You just came to a roll. I noticed your license plates. In California they 
may be fine with it if you slow down to a roll at a stop sign, but you’re in 
Illinois now, and in Illinois stop means stop.”

I told him that I was sorry, that I was distracted because I was coming 
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home from church — did I mention I work at a church? Did I mention I 
work for God?

He told me he would let me go if I would say a Mass for him.
Sometimes people get caught doing something wrong and feel pain. 

But pain is not necessarily conviction over sin. It may just be embarrass-
ment over being caught. Sometimes pain is pain over how other people 
are thinking about them. If no one knew, they would not be in pain.

Conviction is not the same thing as fear of punishment. Conviction is 
when I get a glimpse of what I am capable of, as in, How did I become the 
kind of man who can do that? How did I become the kind of person who 
cheats on tests? How did I become the kind of person who tells lies to get 
what I want? How did I become the kind of person who is so cowardly 
about what I say?

When God is at work in me, however, the pain is not about other people 
knowing or about consequences. That is all external. The pain of convic-
tion is internal — over who I am. I respond by asking, God, please send as 
much light as I can stand. Clean off the windshield of what I cannot clean.

Cleanse me.

	The Indispensible Hope
Repenting of our sin is never despairing of our sin; it is always done 

in hope. Guilt may be an important stop on the journey, but it is never 
meant as the end of the line. We get our car checked by a mechanic, not 
so we can blame the car, but so it can get fixed.

Repenting is a gift God gives us for our own sake, not his. Repenting 
does not increase God’s desire to be with us. It increases our capacity to 
be with him.

Ever see an animal repent?
We have a dog and a cat. Our dog sleeps in a little house every night, 

and he always gets a treat before he retires. He expects it. He feels enti-
tled to it. When I stand up after 9:00, he goes crazy with anticipation. He 
stands at the door of the closet where the treats are and won’t go into his 
house without a treat.

But sometimes the dog does a bad thing. When that happens, and when 
we find the bad thing, he does not expect a treat. He will run from us. 
He will actually kennel himself without a treat. He knows he’s been bad.

Sometimes our cat does something wrong. Do you think the cat 
repents? No. Do you know why? Cats are evil. Somebody once said the 
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difference between a cat and a dog is that a dog has a master, while a cat 
has staff.

We often think we need to repent because God is mad at us and needs 
some time to cool off. We think of repenting as a way of punishing our-
selves so that perhaps God will be less severe with us.

Low self-esteem causes me to believe I have so little 
worth that my response does not matter. With repen-
tance, however, I understand that being worth so much 
to God is why my response is so important.

Repentance is not low self-esteem. Low self-esteem causes me to 
believe that I have so little worth that my response does not matter. With 
repentance, however, I understand that being worth so much to God is why 
my response is so important. Repentance is remedial work to mend our 
minds and hearts, which get bent by sin. When David murdered Uriah and 
slept with Bathsheba, he went a year without repenting. He had to train 
his mind to separate his deed from his worship of God. Then his friend 
Nathan told him a story about a wealthy man who stole the one sheep a 
poor man possessed. Notice what happens: David looks at Nathan’s story 
through the eyes of the wronged person, and he feels compassion for the 
victim and indignation for the oppressor. Then Nathan says to David, 
“You are the man!” For the first time, David sees his deed from the per-
spective of those he has hurt. He now thinks and feels differently.

Repentance is always done in the gracious promise of forgiveness.

	Can We Really Expect to Change?
Imagine an alcoholic going into an AA meeting and hearing, “We re 

so glad you’re here! We want you to know that you are loved and forgiven 
through nothing you have done. Of course, don’t expect to change. Don’t 
expect to stop drinking. We don’t like it when people suggest sobriety 
is possible. We believe it breeds arrogance and self-sufficiency when 
people think in terms of actually not drinking. We have a little bumper 
sticker: ‘Twelve-steppers are not sober, just forgiven.’ ”

The whole point of Alcoholics Anonymous (which grew out of an 
attempt to recapture classic Christian spiritual practices) was to bring 
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freedom from a spiritual power (what the Big Book calls the “cunning, 
baffling, powerful, patient” enemy of addiction) that was destroying 
lives.

Sometimes people are afraid that if they don’t change fast enough, 
God will get impatient with them. They don’t generally use these words, 
but they wonder, How much sin can there be in my life before I need to 
start worrying? Is there a level of sin that is acceptable for a Christian, 
then if you go higher you’re in danger — like with the level of mercury in 
Lake Michigan? Is there a limit to impurity such as the Food and Drug 
Administration has? Is the standard high like that for homogenized milk, 
or is it like the standard of purity required for hot dogs, with lots of room 
for junk? Is it possible to be a Christian and just never grow?

The issue is not whether God will get tired of forgiving sins. Forgiving 
is always the right response to sincere repentance. God is not worried that 
he might be taken advantage of. He is not afraid that some bad boy will 
use his charm to put one over on heaven.

The danger is not that God won’t respond to our sincere repentance; 
the danger is that we might become so ensnared in the distorted thoughts 
that sin inevitably produces that we become simply unable to repent.

It is because of this that sin is to be taken so seriously. Paul told the 
church at Galatia, “Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, 
you who live by the Spirit should restore that person gently. But watch 
yourselves, or you also may be tempted.”

When the Spirit is helping us, we don’t turn to that person in a judg-
mental way, because we are in no position to judge the amount of spiritual 
growth that has taken place in someone else. Missionary Frank Laubach 
preached the gospel to a tribe that had a long history of violence. The 
chief was so moved by Laubach’s presentation that he accepted Christ on 
the spot. He then turned to Laubach in gratitude and said, “This is won-
derful! Who do you want me to kill for you?” That was his starting point.

Only God knows what everyone’s starting point is.

	Cling to a Bigger Hope
The bigger hope I cling to in the face of sin is not my goodness, but 

God’s.
This year we had a daughter graduate from Azusa Pacific University. 

My wife spoke at the commencement, so we gathered with a group of 
fifty or so faculty, alumni, and administration before the ceremony. A 
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few dozen people had graduated fifty years earlier, and they were there 
also to celebrate with their freshly minted co-alums.

At one point, Jon Wallace, the university president, pulled three 
seniors into the center of the room and told us all they were going to be 
serving under-resourced people in impoverished areas for several years 
after graduation. The graduating seniors said a few words about where 
they were going and why, and we applauded. They thought that was why 
they were there. Then Jon turned his back to the rest of us, faced the three 
students, and told them the real reason they were in the room.

“Somebody you do not know has heard what you’re doing,” Jon said. 
“He wants you to be able to serve the people where you are going without 
any impediment. So he has given a gift. He has asked to remain anony-
mous, but here is what he has done for you.”

Jon turned to the first student and looked her in the eye. “You have 
been forgiven your school debt of $105,000.”

It took a few moments for the words to sink in. The student shook 
her head at first. The thought registered. She began to cry at the sheer 
unexpected generosity of a mountain of debt wiped out in a moment by 
someone she had never met.

Jon turned to the next student. “You have been forgiven your debt of 
$70,000.”

Jon turned to the third student. By this time she knew what was com-
ing. But it was as if she could not believe it was happening until she heard 
the words. “You have been forgiven your debt of $130,000.”

All three students were trembling. Their lives had been changed in a 
twinkling by the extravagance of someone they had never met. All of us 
who watched were so moved, it was as if we had experienced the forgive-
ness ourselves. There was not a dry eye in the room. (I wanted so badly 
to say, “I have a daughter who’s graduating this weekend. . . .”)

An unpayable debt. An unseen giver. An unforgettable gift. And the 
freedom of the debtors becomes a blessing to the world.

Grace.
The joy of forgiveness.
There is a bigger debt we labor under. We give it labels such as regret, 

guilt, shame, or brokenness — sin. But God was in Christ reconciling 
the world to himself. We know what is coming, yet we need to hear the 
words just the same: Forgiven. Forgiven.

Forgiven.
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deepening my relationships
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Chapter 15
Try Going Off the Deep End 

with God
Researchers once surveyed people about their favorite room in the 

house. The top answer was the kitchen. People love that one. Most hus-
bands’ top answer was the bedroom. Want to guess what the top answer 
was for mothers of young children?

The bathroom.
Why? You lock the door. You keep those little rug rats out of there 

for at least a couple of minutes. You keep your husband out of there for 
at least a couple of minutes. The idea is that you find some place where 
you know you are alone. You are free of stress. You find sanctuary — a 
holy place.

God wants to give us sanctuary. There is another kind of presence 
when we are gathered together, but there is a unique way in which we 
experience the presence of God when we are alone.

I have one friend who finds this special solitude with God at a little 
Italian restaurant. Another friend experiences it most often while driving 
country roads. One finds it on airplanes. Another likes to go to a retreat 
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center in the hills of Malibu Canyon. Still another finds it in the early 
hours of the morning in his office. You will recognize the place where 
you can be yourself before God.

Sometimes we are to pray privately. It is good to pray with people, but 
when I am praying and other people are listening, the fact that I am aware 
they are listening changes how I pray. Being alone with God, however, I 
can fully be myself.

In Jesus’ day, almost no homes had private bedrooms. The “room” he 
refers to when he said, “When you pray, go into your room, close the door 
and pray to your Father,” might be a supply room where they kept feed 

and tools or a few small animals. 
That would be the only place 
where there might be a door. It 
would be the most humble room 
in a humble home.

“When you pray, go into your room, close the door and 
pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who 
sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” (Matthew 6:6)

What is your room?

	Speak to God about Your Deepest 
Concern
Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper wrote that there is a similarity 

between the structure of each individual life and the structure of the tab-
ernacle in the Old Testament, which was divided into three compartments.

There was the outer court, where everyone had access. Likewise, there 
is a public you. You too have an outer court, which is you when you go to 
work, shop, or play. This is your appearance or your image, and everyone 
sees this part of you.

In the tabernacle there was also an inner chamber called the Holy 
Place. Not everyone had access to this area, and most were not allowed 
in. You too have a holy place, the place where you only allow certain 
people to enter, such as your friends or family. You decide who comes in 
and who doesn’t, and no one can force their way in. Someone may hold 

Being alone with 
God, you can fully 
be yourself.
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In the Bible we often see characters addressing their 
own soul. The psalmist says, “Bless the Lord, O my 
soul,” and, “Why are you downcast, O my soul?” Rec-
ognition of the unconscious, of thoughts and desires liv-
ing far beneath my awareness, was around long before 
Sigmund Freud. The soul is so deep that I do not even 
know it fully myself.

You carry your soul around with you all the time. It may be filled with 
joy and peace; it may be empty and neglected. People who just look at 
the outer you — sometimes even people who are in the inner court — do 
not see your soul.

No one knows about this but you and God.

	Private Prayer Is Your Soul Alone 
with God
Jesus prayed. We are told that when he was baptized, “as he was pray-

ing, the heavens opened,” and the Spirit came upon him. The flow of the 
Spirit is closely connected to prayer, and Jesus immediately went into 
forty days of fasting and prayer.

Jesus prayed when his life was crowded and draining. After he began 
his public ministry, privacy became difficult. “The news about him 
spread all the more, so that crowds of people came to hear him and to be 
healed. . . . But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.”

Jesus prayed when he faced important choices. When it was time to 
select his closest friends, he sought guidance. “One of those days Jesus 
went out into the mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to 
God. When morning came, he called his disciples to him and chose 
twelve . . . [as] apostles. . . .”

Jesus prayed when he was sad or frightened. During Jesus’ minis-
try his cousin, John the Baptist, was arrested and eventually executed. 
“When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew . . . privately to a 
solitary place” to be alone with his Father.

Jesus prayed when he needed strength for his work. One morning, 
“while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a soli-
tary place where he prayed.” When Simon Peter came looking for him, 
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Jesus said, “Let us go somewhere else — to the nearby villages — so I can 
preach there also. That is why I have come.”

Jesus prayed when he was worried about people he loved. When he 
was about to die, Jesus knew that his disciples would fail. He told Simon 
Peter, “Satan has asked to sift all of you as wheat. But I have prayed for 
you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned back, 
strengthen your brothers.”

Jesus prayed when he faced an insurmountable problem. “Jesus went 
out as usual to the Mount of Olives, and his disciples followed him.” He 
said, “Pray that you will not fall into temptation.” Then “he withdrew 
about a stone’s throw beyond them, knelt down, and prayed, ‘Father, 
if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be 
done.’ ”

When Jesus prayed, things happened. One time he took Peter, James, 
and John with him up on a mountain to pray, and “as he was praying, 
the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as 
a flash of lightning.”

I often find myself feeling guilty when I read those descriptions of 
Jesus at prayer, but I am not sure guilt helps us pray much more over 
the long haul. So consider this question: Do you think Jesus prayed a lot 
because he wanted to pray, or because he thought he should pray?

If you ever feel guilty about your praying, know that 
someone who is better at it than you is already at work. 
Scripture says, “God’s Spirit is right alongside us helping 
us along. If we don’t know how or what to pray, it doesn’t 
matter. He does our praying in and for us, making prayer 
out of our wordless sighs, our aching groans. He knows 
us far better than we know ourselves . . . and keeps us 
present before God.”

I think Jesus wanted to pray. I think that for us to pray much, or 
deeply, we need to move from what we think we should do to what we 
want to do. But that won’t happen if we simply tell ourselves that we have 
to pray more. So let us put “shoulds” aside for a moment. How can we 
begin to pray in a way that will help us want to pray?

Almost twenty years ago, I felt frustrated at my own lack of prayer. So 

031027592x_tmiwtb_new.indd   175 11/8/09   11:45 AM



chapter 1

176

I found a kind of prayer coach, who advised me to spend a few moments 
after praying just jotting down what had gone on while I was praying. 
The single most frequent observation for me was that while I was praying 
I was aware of being very tired.

“Did you tell the Lord about this?” my coach asked.
“No.”
“Do you think it would be a good idea to talk to him about this?”
“Yes.”
I began to learn that although I was trying to set aside time to pray, 

I had a hard time being fully present. We all know what it is to be with 
another person when their mind is a million miles away. I began to think 
that is how God felt when I was praying. After a period of frustration, my 
prayer coach had the suggestion I mentioned earlier; to go outside alone 
and simply invite Jesus to come with me.

The next day I went to the ocean, took my shoes off, started to run, 
and invited Jesus to come along. I found the strangest thing. When I 
thought I was supposed to be talking to him, I found it effortful and 
difficult. Now that all I had to do was invite him, I couldn’t stop think-
ing about him. My mind kept reflecting on his being with me. I found 
myself wanting to point out the pelicans and the waves to him. People 
and concerns would pop into my mind, and I would find myself telling 
Jesus about them.

Everything changed.

	The Spirit Will Invite You to Pray
We can look for cues that embed prayer into our daily lives. In the 

Bible we are commanded to practice hospitality. In ancient times this 
usually involved hosting overnight visitors; now it might start with wel-
coming a telephone call that feels like an interruption. Out of habit I may 
find myself answering with a grudging spirit. What do you want? Make 
it fast. You’re bothering me.

But there is another way. Wil Derske, a Benedictine monk, writes 
about the monastic value of hospitality and says that to accept a phone 
call is an opportunity to receive a guest. We can pause a moment before 
answering, in order to change our inner attitude from irritation to wel-
come. Derske says he will say a prayer of blessing just before taking the 
call: Benedicamus Domino — it might be the Lord!

Another way to accept the Spirit’s invitation to pray is what might be 
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called “paper prayers.” Hezekiah was king of Israel when he received a 
letter from the much more powerful king of Assyria. The Assyrian king 
demanded the capitulation of Israel and warned Hezekiah not to trust in 
God. He warned that resistance meant that they would have to “eat their 
own filth and drink their own urine” before they died.

Hezekiah took the letter, went up to the temple, “and spread it out 
before the Lord.” Then he prayed, beginning by remembering God’s 
greatness: “O Lord Almighty, God of Israel, enthroned between the 
cherubim, you alone are God over all the kingdoms of the earth. You 
have made heaven and earth. Give ear, O Lord, and hear; open your 
eyes, O Lord, and see.”

What piece of paper would you spread out before the Lord? Maybe 
it is a financial statement that is overwhelming. Maybe it is a divorce 
certificate or a medical diagnosis or a pink slip or a flaming e-mail. 
Any piece of paper that causes distress can be an invitation to prayer, a 
candidate to be spread out before the Lord.

	Use Your Body in Prayer
Body language is an important part of communication, and we can 

use our bodies in many ways to help us pray. We saw earlier that in Bible 
times people generally prayed with their eyes open. A friend of mine who 
knows church history said people closing their eyes and bowing their 
heads to pray did not become common practice until the 1800s — and 
then it was mostly to get children to settle down in Sunday school. There 
are records in Scripture of people praying as they stand, kneel, lie pros-
trate on the ground, sit, stretch out their hands, lift faces toward the sky, 
or bow them toward earth.

I find that my mind often works better in prayer when my body is 
moving. My wife and I take walks in our neighborhood, and there is one 
very steep hill that I usually run up. It takes two minutes and twenty sec-
onds on a good day, and my heart is beating like a hummingbird’s wings 
by the time I reach the top. Not long ago, I was running and was seized 
by the thought that this time I could not make it. So I began to repeat, “I 
can do all things through Him who strengthens me.” Repeating that, one 
step at a time, I made it to the top. I was facing a difficult conflict at the 
time — my own king of Assyria. At the top of the hill the thought came, 
Just as I received the power to go up the hill, I will receive the power to 
face the conflict. And the flow of the Spirit came in a running prayer.
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You are free to use your body and posture to help you 
turn your mind and heart to God:

≈	 In confession, I often have my head bowed and will 
kneel; it helps me remember and experience the 
humility of the moment.

≈	 In worship, you may want to turn your face toward 
the sky.

≈	 Asking for guidance, I will sometimes place my 
palms upward as a way of expressing with my body 
“whatever you want. . . .”

≈	 When praying with someone, say at a restaurant, I 
may look that person right in the eye while talking 
to God: Father, I am so grateful for this person. You 
know what they need. Give them what is required by 
their hearts.

≈	 To praise God, I will often use music to sing prayers.

	When Your Mind Wanders — The 
Spirit Is There Too
Does your mind ever wander when you pray? Sometimes it is good 

for us to take a few moments at the beginning of a prayer to slow down 
our mental metabolism and help us focus. It can be helpful for us to look 
at a candle or meditate on a verse or a word. But I have discovered that 
sometimes my wandering thoughts themselves can guide me into prayer.

I begin praying, and then I imagine myself being wildly successful at 
something. Or I replay a conversation with a person I am upset with. Or 
I try to figure out how to solve a problem I am worried about.

I used to think of those kinds of thoughts as obstacles to prayer, but 
I have come to think of them as prayers waiting to be offered. Maybe 
the reason they pop into my mind is not simply my short attention span, 
but rather what my mind is really concerned about. Instead of trying to 
suppress these thoughts, it is better to begin to talk to God about them. 
And just like that, I am back in the flow of prayer. Indeed, we are free 
to pray in the ways that will best help us live in the joyful awareness of 
God’s presence.
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	Let God’s Face Shine on You
God gives us a remarkable picture of what can happen in prayer when 

we watch a parent and a little child. Imagine a one-year-old who looks at 
you and holds his gaze. You are charmed. He looks shyly at first, tilting 
his head away and looking out of the corner of his eye. You do the same. 
It’s fun. He turns his face to look directly at you. You mirror the turn. 
There is a sudden noise behind him, and he looks startled — and you mir-
ror his surprised look. He is so startled that he is getting ready to cry, so 
you shift into a smile. He does the same, and he is soon gurgling with joy.

We are hard-wired for this interaction. In fact, it is more than a game. 
When a child makes eye contact like this, when someone lets him know 
through their own body that they understand what he is feeling, his brain 
and nervous system make crucial connections inside his body. He is 
experiencing what is called “neural integration.” When his amygdala 
gets terrified, it gains rapid access to his cerebral cortex, which can tell 
him to calm down while it works on solving the problem. By playing the 
face game, you are literally giving the child peace. Therefore, he wants to 
play. No one has to tell a child they should play. Children are hard-wired 
for it. It heals them. They find delight there.

In the Old Testament, God instructed Moses to give the Israelites the 
following blessing: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make 
his face to shine upon you; . . . the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, 
and give you peace.”

Is this what happened when Jesus prayed?
Prayer was not an energy-drainer for Jesus; it was an energy-giver. So 

it can be for us, if we come to see God’s face shining on us. When I meet 
with a critic who wants to argue with me, I lose energy. When I meet with 
my best friend, I gain energy. God wants to meet with us as our friend.

The ability of love to speak to the deepest places of our hearts never 
goes away. Have you ever noticed how people in love sometimes speak to 
each other in baby talk? It is immensely intimate and private — and it’s 
off-putting to a third party. If you do it, I wouldn’t want to hear it. But we 
do it because it is the tenderest language we know.

Jesus’ prayer life demonstrated this intimacy, because he called God 
“Abba,” an Aramaic word much like “Dada” or “Momma.” (Jesus spoke 
in Aramaic, and some portions of the New Testament are written in Ara-
maic rather than Greek.) “Abba” was a Jewish child’s first word, because 
it was so easy to say. Somehow when Jesus was with God, the tender love 
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that an adult offers to a child to give strength is what he received from his 
Father. It rewired his nervous system.

It does not stop there, for Jesus told his followers that they could have 
this same experience. This is why Paul wrote that by the Spirit we too 
can say, “Abba, Father.” This is what happens when we are praying in 
the flow.

God’s Spirit touches our spirits and confirms who we 
really are. We know who he is, and we know who we are: 
Father and children. (Romans 8:16 The Message)

Prayer, more than any other single activity, is what places us in the 
flow of the Spirit. When we pray, hearts get convicted, sin gets con-
fessed, believers get united, intentions get encouraged, people receive 
guidance, the church is strengthened, stubbornness gets melted, wills get 
surrendered, evil gets defeated, grace gets released, illness gets healed, 
sorrows are comforted, faith is born, hope is grown, and love triumphs.

In prayer — in the presence of God — we come closest to being fully 
ourselves.
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Chapter 16
Make Life-Giving Relationships 

a Top Priority
When I turned fifty, my sister Barbara brought two stacks of boxes 

that were four feet high. When I opened them, I found they were filled 
with the foods of our youth. She had brought for me all kinds of food that 
I had loved, that were part of life growing up in Rockford, Illinois, and 
that I hadn’t eaten in thirty-plus years.

There was a bag of “Mrs. Fisher’s Potato Chips,” which you can only 
get in Rockford. These chips are just grease and fat and salt and vinegar. 
Fabulous! Barbara brought almond tarts with white frosting that we used 
to get at a Swedish bakery that, sadly, went out of business years ago. 
Barbara had to track down a baker and get him to teach her how to 
make those tarts. She also brought a box of homemade popcorn, because 
our grandmother used to pop popcorn in bacon grease. She would fry 
up bacon, pop popcorn in the bacon grease, and then throw the bacon 
into the popcorn. Nobody in my grandmother’s family lived to be very 
old — but we ate well.
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When I grew up, we had “Sara Lee Banana Cake,” so another box 
from Barbara had banana cake in it. I was a frosting guy, and Barbara 
was a cake girl. I would give her my cake, and she would give me her 
frosting. They don’t make it anymore, but there is a group of “Sara Lee 
junkies” online who track down these recipes and swap them. My sister 
went online, found the recipe, and practiced it for months.

Only my sister could have gotten me those gifts. Love in a box. Our 
life together in food.

I was struck by how much a part of my life Barbara is. For fifty 
years I have been loved, believed in, and called to my best self by this 
remarkable, slightly older woman. My sister Barbara was my first and 
best friend. We played “spies” together, shared secrets, and went through 
school, church, piano lessons, plays, college, adult life, and therapy. 
When she gave me that birthday food, it struck me that as the body is 
nourished by food, so the soul is nourished by people.

More than anything else, we are shaped by people. Some naturally 
help me live in the flow and make me want to be the best version of 
myself. They see that best of me when I cannot see it. They cheer me on 
when I grow toward it. They get in my face when I move away from it. 
They encourage me when I am tempted to give up.

Plus I like them.

	The Power of Connectedness
God uses people to form people. That is why what happens between 

you and another person is never merely human-to-human interac-
tion — the Spirit longs to be powerfully at work in every encounter. 
Referring to this dynamic, some writers of Scripture speak of “the fel-
lowship of the Spirit.” Fellowship has become a churchy word that sug-
gests basements and red punch and awkward conversation. But it is really 
a word for the flow of rivers of living water between one person and 
another, and we cannot live without it.

An academic journal called The Journal of Happiness Studies pub-
lishes studies using the tools of research to identify what makes human 
life flourish. When researchers look at what distinguishes quite happy 
people from less happy people, one factor consistently separates those 
two groups. It is not how much money you have; it is not your health, 
security, attractiveness, IQ, or career success. What distinguishes con-
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sistently happier people from less happy people is the presence of rich, 
deep, joy-producing, life-changing, meaningful relationships.

Spending meaningful time with people who care about us is indis-
pensable to human flourishing. Social researcher Robert Putnam writes, 
“The single most common finding from a half-century’s research on life 
satisfaction, not only from the U.S. but around the world, is that happiness 
is best predicted by the breadth and depth of one’s social connections.”

Connectedness is not the same thing as knowing many 
people. People may have many contacts in many net-
works, but they may not have any friends.

Part of what it means to be made in God’s image is our capacity for 
connectedness, because God created human beings and then said, “It 
isn’t good for man to be alone.” Paul paints a picture of that connected-
ness in writing to the church in Ephesus that they are “being rooted and 
established in love.”

When a tree puts roots into the ground, those roots are able to take in 
nutrients and water, and the tree grows and has life and strength — but 
only if it is rooted. In the same way, we are rooted and our souls are 
nourished in the love of God and other people. We experience this both 
physically and emotionally when we connect with somebody.

You are walking down the street, and someone you know smiles at 
you. They care about you through words, through touch, through listen-
ing, through prayer together. Whenever there is an exchange of genuine 
caring, it is as if the roots of your soul are getting fed. Every life has to 
have that connectedness.

How necessary is it? British scientist Donald Winnicott found that 
children who play in close proximity with their mother are more cre-
ative than children playing at a distance from her. Winnicott found that 
children are naturally inventive, curious, and more likely to take risks 
in what might be called the “circle of connectedness.” When they are 
within this circle, they take more risks. They show more energy. If they 
fall down, they are more likely to get back up. They laugh more than 
children who are outside the circle.

Why? It is not that Mom is doing for the child what the child could do 
for himself. She is not solving problems for this little kid or generating 
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ideas about how he ought to play. Instead, when love is present, when that 
child feels safe and cared for in her presence, something gets released 
in his life. He gets a little stronger. He gets bolder and more creative. 
Love releases life in that child that would otherwise remain dormant and 
unsummoned.

When you are loved, it is not just that you receive more from someone 
else, but also that you become more yourself. You-ier. Love brings the 
power to become the me I want to be. Loving people are literally life-
givers. That is connectedness.

As children grow older and capable of more abstract thought, the 
circle gets bigger. When they are a one-year-old, maybe they want to be 
within a few inches of their mom. When they are two, they can be several 
feet away, but still in the circle. When they are three, the circle may be 
as big as a house.

How about when they are fifteen — how far away do they want to be 
then? The circle is now the size of the solar system. They want to be trac-
ing the orbit of Haley’s Comet.
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People who are socially disconnected are between two and five times 
more likely to die from any cause than those who have close ties to fam-
ily, friends, and other relationships. People who have bad health habits 
like cigarette smoking, overeating, elevated blood pressure, and physical 
inactivity — but who still remain connected — live longer than people 
who have great health habits but are disconnected.

We see the physical, life-giving power of connection in 
Winston Churchill. He had a wonderful marriage with 
his wife, was deeply connected to his family, his friends, 
his nation, and his work. His health habits were terrible. 
His diet was awful. He smoked cigars all the time. He 
drank too much, had weird sleep habits, was completely 
sedentary — yet he lived to be nearly ninety. Somebody 
asked him, “Mr. Churchill, do you ever exercise?” He 
replied, “The only exercise I get is serving as a pallbearer 
for my friends who died while they were exercising.”

Spiritually, as John says, “Anyone who does not love remains in death.” 
When we live in isolation, we are more likely to give into temptation or 
discouragement. We are more likely to become self-absorbed. We are 
more likely to spend money in selfish ways. Not only do we suffer when 
we live in disconnectedness, but then other people whom God placed 
around us get cheated out of the love God intended us to give them.

“Loners who care only for themselves spit on the com-
mon good.” (Proverbs 18:1 The Message)

We were designed to flourish in connectedness. This does not mean 
that we have to become more extrovert. Some of the shyest people I know 
have some of the deepest friendships. Flourishing in connectedness does 
mean that we will have to learn to identify who the life-giving people 
around us are, as well as discover how to give the power of connected-
ness to others, so that we can cultivate those relationships.

So let’s open the boxes and look at the gifts connectedness brings.
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	The Gift of Delighting
Love is mostly something you do, not something you feel. The circle 

of connection is marked by servanthood. “You, my brothers and sisters,” 
Paul says, “were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge 
the sinful nature; rather, serve one another humbly in love,” because what 
marks God’s kingdom is when people serve one another.

A therapist I know asked a client how he knew when his marriage of 
several decades had gone bad. “It was when she stopped putting tooth-
paste on my toothbrush in the morning,” the man said. When they were 
first married, whoever got up first would put a roll of toothpaste on the 
other spouse’s toothbrush. Then somewhere along the line, they stopped 
squeezing for each other and squeezed only for themselves.

A son drives for five hours to be with his mother on her birthday. A 
friend mentions a book he is interested in; his friend remembers and finds 
a copy to give him for no visible reason. A middle-aged couple in a restau-
rant see a young husband and wife with little money and secretly pay their 
check. A father knows how much his daughter likes having a clean car, 
so he sneaks over to wash it for her by surprise. People in a small group 
email each other throughout the week as a way of expressing their care.

A wise man once said that just as the three laws of real estate are 
“location, location, location,” the three laws of relationship are “obser-
vation, observation, observation.” People who give life to us are people 
who notice us. They know what we love and fear. When we work to truly 
notice someone else, love for them grows. When we work to truly observe 
another person, in that self-forgetfulness our own soul flourishes.

If you can’t do great things, Mother Teresa used to say, do little things 
with great love. If you can’t do them with great love, do them with a little 
love. If you can’t do them with a little love, do them anyway.

Love grows when people serve.

	The Gift of Commitment
One of the marks of the early church was their commitment to con-

nectedness because they knew connectedness doesn’t just happen. They 
met together every day. They ate together with glad and sincere hearts. 
Over time, however, that value began to fade. So the writer of Hebrews 
said, “Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and 
good deeds, not giving up meeting together as some are in the habit of 
doing.” In other words, keep committed to community.
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I have never known anyone who failed at love yet succeeded at life. 
I have never known anyone who succeeded at love yet failed at life. We 
need love to live.

Robert Putnam made a staggering comment: “As a 
rough rule of thumb, if you belong to no groups but you 
decide to join one, you cut your risk of dying over the 
next year in half.” It is difficult to imagine anyone not inter-
ested in cutting their risk of dying in half. That is why the 
new motto for small groups at the church where I serve 
is, “Join a group or die.”

In sports, the more an athlete needs encouragement from the fans, 
the less likely he or she is to get it. Rarely do fans of a losing team think 
when a slumping player comes up to bat: “Let us consider how we can 
spur him on to good deeds.” Too often, people who need the cheers the 
most get them the least.

Every day, everyone you know faces life with eternity on the line, 
and life has a way of beating people down. Every life needs a cheering 
section. Every life needs a shoulder to lean on once in a while. Every life 
needs a prayer to lift them up to God. Every life needs a hugger to wrap 
some arms around them sometimes.

Every life needs to hear a voice saying, “Don’t give up.”

	The Gift of Love
The deepest words of the soul are the simplest: “I love you.”
My father grew up in a Swedish home where he knew he was loved, 

but love didn’t get expressed much verbally. So when he and my mom 
formed a family, they wanted to make sure they said those words. And 
so I grew up hearing those words: I love you, Johnny.

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing 
debt to love one another, for whoever loves others has 
fulfilled the law. (Romans 13:8)

031027592x_tmiwtb_new.indd   188 11/8/09   11:45 AM



Make Life-Giving Relationships a Top Priority

189

My dad is actually John Ortberg Sr., and I am John Ortberg Jr., so I 
was always “Johnny.” Those were the last words I would hear at night: 
“Love you, Johnny.” I would hear them when I got discouraged or sad. I 
would hear them when I felt lonely. I would hear them when I messed up.

My mom always said two things when she was really worried. One of 
them was, “I thought you were dead in a ditch somewhere.” And it wasn’t 
just “dead.” You would think “dead” would be bad enough, but it’s not just 
dead. It’s “dead in a ditch.” You might have been dead in a lovely meadow 
or something. That wouldn’t be so bad, but dead in a ditch — that was awful.

The other was, “I was afraid someone had hit you over the head.” Not 
just “hit you” — that would be bad enough. But “hit you over the head” 
because the head is such a vulnerable place. If she was really worried 
about us, she would combine them: “I was afraid someone had hit you 
over the head, and you were lying dead in a ditch.”

Which is another way of her saying, “I love you.”
Maybe there is someone in your life who just needs to have you look 

them in the eye and say it: I love you. The Spirit of God is at work in us 
all the time, prompting these expressions of love.

I was driving someone else’s car yesterday morning, and I noticed 
that the gas tank was about empty, so I stopped and filled it up with gas. 
I can give a small gift of love like this in other ways, such as noticing 
what kind of coffee delights someone in a coffee bar and surprising them 
with it. I can let someone who is obviously in a hurry cut in front of me 
in line at a grocery store when I am not rushed. I can notice something 
admirable about one of my kids’ friends and write a note to their parents 
to congratulate them.

Every moment is an opportunity to practice a gesture of love.

	The Gift of Joy
In the circle of connectedness we learn what a good thing joy is. One 

time my sister, brother, and I came home from school, and my mom had 
put on some kind of a rejuvenating facial mud mask that hardens and 
makes your face look like you are 187 years old. With all the wrinkles 
and cracks, she looked like something from a science fiction movie.

“Mom,” we said, “take that off your face. That looks terrible!”
She looked at us sadly. “Children, I can’t take it off. I haven’t put any-

thing on my face. This is a skin condition. It just happened today. I went 
to the doctor, and he said there’s nothing that can be done. This is it.”
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“Mom, stop teasing us. It’s awful! Take it off now.”
“Children, stop saying this. You will make me feel bad. My face will 

look like this for the rest of your lives, so get over it.”
We lost it. My little brother started to weep. My sister ran to call my 

dad. I kept pleading. Finally my mom couldn’t take it anymore, so she 
told us the truth and she laughed and laughed.

We all ended up in therapy.

A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit 
dries up the bones. (Proverbs 17:22)

We hunger for joy. “Satisfy us in the morning,” writes the psalmist — but 
not with more money or power or applause. “Satisfy us in the morning with 
your unfailing love so that we may sing for joy and be glad all our days.”

Joyful people make us come alive.
When the book of the law was read to the people in Nehemiah’s day 

they were overwhelmed by inadequacy and guilt. Nehemiah gave to them 
and us a remarkable statement: “The joy of the Lord is your strength.” 
We know we love joy, but we often forget the power of joy. Joy gives us 
the strength to resist temptation. It brings the ability to persevere. Joy is 
the Velcro that makes relationships stick. Joy gives us energy to love. A 
person who brings joy to us is an oasis in a desert land. We don’t just 
need air and food and water. We need joy.

A twenty-year study of more than 4,700 people found 
that joy is contagious. People who become happy make 
it more likely that their friends will become happy, for 
happiness travels through relational networks like rip-
ples on a pond. It is so robust that it continues through 
three degrees of separation, so you are more likely to 
increase in happiness if even a friend of a friend of a 
friend becomes happy. Having a happy friend is more 
likely to increase your happiness than getting a $5,000 
raise. So if you get a $5,000 raise, try giving it to your 
friend. He will be happy, and you will both win.
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	The Gift of Belonging
When I am loved, I belong to someone and they belong to me. This 

is why the most common designation for people in Jesus’ community is 
“brother” or “sister.”

When our family moved from Illinois back to California, our old-
est daughter was entering college and wrestled not with just leaving the 
family, but with having all of us leave the home where she had grown 
up. She told us an unforgettable metaphor that a very wise friend used 
to explain her situation. It is as if she were getting her boat, sailing away 
from the dock, and then turning to find her dock was going away too. It 
is hard to be a little boat heading out to sea when you have no more dock 
to return to.

As our daughter spoke, I looked over at Nancy. She was immediately 
thinking of her own life growing up. In her family there was lots of inde-
pendence early on, but not so much all-togetherness. “It’s like I got a boat 
right away,” she said, “but I never had a dock!”

I was struck by just the opposite. We prized closeness, but indepen-
dence was the bigger struggle. “I had a great dock,” I said. “I just never 
got my boat!”

When you were born, God gave you a boat — your life — designed 
to be an adventure for all your days on the earth. God also created a 
dock — your family — that could be the place of safety and security to 
give you the courage to sail.

Belonging. This is God’s gift to us.
One day God says to the angels, “I have an idea. I am going to create 

the family.”
An angel asks, “What is it?”
“I am very excited about this idea,” God says. “Of course, I am excited 

about all my ideas. One of the great things about being God is you just 
never have a bad idea — but this one is special. Family is going to be the 
way I connect people in love. It will work like this. Adult people will sign 
up to take care of a tiny little stranger.”

“Are they going to get paid?” the angel asks.
“No, that little stranger is actually going to cost them a lot of money. 

Not only that, but the little stranger won’t even be able to talk at first. It 
will just cry and scream, and you will have to guess why. It will make 
you lose sleep. It will make messes all the time that you have to clean up. 
It will be utterly vulnerable. You have to watch that kid twenty-four hours 
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a day, seven days a week. Then when it’s two, that little stranger will be 
able to say words like “no” and “mine,” and it will throw tantrums. And 
then I am thinking about inventing puberty. I am not too sure about that 
one yet, but if I do, they will get these strange things called hormones 
that will go crazy. Odd things will happen to their bodies. They will get 
pimples, their voices will crack, and their limbic systems will melt down. 
Then they will grow up, and just when they are mature and beautiful and 
interesting and able to contribute, they will move away. That’s the idea. 
What do you all think?”

The angels shuffle around and look at their feet. Who’s going to tell 
him? they think. Lord, who would sign up for that? Why would they do it?

Here is where God really gets excited. “They won’t even know why. 
They will just look at that little body, those little hands and feet, and they 
will think that this tiny little stranger is beautiful, even though he looks 
like every other baby and all babies look like Winston Churchill. Then 
one day that little stranger will smile at them, and they will think they 
have won the lottery. That little stranger will say ‘Dada’ and ‘Mama,’ 
but it will say ‘Dada’ first because daddies are just so self-sacrificial 
and noble and . . . how I love them. But moms are good too. So it will say 
‘Dada’ and ‘Mama,’ and then those little arms and hands will open up 
and reach out and wrap around that neck, and it is going to feel to that 
grown up that for the first time now they understand why arms and hands 
were created.

“What it’s really all about is just grace.
“Children, the new generation, will learn that they are prized and 

belong before they have ever done a single thing to earn it. The old gen-
eration will learn that when they give, they will receive. When they give 
the most, they receive the most.

“And then one day I will tell them, Human race, I am your Father. 
You are my daughter; you are my son.

“They will get it and they will be undone.”

Teilhard de Chardin wrote, “Someday, after we have 
mastered the winds and the waves, the tides and grav-
ity, we will harness for God the energies of love, and then 
for the second time in the history of the world man will 
have discovered fire.”
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connectedness inventory
When something goes wrong, do I have at least one 
friend I can easily talk with about it?

	 Yes 	 No

Do I have a friend I can drop in on at any time without 
calling ahead?

	 Yes 	 No

Is there someone who could accurately name my 
greatest fears and temptations?

	 Yes 	 No

Do I have one or more friends whom I meet with 
regularly?

	 Yes 	 No

Do I have a friend I know well enough to trust their 
confidentiality?

	 Yes 	 No

If I received good news like a promotion, do I have a 
friend I would call immediately just to let them know?

	 Yes 	 No

If I can’t say ‘yes’ to most of these questions, I may 
want to look for a small group to join, or invite someone 
out for coffee as a first step toward connecting.
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Chapter 17
Be Human

In the church, we have a sin problem.
The problem is not just that we sin — everyone has that problem. Our 

problem is that we can’t talk about it. Our problem is that we pretend we 
don’t have a problem. We are comfortable with stories about people who 
used to sin, and people often get invited to give testimonies as long as they 
have happy endings, the way television sitcoms used to in the 1950s: I used 
to have a problem, but then I met God, and now I’m doing much better.

Imagine going to see a counselor and saying, “I only want to talk 
about problems I used to have. Please do not ask me to acknowledge 
having any current problems. It would be embarrassing. I’m afraid you 
might reject me.”

Why would anyone go to a counselor to try to convince the counselor 
that they don’t need a counselor?

Why would anyone go to church to try to convince the people there 
that they don’t need a church?

Years ago in southern California, I was part of a small group in which 
we were all relatively new husbands. We talked about our adjustments 
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to married life, our sexuality, our jobs, our faith, and our money. We 
went to movies, baseball games, and weekends in Palm Springs. But one 
day one of the guys didn’t show up, and we found out that week that he 
had struggled with compulsive gambling for years. This put him in huge 
financial problems, which then led to financial dishonesty at work. Even-
tually he got fired and got divorced. He had lived in fear, compulsion, 
and self-loathing for years — but none of us knew. Maybe he didn’t have 
the courage to tell us. Maybe we sent subtle signals that talking about 
such deep problems would be unwelcome. I found myself wondering 
afterward, How deep did the roots of these issues go in his life? When 
did they start? If we could have talked about them, would his life have 
gone differently? How much did my own need to look better than I am 
contribute to a culture of superficiality? All I know for sure is that what 
should have been the place of greatest safety and healing was not.

People are okay telling a doctor that their body has a problem or telling 
a mechanic that their car has a problem. Couldn’t sinners be okay telling 
other sinners they have a sin problem? If I want God (or anyone else, for 
that matter) to love the real me, I will have to work at getting real.

David was Israel’s greatest king — but he was also a polygamist. He 
was a terrible father. He coveted another man’s wife, committed adultery 
with her, attempted to deceive the husband, eventually had the husband 
murdered, and covered up his crime for a year. He was a liar, an adul-
terer, a coveter, and a murderer. As a friend of mine noted, no one at the 
time was wearing a “What Would David Do?” bracelet.

Yet he was called “a man after his [God’s] own heart.”
Is it possible for someone to be struggling so deeply with sin and yet 

still long for God at the same time?
I heard a Christian leader speak about the two great sins that plagued 

his spiritual life. One was that there were times when he was on an air-
plane and was not as bold in witnessing to the passenger next to him as 
Jesus would have been. His other confession was that there were times 
when his mind wandered while he was praying. He expressed great angst 
over these sins.

What hope does that leave for those of us who, as the author Anne 
Lamott says, do things that make Jesus want to drink gin out of the cat 
dish? Even in writing this, I confront a strange problem. If a pastor con-
fesses to serious sin, people think he should leave the pastorate. If he only 
confesses to safe, non-scandalous sins, people think he is inauthentic 
and hypocritical. So at this moment I find myself wanting to make some 
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confession that will look vulnerable and honest, yet not be so scandal-
ous as to cost me my job. I cannot confess sin without sinning in the act.

You don’t have to be victorious to join Alcoholics Anonymous — just 
needy. There are no “recovered addicts,” only people in the process of 
recovering, because as soon as sobriety leads to self-righteousness, for 
disaster to come is just a matter of time.

However, relationships grow deep when people become real, which is 
to say, honest about the sin common to us all.

	The Spirit Flows in Transparency, So 
Come As You Are
I have a recurring problem that periodically requires treatment. It is a 

little embarrassing to mention, but recently it became very troublesome, 
and I had to go to the urgent care center. Andrew, the medical student 
on call, asked me what the problem was, and I didn’t want to tell him. 
Want to know?

I’ll tell you anyhow.
I had wax in my ears that had been building up over time, and then, 

when I went swimming, water got behind the wax until I could barely 
hear. People would come up to me after church, and I couldn’t tell if they 
were saying “hi” or confessing deep sin.

So I finally went to the urgent care center, but I didn’t want to name 
my problem. When I at last told Andrew, my vulnerability melted when 
he smiled.

“That’s tremendous!” he said. “We’re going to get that wax right out. 
I love getting wax out. It’s one of the things I do best. All kinds of people 
have that problem. I’m a wax specialist.”

Andrew took out a high pressure hose and an ice pick and removed 
a piece of wax the size of a small grapefruit. He said, “Man, your body 
really produces a lot of wax.” I felt much better, and he was so happy to 
get it out.

My wife used to be a nurse, so when I arrived home, she asked, “Did 
you bring the piece of wax home? Can I see it?”

“I just left it there,” I said. “But I could go back and see if they saved 
it or something.”

Why was I embarrassed about my wax? Andrew is my friend. My 
wife was so proud of me, she wanted to see it. Their acceptance helps me 
accept that I am a wax machine. Now I don’t care who knows.
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When you can step into openness and stop pretending, you find your-
self coming alive. Hiddenness and pretense are always the enemy of 
flourishing.

There is an old but uncertain story about the derivation of the word 
sincere. The ancient Romans used to prize Greek sculptures for their aes-
thetic excellence. The statues were already a few centuries old, however, 
and some of them had cracks or gaps where marble was missing. Vendors 
discovered that if they put wax in the sculptures, these figures looked 
great — for a season. The wax looked like real marble, but over time, the 
wax would yellow and harden until it became apparent that the statue was 
not totally authentic. So if vendors wanted to sell a statue and it was all 
marble — the real deal through and through — they would mark it sine, 
the Latin word for “without,” and then cera, the Latin word for “wax.”

Sine cera. Without wax.
When the Christian church started, people met together in their homes 

“with glad and sincere hearts” — without wax — because now there was a 
circle of connectedness where everyone could come on in just as they were.

Where hearts are sincere, they will be glad.
In writing to this early community of believers, the apostle Paul said, 

“Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring 
praise to God.” Acceptance is more than just being liked by someone. 
Jesus didn’t say to me, “John, if you just clean up a bit, if you just dress 
better, and read the Bible more, then I’ll let you into my family.” Of 
course he is going to help me become my best self, but I don’t have to 
pretend to be any better than I am to be in Jesus’ circle. How did Jesus 
accept you? Just the way you are. When someone knows the embarrass-
ing, humiliating truth about me and still accepts me, I come alive.

A few friends and I from college days get together once a year for an 
extended weekend to experience the fellowship that comes from knowing 
each another deeply over a long period of time. The most time I was with 
them, I tried to listen to myself speak as I might hear someone else, and 
I was struck by how much of what I say is designed to show how smart, 
how clever, or how funny I am, often at someone else’s expense. I found 
myself making my achievements sound more impressive than they are. I 
wasn’t sure that — if I were not me — I would actually like me.

I read recently that one sign of narcissism is that the desire to be 
admired is stronger than the desire to be liked. It was painful to read that, 
because I thought of how much it describes my own wound. While I was 
telling these things to my friends, I was suddenly seized by the thought 
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of how lucky I was to have friends who love me, for I am broken. When 
I am in superficial relationships, I can forget my brokenness. But when 
I am with people who know me deeply and accept me fully, their accep-
tance touches my brokenness as a doctor touches the injured place on a 
patient’s body. Their very touch begins to heal, and through the mystery 
of the fellowship of acceptance, God’s Spirit flows.

Henri Nouwen wrote, “When we honestly ask ourselves 
which person in our lives mean the most to us, we often 
find that it is those who, instead of giving advice, solu-
tions, or cures, have chosen rather to share our pain and 
touch our wounds with a warm and tender hand. The 
friend who can be silent with us in a moment of despair 
or confusion, who can stay with us in an hour of grief and 
bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing, not curing, 
not healing and face with us the reality of our powerless-
ness, that is a friend who cares.”

	Give the Gift of Confession
One of the most important moments of my spiritual life was when I sat 

down with a longtime friend and said, “I don’t want to have any secrets 
anymore.” I told him everything I was most ashamed of. No wax. I told 
him about my jealousies, my cowardice, how I hurt my wife with my 
anger. I told him about my history with money and my history with sex. 
I told him about deceit and regrets that keep me up at night. I felt vulner-
able because I was afraid that I was going to be outside the circle, to lose 
connection with him. Much to my surprise, he did not even look away.

I will never forget his next words.
“John,” he said. ‘I have never loved you more than I love you right 

now.” The very truth about me that I thought would drive him away 
became a bond that drew us closer together. He then went on to speak 
with me about secrets he had been carrying.

I can only be loved to the extent that I am known.
If I keep part of my life secret from you, you may tell me you love 

me. But inside I think that you would not love me if you knew the whole 
truth about me. I can only receive love from you to the extent that I am 
known by you.
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I cannot be fully loved unless I am fully known.
To be fully known and fully loved is the most healing gift one human 

being can give another. James writes, “Confess your sins to one another, 
and pray for one another, so 
that you may be healed.” We 
are all forgiven, recovering 
sinners, and no one can be 
secure in a relationship if 
they are loved only because 
they are smart, pretty, strong, 
or successful. Sin isolates us, and sin and isolation will make us sick in 
our soul and even our body. Confession and then prayer, connectedness 
to each other and to God, ushers in the Spirit and helps bring healing.

	No Pedestals
It is a remarkable thing how the writers of Scripture never do what 

churches are so tempted to do, which is put people on a pedestal. To 
illustrate how grittily honest the biblical writers are about human nature, 
answer this question: Who in the Bible would you say had the best mar-
riage?

Adam and Eve had their honeymoon in paradise and all went down-
hill from there. Abraham lied that Sarah was his sister — twice — and 
impregnated her servant, Hagar. Isaac and Rebekah spent their marriage 
battling because he favored Esau and she favored Jacob. Jacob had chil-
dren by two wives and the wives’ servants. About all we know of Moses’ 
wife, Zipporah, is that they had an argument over circumcising their son 
and she called Moses a “bridegroom of blood.” David was a disaster as 
a husband; Solomon was worse. When Job’s life got hard, Mrs. Job told 
him to “curse God and die!” I am not making this up: Someone online 
said they thought the best marriage in the Bible was between Noah and 
Joan of Ark.

In fairy tales, life is a difficult adventure until you get married — and 
then you live happily ever after. But nowhere in the Bible do a couple get 
married and then live “happily ever after.” Marriage doesn’t save anyone. 
Only Jesus does that.

The Bible is remarkably transparent about the flaws and brokenness of 
the marriages of every character — yet how often in churches do couples 
sit in silent agony? They have an image of spiritual success to project, 

You can only be 
loved to the extent 

that you are known.
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got better. Notice that this did not surprise or discourage Jesus. In fact, 
Jesus was so patient with his disciples that we might think of the J-curve 
as the Jesus-curve. He will never stop helping a follower of his who is 
sincerely seeking to grow.

Jesus will always lead us toward growth, and growth always requires 
risk, and risk always means failure. So Jesus is always leading us into 
failure. But he never gives up on a student just because he or she fails.

If you haven’t been confronting when you should and you begin, you 
will do it badly at first. If you have rarely encouraged people, your initial 
attempts may be clumsy. If you have never shared your faith with some-
one, the first time you do it you may stumble all over yourself.

Go ahead and stumble. Failure isn’t falling down; failure is refusing 
to try. We ought to celebrate failure.

We are living on the J-curve.

	The Gift of Honest Language
Being human means being honest about what we want, but all too 

often we can wallpaper over human difficulties with a veneer of pious 
language. There is the story about a boy who comes home and doesn’t 
see his mom is visiting with their pastor. He holds a rat in his hand. 
“Mom, you’ll never guess what. There was a rat running around behind 
the garage. I saw it and threw a stone and hit it. It just laid there, so I went 
over and stomped on it. Then I picked it up and threw it against the wall 
as hard as I could. And I picked it up and threw it again.” Then he sees 
that the pastor is there and that if looks could kill, he would be a dead 
kid. He holds the rat high in the air and adds in a pious voice, “And then 
the dear Lord called him home.”

When we try to look more spiritual, we actually make ourselves less 
human. Pretending always cuts us off from the flow of the Spirit. Author 
Scott Peck once wrote of a couple who constantly used “God talk” to 
cover up their cruelty and attempts to control. In the Ten Commandments 
we are told not to take the Lord’s name in vain. Usually we think about 
this in terms of using profanity, but maybe it happens more often when 
we hide behind spiritual language.

We were in a small group many years ago with a very diverse group 
of people. One of them was a teacher with a traveling ministry doing 
“Holy Ghost Explosion Revival” meetings. One of them was uninitiated 
enough that she did not know whether “Jesus” and “Jesus Christ” were 
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the same person. The uninitiated one was once talking about her most 
dysfunctional relationship with a former boyfriend who had belittled her 
and betrayed her and abused her in humiliating ways. “Now he has can-
cer,” she said, “and I hope he dies.”

“You can’t say that!” said the teacher. “You have to pray for him. You 
have to pray that he will be healed. The Holy Ghost can heal him right 
this moment. I’m going to pray right now. You’ve just got to love him!”

“But I don’t love him. I hate him. I hope he dies.”
Why is it that the psalms are so full of human anger, that they express 

so much raw, unfiltered hostility and lust for vengeance and fury and 
demands for divine justice to come pretty quickly — and that the prayers 
prayed in churches feel so . . . well, decaffeinated? Is it possible that God 
could actually handle our anger?

There is an old hymn that includes the lines, “Just as I am, without one 
plea.” This song speaks of coming to God without hiding, knowing that 
I am loved simply as a gift. A few people in my life allow me to relate to 
them “just as I am,” and I cling to them the way a drowning man clings 
to a raft.

If ever there were a true “just as I am” church, if ever there were a 
community where everybody could bring all their baggage and broken-
ness with them without neat and tidy happy endings quite yet, if ever 
there was a group where everyone was loved and no one pretended — we 
could not make enough room inside the building.

in the flow 
≈	 Who is the friend I am most transparent with?
≈	 What are my secret regrets and temptations? Is there 

someone I could talk with about them?
≈	 Spend some time reflecting on your regrets and 

temptations. Schedule some unhurried time to meet 
with the person you trust most deeply. Share with 
them — at a level appropriate to how well you know 
and trust them — the condition of your heart and 
soul.

≈	 Laugh at yourself at least once today.
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Chapter 18
Find a Few Difficult People to 

Help You Grow
Some people tempt me out of the flow of the Spirit. They judge me, and I 

feel discouraged. They dislike me, and I feel rejected. They are a black hole 
of need and drain me. They throw roadblocks in my path and discourage 
me. They anger me. They scare me. They depress me. Plus I don’t like them.

The playwright George Bernard Shaw sat next to a pompous bore at a 
dinner party one evening. After listening to an interminable monologue 
of useless information, Shaw observed, “Between the two of us we know 
all there is to know.”

“How’s that?” asked his fascinated companion.
“Well,” replied Shaw, “You seem to know everything except that 

you’re a bore. And I know that!”
Shaw and Winston Churchill famously found each other to be dif-

ficult. Shaw once sent two tickets to Churchill to the opening night of 
one of his plays, with instructions to “bring a friend — if you have one.” 
Churchill sent them back because he was busy opening night. He said he 
would come on “the second night — if there is one.”

We all have difficult people in our life, but hear this: God can use 
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them to help you become the best version of you — maybe even more 
than the people you like. Jesus said,

You’re familiar with the old written law, “Love your friend,” and 
its unwritten companion, “Hate your enemy.” I’m challenging that. 
I’m telling you to love your enemies. Let them bring out the best in 
you. . . . If all you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus? Any-
body can do that. If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do 
you expect a medal? Any run-of-the-mill sinner does that. In a word, 
what I’m saying is, Grow up. You’re kingdom subjects. Now live like 
it. Live out your God-created identity.

Other people don’t create your spirit; they reveal your spirit.
In fact, if God wants to grow some quality in you, he may send you a 

person who tempts you to behave in just the opposite way. If you need to 
develop love, then some unlovable people will be your greatest challenge. 
If you need to develop hope, maintaining it in the face of discouragers 
will make it strong. If you want to grow in your ability to confront, a 
hard-to-confront intimidator will give you serious practice. As lifting 
weights strengthens a muscle and cardio exercises strengthen a heart, 
difficult people can strengthen our ability to love.

Why does God allow difficult people in my life?
What other kind are there?
If God were to get rid of all the difficult people in the world — if he 

were to remove everybody with quirks, flaws, ugliness, and sin — you 
would get awfully lonely.

We always wish that God would give us a life without difficult people 
in it. But how many great characters in the Bible had difficult people in 
their lives? Moses had Pharaoh, Elijah had Jezebel, Esther had Haman, 
Jacob had Laban, David had Saul, John the Baptist had Herod. Even 
Jesus had Judas. If God loves you and wants to shape you, he will send 
some difficult people your way. But take heart. You are the difficult 
person he is sending to shape somebody else!

If we can learn to have rivers of living water still flowing through us 
in these relationships, we will be unstoppable.

	Recognize the Impact
We are far more affected by the impact of people on our lives than 

most of us realize. We are always — always! — being energized or 
drained by every interaction.
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Dr. Jill Taylor was a thirty-seven-year-old, Harvard-trained brain sci-
entist who suffered a massive stroke. The left side of her brain, which 
regulates speech and linear thinking, was devastated. For many months 
she lay in a hospital bed, unable to carry on a conversation. She writes of 
how even though she could not understand the words people were saying 
to her, she became intensely aware of whether the people approaching 
her were enhancing her sense of life or depleting it.

I experienced people as concentrated packages of energy . . . although I 
could not understand the words they spoke, I could read volumes from 
their facial expression and body language. I paid very close attention 
to how their energy dynamics affected me. Some people brought me 
energy while others took it away.

At a level deeper than words, deeper than exchanging information, 
every interaction with another person is a spiritual exchange. Some 
people are life-bringers to us. They increase our energy, deepen our 
hope, add to our joy, and call out the best in us. Other people are life-
drainers. They add to our anxiety and invite us to cynicism. We find 
ourselves becoming defensive, depressed, or exasperated.

How do we grow through difficult relationships?

	Keeping God between You and Me
Before some friends of mine went on a trip, they dropped their hunt-

ing dog off at a summer camp. I didn’t even know there were such places. 
It was a refresher course on obedience school to retrain their dog, to 
make sure that every time he gets a command, his response is prompt, 
eager, wholehearted, unquestioning obedience. When he came home, it 
was as if he were a new creature. It was summer camp and reform school 
all wrapped up into one.

Wouldn’t it be nice if there were such places for people? If there were, 
they would be full. Of course, that’s what kills us, because we can’t 
fix people. There is a good reason for this, however: Everyone has a 
soul. Everyone has a “Holy of Holies,” where only that person and God 
can meet. Only God can touch the deepest place of another’s soul. We 
may think, I can intimidate, lecture, flatter, manipulate, reason, cajole, 
reward, or withdraw to get the behavior I want out of that person. And 
maybe I can, out on the outer edges of their personality; but I can’t touch 
the deepest part of another person. Only God can.

Prayer is the closest we come to being able to influence people at 
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their deepest level, to be able to go with God into another person’s soul, 
because always between me and the most inner part of another person 
stands Jesus. The most direct way to another person is not talking to 
them. The most direct way is talking to Jesus.

I can remember as if it were yesterday the hardest conversation I 
have ever had. It was with a person I had known more than a decade, 
over long-standing and complicated problems in our relationship. I had 
avoided speaking truthfully about our problems for years, so picking up 
the phone to schedule the talk felt like the hardest thing ever. I was afraid 
the conversation would be grueling and painful, that we would not see 
eye-to-eye. It ended up being worse than that!

But here was the thought that enabled me to have the talk: I do not 
have to control the outcome. I do not have to make the other person 
agree. I don’t even have to do the talk well. I just have to show up. The 
rest is up to God.

At the end of the conversation, even though it had not produced the 
results I wanted, I felt alive because I was trusting Jesus with a challeng-
ing relationship. When I keep God between you and me, I begin to be 
less afraid of you.

Another time I was desperately concerned about someone I love, 
whom I wanted to fix, but they would not let me fix them. A wise friend 
said the best thing I could do was to pray, offering “gentle, non-frantic 
prayer.” When God is present, prayer does not have to be frantic. When I 
keep God between me and you, I begin to be less controlling.

In driver education we learn to reduce accidents by keeping the right 
distance between ourselves and other cars — one car-space of distance 
for every ten miles per hour of speed. In spiritual education we learn to 
keep a kind of spiritual space between ourselves and the souls around 
us. That space is where God flows between you and me. Jesus advised, 
“When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of 
prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your God-cre-
ated selves. This is what God does.”

	What Makes Someone Difficult for You?
The space between me and my enemy is the space where love can 

grow. Many studies have been done on what causes us to like someone. 
Out of all the causes — physical attractiveness, IQ, ability, personality 
type — the number one factor that determines whether or not you will 
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like another person is whether or not they like us. If they like you, you 
will like them. If they don’t like you, you will not like them.

This is humbling.
If there is someone I have never liked and then I find out that they 

have said something good about me, I think, Man! This person is more 
on the ball than I thought. This is a person with some hidden depth in 
them.

That person could be wonderful in every other respect, but their 
dislike of us shapes our perceptions more than anything else. Gandhi 
doesn’t like me? I always thought he was a little shallow.

God’s not that way. God loves people who love him. He loves people 
who don’t love him. He doesn’t do it because he has to. He doesn’t say to 
himself, Well, I am God, so I guess I’m stuck with having to love people. 
Boy, I sure wish I didn’t have to!

God does it because love is the only way to life.

	Staying in the Flow with the Spirit 
Takes a Quarter-Second
Anger is prone to take me out of the flow. This is why Paul wrote,

Do not grieve the Holy Spirit [in other words, don’t cut yourself off 
from the flow of the Spirit] with whom you were sealed for the day 
of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and 
slander, along with every form of malice.

Difficult relationships can give the Evil One a foothold, but God has 
wired us so that in times of intense difficulty we have a kind of built-in 
moment to turn to the Spirit for help. As we noted in chapter 15, the pri-
mary place in the brain that processes strong negative emotions such as 
rage and fear is called the amygdala. When this is removed from certain 
animals, they become incapable of rage and fear. Normally, when input 
comes into the brain, it goes to the neocortex for processing. In about 5 
percent of cases, however, when something extremely emotional hap-
pens, it goes to the amygdala, and the thinking part of the brain gets 
short-circuited.

Mom is in a grocery store, in a hurry, so she is tense. She has her 
three-year-old next to her and her eighteen-month-old in a shopping cart. 
Suddenly the three-year-old grabs a box of cocoa puffs.
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“Put it down,” says Mom.
But the three-year-old is determined to have them.
“Put it down!” Mom repeats.
At this point the eighteen-month-old, who has been holding a glass of 

jelly, throws it to the ground from the cart, and it shatters. What happens 
to Mom next is what researchers call “an amygdala hijack.” The amyg-
dala takes over the thinking process, and Mom goes ballistic. She picks 
up the three-year-old, drapes him over one arm, carries him doubled over 
like a pretzel, and she is shaking the shopping cart. The kid is yelling, 
“Put me down! Put me down!” Mom is out of control, suffering from 
what researchers call “cognitive incapacitation.” Rational thought is no 
longer an option.

But there is an aspect of our circuitry that gives us hope.
Impulses formed in the brain can be measured during neurosurgery. 

I decide that I am going to move my hand, and then that impulse travels 
to the hand. But in-between the brain activity and the movement of the 
hand, there is what one researcher calls the “life-giving quarter-second.”

There is a quarter-second between when that impulse takes place in 
your brain and when that action takes place in your body. And that quar-
ter-second — although it doesn’t sound like very long in the life of the 
mind — is huge. The apostle Paul wrote, “In your anger do not sin . . . and 
do not give the devil a foothold.” That quarter-second is the time when 
the Holy Spirit can take control. That is when you can give the foothold 
to the Holy Spirit or you can give it to sin. That one quarter-second in 
your mind can be an opportunity to say, “Spirit, I’ve got this impulse 
right now; should I act on it?”

It was a long hot day, the car had broken down once, the air condition-
ing wasn’t working, the kids weren’t behaving, and Nancy wasn’t being 
too good either. I tried enticing the kids into “the quiet game,” but they 
weren’t going for it. I got lost. I was frustrated. The kids spilled food. 
Finally, the noise level went beyond what I could bear. There was a life-
giving quarter second, but I blew right past it. I wasn’t interested. And 
I used language on my kids that I had never used before, that I never 
thought I would.

It is amazing how the desire to hurt someone you love can be so 
strongly in your body one moment and then lead to such pain when you 
indulge it. But another piece of good news is that when you blow it — and 
you will blow it — God sends another quarter-second right behind.

And you can get right back into the flow.
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	Learning from the Master
No one mastered the art of dealing with difficult people better than 

Jesus did. He had lots of practice. The Romans wanted to silence him; 
Herod wanted to kill him; Pilate washed his hands of him; religious 
leaders envied him; his family thought he had lost his mind; his towns
people wanted to stone him; Judas betrayed him; soldiers beat him; the 
crowds shouted for his crucifixion; and his own disciples ran out on him. 
Yet Jesus never prayed for God to remove difficult people from his life.

If he had, there would have been no people left at all.
Sometimes even prayer can be misused as a way of avoidance. Some-

times people will ask God to remove a difficult person from their cir-
cumstances because they are too anxious to confront the person honestly. 
If God answered that prayer the way they wanted, they would actually 
lose the opportunity for growth that is his great desire for them.

Jesus’ teachings about dealing with difficult people flowed out of 
deep, intimate, painful experience and wisdom. They have influenced 
world civil rights leaders and movements like no other words ever spo-
ken, from Mahatma Gandhi to Martin Luther King to Desmond Tutu. We 
will look at two of Jesus’ teachings here: How you deal with those who 
insult you, and how you deal with those who would use you.

Insulters
Jesus begins, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth 

for tooth.’ But I tell you, . . . If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn 
to them the other cheek also.” The “eye for an eye” statement comes from 
the Hebrew Scriptures, and although it sounds harsh to us, it was actually 
an enormous step forward in the ancient legal world. When there were 
no policemen, no Constitution, and no Bill of Rights, powerful people 
might kill someone for a slight injury. So this law limited retribution by 
teaching proportional justice.

But it still leaves us with a problem. My instinct is that if someone 
hurts me, I will hurt them back — and the pain I experience always seems 
worse to me than the pain I cause the other person. A group of subjects 
was paired up, and people received pressure against their finger. Then 
they were told to exert the same amount of pressure on the other person’s 
finger. When it was their turn, they always inflicted more pain than they 
received. Always. The result is an “eye-plus-a-little-something-extra” for 
an eye.
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But Jesus gives another option. A key for understanding him comes 
from his mention of the “right cheek.” Society in Jesus’ day was built 
around shame and honor. The left hand was considered unclean; it was not 
to be used for eating — or for hitting. So a blow to the right cheek would 
be done with the backhand. It was a way to publicly insult someone. The 
main intent was not physical harm, but public disgrace. A backhanded slap 
was something done only to a social inferior, such as a slave or a child.

When someone insults us, what should we do? Everyone expects one 
of two responses: retaliation or cowering. Jesus is saying, “Your safety 
and your honor are in the hands of your heavenly Father.”

So now we can get creative.
One possibility is that we could turn the other cheek. Our enemy can’t 

backhand our left cheek. Either he has to fight you as an equal, which he 
doesn’t want to do, or he has to find a nonviolent, nondestructive way to 
resolve conflict.

Who do you get insulted by? “Slaps” in our day often take the form of 
barbs, digs, and “backhanded” comments. Someone demeans your idea 
at work. Someone accuses you falsely at home. A relative says something 
judgmental about you. What is your first instinct: retaliation, fear — or 
both?

Now, with the Spirit there is a new possibility. Don’t run and hide. 
Don’t strike back. Confront the other person with honesty and strength. 
Be creative, patient, and active. Work toward reconciliation.

Users
Jesus gives another case study: “If anyone forces you to go with them 

one mile, go with them two miles.” His listeners would have understood 
this situation, for Roman soldiers were allowed to force Jews to carry a 
burden a mile for them.

This is the kind of person who would use us, thinking of us not as 
a person, but as a tool. What do you do in that situation? Jesus invites 
people to see their enemy as a human being. This Roman soldier is a 
young boy, a stranger here, probably poor himself. All he receives is 
local hostility. So here is an idea. You finish the mile, look him in the 
eye, and say, “You look tired. Can I give you a little more help? Can I go 
with you another mile?”

That would blow the soldier’s mind. Nobody does that! Who sends in 
a tip to the Internal Revenue Service?

Often when someone is difficult to me, I want to think of them as 
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deliberately unlikable rather than as a real person with their own story. 
A friend offered to introduce English essayist Charles Lamb to a man 
whom Lamb had disliked for a long time by hearsay. “Don’t make me 
meet him,” Lamb said. “I want to go on hating him, and I can’t do that 
to a man I know.”

We can give the gift of empathy. We remember that the person we 
don’t like is also a human being. We put ourselves in their place. We 
take the time to imagine how they feel, how they’re treated. We ask what 
would help them become the best version of themselves, and in turn the 
interaction becomes an opportunity for me to practice becoming the best 
version of myself. We actually need difficult people to reach our full 
potential. (If you don’t have enough, take the Monvee online assessment 
mentioned earlier and hone in on the “difficult people” section.)

	Being the “Difficult Person”
I once gave a talk about difficult people that I thought was terrific. 

That is, until I found out that someone I knew quite well and worked with 
closely told another friend about who his difficult person was.

It was me.
I wanted to run and hide when I heard that. He was not a casual 

acquaintance either, and I realized that I had been speaking and behav-
ing in ways that were painful and life-draining to someone quite close 
to me. Our conversations often left him feeling that he was just an audi-
ence. He got clear signals that I regarded my opinions as more accurate 
and important than his. All this left him wanting to hide. On top of that, 
I had been clueless.

It is hard enough to try to reconcile something wrong that we have 
done. But to heal what we have been — to overcome being the difficult 
person for somebody else — requires grace from a higher source. My 
own defensiveness and embarrassment made me want to hide. We were 
able to overcome this somewhat, though I am afraid it remained in a 
high-maintenance category. But I have never forgotten the emotion of 
discovering that I was someone else’s difficult person. I hope it has made 
me more aware in other relationships. I know it has made me more grate-
ful for grace.

Maybe you have difficult people who haven’t just troubled your world 
but have rocked it. Shattered it.

What happens then?
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	The Reconciling Power of 
Tenacious Love
Often we find our difficult people right in our own family. One of the 

great stories about shattered relationships is the biblical story of Joseph 
and his brothers. You may remember that Joseph was hated by his broth-
ers because he was his father’s favorite. Joseph is then betrayed and sold 
into slavery by his brothers — but the end of Joseph’s story looks odd to us.

His brothers head to Egypt to get food and don’t recognize Joseph, 
who is now serving as the prime minister. Because they don’t recognize 
him, he puts them through some odd circumstances. He gives them a 
feast, but gives the youngest brother Benjamin “five times more” than 
anyone else. Why does he supersize Benjamin’s meal? He then sends 
them on their way, but frames Benjamin for stealing a silver cup. He tells 
the brothers they can have their food and go home, but that Benjamin 
must be left behind to die. Isn’t he being a little passive-aggressive?

Children between the ages of two and four average 6.2 
fights per hour. That’s about ninety fights per day, or 
about three thousand fights per year. If you are parent-
ing little kids, no wonder you’re tired!

The reality is that there is something beautiful in this story that serves 
as the climax to the book of Genesis. Up to this point in Genesis there 
has not been the healing of a broken relationship through confession and 
repentance at the expression of forgiveness. In the accounts of the bro-
kenness of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, and Jacob 
and Esau there is no record of true reconciliation.

But now it will happen.
Here are Joseph’s brothers, one more time with their youngest brother, 

Benjamin, whom their father loves, and they can be rid of him. This time, 
however, they don’t even have to do anything. They don’t have to sell him 
into slavery. As far as they know, it is Benjamin’s own fault. All they have 
to do is not lift a finger, and the favorite is gone once more.

But Judah stands up:

But Benjamin is so young. It would kill my father. Let me take the 
place of the boy. I know the law must be upheld. I know the debt 
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must be paid. I understand. Let me pay it. Let me pay it. Let his pun-
ishment fall on me. I love him too much. I love my dad too much. I’ll 
pay it. I’ll pay. Take me.

For the first time in the Bible, in this story of God’s, we see the pos-
sibility of a substitutionary act of suffering on behalf of someone to save 
someone else. We see that maybe a community could be healed by the 
voluntary atonement of one person who is willing to suffer the punish-
ment that belongs to somebody else.

In the ancient world the rabbis had a saying, “Full repen-
tance is shown when a person is subjected to the same 
situation in which he had sinned . . . in which he had fallen 
once before . . . only this time, he does not sin.” The rab-
bis said that Judah was the ultimate example of true 
repentance. The second time around, Judah gets it right.

Now Joseph knows that the hearts of his brothers have changed, and 
this strange charade ends. He weeps so hard that the Egyptians could 
hear him sobbing through the thick walls. That is the power of reconcili-
ation.

Where in your life is there a relationship that needs reconciliation? 
Maybe you have been so badly hurt by somebody who lied or cheated or 
betrayed you, and that hurt goes so deep, that you are thinking right now, 
He doesn’t deserve it!

Probably not. Neither did Joseph’s brothers. Neither do I. Neither do 
you.

Do it anyway.

God was in Christ, reconciling the world [the whole world] 
to himself.” (2 Corinthians 5:19 KJV)

Do it because another young dreamer came into the world, and he 
too was stripped of his robe. He too was betrayed and deserted by his 
brothers.

He too loved sacrificially so that love could prevail in the end.
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PART Six
transforming my experience
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Chapter 19
Let God Flow in Your Work

Once there was a man who loved to work.
He loved creating value. He loved the way his work made him grow. 

He didn’t always like the problems he ran into, but he felt joy when he 
came up with a solution that . . . well, worked.

He loved being a part of a team. He managed people and felt it was 
what he was born to do. He liked getting to know his co-workers; he 
asked about their lives and families and interests. He loved when a team 
got inspired about an idea. He loved watching people gain new skills 
and confidence. He valued the chance to spot each person’s abilities and 
help them move toward becoming the best version of themselves. He 
even enjoyed getting ready for work. Sometimes in the shower he would 
yell, “Focus!” to himself just to get psyched up. He liked looking ahead 
at what each day would hold. He enjoyed the feeling at the end of the day 
when he could look back on how he had been productive.

He didn’t tell people at his church this, but secretly he felt the pres-
ence of God more at work than he did at church services. He often found 
himself praying for ideas and wisdom. He would get excited when a 
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solution to some problem seemed to pop into his head. When it was time 
for evaluations, he looked forward to the chance to learn and grow. His 
joy at work made him a better husband, father, friend, and volunteer. 
The skills he learned at work made him better at other relationships. His 
children grew up believing that the chance to work was a gift.

When he was sixty-five, someone asked him if he was going to retire. 
He looked up the word retire in the Bible, but he couldn’t find it. So he 
just kept working. After a while he cut back to part-time, and eventually 
his work was all volunteer.

When he was very old and ill, all the people he had loved and worked 
with over the years gathered around his sick bed. They thanked him for 
how he had enhanced their lives. He thought of all the joy and purpose 
that his work had given him over the years, and these were his final words:

I wish I could have spent more time at the office.
I’m not sure where the cliché first arose that at the end of life no one 

wishes they had spent more time at work, but it wasn’t in the Bible. In the 
Bible, everyone works. Dennis Bakke, in a wonderful book called Joy 
at Work, notes that most of the heroes in the Bible had what we would 
think of as secular vocations. Isaac developed real estate, Jacob was a 
rancher, and Joseph was a government official (in charge of agriculture, 
the economy, and immigration policy) who served a pharaoh in a foreign 
land that did not honor Israel’s God. Joseph did not decide he could serve 
God best by leaving his well-paying government job and starting a non-
profit, faith-based organization to do charity work. Moses spent forty 
years as a sheep-herder, Esther won a beauty pageant and went into gov-
ernment service, and David worked in animal husbandry, the military, 
and statecraft. Daniel was an immigrant who attended Babylon’s version 
of Oxford and became prime minister. Lydia was a successful business-
woman in textiles. Paul was a tent-maker.

Perhaps the ultimate expression of how much God values work is 
Jesus the carpenter. Jesus spent more than three-quarters of his working 
life in the building profession, fashioning benches and tables and prob-
ably involved in construction. The word we translate carpenter comes 
from the Greek tekton — from which we get our word technology — and 
would include the ability to do stone or masonry work.

The Bible is a book written by workers about workers for workers, but 
too often in discussion about spiritual life our work gets ignored. Or all 
we get are warnings: “not too much,” “not too hard,” or “not too long.” 
Eugene Peterson, writing on spiritual life, laments how some pastors call 
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their work space an office rather than a study, “thereby further secular-
izing perceptions of pastoral work.” By this line of thinking, “study” is 
somehow by its nature “spiritual,” but “office work” is “secular.”

Yet far more human beings will spend their lives in offices than in 
studies. Most adults spend about half their waking lives at work. Your 
work is a huge part of God’s plan for your life, and God intends the Spirit 
to fill and energize workplaces. Work that gets done in offices and else-
where — building up people, creating teams, managing the resources of 
creation — desperately requires the guidance and energy of the Spirit.

The fourth commandment covers all seven days of the week, not just 
the Sabbath: “Six days you shall labor and do all your work . . . for in 
six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth.” I have often heard 
sermons designed to make people feel guilty about not keeping the Sab-
bath, but I have never heard a sermon designed to make people feel guilty 
about not honoring the six-day work week. The point is not how many 
days or hours we are punching the clock. The point is that just as God 
made and loves the Sabbath, so he also made and loves work.

So how do we find God in our work? How do we allow our work to 
move us toward the person God wants us to become?

	First, Discover Your Strengths
Do you know the first person in the Bible said to be “filled with the 

Spirit of God”? Here’s a hint: It was not Adam, Noah, Abraham, Joseph, 
Moses, Elijah, Daniel, Mary, Jesus, Paul, Jonah, or the whale.

It was Bezalel.
That name doesn’t ring a bell?
Bezalel was not a prophet, priest, king, or apostle. He was a crafts-

man, skilled in design. He had an eye for color and a flair for manage-
ment, so when it was time to build a tabernacle for the people of Israel, 
he oversaw the job.

See, I have chosen Bezalel son of Uri, . . . and I have filled him with 
the Spirit of God, with wisdom, with understanding, with knowl-
edge, and with all kinds of skills — to make artistic designs for work 
in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in wood, 
and to engage in all kinds of crafts.

Imagine being Bezalel. From your youth you love to work with your 
hands. You don’t know that God is involved in this — but he is! He has 
actually placed these desires in you, which will one day bless people 
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around you. When you are working, the joy and power you feel is actu-
ally the presence of the Spirit.

“Discover your strengths” is a phrase made famous by Marcus Buck-
ingham and what has been called the “strengths movement.” It calls us 
to stop focusing on improving weaknesses rather than naming and devel-
oping strengths — which also reflects God’s design. God did not say, 
“Moses, your craftsman skills are weak. Let’s have you stop leading this 
people for a while, and work on improving your craftsmanship skills.” 
God’s plan was that the community would be enriched when people were 
doing what he had created them to do.

Each of us has certain strengths. We were born with 
them, they will always be our strengths, and we delight 
in them. Work happens best when we discover these 
strengths, put them to use, and focus on developing 
them. Trying to improve our weaknesses is like trying to 
teach a rabbit to swim or a snail to race. God’s design for 
work is best when it goes “from strength to strength.” (If 
you haven’t discovered your strengths yet, the book Now 
Discover Your Strengths by Buckingham and Donald O. 
Clifton is a great place to start.)

According to Marcus, the simplest definition of a strength is an activ-
ity which, when you do it, makes you feel strong. There are certain activi-
ties that thrill and challenge you, and others that bore and drain you. 
When you discover this, you are not simply engaged in “career plan-
ning” — you are studying the handiwork of God. It matters that you do 
this, because the single little patch of creation that you are most respon-
sible for stewarding is your own body.

Dorothy Sayers said, “Work is not, primarily, a thing one 
does to live, but the thing one lives to do. It is, or it should 
be, the full expression of the worker’s faculties, the thing 
in which he finds spiritual, mental, and bodily satisfaction, 
and the medium in which he offers himself to God.”
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God himself works with strength, freedom, and joy. When you dis-
cover your strengths, you are learning an indispensible part of what it 
means to be made in the image of God. When you help other people 
discover their strengths, you are helping the image of God to be restored 
in another human being. You are part of the work of redemption — the 
liberating of work from the curse. You are doing the work of the Spirit.

George comes alive when he picks up a guitar. Emily comes alive 
when she leads a team. Rick comes alive when he counsels someone 
who is hurting. Verna comes alive when she finds someone she can help.

Speaking is my craft. When I get to read, study, and think, then figure 
out how to communicate it all in front of a group of people — trying to 
sense the room and gauge where peoples’ hearts and minds are, thinking 
about what to say next, listening to the Holy Spirit — I feel as if every 
single cell of my body has been switched on.

That’s work — just what you and I were made for.

	Understand What You Receive When 
You Work
Amazingly enough, research shows that the best moments of our lives 

don’t come from leisure or pleasure. They don’t involve sex or choc-
olate. They come when we are totally immersed in a significant task 
that is challenging, yet matches up well to our highest abilities. In these 
moments, a person is so caught up in an activity that time somehow 
seems to be altered; their attention is fully focused, but without having 
to work at it. They are deeply aware without being self-conscious; they 
are being stretched and challenged, but without a sense of stress or worry. 
They have a sense of engagement or oneness with what they are doing.

This condition is called “flow,” because people experiencing it often 
use the metaphor of feeling swept up by something outside themselves. 
Studies have been done over the past thirty years with hundreds of thou-
sands of subjects to explore this phenomenon of flow. Ironically, people 
experience it far more in their work than they do in their leisure. In fact, 
the time of week when “flow” is at its lowest ebb in America is Sunday 
morning, because so many people do not know what they want to do. 
Sitting around does not produce flow.

I believe this picture of “flow” is actually a description of what the 
exercise of dominion was intended to look like. God says in Genesis that 
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human beings are to “rule” over the earth, or to exercise “dominion.” We 
often think of these words in terms of “dominating” or “bossing around.” 
But the true idea behind them is that we are to invest our abilities to cre-
ate value on the earth, to plant and build and write and organize and heal 
and invent in ways that bless people and make the earth flourish.

Draw a graph in which the vertical axis represents the 
strengths God has given you and the horizontal axis rep-
resents the challenge of the task before you. If your skill 
level is very high, but the challenge of the task is too 
low, you experience boredom. If your skill level is too low, 
and the challenge of the task is too high, you experience 
frustration and anxiety. But when the level of the chal-
lenge you face matches the level of the skills you pos-
sess — then you are set up for flow.

All skill is God-given, and we are invited to live in conscious interac-
tion with the Spirit as we work, so that he can develop the skills he gives us. 
Work is a form of love. We cannot be fully human without creating value.

We do not work mainly for money, recognition, promotion, applause, 
or fame. We work for flow. We live for flow. We hunger for the experi-
ence of flow, and when it is present, something happens in our spirit as 
we connect with a reality beyond ourselves and partner with God. This 
is why the psalmist says, “Unless the Lord builds the house, those who 
build it labor in vain.” Flow is part of what we experience in that partner-
ship, and in that, God in turn uses flow to shape us.

Bezalel experienced flow when he crafted wood, David when he 
played the lyre, Samson when he used his strength, Paul when he wrote 
a brilliant letter, Daniel when he ran a government, Adam when he gar-
dened, and Jesus when he carpentered. If other people report to you, 
whether in paid or volunteer activities, one of the great spiritual acts of 
service you can perform is to ask whether they are experiencing flow in 
their work and seek to help them experience more flow.

When we are working in the flow of the service of God and his king-
dom, when we are experiencing flow in activities that enhance and bless 
the lives of others around us — then we are working in the Spirit.

Then we are growing rich.
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When we work, we grow. Marcus Aurelius wrote, “When 
you arise reluctantly in the morning, think like this: ‘I arise 
to accomplish a human task. Should I then complain, 
when I am about to do that for which I was born, and for 
which I was placed on earth? Or was I created to pamper 
myself under the blankets, even if that is more pleasant. 
Were you born, then, to enjoy and, generally to feel, but 
not to act? Don’t you see the plants, the birds, the ants, 
the spiders, the bees who all perform their own tasks 
and in their own way helping to let the cosmos function? 
Don’t you then want to do your work as a human? Don’t 
you hasten to do what is befitting your nature?”
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Chapter 20
Let Your Work Honor God

Journalist William Zinsser’s first job was writing for the Buffalo 
News. Traditionally cub reporters often start by writing obituaries, but 
Zinsser was frustrated with his assignment. I could be doing Pulitzer 
Prize-winning investigative reporting, he thought to himself, and I’m 
stuck writing obituaries. Writers don’t win Pulitzers for obituaries. 
Finally he worked up enough courage and asked his editor, “When am I 
going to get some decent story assignments?”

“Listen, kid!” his crusty old editor growled at him. “Nothing you 
write will ever get read as carefully as what you are writing right now. 
You misspell a word, you mess up a date, and a family will be hurt. But 
you do justice to somebody’s grandmother, to somebody’s mom, you 
make a life sing, and they will be grateful forever. They will put your 
words in laminate.”

Things changed.
“I pledged I would make the extra calls,” Zinsser said. “I would ask 

the extra questions. I would go the extra mile.”
That is essentially from the Sermon on the Mount — write obituaries for 

others as you would want others to write an obituary for you — ​obituaries 
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that deserved to be laminated — because someday, somebody will. Zinsser 
eventually moved on to other kinds of writing, including a book on writing 
itself that has sold more than a million copies. But none of it would have 
happened if he had not devoted himself to obituaries.

God himself can only bless me in my circumstances today. If I cannot 
experience the Spirit in the work I am doing today, then I can’t experi-
ence the Spirit today at all.

My friend Andy Chan headed up the placement office for the Stanford 
School of Business, helping graduates find work. He says that someday 
he wants to write a book called The Myth of Passion. This is the myth 
that somewhere out there is the perfect job, the idealized calling that fits 
my soul the way a key fits into a lock, and if I could just find that job, 
torrents of passion would cascade out of my heart like water going over 
Niagara Falls. We have this romanticized idea that we will find “job-love 
at first sight.”

Passion for our work is not usually a subterranean volcano waiting 
to erupt. It is a plant that needs to be cultivated. It is a muscle that gets 
strengthened a little each day as we show up — as we do what is expected 
of us, and then some.

Paul wrote, “Don’t just do the minimum that will get you by. Do your 
best. Work from the heart for your real Master, for God, confident that 
you’ll get paid in full when you come into your inheritance. Keep in 
mind always that the ultimate Master you’re serving is Christ. The sullen 
servant who does shoddy work will be held responsible. Being Christian 
doesn’t cover up bad work.”

Maybe it would help to put a little sign on your desk: “For God’s 
sake — do your best!”

	My Best Self Works Wholeheartedly
We almost never get to know ahead of time the full significance of 

what we do or don’t do in our work. We are simply told, “Whatever your 
hand finds to do, do it with all your might.”

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam all trace their roots to Abraham — not 
a priest, but what we would think of today as a rancher. When he was 
“now old and well advanced in years,” he realized the time had come to 
find a wife for his son Isaac. Since there was no eHarmony, he assigned 
the task to the “chief servant in his household, the one in charge of all 
that he had.”
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The servant set out with a caravan of ten camels to the region Abra-
ham had directed him. Finding a wife for your boss’s son was a high-
stakes assignment that required considerable thought. So the servant 
began his work with a prayer: “O Lord, God of my master Abraham, 
give me success today. . . .”

Do you ever pray to ask God to make your work successful? People 
sometimes wonder if it’s okay to pray for work to be successful. Of 
course! If success is becoming my god, I will have to find a way to 
dethrone it. But generally speaking, if you can’t pray for the success of 
what you’re doing, start doing something else!

When the servant arrived in the town of Nahor, a young woman named 
Rebekah greeted him and offered to get the servant a drink. When he had 
finished drinking, Rebekah said, “I’ll draw water for your camels too, 
until they have finished drinking.” We are told she “quickly” emptied her 
jar into the trough and “ran” back to the well to draw more water. It all 
sounds fairly unremarkable, until you read between the lines:

One gallon of water weighs eight pounds;
	 a thirsty camel can drink up to thirty gallons of water;
		  and there were ten camels.
			   Do the math.

Rebekah is running to the well. This girl is drawing three hundred 
gallons of water for a stranger. She does all that could be reasonably 
expected of her and then some.

This was the pivotal moment of her life. Because of her act of ser
vice, Rebekah became the wife of Isaac and went on the adventure of 
a lifetime, becoming part of sacred history. To this day, her name is 
remembered and revered by people of faith.

But Rebekah did not know all this was at stake. She did not offer to 
draw three hundred gallons of water because she knew what the reward 
could be. It was simply an expression of her heart.

We often hear people say that we should put family above work. 
Oddly enough, we will not find this thought expressed in the Bible. I 
will say that again: Nowhere in the Bible does it say that family is more 
important than work. What the Bible does say is that love matters above 
all. Families are to be one vehicle through which we express love. Our 
work is to be another. We will be accountable for our families; we will 
also be accountable for our work. Often, from a biblical perspective, 
families were (and are) a place where work gets done.
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When we discover the gifts God has given us and the passions that 
engage us, and we put them to work in the service of values we deeply 
believe in — in conscious dependence on God — then we are working in 
the Spirit. Then our work is helping each of us to create the me I want 
to be.

We are the ones who make our work significant — not the other way 
around.

	Make Work Part of Your Calling
In our first year of marriage Nancy and I went to Ireland to visit the 

town of Kilrush at the mouth of the Shannon River in the County Clare, 
where Nancy’s grandmother had been born. While Nancy was visiting 
some of her relatives, I met a man named Father Ryan.

Father Ryan had actually assisted the priest who helped christen Nan-
cy’s grandmother in that remote village in an obscure corner of Ireland, 
where they seldom saw Protestants. So when Father Ryan found out that 
I was a pastor at a Baptist church, he wanted to talk shop.

“So you’re a Baptist, are you?” he said to me. “Tell me, do you believe 
in God?”

“Yes,” I replied.
“Do you believe in Mary?” he asked slyly.
“Yes,” I said again — though we didn’t go into detail.
Then we talked about our job descriptions, and he told me what a 

priest does. “We christen them when they’re born. We marry them when 
they get wed. We hear confession and pronounce forgiveness over their 
souls. We preach over them when they die. We do it all. We hatch ’em, 
match ’em, patch ’em and dispatch ’em.”

When Nancy came into the room, I introduced her to Father Ryan.
“Ah,” he said, “your calling comes with benefits.”
A priest is sometimes described as one who represents God to the 

earth and the earth to God. But the reality is that that was the original job 
description of the human race. We were made in God’s image to continue 
his work of making the earth to flourish and then, by our flourishing, to 
give voice for the whole earth to praise God. All work was designed by 
God to be priestly work. It is not just professional clergy or missionaries 
who are called by God.

The scholar N. T. Wright has a wonderful image of this. Picture 
human beings as mirrors set at a forty-five degree angle between heaven 
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and earth. We were created to reflect God’s care and dominion to the 
earth, and we were made to express the worship and gratitude of creation 
up to God. This is what we do when we work.

You have a calling. You have been gifted. You are a priest.
This is not just something that relates to volunteering at a church. 

Your work is a primary place — maybe the primary place — where your 
calling gets lived out. Maybe we should issue robes to electrical engi-
neers, clerical collars to accountants, and vestments to auto mechanics 
every once in a while just to remind us of this.

In his book Habits of the Heart, sociologist Robert Bellah describes 
three orientations people take toward their work. The first is to treat your 
work as a job. When you do this, you focus on it as a way to get money 
and pay bills. When asked, most people list money as the primary reason 
why they work. In the words of that old bumper sticker, “I owe, I owe, so 
off to work I go.” But if your focus is mainly on what you receive from 
your work, you will most likely come to resent it.

A second orientation is to approach your work as a career. Here your 
motivation will be higher, but your focus is on advancement and prestige. 
In a career orientation, your feelings about your work are based on how 
much success it is creating for you. If your career is not going well, it may 
feel to you as if your worth is on the line.

The third orientation is to look at your work as a calling. The language 
of vocation or calling is widespread, but it is rooted in the life of faith. If 
there is a “calling,” then there is someone making the call. That someone 
is God. That is why you cannot do just anything you want. You are not 
the call-er; you are the call-ee.

Any work that has meaning, that can be a blessing to people and to the 
earth, can be a calling. A doctor or pastor might get sucked into viewing 
work as a means to get a good income, and therefore they only have a job. 
A garbage collector, however, may see what he does as part of making 
the world a cleaner and safer place and therefore have a calling.

On our street lives an older woman with many health problems, and 
a younger woman helps care for her. Often in the afternoon the two of 
them walk very slowly down the street. The younger woman holds her 
tightly, makes sure her walk is safe, tries to make her laugh, and listens 
to her heart. She has a calling.

Lottery winners often make the same comment: “Winning the lottery 
is not going to change my life.” But six months later they have quit their 
job and bought a new house. A survey of one state’s lottery winners had 
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two main findings. One, a majority were more unhappy now than before 
winning. Two, none of them would give up the money they had won. 
People whose primary motivation for work is money will always feel 
resentful and dissatisfied. It is perhaps not so ironic that the song “Take 
this job and shove it” was famously recorded by a man named Johnny 
Paycheck.

Isaiah wrote, “When a farmer plows for planting, does he plow con-
tinually? . . . Does he not plant wheat in its place? . . . His God instructs 
him and teaches him the right way. . . . All this also comes from the Lord 
Almighty, wonderful in counsel and magnificent in wisdom.” God wants 
to meet you in your work.

Miroslav Volf says, “All human work, however compli-
cated or simple, is made possible by the operation of the 
Spirit of God in the working person; and all work whose 
nature and results reflect the values of the new creation 
is accomplished under the instruction and inspiration of 
the Spirit of God.”

	View Work as Service to God
I have a friend who used to work at Disneyland, and he said that when 

he was trained, there was one value emphasized above all others: What 
puts the magic in the Magic Kingdom is servanthood. They are told that 
when you are in the kingdom, when you walk through those gates, you 
serve. Whatever your job is, you are a servant.

You treat every encounter with people as if they were your personal 
guest. If they need directions, escort them. If they ask a question and 
you have heard it a hundred times, answer it as if you have never heard 
it before.

There is a ride called the Jungle Cruise, and the most common ques-
tion asked of the Disneyland staff about it is, “How long is this ride?” 
So the staff is given a prepared, standard answer: “The Jungle Cruise is 
an exciting adventure ride that lasts ten minutes.” They are supposed to 
repeat that every time.

Well, one employee had been asked it once too often, so when a 
couple asked, “How long is the Jungle Cruise?” he looked at them and 

031027592x_tmiwtb_new.indd   229 11/8/09   11:45 AM



chapter 1

230

said, “Three days.” That couple got out of that line, left the park, went 
back to the Disney Hotel where they were on their honeymoon, packed 
up their suitcases, checked out of their hotel, and came back to the line at 
the Jungle Cruise. The next day that Disneyland employee was gone, and 
someone else was standing at the line and saying, “The Jungle Cruise is 
an exciting adventure ride that lasts ten minutes.”

Jesus said that what puts the magic into his kingdom is serving, 
because “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve.” His is 
not a kingdom about status and climbing ladders and getting attention. 
The best you is built by serving, and God’s kingdom is one of those king-
doms where if you don’t want to serve, you won’t really want to be there. 
Sometimes God will interrupt us in our work, not to give us a chance to 
show off our giftedness, but simply to give us a chance to serve.

Jesus tells a story about three men who are given bags of money and 
then are accountable to their master. The first man received five talents’ 
worth — a talent being a unit of weight — and he “went and traded with 
them, and gained five more talents.” He had skill, initiative, drive, and 
broad scope to make decisions. He made a 100 percent profit and was 
commended by his master.

in the flow at work 
≈	 Ask God to make your work go well today.
≈	 Continually seek to identify and develop your God-

given strengths rather than focusing on improving 
your weaknesses.

≈	 Take five-minute breaks throughout the day to relax, 
get refreshed, and ask God for strength to work well.

≈	 Identify the larger meaning of your work that makes it 
a calling.

≈	 Periodically review your attitude — get water for the 
camels.

≈	 Solicit feedback on how you can grow.
≈	 Make friends with the people you work with.
≈	 Seek to enjoy your work.
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The second man had a smaller talent share, but was equal in his work. 
His commendation was just as big. In the life of the Spirit, visible out-
comes do not determine the gift given or the gift received.

But the third man buried the single talent he was given. He punched 
the clock. He called in sick. He did not dream, try, dare, or do. His job 
review did not go well.

In the end, he too said, “I wish I had spent more time at the office.”
Think about your work today. If Jesus were your direct supervisor, 

would you have done your work any differently than you did? How would 
you have done repairs, answered phones, typed documents, or taught 
classes if Jesus were checking your work?

In this world, the hardest work sometimes is the most overlooked. A 
husband came home from the office one day, and the house was a mess. 
Dirty clothes were all over the floor, dirty dishes filled the sink, the kids 
were crying, the beds were unmade, the bathrooms smelled bad, and the 
TV set was blaring. He asked his wife what was going on.

“You know how you ask me every night what did I do all day?” she 
said. “Well, today I didn’t do it.”

Martin Luther once said, “What you do in your house is 
worth as much as if you did it up in heaven for our Lord 
God.”

The day is coming when God will look at his faithful servants and say, 
“Well done.” He will say it to faithful employees who give themselves 
diligently to work that never earns much human recognition. He will say 
it to workers who know they could have climbed higher if they had cut 
corners or manipulated others. He will say it to single parents who cared 
for kids — bathing them, feeding them, cleaning up after them — when 
they were tired and thought nobody was looking.

Somebody is looking. Someone is keeping track.
It is worth it.
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Chapter 21
You Have to Go through Exile 
before You Come Back Home

Imagine you have a child and you are handed a script of her entire life 
laid out before you. Better yet, you are given an eraser and five minutes 
to edit out whatever you want. You read that she will have a learning 
disability in grade school. Reading, which comes easily for some kids, 
will be laborious for yours. In high school your child will make a great 
circle of friends, then one of them will die of cancer. After high school 
she will get into the college she wanted to attend, but while there she will 
lose a leg in a car crash. Following that, she will go through a difficult 
depression. A few years later she will get a great job, then lose that job 
in an economic downturn. She will get married, but then go through the 
grief of separation.

With this script of your child’s life before you and five minutes to edit 
it, what would you erase? That is the question psychologist Jonathan 
Haidt asked in this hypothetical exercise. Wouldn’t you want to take out 
all the stuff that would cause them pain?

We live in a generation of “helicopter parents” who constantly swoop 
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in to their children’s lives to make sure no one is mistreating them and 
that they experience one unobstructed success after another in school, 
sports, and relationships. Whoa! If you could wave a wand and erase 
every failure, disappointment, and suffering, are you sure it would be 
a good idea? Would that enable your children to grow into the best ver-
sion of themeslves? Is it possible that in some way people actually need 
adversity and setbacks — maybe even something like trauma — to reach 
the fullest level of development and growth?

Paul believed that as we live in the flow of the Spirit, suffering can 
lead to growth. Suffering can actually produce more flourishing people.

We rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, 
but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know 
that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, 
character; and character, hope. And hope does not dis-
appoint us, because God has poured out his love into 
our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. 
(Romans 5:2 – 5 NIV)

	Three Attitudes toward Adversity
There are many ways to look at the ups and downs of our futures, and 

philosopher Robert Roberts describes three attitudes we can hold: hope, 
despair, and resignation.

Hope is the belief that my future holds good prospects. I genuinely 
desire what I think this future holds, and I believe this future prospect 
to be on the way. Hope is not hype. Of course, hope involves waiting, 
and hope can include uncertainty, so it can be scary. But when I hope, I 
delight in the thought of the future. I welcome tomorrow. You can always 
tell if you are around a hope-er.

Despair, on the other hand, creeps in if I desperately want something 
but believe it will not happen. In despair, my longing is still strong, but 
I believe that it will go unfulfilled. The thought of the future becomes 
painful: This depression will never go away. I will never be loved. 
Despair paralyzes. The soul cannot survive for long with deep despair. 
Despair is so toxic, people will manage it by resignation.

Resignation is a kind of half-way house between hope and despair. 

031027592x_tmiwtb_new.indd   233 11/8/09   11:45 AM





You Have to Go through Exile before You Come Back Home

235

Sometime ago someone came into my office and told me to check my 
rear passenger tire. It appeared to be getting low, so I took it to the ser
vice station to get it patched. After a few months, somebody else told me 
the same thing. For several months, I would have to reinflate it, then it 
would slowly leak out. Eventually, the car doctor said, “This tire is tired 
and worn out. It’s time to face reality. You have to get a new tire.”

Then last weekend my car wouldn’t start. It was a battery problem. I 
thought I could get the battery recharged, but the car doctor said, “This 
battery is tired and worn out. It’s time to face reality. You have to get a 
new battery.”

At breakfast, after too much coffee and too little sleep the night 
before, I noticed my wife looking at me with a tender look, and I asked 
her, “What are you thinking?”

“You’re looking tired and worn out,” she said.
I did not like where this was headed.
What do you do with a broken person? I can resign myself to a tire 

that can’t be reinflated or a battery that can’t be recharged. But what if 
the problem is closer to home? Ernest Hemingway wrote, “Sooner or 
later, the world breaks everyone, and those who are broken are strongest 
in the broken places.”

Sometimes that is true. But sometimes people write beautiful things 
and believe them to be true — or hope that they are true — and yet they 
don’t help. Hemingway himself had a brokenness that couldn’t get stron-
ger, and he ended his life because the pain was too great.

Something happens to us amid adversity.
For a long time, researchers have looked at what enables some people 

to endure suffering. But over the last decade or so, the focus has shifted 
from looking only at how some people make it through to how people 
are able to go through adversity and actually come out the other side 
stronger than before. Just as there is a condition called ”post-traumatic 
stress disorder,” researchers are now talking about “post-traumatic 
growth.”

One line of thinking is that adversity can lead to growth. Another 
line of thinking is that the highest levels of growth cannot be achieved 
without adversity. It may be that somehow adversity leads to growth in a 
way that nothing else does.

But adversity does not automatically bring growth. It can cripple 
people, and much of the outcome depends on how people respond to 
adversity. Jonathan Haidt writes about three ways in which post-traumatic 
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growth can happen. I modify them here a bit, add a fourth, and look at 
how God can grow us in adversity.

1. Rising to a challenge reveals abilities hidden within you (and 
beyond you!) that would otherwise have remained dormant.

It is in adversity that we find out what we are really made of, just as we 
find out what is inside a tube of toothpaste when it gets squeezed. People 
often say, “I could never go through what that person went through. I 
would die.” Then they go through it. Their heart keeps beating. Their 
world goes on.

We don’t know what we are capable of until we have to cope.
I cannot ensure my circumstances will work out the way I want them 

to, but I can always ask, “How would the person I most want to be face 
this situation?” We don’t even have to believe in the Bible to see this. 
Wise people have always understood the connection between suffering 
and growth. Meng Tzu, a Chinese sage from the third century BC, said,

When heaven is about to confer a great responsibility on any man, it 
will exercise his mind with suffering . . . place obstacles in the path 
of his deeds, so as to stimulate his mind, harden his nature, and 
improve wherever he is incompetent.

But nowhere do we see this idea displayed more prominently than in 
the Bible. God could have let Abraham stay in the comfort of Ur, Moses 
stay in the splendor of Pharaoh’s courts, and Aaron stay in the safety 
of the crowd. He could have kept David away from Goliath; Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego out of the fiery furnace; Daniel out of the lion’s 
den; Elijah away from Jezebel; Nehemiah out of captivity; Jonah out of 
the whale; John the Baptist away from Herod; Esther from being threat-
ened; Jeremiah from being rejected; and Paul from being shipwrecked. 
But he didn’t. In fact, God used each of these trials to bring people closer 
to himself — to produce perseverance, character, and hope.

One of the classic stories of adversity in the Bible is about Joseph. At 
the beginning of his life, Joseph is the favorite son of his father, envied 
by his brothers, with dreams of being the one everybody bows down to. 
Then he is kidnapped by his brothers and ends up serving as a slave in 
the home of Potiphar. He loses his home, his culture, his security, and 
his status as favorite son. What does Joseph have left? He is in a strange 
bed, in a strange house, in a strange land, with no friends, no prospects, 
and no explanation. But he has one gift — and that one thing makes all 
the difference.
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Scripture says, “The Lord was with Joseph. . . .” Joseph is not alone.
What happens to someone who loses everything but God, then finds 

out that God is enough? As a powerless stranger, he experiences the pres-
ence of God in his life in a way he never did in the comfort of his own 
home. Rivers of living water begin to flow from his belly that he had 
never known before, because hope comes from the promise that “we 
know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him.” 
God wasn’t at work producing the circumstances Joseph wanted. God 
was at work in bad circumstances producing the Joseph that God wanted.

God isn’t at work producing the circumstances you want. 
God is at work in bad circumstances producing the you 
he wants.

One of the most misquoted “verses” you will never find in the Bible 
is this one: “God will never give me more than I can handle.” Huh? 
Are you kidding me? Where is that one? Poverty, holocausts, genocide, 
war — people are given more than they can handle all the time!

The Bible does say that no temptation is given to people without a 
way out, but that is about temptation, not adversity. The Bible does not 
promise that you will only be given what you can handle. In fact, the 
one certainty of your life is that you will die — and you definitely can’t 
handle that! You will never be placed in a situation God can’t handle. 
Nothing — including death — will place you beyond his flow of living 
waters.

Maybe you are in a situation — a relationship or a financial con-
dition — that is not what you wanted. You want to lie down and die. 
But when you don’t — when you show up, when you offer the best you 
have — something good is happening inside you that far outweighs what-
ever is happening outside you.

Jesus was facing adversity when he told his followers that if they had 
faith, they could command a mountain and it would be cast into the sea. 
When my focus is on the mountain, I am driven by my fear. When my 
focus is on God, however, I am made alive by my faith. But if I did not 
have the mountain, I would not know that faith could be in me.

Your circumstances — even the best of them — are temporary. But 
you — the person you become — go on forever.
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2. Adversity can deepen relationships.
Somehow suffering can soften a heart and deepen friendships in a 

unique way.

The Trappist monk Thomas Merton wrote, “As long as 
we are on earth, the love that unites us will bring us suf-
fering by our very contact with one another, because this 
love is the resetting of a Body of broken bones.”

Nancy went to nursing school with a classmate we will call Shelly, 
who was intelligent, engaging, and beautiful — everyone loved her.

Shelly fell in love and married Steve, an architect and basketball 
player who looked like a male model. They had more good genes than 
any couple has a right to expect. But when Shelly walked into her bridal 
shower, she was grieving that everything was not as it should be: she had 
broken a nail putting gas in her car.

“But it’s okay,” she said in her deep southern drawl. “Steve said that 
once we’re married, I will never have to put gas in my car again.”

To resurrect a phrase from those days, gag me with a spoon.
On that day, a trial was a broken nail. But storms have a way of com-

ing to every life.
Shelly and Steve were married and wanted to have children, but were 

disappointed for years, through two miscarriages and the pain of watch-
ing other people walk baby strollers and complain about their lack of 
sleep. They wished that little cries would keep them up at night, but 
finally Shelly was diagnosed with a condition that was treatable, and she 
eventually gave birth to a little girl.

By this point they had reached an age when they thought it better not 
to have any more children, so Steve went through a surgical procedure. 
The next month, Steve was hurt playing basketball and knocked uncon-
scious. In the emergency room, the doctor took one look at his x-rays 
and turned pale:

“Don’t move; don’t breathe deep; don’t have a deep thought,” the spe-
cialist said.

The staff put him in traction and flew in a surgeon, who told Steve 
that if he had so much as sneezed or turned the wrong way, he could have 
ended up quadriplegic or dead. Steve could die during the operation.
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But he didn’t, and the surgery was a success.
Because of all this, the doctors never did check to make sure Steve’s 

minor surgical procedure to avoid having more children had been effec-
tive. Next month, Shelly called to tell us she was pregnant. They hadn’t 
planned on this. A few weeks later she called back, and for the first thirty 
seconds all she could do was groan.

The baby still inside her had been diagnosed with severe heart defects 
and massive cognitive deficits. Friends did not know what to say. Some 
said, “Your baby will be healed. God has told us. You just have to have 
faith. We’ll pray — you watch.”

Steve and Shelly watched. They prayed. The baby was not healed. All 
that the doctors said came true.

Others said, “People will be watching you. Don’t grieve. Don’t look 
sad. Show how much faith you have.” Another person said, “God must 
love you very much to give you a retarded child.” I won’t even tell you 
what that response did to them.

If they were writing this, Steve and Shelly would tell you that their little 
baby is precious to them beyond words. They would tell you they have 
grown through this pain. They would also tell you they would give all that 
growth back in a heartbeat if it meant health and wholeness for their child.

Loss is not simply something to be recovered from. Hope does not 
mean returning to happiness as soon as possible. God comes to us in our 
grief and shares it. In that shared grief, we find love. “Mourn with those 
who mourn,” Paul says. Love meets in shared suffering and broken souls 
like no other kind of love.

One of the most common results of people who go through deep grief 
is that they come to have a deeper appreciation for other people. People 
diagnosed with a serious illness often describe this paradox. They hate 
having their body invaded by the illness, but they wake up to how much 
people matter. They quit wasting time and emotion on what doesn’t 
count.

Recently I visited a twelve-step group, and one of the 
most powerful moments came when the members and 
newcomers introduced themselves. It is always the same 
liturgy. They say who they are and name their broken-
ness — something we almost never do in normal public 
gatherings.
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“I’m Dale. I’m an alcoholic.”

Know what everybody says back? “Hi, Dale!” In other 
words, We are glad you’re here. You’re one of us. Hi, 
Dale!

Alcohol is not one of my limps — I have enough other 
ones — but it was very healing to hear everyone, and I felt 
that I wanted to say, “My name’s John, and I’m an alco-
holic,” simply because the warmth of belonging in that 
room was so healing. To say, “My name is John, and I’m 
a Presbyterian pastor” would sound as I were in denial.

Somehow prisoners, addicts, or those grieving can meet 
and identify with each other in ways that people in “nor-
mal life” forget.

God comes to us in our grief, and because he shares our grief, it 
begins to mingle ever so slightly with hope.

We cling to each other, and love meets in shared suffering and broken 
souls like no other kind of love.

As a young woman, Joni Eareckson Tada became paralyzed and 
has been in a wheelchair for decades. She would tell you every day she 
wishes she could walk. She would also tell you she has met God and 
loved people, in ways she couldn’t have imagined on her own, because of 
that chair. She has been used to inspire thousands because of that chair 
in ways she otherwise never would. That chair is part of the curse. And 
yet still she thanks God for the chair.

3. Adversity can change your priorities about what really matters.
A friend named Bill Dallas has written a book, Lessons from San 

Quentin, in which he talks about how the moment of his greatest suffer-
ing became the turning point of his life. He had been living for money, 
possessions, success, beauty, pleasure, and parties — and doing quite 
well. But he took a few wrong turns, got involved in financial dealings 
that were less than transparent, and ended up in the San Quentin prison. 
There the strangest thing happened.

He met God. Bill found a group of men serving life sentences who 
had found God, and there he discovered people with a greater sense of 
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peace and a deeper experience of community than people he had known 
in penthouses and office suites. More and more, they were becoming the 
best version of themselves.

As with Joseph, the Lord was with Bill in prison. Bill says that if 
he were to visit one more place before he dies, it wouldn’t be the Eiffel 
Tower or the Great Wall of China or the Taj Mahal. It would be that 
prison cell where he met God.

It is as if in normal life we step onto a treadmill and begin running 
after something — money, security, or success — when adversity knocks 
us off. Suffering enables us to see the folly of chasing after temporal 
gods, and when people suffer, they often resolve to not return to their 
old way of life when things normalize. But the key to accomplishing 
that is taking action before normal life takes over again. We have a finite 
window of time to make changes; otherwise we will drift back to our old 
patterns. Bill changed his work, his lifestyle, his friends, his habits, and 
his God so that when he was released from prison, his life normalized, 
but his values and trajectory had been transformed.

Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard said, “Affliction is 
able to drown out every earthly voice. . . . but the voice of 
eternity deep in the soul it cannot drown.”

As always with the Spirit, a response to his work is needed on our 
part. If you merely say, “I’m going to remember this new perspective that 
I’ve learned,” when your life returns to normal, you will get back on the 
treadmill. But if you have courage to make changes in your life, some-
thing can happen in your soul. The Spirit will bring the courage if you 
keep asking while the experience of adversity is fresh. Ultimately, adver-
sity can produce hope because of a reality much larger than you and I.

That reality is that God is a redemptive God.
4. Adversity points us to the Hope beyond ourselves.
What do you think was the largest single publication in the 1960s? 

What book, magazine, or print product do you think outstripped every-
thing else? It was actually a catalog — and it was not produced by Sears 
Roebuck or Montgomery Ward.

It was produced by a company called Sperry and Hutchinson, better 
known as S&H. Ever hear of S&H Green Stamps? No?
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At their height, S&H printed three times more stamps than the United 
States government. They published enough catalogs to more than circle 
the earth. If you saved enough of their stamps, you could get . . . a toaster. 
Or another appliance. One school in Erie, Pennsylvania, saved 5.4 mil-
lion green stamps and bought two gorillas for a local zoo.

You would take these stamps to a place called a redemption center to 
be exchanged. Redeemed. The company is still around, online, and offers 
what are called greenpoints. Amazingly enough, they are still accepting 
stamps. If you find any in the attic, you can still turn them in. It’s not 
too late.

With endless patience, at infinite cost to himself, God had been wait-
ing since the beginning of history — watching, suffering, loving — until 
in the fullness of time he sent his only begotten son to a redemption 
center on a hill called Calvary. What does he want to redeem? Every-
thing. All creation is groaning for redemption, Paul says. God wants to 
redeem you.

When circumstances look bleak, when the stock market is down, or 
when your morale is sinking or your assets are shrinking or your health 
is collapsing, you may wonder, Is anything going up?

Yes.
The chance to trust God when trusting isn’t easy is wide open. The 

prospect for modeling hope for a hope-needy world is trending upward. 
And the possibility of cultivating a storm-proof faith is always going up. 
This is so because certain truths remain unchanged: God remains sover-
eign, grace beats sin, prayers get heard, the Bible endures, heaven’s mer-
cies spring up new every morning, the cross still testifies to the power 
of sacrificial love, the tomb is still empty, and the kingdom that Jesus 
announced is still expanding without needing to be bailed out by human 
efforts.

God is still in the business of redemption, specializing in bringing 
something very, very good out of something very, very bad. Julian of 
Norwich was a woman who could attest to that, living as she did during 
the Black Plague-infested fourteenth century. She was a great hoper, who 
sang a song of hope from the depths of the trials of her day:

But all shall be well,
And all shall be well,
And all manner of things shall be well. . .
He did not say, “You shall know no storms, no travails, no disease,”
He said, “You shall not be overcome.”
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Chapter 22
Ask for a Mountain

Everyone is looking for just the right logo. Companies spend millions 
of dollars to find a little icon that will communicate what they offer in a 
memorable and compelling way. Nike’s logo is a little checkmark-looking 
symbol we call a swoosh. It is actually a stylized version of the wing from 
the Greek statute “Winged Victory,” and the word Nike itself comes from 
the Greek word for victory. Their logo is a swoosh; their brand is success.

Apple’s logo is, well, an apple. There is a story on the Internet that it 
was derived from the biblical tree of knowledge, but that may be urban 
myth. The logo, however, has come to represent the meeting of technol-
ogy and intelligence at our fingertips. Their icon is an apple; their brand 
is smart.

McDonald’s logo is so well known that as bad as I am at art, this is the 
one that always gets recognized even when I draw it. The Golden Arches. 
On every continent they mean joy and gratification — the Happy Meal. 
Their logo is a pair of arches; their brand is pleasure.

Mercedes-Benz’s logo is a three-pointed star inside a circle. Inevita-
bly, when I draw this one, people think it is the peace sign, but nobody 
is selling peace. The company chose a three-pointed star to express their 
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engines’ dominion in land, sky, and sea. Their logo is a star-in-a-circle; 
their brand is power.

If you were to choose a logo for your life, what would it be?
All four logos are known around the planet, but none of them is the 

most famous logo in the world, the one symbol that has been around for 
centuries. You see it on tombstones and T-shirts, chapels and necklaces; 
it is the single most famous logo the world has ever seen.

A cross.
Because it has been around so long, people often look at the cross 

without thinking what it means. There is a story about a woman who 
walks into a jewelry store and asks for a cross. The clerk replies, “Do you 
want an empty one, or one with a little man on it?”

The cross was not empty.
Crosses were a way of killing people. Devised by the Persians and 

popularized by Alexander the Great, the cross was perfected by the 
Romans as a means of deterring rebellion. It was intended to be both 
painful and humiliating; the English word “excruciating” comes from 
the Latin word for crucifixion.

Jesus himself said, “Whoever would come after me must deny them-
selves, take up their cross, and follow me.” It was this image that came 
to represent the movement associated with Jesus.

Think about how strange this is: In its beginnings, this little move-
ment called Christianity struggled under persecution, trying to attract 
people to become part of their cause, and the symbol they used to rep-
resent their message was not an icon of success, knowledge, pleasure, or 
power. They chose a symbol universally understood to represent scandal, 
failure, and death.

Who would choose a means of execution as their company logo? 
Imagine the electric company hiring a marketing consultant who advises 
them to make their primary image a little electric chair, with the catchy 
little slogan underneath, “The power is on.”

When Jesus invited his followers to “take up their cross,” it was not 
a call to annihilation. It was a call to spiritual greatness in the divine 
conspiracy of sacrificial love. Human beings were offered a cause worth 
living for, dying for, and being resurrected for. God was reconciling all 
things to himself, and evil, sin, death, and guilt were about to receive 
their eviction notice.

The cross was not empty. There was a man on it.
Now you and I have something worth living for, dying for, and being 
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resurrected for — something more than success, smarts, pleasure, or 
power. The God of the cross is renewing and creating all things to flour-
ish through the power of sacrificial love.

And we get to be a part.

	Ask God for a Glorious Burden
We sometimes yearn for a problem-free life, but that would be death 

by boredom. It is in working to solve problems and overcome challenges 
that we become the person God wants us to be. Every problem is an invi-
tation from the Spirit, and when we say yes, we are in the flow.

So don’t ask for comfort. Don’t ask for ease. Don’t ask for manageabil-
ity. Ask to be given a burden for a challenge bigger than yourself — one 
that can make a difference in the world, one that will require the best you 
have to give it and then leave some space for God besides. Ask for a task 
that will keep you learning and growing and uncomfortable and hungry.

There can be no learning without novelty. There can be no novelty 
without risk. We cannot grow unless there has been a challenge to what 
is familiar and comfortable. The Spirit leads us into adventure. The Spirit 
leads us into a dangerous world. To ask for the Spirit is to ask for risk.

A friend of our family decided to change his name. Actually, he was 
leaving his first and last name alone, but he wanted to add a middle name: 
Danger. Seriously! (This is a true story — I have seen the paperwork.) He 
felt he had always been a compliant, middle-of-the-road, play-it-safe kind 
of person, and he wanted to do something to stake out a new identity.

It requires a lot of legal work to get your name changed, and this friend 
had to go to court multiple times. On the day of his final court appear-
ance he was last on the docket. One of the cases before him involved two 
parties suing each other, who got so aggressive they had to be escorted 
out of the courtroom.

Everything finally went according to plan, and the judge granted 
my friend’s request. As he was walking out the door, however, the bai-
liff stopped him. “Be careful. Those two men who got kicked out have 
started fighting in the parking lot. It’s dangerous out there.”

My friend knew this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and he 
showed the bailiff his paperwork. “It’s okay,” he said. “Danger is my 
middle name.”

The Spirit wants to make you a dangerous person. The Spirit wants 
to make you threatening to all the forces of injustice and apathy and 

031027592x_tmiwtb_new.indd   247 11/8/09   11:45 AM



chapter 1

248

complacency that keep our world from flourishing. The Spirit wants to 
make you dangerously noncompliant in a broken world.

Ask God for a mountain.

	Finding Your Challenge
Caleb was one of twelve scouts sent to explore the Promised Land 

when Israel had left Egypt. When the scouts returned, ten of them said 
that the assignment was impossible and they should return to slavery in 
Egypt. Only Caleb and Joshua trusted God and said, “We can certainly 
do it.”

Because of Israel’s unbelief, Caleb had to spend forty years of his life 
wandering through the wilderness. By the time the Israelites crossed the 
Jordan River, he was eighty years old. Then another five years passed 
beyond that before the various tribes of Israel were assigned land to 
occupy. As Caleb described it years later,

“I was forty years old when Moses . . . sent me from Kadesh Barnea 
to explore the land. And I brought him back a report according to 
my convictions, but the others who went up with me made the hearts 
of the people melt with fear. I, however, followed the Lord my God 
wholeheartedly.”

If you have a negative attitude and a small faith when you are forty, 
there is a good chance you will not have a negative attitude and a small 
faith when you are eighty-five, because there’s a good chance you won’t 
ever make it to eighty-five. Psychologist Martin Seligman studied several 
hundred people in a religious community and divided them into quartiles 
from most to least optimistic and faith-filled. He found that 90 percent 
of the most optimistic, faith-filled people were still alive at the age of 
eighty-five. But only 34 percent of the most negative, pessimistic people 
made it to that age.

Another study, the largest of its kind, tracked over 2,000 adults 
over the age of sixty-five in the southwestern United States. Optimis-
tic people — faith-filled people — had better health habits, lower blood 
pressure, and feistier immune systems and were half as likely to die in 
the next year as negative people. If you have a positive attitude, you are 
likely to live a decade longer than people with a negative attitude. Are 
you happy to hear that? If not, you could be in serious trouble.

Twelve spies went out, but only Joshua and Caleb had faith. We can 
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do it! they said. Let’s go do it. The other ten, however, said, It cannot be 
done. Let’s go back and be slaves in Egypt. Forty-five years later, Caleb 
was as feisty as ever. Want to guess what happened to the other ten by 
then? They were all dead. None of them made it to Caleb’s age.

Faith is an amazing life-giver.
A friend of mine named Mark married a woman named Pauline 

Brand. Her father was Paul Brand, a great doctor who wrote a book with 
author Philip Yancey. Brand was also a brilliant doctor who devoted his 
life to serving many of the poorest of the poor. Yancey says he admires 
Paul Brand more than any other man he’s known.

But maybe even more amazing than Paul’s life was the life of his 
mother, Evelyn Brand. When she was a young woman she felt called 
by God to go to India. As a single woman in 1909, a calling like that 
required a truckload of faith and an equal amount of determination. She 
married a young man named Jessie and together they began a ministry 
to people in rural India, bringing education and medical supplies, and 
building roads to reduce the isolation of the poor.

Early in their ministry they went seven years without a single convert, 
but then a priest of a local tribal religion developed a fever and grew 
deathly ill. Nobody else would go near him, but Evelyn and Jessie nursed 
him as he was dying. He said, This God, Jesus, must be the true God 
because only Jessie and Evelyn will care for me in my dying.

The priest gave his children to them to care for after he died — and 
that became a spiritual turning point in that part of the world. People 
began to examine the life and teachings of Jesus, and in increasing num-
bers began to follow him. Evelyn and Jessie had thirteen years of produc-
tive service, then Jessie died. By this time, Evelyn was fifty years old, 
and everyone expected her to return to her home in England. But she 
would not do it. She was as feisty as Caleb.

She was known and loved for miles around as “Granny Brand,” and 
she stayed another twenty years under the mission board she had served 
so faithfully. Her son, Paul, came over when she was seventy years old, 
and this is what he said about his mom: “This is how to grow old. Allow 
everything else to fall away until those around you see only love.”

	Do Something Difficult
Caleb’s desire for challenge was both God’s gift to him and his gift 

to God. As he prepared to enter the Promised Land, this is what he said:
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So here I am today, eighty-five years old! I am still as strong today 
as the day Moses sent me out; I’m just as vigorous to go out to battle 
now as I was then. Now, give me this hill country that the Lord 
promised me that day. You yourself heard then that the Anakites 
were there and their cities were large and fortified, but, the Lord 
helping me, I will drive them out just as he said.

Hill country is much more difficult to occupy than flat ground, but 
that is exactly what Caleb asked for — the hardest challenge. He had to 
face the Anakites, Israel’s most formidable opponents, the ones talked 
about in Numbers 13 of whom the people said, “We saw the descendants 
of Anakites there. We seem like grasshoppers next to them.”

Caleb asked for the hardest enemies — in the most dangerous territory.
Caleb was eighty-five years old, so you would think he was going 

to ask for a nice condo at Shalom Acres. But what he wanted was the 
privilege of a really hard assignment. He chose another battle before he 
checked out. God, just give me the hill country.

	“Give Me the Hill Country, God”
God has wired us so that our bodies, minds, and spirits require chal-

lenge, and we flourish especially when we face challenges for a cause 
greater than ourselves. We experience the flow of the Spirit most deeply 
when we focus on challenges that enrich the community and when we 
cease to be preoccupied with our own advancement.

When Joshua — like Caleb, one of the two faithful scouts — became 
the new leader when Moses departed, Caleb could have withdrawn 
or sulked. Instead, Caleb’s engagement in life just kept growing. He 
immersed himself among the people around him. As his generation all 
died out he had to develop a whole new circle of friends as an older man. 
He became mentor, guide, and cheerleader for an entirely new genera-
tion, and he did it to such an extent that they all said they wanted eighty-
five-year-old Caleb to lead them when they went to the hill country.

Challenges undertaken for the greater good bind us to people. The 
pursuit of comfort, however, leads to isolation — and isolation is terminal.

Dr. Marian Diamond, a researcher on aging at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley and one of the world’s leading neuroanatomists, found 
that deliberately induced challenges are required to keep our brains 
healthy and developing. In one experiment, a group of rats was given 
food directly, while another group had obstacles placed in front of their 
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food dish. Rats that had to overcome obstacles developed a thicker cortex 
and more dendrites, were able to navigate other mazes more quickly, and 
were able to solve problems more proficiently than the comfortable rats. 
The fewer problems that a rat had, the faster its brain went downhill. If 
you love a rat, give it problems.

Dr. Diamond also wanted to explore the effects of isolation on aging. 
She found that if twelve rats were in a cage together — a little community 
of rats — and given challenges, their brains developed more and had a 
thicker cortex than if they were given a challenge in complete isolation. 
Then she wanted to see how this worked with older rats, so she took rats 
that were six hundred days or older, the equivalent of a sixty-year-old 
human being. Same results.

She was invited to present her findings in Germany, and she found 
that the rats they were working with there lived to be eight hundred days 
old. This troubled her, because her rats started dying up to two hundred 
days earlier. So she told her researchers that there was one item they had 
not given their rats, and that they were going to start: They decided to 
give those rats love. The rats would face the same challenges as before, 
but after each challenge the researchers would pick up the rat and hold 
it in their hands, press it against their lab coats, pet it, and speak kindly 
to it. They would say, “You are one sweet rat,” or whatever it is you say 
to affirm a rodent.

When they started loving those rats, those critters did more than break 
the eight-hundred-day barrier. At 904 days they were not only still alive, 
but still developing thicker cortexes. They had more developed brains 
under challenging conditions because facing challenges in community 
gives life and isolation destroys it.

“Listen to me, house of Jacob. . . . Even to your old age 
and gray hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you. I 
have made you and I will carry you; I will sustain you and 
I will rescue you.” (Isaiah 46:3 – 4)

Life is not about comfort. It is about saying, “God, give me another 
mountain.” It might look like Granny Brand. It might look like Caleb. It 
might be a story that gets told — or it might not. No one may know about 
your story but you and God. It doesn’t matter.
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Living the adventure God planned, becoming the person God created 
you to be, is not one pursuit among many. It is why you were born.

It is worth wanting above all else.

	Knowing Your Mountain
How will you recognize your mountain? There is no formula. Just as 

in every other area of your growth, your mountain will not look exactly 
like anyone else’s. But often you will recognize it because it lies at the 
intersection of the tasks that tap into your greatest strengths and the 
needs that tap into your deepest passions. Yet know this for sure: God 
has a mountain with your name on it.

When Rich Stearns became engaged as a young man and new Chris
tian, his fiancée wanted to register for china. But he said to her, “As 
long as there are children starving in the world, we will not own china, 
crystal, or silver.” Then, as he entered the corporate world and started 
climbing the ladder, he discovered his remarkable gifts of leadership. 
He loved strategic thinking, team-building, and mission achievement. 
Twenty years later he became the CEO of Lennox, the top producer of 
luxury tableware — fine china — in the country.

One day he received a phone call from an organization called World 
Vision, asking if he would consider getting involved with them. So Rich 
went to Rakai, Uganda, an area considered ground zero for the AIDS 
pandemic. In that village he sat in a thatched hut with a thirteen-year-old 
boy with the same first name — Richard. One pile of stones outside the 
door marked where they had buried the boy’s father, who had died of 
AIDS, and another pile of stones marked where they buried his mother, 
who also died of AIDS. That kind of thing happens every day in Africa.

Rich talked for a while with the boy — now the head of the household 
trying to raise his two younger brothers — and asked him at one point, 
“Do you have a Bible?”

Yes, the boy said, and he went into the other room and brought back 
the one book in their house.

“Are you able to read it?” Rich asked, and at that the boy’s face lit up.
“I love to read the gospel of John because it says Jesus loves children,” 

the boy said.
Indeed, as the song goes, Jesus loves “all the children of the world.” 

There has never been anybody like Jesus to bring good news to a thir-
teen-year-old boy in a thatched hut, with a pile of stones where a mom 
and a dad ought to be.
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Richard left his job and his house and his title and asked God for one 
more hill.

The logo of World Vision consists of its name with a little field of 
color and a shining star next to it. The star brings to mind the apostle 
Paul’s call to people to “shine like stars” in an often-dark world. It is 
also reminiscent of the star that announced the presence of God to the 
world at Bethlehem. Even World Vision is only a little part of a larger and 
more wonderful vision we find at the beginning of John’s Gospel: “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God . . . and the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us.”

What we translate in English as “word” comes from the Greek word 
logos. It is where we get our word “logo.”

Jesus is God’s logo.
It is as if God has said, “I want my icon, my character, my representa-

tion, my will, my symbol to be wrapped up in one single expression. It 
is Jesus. He is it.”

Jesus is God’s logo. If you want to know what a life can look like 
when it is lived with the Spirit flowing from the belly, look at Jesus. On 
a mountain called Calvary, on a splintered cross, the sin that needed to 
be cleansed, the price that needed to be paid, was finally and fully paid 
by Jesus.

At the end of the day, we do not have a program, plan, platform, or 
product to help the world. We have a Savior. We do not point to success, 
knowledge, pleasure, or power. We point to a cross.

What is your logo?
We saw earlier part of the story about Evelyn Brand. Here is the rest 

of her story.
Toward the end of her life, everyone called her “Granny Brand.” She 

had spent her life in India, including twenty years of widowhood, and at 
age seventy she received word from her home mission office in England 
that they were not going to give her another five-year term. They felt that 
she was simply getting too old.

But she was also stubborn.
A party was held to celebrate her time in India, and everyone there 

cheered her on. “Have a good trip back home,” they all said.
“I’ll tell you a little secret,” she announced. “I’m not going back home. 

I’m staying in India.”
Evelyn had had a little shack built with some resources that she had 

smuggled in. Then she bought a pony to get around the mountains, and 
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this septuagenarian would ride from village to village on horseback to 
tell people about Jesus. She did that for five years on her own. One day, 
at seventy-five years old, she fell off and broke her hip. Her son, Paul 
Brand, the eminent doctor, said to her, “Mom, you had a great run. God’s 
used you. It’s time to turn it over now. You go on back home.”

“I am not going back home,” she said. God, give me the mountain! 
She spent another eighteen years traveling from one village to another on 
horseback. Falls, concussions, sicknesses, and aging could not stop her. 
Finally, when she hit ninety-three years old, she could not ride horseback 
any more. So the men in these villages — because they loved Granny 
Brand so much — put her on a stretcher and carried her from one village 
to another. She lived two more years and gave those years as a gift, car-
ried on a stretcher, to help the poorest of the poor. She died, but she never 
retired. She just graduated.

If Granny Brand had a logo, it would not point toward success, smarts, 
pleasure, or power. It would be the stretcher on which she was carried up 
and down the mountains to pour out the end of her life in sacrificial love.

What a remarkable logo!
Your deepest longing should be to be alive with God, to become the 

person God made you to be, and to be used to help God’s world flourish.
That is the life available to you every moment. It is the life found in 

Jesus, the man on the cross, who mastered sin in his death and mastered 
death in a tomb and who now dispenses life with unrivaled authority. It 
is available to you in this very moment, no matter what your situation. 
God is at work in this hour, and his purpose is to shape you to be not only 
his servant, but his friend. Out of your belly shall flow rivers of living 
water. Blessed are you.

Ask for a mountain.
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