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	Leader’s Guide for Study 1

Spirituality for Today

Modern spirituality begins and ends with the self; 

Christian spirituality, with the Alpha and Omega.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Postmodern spirituality is about finding God by journeying into ourselves, but is that the right path for followers of Christ? How should Christians respond to the renewed interest in the inner world by both Christians and non-Christians? This study explores the current use of the term spirituality and brings biblical perspective to the pilgrimage.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	




Lesson #1

Scripture:
1 Corinthians 15:45-48; Romans 8:4-11, 15-27
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“It’s Not About Us.” Christianity Today, April 2, 2001 • Vol. 45, No. 5, Page 66
PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

[image: image18.png]


Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each student the article “Its Not About Us” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of the study.

Author Edith Humphrey offers a survey of spirituality.  Many people are using the term, but by it they mean many different things. Some, like the first family in the article, mean family devotions or mealtime prayers. Others, like the second family, mean the quest for deeper understanding of self that incorporates Eastern mysticism, self-help philosophy, and tchotchkes that smack of voodoo. The author believes the spirituality of Christians should be different. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
The term spirituality is widely used today. What, generally, do people mean by it?

[Q]
What examples from popular culture can you give that demonstrate a renewed quest for spiritual meaning? 

[Q]
Look at the websites mentioned in Humphrey’s article. What do these names tell you about the way people view spirituality?

[Q]
Which of these is the primary goal of spirituality?

· Connection with ourselves?

· Connection with something or someone like ourselves?

· Connection with something or someone different from (or other than) ourselves?

[Q]
Is spirituality limited to Christians? Explain.

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Christian spirituality is unique.

The author identifies two things: (1) our needy, creaturely status and (2) the unique presence of God’s Spirit.

When God created Adam, he took dust of the ground, formed it, and breathed into it, and Adam became a living being (nephesh, a living soul, in Gen. 2:7). In this, we see two characteristics: humanity’s relationship to the animals, which were also formed from the dust of the ground; and the spiritual aspect of our creation wherein God’s own breath gave us life.

In the Garden of Eden, our neediness became more acute when Adam and Eve broke God’s command concerning the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. In their quest to become like God (to become not needy), they only affirmed our creatureliness and established our bent to sinning that now drives us farther from God and makes us even less like him.

It is in this needy state that we cry out. In our postmodern age, that cry may be heard in a mantra of self-discovery, but the deep cry of humanity across the millennia is for us to be delivered from ourselves by someone greater than ourselves.

[Q]
What motivates people who don’t know Christ to seek spiritual experiences?

[Q] How is the Christian message different than other kinds of spirituality?

Teaching point two: Christ is the centerpiece of spirituality for Christians.

Many people consider themselves spiritual: from witch doctors, to a single professional seeking peace of mind through yoga, to the worshipers of gods other than the Christian God. But, as the apostle Paul points out, theirs is a counterfeit spirituality because of their self-centered focus. 

Men and women in the natural state have no saving relationship with Christ or with the Holy Spirit (who nonetheless convicts them of sin and urges them to salvation) and thus are unable to experience life on a spiritual level. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 2:14, “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.” Thus, the “natural person” can experience something of God’s presence in the world (for God has not left himself without a witness of his goodness and power) but cannot enter into a fully spiritual relationship without the work of God’s Spirit.

Human beings become spiritual beings because of the work of Jesus Christ, “the life-giving spirit,” as he is described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:45.

Read Romans 8:1–11. 

[Q] Verse 7 says that the sinful mind is hostile to God. What does Paul mean when by this phrase? 

[Q] What does the natural person’s “hostility to God” look like in day-to-day life? 

[Q] What does the spiritual person’s “peace with God” look like? 

[Q] According to verses 9–11, what is the deciding factor in whether a person would be considered “natural” or “spiritual”?

[Q] What does Paul mean by the phrase “have their minds set on”?

Leader’s Note: The phrase “have their minds set on” means more than mental process; it means to have deep desires. It speaks not only of inclination but also affection. Natural (or “fleshly” in some translations) persons long for natural things. Their end is death, that is, being cut off from God. They are hostile to God, do not submit to God in this life, and are cut off from God in the next. Our natural state is rebellion.

Optional Activity: Make a chart with the headings Natural and Spiritual.  Ask participants to read Romans 8:5–8 and name the characteristics for each state. Under Natural you might list: natural desires, death, hostile to God, cannot submit to God, cannot please God. Under Spiritual you might list: spiritual desires, Spirit-controlled, life, peace.

Teaching point three: The Holy Spirit enriches Christian spirituality.

Read Romans 8:15–27. Because of the atoning work of Christ, believers are adopted into God’s family with all the rights of children. It is because of Christ and by the Spirit that we can cry out to God in the affectionate words of little children: “Papa,” or “Abba, Father.” Jesus radically changed the way we relate to God. His Father is our Father, and the Spirit encourages us to invoke his name.

[Q]
What more do we see the Spirit doing in these verses? 

Leader’s Note: He is telling us that we are God’s children, helping us in our weakness, and praying for us when we don’t know how to pray for ourselves. While we have responsibility in our journey, it is God who guides.  The Holy Spirit who speaks to us also speaks for us. He is reaching to us and on our behalf reaching back to God for us. Here—in regard to who makes most of the effort—Christian spirituality differs from the spirituality of those who are not indwelled by God’s Spirit. He is the link between our hearts and the mind of God as well as between God’s desires for us and the completion of that will in our lives. God, too, is searching in the spiritual encounter; he is searching the mind for evidence that he has been heard and heeded. 

[Q]
Christ made spiritual relationship between humanity and God possible. The Spirit keeps it alive and active. So how can we know genuine Christian spirituality when we see it?

Teaching point four: We need to learn to recognize what Christian spirituality looks and feels like.

Here is Edith M. Humphrey’s conclusion: 

“Christian spirituality is becoming present to the Lord, as he is always present to us.”

The 17th-century monk Brother Lawrence penned a short treatise, Practicing the Presence of God. It detailed his effort to find God in his religious observances and in his private devotions. Ultimately, Brother Lawrence found God present in his everyday routine as he worked in the monastery kitchen. The monk practiced God’s presence amid the clatter of pots and pans, while baking and washing dishes. 

[Q]
Are there times in your daily routine when it is especially difficult to sense God’s presence? 

[Q]
Does your physical location affect your awareness of God?

[Q]
What physical position would best depict your spiritual quest?

[Q]
What does the author mean when she says, “We are on the way to becoming prayer before God”?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

[Q]
The author calls the quest for an inner connection “a truncated spirituality.” What do you think she means by that? How is the Christian short-changed if his or her focus is personal or inward?

[Q]
The author says spirituality is the practice of “when or where or how the very Spirit of God meets with our spirits—both personally and corporately as the Body of Christ.” How does your spirituality include others?

[Q]
Which aspects of church life draw you closer to God?

[Q]
How can we improve our journey together?

[Q]
One observer of our culture said we are in the middle of a period (caused in part by the turning of the millennium) in which people are more open to spiritual things. What can we do to take advantage of this window?

Article

It’s Not About Us

Modern spirituality begins and ends with the self; Christian spirituality, with the Alpha and the Omega.

By Edith M. Humphrey, for the study “Spirituality for Today.”
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One of my daughters returned home from a school trip to Iowa and remarked that she would never again be embarrassed by our family’s custom of giving thanks before meals. 

She had been hosted by an academic family whose mother was also the minister of a novel spiritual community. Their family’s time of meditation focused on the spiritual value of life-mediating crystals placed upon the mantelpiece over the fireplace.

“And I thought we were weird!” remarked my daughter, then 11 years old.

Attitudes toward the spiritual have changed considerably in the past few decades, away from a “scientific” dismissal of the nonmaterial toward an easy acceptance of all things mysterious. Rudolph Bultmann’s long-accepted dictum is no longer self-evident in the climate of today’s changing attitudes: “We cannot use electric lights and radios and, in the event of illness, avail ourselves of modern medicine and clinical means and at the same time believe in the spirit and wonder world of the New Testament.”

Bultmann assumed that in the “modern” period, Christians would be making a sacrifice of the intelligence were they to accept the miracles, signs, and wonders in the pages of their founding document: he pleaded that the value of the New Testament message lay elsewhere, and so tried to reformulate Christianity from a specially crafted existentialist perspective.

Bultmann’s initial assumption lives on in some quarters, as some polemical writers and thinkers refuse to leave the “modern” paradigm for a more relaxed “postmodernism.” An example might be the renowned (or, in some eyes, notorious) John Shelby Spong, erstwhile Episcopal bishop of Newark, who refuses to “sacrifice scholarship and truth to protect the weak and religiously insecure.” Spong feels for the plight of “brilliantly educated men and women who find in the church…. a superstition too obvious to be entertained with seriousness.”

But Bultmann and even Spong have a curiously old-fashioned ring to them today. For it is clear that, whatever objections to Christianity may be found in our age, fewer and fewer critics harp upon the so-called contradictions between faith and science. An uneasy détente seems to have been forged, as “wholistic” thinking has come into vogue.

In fact, we are no longer surprised to read in medical journals and in more popular magazines about serious experiments on the effect of prayer or the laying on of hands alongside more traditional medicine. In Canada, a few provincial governments approve and fund the use of alternative therapies, including methods directed toward the spirit, in the healing of cancer patients.

Similarly, efficiency is no longer the only concern in the workplace, and seminars or workshops on “spirituality” make constant inroads. Even teachers and federal government officials go “on retreat,” rather than “professional development weekends,” with their workmates.

In Quebec, these past to years have seen two seemingly contradictory developments, illustrated at my youngest daughter’s elementary school. The Quebec government has abolished the distinction between Protestant and Roman Catholic boards, renaming them as English and French; but for the first time in her life, my daughter has been offered a religious and moral values program with three options—Protestant, Catholic, and other.

Religious distinctions have seemingly paled in importance on the macro level, as mirrored in the new organization of the school boards, but on the individual school level, those distinctions have been surprisingly reinstated within the curriculum itself.
Riding a new wave

Spirituality, then, is back in fashion, and no doubt partly as a result of what Bultmann feared—a sacrifice of the intellect. Perhaps I have put that too strongly. Yet one is surprised to see so many people riding this new wave, often oblivious to its inconsistencies and without regard for a careful integration with the rest of life. 

No doubt Bultmann would have quoted Jesus’ parable of the empty house and the demons: they are back in legion. Perhaps the analogy of the hydra or weed is more apt: the modernist perspective, born of Enlightenment rationalism, has been unable to root out the human appetite for the spiritual. Could this be because we are spiritual beings?

Cut off the common plant as it appeared in our culture, and myriad new ones spring up in its place! This is nowhere more evident than in bookshops and on the Internet. Even popular singers tip their hat: “Dear Matthew…. you taught me about spirituality…”

A sampling of spirituality Web sites to be found on Metacrawler, randomly selected: Spirituality for Today; Women’s Spirituality Book List; The Spirited Walker: Fitness Walking for Clarity, Balance, and Spiritual Connection; Medical Intuition; Jesuit Spirituality; Native American Spirituality; Transgender Spirituality; Spirit Tools for a New Age (pyramids, wands, daggers, and pendulums—sounds like Harry Potter books!); Spirituality and Health; Spirituality and Living Longer; The Inner Self Magazine: Spirituality as Opposed to Religion; Spirituality in the Workplace; Sex and Spirituality: Frequently Asked Questions; Apply Spiritual Ideas in Practical Ways; Spirituality Book—the Invisible Path to Success; Psychotherapy and Spirituality; The Spiritual Walk of the Labyrinth; and, last but not least, Male Spirituality.

How might we expect Christians to respond to this smorgasbord? It is clear that some have joined the growing trend to forge one’s own “spirituality” in an eclectic manner rather than being guided by the wisdom of the Christian tradition alone. This seems to be true even in the relatively “conservative” context of Canada, where almost 90 percent of Canadians typically consider themselves as affiliated with a particular denomination—although they may have little deep experience or knowledge of their own tradition (or even of the Christian faith). Many approach their spiritual journey as artisans working on a bricolage, or a religious version of the song, “Mambo Number Five”—a little bit of gospel language here, a little bit of Celtic wisdom there, a little bit of karma in the sun.

Perhaps that is too flippant. Certainly, Christians are not the only ones with insight into the human spirit, and different human traditions may have wisdom to offer. Yet, if they are to remain faithful to their tradition, Christians should be on guard against a simple drift into the contemporary consumer mindset—represented by Andrew Walker, who declares, “We are no longer swayed by one religion alone. Many kinds are for sale, and compete for our attention. We, the consumers, are completely free.”

Likewise, Michael Ingham, Bishop of New Westminster, following the Swiss theosophist F. Schuon, is deeply committed to the evolution of religions and humanity’s “emerging God consciousness.” This, Ingham believes, will lead “noble spirits” in mysticism beyond both the personal and the propositional to a transcendent point where all faiths meet.

Charitable appreciation, creativity, and spiritual flexibility are required to welcome “a gradual drawing of the circle of knowledge wider and wider,” under Ingham’s schemata, and in the end, we will see that “historical distinctives…. are of little value” and learn to characterize faith in Jesus more modestly as an authentic path among other equally genuine spiritual roads.

Defining the ephemeral

But what, after, all, is “spirituality”? Most assume that spirituality is fundamentally about us. In her Walking a Sacred Path, Lauren Artress typifies our emptiness in this subjective manner: “We lost our sense of connection to ourselves and to the vast mystery of Creation.” 

For Artress, spirituality is about regaining a sense of connection to ourselves and to the Creation. Perhaps that is involved, but what about our connection to the Spirit of Truth, the one to whom our spirits are called to respond? How can a truncated spirituality, intent mainly upon finding an inner connection, be said to represent the Christian mind?

Christians proclaim the good news that God himself has visited humankind, dramatically and decisively, in the one who is God-with-us, Jesus the Lord—dying our death, conquering it in the resurrection, and ascending to the Father in a manifestation of triumph and glory. As a result of these particular events, the Holy Spirit has also come to dwell intimately with God’s people, working out the reconciliation that has already been accomplished in Christ.

Part of the mystery of the Incarnation is that God has assumed human nature, taking it up into himself so that it may be both healed and glorified: body and soul, we have been visited by our Creator, and we see the location of this mystery in Jesus himself. Our spirit, will, heart, mind, passions, and body (which tend to war against each other), our interpersonal relationships, our relationship with the other parts of creation—all are out of joint. They all find their healing because of the initiative of God.

Further, because human nature has been taken up into God the Son, a new potential for intimate fellowship with God, and the glory that accompanies this, has now been forged.

The link made possible

Adam and Eve walked with God. Fallen humanity, its spirit wounded, lost that ease of communion. Redeemed humanity has been sent the enlivening Spirit, who is himself a promise of the unimaginable intimacy to come when “we shall be like him, for we will see him as he is.” 

Paul looked forward to the final resurrection, when our very bodies, healed and new, will be completely animated or empowered by the “Spirit” rather than simply by “soul” as they now are (1 Cor. 15:42-49). He explains that while Adam was a “living soul,” Jesus Christ, through the resurrection, has provided us with a “life-giving Spirit.”

Notice that this is not an optimism born of confidence in the inner capacity of the human spirit, although Paul is well aware of the wonders held within the very good human creation of God. Rather, all this begins with the act of God, continues through the wooing of God’s Spirit, and issues in the willing submission (there’s an uncomfortable word) of the human spirit to him.

Here, then, are the two challenges that a Christian mind brings to the sometime inchoate and frequently narcissistic spiritualities of today: First, we can understand our human spirituality only in the light of our creatureliness—a fallen creatureliness at that—and that of God’s initiative on our behalf.

Second, when we speak of our human spirit being linked to the divine Spirit, that can only make sense in the light of the particular one whose life, death, resurrection, and ascension have made that possible. Christians know of one mediator, Jesus Christ, and of the particular, Holy Spirit of God, who is radically free to visit whom he chooses, whose role is to glorify and interpret Jesus to us, and who is not to be identified with a vague world-force or abstract power to be manipulated by us.

These two Christian challenges, our needy creaturely status, and the particularity of God’s Spirit, over against other concepts of divinity, freedom or power, must stand. Yet they are not to be confused with a low view of humanity, or a triumphalism that declares that God’s Spirit is only active among those who call themselves Christians.

What is to be affirmed is a sober but full assessment of the human condition and the human nature, alongside a joyful response to the particularity of God’s clearest word, and most surprising revelation to humankind, his glory in the face of Jesus.

Experience it

Let’s finish with some idea of what we might expect of a “Christian spirituality.” 

We have established already that for the Christian community, informed as it is by the stories of God’s Creation, the Fall, his calling of Israel, God’s climactic coming in Jesus, and his sending of the Spirit into his church, “spirituality” cannot be an amorphous concept. Nor is it simply a branch of anthropology—that is, the study of humans themselves.

Rather, spirituality is the study (or better yet, the practice) of when or where or how the very Spirit of God meets with our spirits, both personally and corporately as the Body of Christ. Yet, immediately in saying that, we know it to be skewed. For we have made the great Initiator, the Alpha, the object of our study; or we have turned our attention away from him to an experience.

Better, I think, for us to take seriously the saying, “A theologian is one who prays,” and to take as our symbol of Christian spirituality the figure of the woman praying in the catacombs: she gazes toward heaven, her open hands raised with palms upward, aware of the human need, a powerful picture of the soul at prayer, or the church at prayer, or both together at prayer.

With her open hands she says to the Spirit, “Come!” Yet, in doing this, we only invite him to fill what is already his, for in him we live and move and have our being. Moreover, he himself is the gift of God’s people together.

A full-bodied Christian spirituality, then, will lead us at every moment to invite God’s Spirit to make a personal dwelling in our lives, knowing that we do this together, as the faithful in Christ. Inner and constant receptivity becomes an extension of our baptism, and an ongoing fulfillment of that unity that we experience and express around the Lord’s Table.

As we enter into this adventure of Communion with the one to whom we owe our very breath, meditation upon the Scriptures—the reading, marking, and inward digestion of them—is essential. Spirituality is not a private thing apart from what we have learned in Scripture but intimately connected with that story, those words, those pictures of the one we love. Spirituality begins with learning from him, not with human resolve for the esoteric, nor with a search for personal empowerment, nor with confidence in human solidarity.

It is at times of watching and in quietness—in our sober recognition that God is the Word and that our role is to attend—that our Lord comes to us. The human spirit hears the divine Spirit lovingly but powerfully encouraging us to live with him in the present, despite nostalgia for our past and fears or hopes for our future.

As C. S. Lewis puts it, we are called to attend to “eternity itself, and to that point of time which [we] call the present. For the present is the point at which time touches eternity. Of the present moment, and of it only, humans have an experience which God has of reality as a whole; in it alone freedom and actuality are offered to us.”

Today is the time of salvation. In learning attentiveness toward him now, in putting aside all the distractions, memories, fears, and keen anticipations that crowd our minds, we become more fully what we are meant to be. We are on the way to becoming “prayer” before God, allowing his Spirit to pray within us where we are too weak or too simple to know how to pray.

In this way, we do not lose attentiveness toward the world, and toward others, paralyzed in a spiritual disconnection. Strangely, in seeking him, or rather in being sought, we find ourselves at home in the world in a new way, yearning and working for its renewal, which will be fulfilled when the time is ripe.

Part of our attentiveness today must surely mean that we take note of the new openness toward those things that could be considered “spiritual.” Love will also dictate that in a well-meaning desire to build bridges we do not accept everything called “spiritual” and do not acquiesce to the malformed, underdeveloped, or human-centered approaches to “spirituality” we see everywhere.

Rather, may it be that we ourselves “acquire peace, and a multitude will be saved” (Seraphim of Sarov) as we live, speak, refrain from speaking, act, and pray in such a manner that the very Spirit of God is seen pointing toward the One who has loved us.

When we have the mind of Christ, the world itself, and especially every human person in it, becomes a window to us of his presence, his love, his peace, his power. In the words of Ephrem the Syrian, “Wherever we turn our eyes, there is God’s symbol.”

Christian spirituality is becoming present to the Lord, as he is always present to us. “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy upon us sinners, your very own, and upon the whole world that you have made and have come to renew.”

—Edith M. Humphrey is professor of Scripture at Augustine College, Ottawa. This essay is adapted from a talk originally given at St. Paul University, Ottawa, in a session bringing together supporters of Augustine College, Redeemer College, and St. Paul University. An abbreviated version has appeared in the Dallas Morning News.

Christianity Today, April 2, 2001 • Vol. 45, No. 5, Page 66
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 2

How to Repent

We’ve come to think our faith is about comfort. It’s not.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Repenting from sins may not be our favorite way of passing time, but it is necessary. Former Christianity Today columnist Frederica Mathewes-Green says that caring for others is fine, but being a Christian also involves preaching—and practicing—repentance. In this study based on the life of David, we will see what it looks like.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #2

Scripture:
2 Samuel 12:13; Psalm 51 
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“Whatever Happened to Repentance?” Christianity Today, February 4, 2002, Vol. 46, No. 2, Page 56

PART 1

Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article “Whatever Happened to Repentance?” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of the study.

The words to the old hymn “At the Cross” have been changed in many hymnals from “such a worm as I” to “sinners such as I.” The phrase could be changed again, if the current disfavor with the word sinners were considered. Perhaps, “victims such as I.” 

[Q] What other words have replaced the concept of sinner in contemporary thought?

[Q]
Why is it so hard for people to think of themselves as sinners?

[Q]
Has the way people perceive their culpability changed over the years?

[Q]
How comfortable is our society with the notion of God as judge?

[Q]
Mathewes-Green says the awareness of our sinfulness, our fallenness, “grows slowly, over many years, because [God] mercifully shows us only a little at a time.” How have you experienced this?

[Q]
The author also says seeing our sin becomes an opportunity for joy. What do you think she means?

[Q]
How comfortable should we be with the concept of ourselves as sinners?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

What does real repentance look like? The Bible gives us an example in the sin and repentance of David. After his adultery with Bathsheba, he conspired to have her husband murdered. Later, the prophet Nathan confronted David about these sins. The child that resulted from David’s affair with Bathsheba was ill at the time of its birth, so the king fasted and prostrated himself before the Lord for seven days. When the child died, David resumed his life. (Read 2 Samuel 11–12 for the whole account.)

Teaching Point One: It takes an instant to decide to repent.

When Nathan went before the king with his tale of a poor shepherd whose only sheep had been stolen by the evil herd-owner next door, David got the message. He, with his many wives, had stolen Uriah’s only wife, then had the cuckolded husband killed. David broke three commandments. His confession was immediate. So was his absolution. As soon as David said, “I have sinned against the Lord,” Nathan replied, “The Lord has taken away your sin” (2 Sam. 12:13).

It seems so quick. And in one sense it is. Mathewes-Green points out the Greek and Hebrew words for repentance. The Greek metanoia is simply the changing of one’s mind. While one may weigh a decision for days, or even years, the act of changing one’s mind happens in an instant. At some point in time, the decision is made. We are usually aware of it when we make important choices in life.

The Hebrew word shub (pronounced “shoov”) is more picturesque. It means turning, as in turning around. A person moving in one direction decides to switch directions. If all sin moves us away from God’s will, then the best depiction of this is the about-face. Confronted with our sin and how far from God it has taken us, we confess, turn around, and come running back to the Father, who right away assures us: “Your sin is forgiven.”

In that way, repentance happens in a moment, in the instant when the sinner confesses his sin, turns away from his sin and back to God. But repentance is also a process that, as the author of the article alludes, takes a lifetime.

A cursory reading of this account might lead us to believe that David was too quick to confess and too quick to return to his normal life. True, David confessed his sin immediately after Nathan exposed it. His week of fasting and prayer was prompted by the infant’s illness. And he was back to business, to his servants’ amazement, after the child’s death. But Samuel does not record what was happening in David’s heart when he was on his face before God. David himself wrote that account in Psalm 51, the great account of confession and repentance.

[Q]
Share a time when you instantly repented.
Teaching Point Two: The process of repentance requires an ever greater understanding of ourselves as sinners and of the cleansing we need.

Read Psalm 51.

This psalm is not the usual, off-the-cuff, stream-of-consciousness prayer which helps us understand how repentance is a process.

Psalm 51 builds to a peak, and the verses before the peak have parallels or counterparts in verses after the peak. Verse 12 is the peak. In the following outline, notice the relationship between the first and last sections (1 and 5) and between the second and the next-to-last sections (2 and 4).

1. Prayer for personal repentance (vv. 1–2) 

2. Confession of the sin that inhibits God’s blessing (vv. 3–6) 

3. Prayer for restoration (vv. 7–12) 

4. Thanksgiving and pledge to share God’s blessing (vv. 13–17) 

5. Prayer for national repentance (vv. 18–19) 

Repentance begins with an appeal to God. Our repentance is only possible because of the mercy of God. David invokes not only the name of God, but also his character. God described himself as merciful (Ex. 34:6–7), and David’s address is a plea for God to act on his mercy. This is not the prayer of one king to another. This is the beseeching of a lowly creature to the Almighty God who created him.

Next is a statement of the sinner’s intent. Like a grime-caked coal miner emerging from the pit at the end of a long, dark day, we want to be washed. We need to head for the showers of God’s mercy. We need to be cleansed completely. Verse 2 invites God to do all that’s necessary to cleanse David of his sin. The psalmist develops this theme in verse 4. “Cleanse me with hyssop” refers to ritual cleansing. Hyssop was a plant used much like a brush or sponge, which was used to brush or sprinkle blood on the object being cleansed. (See Ex. 12:22 and Lev. 14:6–7.)

More than a bath, or even an emotional catharsis, David is asking for a spiritual cleansing. Hyssop connects the cleansing David requests to the sacrifices offered at the temple. Some commentators say it foreshadows the cleansing we receive through the blood of Jesus. (See Heb. 10:22; 1 Peter 1:2.)

David uses several Hebrew words for sin. As a poet might search for ways to depict the blue of the sky (“azure,” “turquoise”), the sinner grapples with his sin and struggles to describe his deepening understanding of it.

He calls sin “sin,” but also “transgression” and “iniquity.” The words are not exact synonyms. Their meanings overlap, but their differences are clear enough for us to see sin from several angles.

· “Transgression” (pesa) is an act of rebellion or disloyalty. It is like trespassing where a “No Trespassing” sign is posted.

· “Iniquity” (avon) is a crooked or perverse act, an intentional twisting of legal or moral intent.

· “Sin” (hatach) is missing the mark. Here the idea is that even though we want to do God’s will, and even try to do it, we fail—like an archer who aims for the bull’s eye but simply misses. 

David reveals what he learned about himself in his days on the carpet: he is a sinner. David’s understanding of himself as a sinful man is marked by four revelations:

1. All sin is against God. Certainly David sinned against Uriah, Joab, Bathsheba, and the baby. His violations of their trust are not to be dismissed. But he comes to the conclusion that his sin is ultimately against God. David had violated God’s law by abusing his creations. All sin against people is against the One who made them and who made the laws to protect them. (v. 4)

2. Human beings are sinners from the beginning. David concludes that he had been a sinner since birth, quite a confession for a king whose every deed had earned him praise. Scholars are divided over whether humans are already in a sinful condition when they are born, or simply have the proclivity to sin and are waiting for the opportunity to make their own sinful choices. In either case, David’s implies in verse 5 that he has been sinful as long as he can remember.

3. People are thoroughly sinful. Sin is not confined to one part of the body or psyche or personality. Sin cannot be compartmentalized. As sin has affected all of creation, it infects all of the person. In verse 6, David confesses that he knows God wants truth in the human heart. As sin has had its influence since the time David was knit together in the womb, now wisdom must invade his inmost parts.

4. Sin deserves death. David confesses he is not just the unwitting sinner covered by the sacrifices—he is the willful kind, the one who deserves death: the adulterer, the conspirator, the murderer. In verse 14, he admits that his sin should require his own life. Again, he begs God for mercy. He vows to turn from sin to righteousness, and to live publicly a righteous life as a testimony to God’s mercy and forgiveness. 

Teaching Point Three: One sinner’s repentance benefits many sinners.

Repentance brings us back to God. Ongoing contrition keeps us in a flexible, moldable state. It keeps us from rapidly hardening our hearts, as Scripture says.

We turn from our sins, and by God’s mercy we are restored to a right relationship with him. David characterizes this as knowing again the joy of God’s salvation (v. 12), but it is not joy for joy’s sake. God has a purpose, as always. David joins the joy he anticipates in climactic verse 12 with a request for a willing spirit that he may remain in this useful state.

Consider the activities David pledges himself to in verses 13 and following.

[Q]
How is David’s repentance played out in acts of thanksgiving in verses 13–17? What are those acts? What is their bearing on David and on others? 

[Q]
What is the role of these acts of worship and thanksgiving in renewing, maintaining, and deepening your own repentance? 
[Q]
Verses 18 and 19 are intercessions on behalf of the nation that flow directly from David’s confession and restoration. What is the role of personal confession in national repentance and restoration—both by our leaders and ourselves? 
[Q]
How does one person’s repentance influence others? 
PART 3

Apply Your Findings

[Q]
Do you think of yourself as a sinner? Why or why not?

[Q]
In what ways is it spiritually healthy to accept yourself as a sinner? 

[Q]
What do you make of the New Testament passages that pronounce believers’ freedom from sin?

[Q]
In our twelve-step age, might the term “recovering sinner” be helpful in understanding the continuing nature of repentance?

[Q]
“No era finds repentance easy, but many have found it easier to talk about,” Mathewes-Green says. She also says the church has fewer options in the current theological climate, where sinners often see themselves as victims seeking comfort. How can the church engage unrepentant people in helpful conversations about repentance?

[Q]
How will you make ongoing repentance a spiritual goal this year?  

—Study prepared by Leadership journal managing editor Eric Reed.

Article

Whatever Happened to Repentance?

We’ve come to think our faith is about comfort. It’s not.

By Frederica Mathewes-Green, for the study, “How to Repent.”
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Forget what the billboard charts say—to judge from church ads in the Yellow Pages, America’s favorite song is “I’m Mr. Lonely.” Churches are quick to spot that need and promise eagerly that they will be friendly, or be family, or just care. Apparently this is the church’s principal product. When people need tires, they look up a tire store; when they start having those bad-sad-mad feelings, they shop for a church.

Here, for once, denominational and political divisions vanish. Churches across the spectrum compete to display their capacity for caring, though each has its own way of making the pitch. The Tabernacle, a “spirit-filled, multi-cultured church,” pleads, “Come let us love you,” while the Bible Way Temple is more formal, if not downright odd: “A church where no stranger need feel strangely.” (The only response that comes to mind is “Thank thee.”) One church sign in South Carolina announced, “Where Jesus is Lord and everybody is special,” which made it sound like second prize. And one Methodist congregation tries to get it all in: “A Christ-centered church where you can make new friends and form lasting relationships with people who care about you.”

But when Jesus preached, he did not spend a lot of time on “caring.” The first time we see him, in the first Gospel, the first instruction he gives is “Repent” (Mark 1:15). From then on, it’s his most consistent message. Yes, he spoke words of comfort like “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden” (Matt. 11:28). But much more frequently he challenged his hearers, urging them to turn to God in humility and admit their sins. Even when told of a tragedy that caused many deaths, he repeated this difficult theme: “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:1–5).

We love one of these sayings of Jesus. We repeat it often, paste it onto felt banners, and print it on refrigerator magnets. We mostly ignore those on repentance. This says more about us than it does about Jesus.

One thing it says is that we live in a time when it’s hard to talk about Christian faith at all, much less about awkward topics like repentance. (No era finds repentance easy, but many have found it easier to talk about.) Paradoxically, we live in a very easy time. We are the wealthiest, healthiest, most comfortable generation in history. With less to struggle for, we become increasingly oriented toward pleasure. This all-too-natural inclination is what most unites us. America is a place of wild diversity, but we all meet at the shopping mall.

Whining Spiritual Babies

We’re confirmed in this expectation by a ceaseless stream of advertising messages. These messages tell us who we are: special, precious people with no faults, who deserve to feel better than we do. Ads tell us, “Your wife (boss, teenager, classmate) doesn’t understand you, but we do. Here, buy this, and you’ll feel better.” Advertising invites us to be big babies—an invitation that fallen human nature has always found hard to resist.

Try telling a person who’s been discipled by advertising that he’s a sinner. A hundred years ago, a preacher would have seen heads nod in recognition at that familiar concept. But today’s consumer is likely to be shocked—and baffled. How could he be a sinner? All he knows is that he’s unhappy because he does not have his fair share of stuff, and he isn’t appreciated enough by those around him. Original sin? He will readily agree that everyone else keeps letting him down. That he’s estranged from the one, holy God and needs to be reconciled? He’s likely to respond, “So who’s this God who thinks he’s better than us?” Bring up Judgment Day, and you’ll get to see someone genuinely appalled; the very idea just sounds so judgmental.

In trying to reach this seeker, the church has been given a severely reduced pack of options. Since he is aware only of seeking comfort, it looks like that’s what we have to headline in any message we send. Neither this need, nor our response, is untrue. A profound sense of unease and dislocation is indeed part of the human condition, because sin has estranged us from God. “I’m Mr. Lonely” is the theme song of everyone on Earth. The church has the only authentic solution to this problem, because we bear the Good News of reconciliation through Jesus Christ.

The problem comes when we never get around to talking about the hard part of the Good News. The problem can even be that we start forgetting it ourselves, and start believing that consolation is the main reason Jesus came. But what’s wrong with us required much more than a hug; it required the Cross. It doesn’t seem this way; we too, have been catechized by the world and reflexively think of ourselves as needy, wronged children. We’d rather feel as if we’re victims of a cruel world than admit we are contributors to the world’s cruelty, lost sinners who perversely love our lostness, clinging to our treasured sins like a drowning man to an anvil.

How bizarre such language seems today. We look around our neighborhood and our congregation and everyone seems so nice. We know what really wicked people are like—we see them in the papers every day—and we’re not like that. God must find us, in comparison, quite endearing. And of course he knows the hurts we bear deep inside, and anyone who’s been hurt can’t be bad (I call this the “victims are sinless” fallacy). With these and a thousand other sweet murmurs we shield ourselves from our real condition and remain Christian babies all our lives: pampered, ineffective, whiney, and numb.

Repentance Is Joy

Jesus didn’t come to save us just from the penalty for our sins; he came to save us from our sins—now, today, if we will only respond to the challenge and let him. A nation of grownup Christians, courageous, confident, humble, and holy, would be more compelling than any smiley-face ad campaign. The Lord does not love us for our good parts and pass over the rest. He died for the bad parts and will not rest until they are put right. We must stop thinking of God as infinitely indulgent. We must begin to grapple with the scary and exhilarating truth that he is infinitely holy, and that he wants the same for us.

I propose that we recover the ideas of sin and repentance, and reinstate them at the heart of all we do. Such words make us uncomfortable, and raise images that come more from old movies than Scripture. “Repent!” is what’s on the soundtrack when a sweating, shouting preacher in a string tie starts slamming his Bible around and making everybody cower. But the meaning of repentance in Scripture and the early church was very different. It was part of the good news, so any bad-news associations we find lying around are just plain wrong.

A good place to start is with the word repentance, or the Greek metanoia, meaning a change of mind. (The Hebrew word is shub, which means to change from the wrong to the right path.) Metanoia is a compound word; “meta” is a versatile preposition that here denotes transformation. Metamorphosis is a change of shape; metanoia is a change of the “nous,” or the innermost consciousness, a region that lies below both rational thought and emotion. “Be transformed by the renewal of your mind [nous],” Paul wrote, and the devotional classic “The Shepherd” (a.d. 140) says, “Repentance is great understanding.” Repentance is not blubbering and self-loathing. It is insight.

The insight is about our true condition. We begin to see our fallen inclinations the way God does, and realize how deep-rooted is the rottenness in our hearts. This awareness grows slowly, over many years, because he mercifully shows us only a little at a time. But he sees it all. His is like the eye of a surgeon, which sees through to the sickness deepest within. There is no other way for us to be healed. It’s when the surgeon says, “All we can do is keep him comfortable,” that you’re really in trouble.

Some will object, “But I don’t think I’m a fine person. I already hate myself, I feel ashamed and like a failure all the time.” That miserable feeling can be pride with a twist: we have an unreasonably inflated idea of how wonderful we can be, and find the inevitable failures crushing. God’s assessment of our abilities is more accurate to begin with, so he doesn’t share our surprised dismay. Repentance, “great understanding,” replaces our distorted self-image with God’s perspective.

Other times the wash of self-hatred is due to feelings of hopelessness. We all have committed a million wrongs, large and small. We can get stuck there, aware that God forgives us but unable to apply that fact, and aware that we’re bound to continue to fail. It seems like there’s no solution, so we sit in the garbage pile feeling miserable.

This is not repentance; this is despair. The early church differentiated between the two, perceiving that healthy repentance is vigorous and clear-minded, while despair is debilitating, and in fact sinful. Isaiah, a fifth-century Egyptian monk, warned against the kind of sadness that “sets off numerous diabolical mechanisms until your strength is sapped. The sadness according to God, on the other hand, is joy…It says to the soul, ‘Do not be afraid! Up! Return!’ God knows that man is weak, and strengthens him.”

“Sadness according to God,” repentance, is joy. Initially we fear looking squarely at our sins, lest we get overwhelmed. But the reverse turns out to be true. The more we see the depth of our sin, the more we realize the height of God’s love. The constant companion of repentance is gratitude. Like the woman who washed Jesus’ feet with her tears, we are forgiven much and discover endless love. Seeing our sin becomes, paradoxically, an opportunity for joy.

Then we are free indeed: free from any need to hide, to conceal or impress, to make excuses for ourselves, to demand our fair share. Free to love God with abandon, free to love others without bargaining and conditions. Free to love even those who hurt us because, ultimately, nothing can hurt us. Knowing our own sin, we pray for all other sinners, asking God to show them the mercy he has given so abundantly to us.

A gospel of comfort, on the other hand, is a gospel of minimal expectations. Christianity is one of the great world religions, and the greatest spiritual power in history. But we don’t act like it. We act like once people are in the door and make a statement of faith, the whole thing is over. Paul envisioned something more like a transformation, Christ living in us and we in him.

A story is told about a desert monk of the early church, Abba Joseph. A young monk came to him and said, “As far as I can I say my prayers, I fast a little, try to live in peace and keep my thoughts pure. What else can I do?”

Abba Joseph stood up and spread out his hands toward heaven, and each of his fingertips was lit with flame. He said to the young monk, “If you want to, you can be totally fire.” The challenge is ours as well: What, really, do we want?

—Frederica Mathewes-Green is author of The Illumined Heart (Paraclete).
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 3

Does Conversion Change Your Personality?

In the realm of mental balance and personal peace,
Sigmund Freud had nothing on C.S. Lewis.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	You wouldn’t think C.S. Lewis and Sigmund Freud had much in common, but they did. Yet, when one of them came to faith in Christ, that changed dramatically, reveals Christianity Today editor David Neff, who reviewed The Question of God and interviewed its author, Armand Nicholi, Jr.

In this study, we will consider the “before and after” aspects of conversion as we examine the lives of Lewis and Freud and the conversion of Paul.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #3

Scripture:
Acts 9:1-30; 2 Corinthians 5:16-21 
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“The Dour Analyst and the Joyous Christian,” Christianity Today, April 22, 2002, Vol. 46, No. 5, Page 62
“The Cultural Giants,” Christianity Today, April 22, 2002, Vol. 46, No. 5, Page 64
PART 1

Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article “The Dour Analyst and the Joyous Christian” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of the study.

Sigmund Freud and C.S. Lewis each made a mark on history—Freud in the area of human psychology and Lewis on Christianity. By comparing their life journeys, Harvard professor Armand Nicholi, Jr., has found that the men entered adulthood with similar worldviews and attitudes toward matters of faith, but ended their lives at opposite ends.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
From your reading of Neff’s articles and from your understanding of these scholars, what do you think Freud and Lewis had in common prior to Lewis’s conversion?

[Q]
Read aloud the paragraphs in David Neff’s review on the childhoods of both Lewis and Freud. How did each man respond to his childhood circumstances? How does Lewis’s conversion mark a change in his ability to form and nurture relationships?

[Q]
Lewis was described as sexually promiscuous in his early adulthood, celibate after his conversion, and then is reported to have enjoyed his sexual relationship with his wife, Joy Davidman, whom he married later in life. Freud, by contrast, was sexually restrained his whole life. Is either of these scenarios what you would have expected of these men? Why or why not?

[Q]
What might account for Lewis’s and Freud’s attitudes toward sexuality?

[Q]
Do you think Freud was happy? How about Lewis?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: True love comes solely from its only source, God.

Freud died in 1939 in exile, almost friendless and largely unmourned. By then, half his children had turned away from him, as had most of his teachers, colleagues, and disciples. Freud was known for repeatedly and bitterly breaking relationships.

Although Lewis’s death in 1963 was overshadowed by the assassination of President Kennedy one day earlier, Lewis was deeply mourned by his many admirers, especially in his native England. Now, almost 40 years later, Lewis’s popularity is still growing, his work is respected, and his character and faith journey are studied both academically and as a source of inspiration.

Each man wrestled with the issue of love. Consider these quotes from Nicholi’s book, The Question of God (Free Press, 2002):

Freud and Lewis both write about one aspect of love with considerable intensity. This form of human love, referred to in both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, involves a basic precept of the spiritual worldview that Freud attacks: “thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.”

Freud realized the existence of a form of human love that didn’t quite fit his classification. Some people committed their entire lives to serving others with no obvious selfish motivation…. Freud asserts that the difficulty with this kind of “universal love” is that “not all men are worthy of love.”

Indeed for Freud, the whole idea…is absurd…. He simply cannot understand it. He asks, “Why should we do it? What good will it do us? But, above all, how shall we achieve it?”

[Q]
How would you answer Freud’s questions?

Consider this quote from Nicholi on Lewis’s attitude toward people and love, before and after his conversion:

(Lewis’s) diary provides ample evidence that he was critical, proud, cynical, cruel, and arrogant…. He referred to a visitor as the “woman with the false eyebrows who tells lies”; to another as “overeducated, affected, vain, flippant, and insufferable.”…After a Catholic church service “we were royally bored and…the priest…was the nastiest little man I had ever seen.”…In short, before his conversion, Lewis preferred to be alone, embracing the arrogance and snobbery inculcated in him by the British boarding school system and possessing none of the kinds of love he would write about extensively and demonstrate in his relationships later.

After the [conversion], Lewis turned outward…. 

Newly convinced that “there are no ordinary people,” Lewis carried on regular correspondence with scores of people.

He said, when almost 60 years old, that all of his life he had been looking for friends who would not exploit or betray him. Before his conversion, Lewis shared this cautious, defensive approach to people. Afterward, Lewis thought that every human being deserved to be treated with love and respect…. Lewis’s concept of love clearly enriched his life…. It certainly made him a better person than he had been.

[Q]
How do you account for Lewis’s conversion, not only to faith in God, but also to loving people whom he had once deemed worthless and repugnant?

[Q]
Has your faith empowered you to love your neighbor as yourself?

Optional Activity

If time allows, ask group members to share some of their favorite readings from Lewis that give insight into how his faith changed him and his relationships.

Ask someone who watched the movie Shadowlands to describe the effect of romance on the elderly scholar.

Douglas Gresham, one of Joy Davidman’s sons, has written about having Lewis as a stepfather. Apparently, Lewis took quite an interest in Douglas, even after the boy’s mother died. Lewis, certainly a curmudgeon prior to conversion and, less so, before marriage, became a delightful soul. Even his wife’s death from cancer, which severely tested Lewis, could not crush his faith in Christ. (A reading from A Grief Observed would be appropriate here.)

Teaching point two: The Holy Spirit makes real change possible.

Scripture is replete with before-and-after stories. The presence of the living Christ changes people. Although the transformation may take a lifetime to complete, its effect can be seen throughout one’s life.

One of the greatest stories of transformation is that of Paul. Saul, the affluent, zealous enemy of Christians, became Paul the apostle after his encounter with Christ on the road to Damascus. He traded a soaring career track for a prison cell. And he did it willingly and joyously.

Read the account of Paul’s conversion as told by Luke, and then Paul’s perspective on what happened to him when he came to Christ (Acts 9:1–30 and 2 Corinthians 5:16–21).

[Q]
How did Saul change when he met Jesus?

[Q]
 Name other people from Scripture whose lives can be told in this before-and-after fashion.

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Discuss:

[Q]
How has your conversion changed you—your personality, your beliefs, your relationships?

[Q]
Do you have a before-and-after testimony to tell? Share it with us.

[Q]
In what area do you feel the greatest tension between a biblical worldview (as represented by Lewis) and a naturalist worldview (as represented by Freud)?

[Q]
How has your faith changed your thinking on the following subjects: love, relationships, sex, the value of other people, your personal sense of worth, moral absolutes, pain, death, life after death. (You may wish to ask each person in the group to choose one topic and to talk briefly about how faith continues to shape one of these aspects of his of her life.)

—Study prepared by Leadership journal managing editor Eric Reed.

Article 1

The Dour Analyst and the Joyous Christian 

In the realm of mental balance and personal peace,
Sigmund Freud had nothing on C.S. Lewis.

By David Neff, for the study, “Does Conversion Change Your Personality?”
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Sigmund Freud and C.S. Lewis probably never met—though there is evidence that an unnamed Oxford professor called on Freud during the 15 months he lived in England before his death in 1939. If that professor was Lewis, Freud would have been 82 or 83 and Lewis 40 or 41. Lewis would by then have been a Christian for about a decade. His most important apologetic works were still in the future, but he had already begun to express his faith in symbol and metaphor (The Pilgrim’s Regress and Out of the Silent Planet). Freud’s major works were all behind him and his cultural legacy was already created.

If these two intellectual giants had met, their contrasting views—of God, religion, morality, truth, love, sex, suffering, and death—would have been revealed in stark contrast to each other. Though it is doubtful such a conversation ever took place, we do now have a thoughtful book that places Lewis’s and Freud’s fundamental ideas next to each other: Armand Nicholi’s The Question of God. Nicholi has been teaching Harvard students (both undergraduates and medical students) about Freud’s thought for over 30 years. Students have given his course, “Sigmund Freud & C. S. Lewis: Two Contrasting World Views,” excellent ratings in a guide published by Harvard’s Committee on Undergraduate Education (CUE). To quote from the CUE Guide for 1993–94, “Calling the course one of the best at Harvard, and helpful in expanding one’s understanding of one’s self and one’s personal life, nearly all of those polled recommended [it] without hesitation.”

As one of the great explainers of the modern era, Freud was to human behavior what Marx was to economics and Darwin was to biology. You simply weren’t educated unless you knew the thought of these three architects of modernity. But Nicholi’s students found that reading Freud’s philosophical works meant enduring a sustained attack on a spiritual worldview. They asked for balance. Nicholi searched for some other thinker who had the intellectual credibility to stand up to Freud’s arguments. He discovered that C. S. Lewis was the perfect foil for Freud. “When Lewis was an atheist,” Nicholi told me in an interview, “he read Freud’s works…and used his philosophical works as a defense of his atheism. After Lewis’s conversion, many of the arguments that he answered were those very arguments raised by Freud and used by Lewis himself when he was an atheist.”

A book like this could be bloodless, abstract, and easily reduced to a series of PowerPoint slides: Freud’s arguments for regarding God as an illusion listed opposite Lewis’s argument for the reality of God; Freud’s reduction of all love to sex opposite Lewis’s elaboration of the richly interconnected varieties of love; and so forth.

But Nicholi joins the world of ideas to flesh-and-blood biography. As a psychiatrist, Nicholi is sensitive to the ways life experiences shape the ways we perceive the world—and great minds are no exception. Thus Nicholi begins with beginnings:

Sigismund Schlomo Freud was an Orthodox Jewish boy raised by a stern but loving Catholic nanny—until she was ripped from him at a tender age. At age 10 he learned about his father’s experience of anti-Semitism in a largely Catholic society. He began to think of his father as a coward. As an impressionable teenager, he read Ludwig Feuerbach’s argument that religion “is simply the projection of human need, a fulfillment of deep-seated wishes.” He spent the rest of his life working out his troubled relation with his father and the implications of Feuerbach’s views.

Childhood Trauma

Jacksie Lewis was an Irish boy, embarrassed by his grandfather’s highly emotional and frequently weepy sermons. When he was 9, his mother died, and shortly thereafter his unhappy father sent him and his brother to a boarding school run by a sadistic headmaster. When he was a young man, he saw the horrors of trench warfare and had his dearest friend ripped from him by World War I.

These early life experiences seem to explain why Lewis, like Freud, turned away from belief and toward aggressive atheism. Yet late in life, Lewis was content, fundamentally happy, and a believer. Lewis was offered an Order of the British Empire, one of Britain’s highest civilian honors, and (unlike his friend J.R.R. Tolkien) turned it down. This is the picture of self-confidence. Freud was bitter and had made enemies of his onetime disciples. And despite his enormous influence, he was angry that he hadn’t received greater recognition. He believed he was due a Nobel Prize. This is the picture of depression.

Nicholi’s book proceeds in an orderly fashion: from biographical introduction to topical comparisons of Freud and Lewis on a variety of issues of belief and behavior. Is there a Creator? Is there a universal moral law? What is the source of happiness? The meaning of love? Of sex? Of suffering? Of death?

Yet in these topical investigations, Nicholi never lets go of the biographical thread, but weaves it through every chapter. He is thoroughly conversant with his subjects’ personal papers and letters. From this familiarity emerges an intimate understanding of how belief and biography are entwined.

Freud, who fought religion as an illusion, emerges as a disappointed soul on a never-ending search for acceptance and meaning, but never quite seeing the full picture. Lewis, who wrote fantasy stories from childhood on, emerges as a realist, with tremendous insight into his own psyche. He wrote of a character in one of his adolescent tragedies: It was “a projection of myself; he voiced that sense of priggish superiority whereby I was, unfortunately, beginning to compensate myself for my unhappiness.”

Amazingly, Lewis got such insight into himself without the help of Freud.
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Article 2

Two Cultural Giants

Both Sigmund Freud and C. S. Lewis were emotionally wounded as boys and struggled with depression as men. But a worldview can make a tremendous difference.

An Interview with Dr. Armand Nicholi, Jr.

By David Neff
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Many schools of psychology have come and gone since Freud died. And yet he has a cultural legacy. What is that legacy?
Nicholi: The most important part of Freud’s legacy is his influence on our language. We use terms—ego, repression, projection, neurosis, sibling rivalry, and Freudian slip—without realizing their source. In addition, his theories influence how we interpret human behavior—in history, literary criticism, biography, sociology, medicine, education, and ethics. We now take for granted that early life experiences influence how we think and feel and behave as adults. For example, before Freud, we had little awareness of the traumatic effects of child sexual abuse. Now we read of such cases every day. His influence is so profound, historians refer to the 20th century as “the century of Freud.”

Would Lewis have agreed that childhood experiences influence us?

Yes. He was acutely aware of the influence of his early childhood, especially his mother’s death when he was 9 years old. Lewis never fully recovered. In his autobiography, he writes extensively about both the positive and negative early experiences that shaped his life.

You write that “the early life experiences show striking parallelism.” If those experiences of love and loss were so similar, why did these men turn out so different?

Until Lewis came to a personal faith, they were very much alike—gifted intellectually, introspective, highly critical and wary of others, clinically depressed, pessimistic, gloomy and hostile toward their fathers and toward all authority—especially to the notion of an Ultimate Authority, etc. Then, in his early 30s, Lewis had a conversion experience that transformed his life.

You’ve done empirical research on the religious conversions of university students. What did you learn from comparing the students’ conversions with Lewis’s?

Both Lewis and the students observed in believers some quality that was missing in their own lives. Lewis observed this in other Oxford faculty members and in the lives of some of the great writers he admired. The students observed this in some of their peers who possessed a strong faith. Both Lewis and the students made a conscious effort to open their minds and look at the evidence. Lewis began reading the New Testament in Greek and the students attended Bible study groups on campus. Both Lewis and the students came to faith in the context of a modern, liberal university where the climate tends to be hostile. The spiritual worldview is often thought to be only for the ignorant masses, a psychological crutch that never works. Some consider it, as did Freud, an expression of pathology.

But Lewis turned out to be better adjusted as a result.

Both Lewis and the students functioned more effectively after their conversion experience. The students who underwent what they called a “religious conversion” reported a radical change in lifestyle—an abrupt halt in the use of drugs, an enhanced self-image, a more forgiving spirit toward others and toward themselves, better control of impulses, an increased capacity for establishing “close, satisfying relationships,” a marked change in their mood or affect, and a lessening of what they referred to as “existential despair.”

Friends who knew Lewis before and after his conversion noted many of the same changes in him. The quality of his relationships changed. He became more outgoing. He said his conversion was the beginning of his turning outward. He had a new evaluation of people—he realized every human being would live forever, long after our institutions, governments, and nations are long gone—and therefore are of infinitely more value.

You devote a chapter to Freud and Lewis on sex. Who was better adjusted sexually?

Though we think of Freud as the father of the new sexuality, he lived a rather restricted sexual life. His letters and his biographers indicate he lived the traditional sexual code of sex within marriage with complete fidelity or abstinence. Because of his long medical training he could not afford to marry until about 30 years old. During a long, four-year engagement, most biographers agree, he did not have sexual relations with his fiancée. Freud’s official biographer noted that Freud remained faithful throughout his marriage. His sexual life during marriage appeared to be quite restricted—he wrote to a friend when 37 years old that “we are now living in abstinence.” Scholars give various reasons for this abstinence.

Lewis gives us few details of his sexual life before his conversion. When in the army, he avoided visiting prostitutes—perhaps out of fear of disease. He describes a robust sexual desire that he became aware of in his early teens. Before his conversion, he speaks of trying to live a moral life but finding that he continually failed in the areas of “lust and anger.” And when he began to look at his life seriously, he wrote that he was “appalled” by the “zoo of lusts” within him. When he finally married in his 50s, he had a very fulfilling sexual life. He wrote later that he and his wife “feasted on love; every mode of it….No cranny of heart or body remained unsatisfied.” His wife wrote: “You’d think we were a honeymoon couple in our early 20s.”

Freud famously asked, “What do women want?” Lewis, on the other hand, carried on a tremendous correspondence with women. Did either man ever come to understand the opposite sex?

Freud acknowledged that he had difficulty understanding women. He referred to the sexuality of women as a “Dark Continent.” Many of his theories have outraged feminists, and he is often accused of being prejudiced against women. Yet he had many women followers, and many of the first psychoanalysts were women with whom he had a good working relationship.

Lewis also had many women friends whom he admired and with whom he corresponded. He appeared to have an unusual understanding of women, perhaps not only from the great literature, but also from living with his surrogate mother, Mrs. Moore, and her daughter. His scholarly work The Allegory of Love focused on the love between a man and a woman, and his popular writings on modern marriage and the family contain a great deal of clinical insight and understanding.

Freud is known for saying that the well-adjusted adult needs the ability to love and to work. How would you compare Freud’s and Lewis’s understanding of work?

Both worked hard at their professions, both wrote prolifically. Freud and Lewis, before his conversion, were driven by a strong desire to be famous. When Freud was 17 years old he advised a friend to save his [Freud’s] letters because someday he would be famous. During his self-analysis, he related his desire to be famous to a story told him as a child that an old peasant woman prophesied that his mother had given birth to a great man. When in his 50s, he said that “in view of the inevitable ingratitude of humanity…I certainly do not work because of the expectation of any reward or fame.” Yet his diary and his letters indicate the desire remained.

Before his conversion, C. S. Lewis had “dreams of success and fame.” After his conversion, Lewis considered his desire to be famous as a writer to be a serious flaw. The desire to be better known than others fostered pride. When he concentrated on writing well and forgot about becoming famous, he both wrote well and became recognized for it—perhaps reinforcing his oft-repeated principle that when first things are put first, second things don’t decrease; they increase.

Could you compare Lewis and Freud on the subject of happiness?

Both men suffered from clinical depression. Lewis also showed signs of clinical depression before his conversion. In his diary and letters, he appears irritable, pessimistic, gloomy, and hopeless. He says his atheism was based on his “very pessimistic view of existence.” After his conversion, all of this changed. He said joy was “the central story of my life.” His friends then described him as cheerful and outgoing. Lewis found happiness in his newly established relationship with the Creator. Lewis said that God cannot give us “happiness apart from Himself, because it is not there, there is no such thing.” His new faith helped him overcome his depression. Recent medical research has shed considerable light on the positive effects of faith on treating depression.

Freud, on the other hand, used cocaine when in his 20s for a period of time to lift his depression. He equated happiness with pleasure, and in his mind the greatest source of pleasure is instinctual gratification, sexual pleasure. And because that occurs only periodically, he thinks that it’s not in the cards for human beings to be happy.

Lewis was certainly no foe of pleasure.

Lewis divides happiness into many categories, but he says they all come from the same source. He knew the pleasure of just watching a sunset or listening to great music or taking a hot bath. He seemed to have the capacity to enjoy the little pleasures in life. And he said that half of all happiness comes from friendships.

Freud, on the other hand, seemed to have a limited capacity to enjoy the ordinary pleasures. And he didn’t express much happiness in his letters. He obviously found happiness with his children and his family, but most of his writings indicate that life is not a particularly happy experience.
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 4

Why I Don’t Imitate Christ

The Christian life is not a game of Simon says.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Christianity Today managing editor Mark Galli makes a startling statement: Christians shouldn’t imitate Christ. In fact, “unseemly things happen when the culture gets a hankering to be like Jesus.” Jesus was the perfect man, and we could ask for no better example. Still, there’s a difference between following an example and foolishly attempting to copy the original.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #4

Scripture:
Luke 4:1-13, 5:29, 6:1-11, 20-26, 22:41-42; John 2:1-11; Matthew 6:16-18, 8:20, 14:23a, 19:12-15, 21 
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PART 1

Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article “Why I Don’t Imitate Christ” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of the study.

Professional actors make big money for imitating other people. Some actors become famous for certain impersonations. To prepare to imitate someone on screen, an actor might watch that person on videotape over and over, read his or her journal, or, if possible, talk to the person’s friends and relatives. For his role as Gandhi, Ben Kingsley lost a lot of weight and read 23 volumes of Gandhi’s work. To play Hitler in a miniseries, Anthony Hopkins watched film clips from the Berlin Olympics and pored over Mein Kampf.

Even the finest imitations, though, are caricatures—they emphasize a few of the subject’s features to establish a resemblance. Chevy Chase stumbled more often on Saturday Night Live than President Ford ever did in real life, but we all got the idea.

Also, while an actor may feel a certain connection to a person he or she has portrayed, that connection is usually superficial. Anthony Hopkins did not become like Hitler by portraying him on-screen. Imitation is not the same as personal transformation—even when someone imitates Christ himself.

Looking at the Bible and at history, we will attempt to discern the difference between imitating Christ in an unhealthy way—treating the Christian life like a game of Simon says—and following Christ in an edifying and obedient way.

[Q]
What would it be like if, a la Back to the Future, the actual first-century Jesus were transported to the present to do your job? 

Leader’s Note: Allow discussion of the serious side (“He would always know what to say to a hurting coworker”) and the not-so-serious side (“He would speak Aramaic, and no one would understand him”).

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Jesus is eternal, but he lived on earth in a specific time and place.

Though the WWJD movement started off with good intentions, many Christians think it went overboard. As a result books and articles asked the most detailed questions: What Would Jesus Eat?, What Would Jesus Do Today?, What Would Jesus Say About Your Church?, and What Would Jesus Do to Rise Above Stress?

The Bible gives little detail about Jesus’ diet, daily schedule, church-management strategy, or stress-fighting techniques. This is not, however, an oversight on the part of the Gospel writers. If the writers had told us Jesus’ tunic color and bedtime routine, some well meaning but misguided Christians might have decided that all Christians must copy them. Specifics related only to Jesus’ time and place would have distracted readers from Scripture’s true message. Read Luke 6:1–11 and 6:20–26.

[Q]
List Jesus’ actions in verses 1-11.

Leader’s Note: walked through grain fields, picked and ate grain, went to a synagogue, healed a shriveled hand, argued with Pharisees. 

[Q]
Have you ever done any of these things?

[Q]
Are any of these activities a necessary part of the Christian walk?

[Q]
Think of modern examples that prove the statements in verses 20–26 to be true, 2,000 years after Jesus said them. 

Leader’s Note: For instance, Christians around the world are still purified by persecution (verse 22), and we all eagerly await the rewards of heaven (verse 23).

The way Christian Scriptures distinguish between the mundane facts of Jesus’ situation and the eternal relevance of his teachings sets Christianity apart from many other world religions, particularly Islam. Islamic holy books—both the Qur’an and the Hadith, which contain traditions about Muhammad—offer extremely specific guidelines for law, government, and myriad daily practices. (Even dental hygiene—one tradition quotes Muhammad as saying, “If it did not place an excessive burden upon my community, I would command them to clean their teeth with miswak [a tooth stick] before each of the five daily prayers.”) As a result of this specificity, Islam can easily answer the question, “What would Muhammad do?” but it cannot easily adapt to new cultures or modern advances. Many scholars and internal critics believe that Islam is still largely stuck in the seventh century; practically no one accuses Christianity of being stuck in the first century.

Teaching point two: No flawed human can perfectly imitate the perfect Christ.

In “Why I Don’t Imitate Christ,” Galli offers two of the best-known examples from church history of men who sought to copy Jesus: Antony of Egypt (also known as Anthony of the Desert) and Francis of Assisi. Both men sought desperately to imitate Jesus, but in doing so overemphasized certain aspects of Jesus’ character, to the detriment of their followers. Their sincere attempts at imitation devolved into caricature.

Antony was well versed in all of Scripture, but he seems to have been particularly fond of the passage about Jesus’ temptation (Luke 4:1–13). From early adulthood to his death at age 105, Antony lived in the wilderness, advocated solitude, and instituted disciplines aimed at thwarting the devil and all his insidious pleasures. Antony’s exploits included:

· Sleeping on bare ground

· Shutting himself in a tomb

· Eating only a few times a week, and then only bread and occasionally vegetables

· Living in total solitude for nearly 20 years

One of the thousands whom Antony inspired was Simon Stylites; he is most famous for taking these practices to insane extremes. He spent the last decades of his life atop a pillar, which he built up from 9 feet tall to more than 50 feet tall. He had no protection from the elements and ate very little. To keep from falling off the pillar at night, he chained himself to it. The cuff that connected the chain to his leg created sores that became infested with maggots, but Simon refused to kill them, believing that all suffering brought him closer to Christ. For this lifestyle, Simon became a fifth-century superstar.

The Gospels do offer examples of Jesus fasting and seeking solitude, but he was more often surrounded by his disciples, crowds, or even a gaggle of children. Antony lacked this balance; many of his followers were dangerously imbalanced.

Francis highlighted Jesus’ poverty and roving ministry style. Francis renounced his own family’s wealth in dramatic fashion, leaving his clothes at the altar. Thereafter Francis begged for his food, often slept outdoors, and preached to anyone (actually, any living creature) that would listen. Eventually Francis attracted so many followers that he organized them as a monastic order, now known as the Franciscans, all members of which were required to vow absolute poverty and chastity.

The Gospels show Jesus modeling these qualities, too. Jesus has fewer comforts than wild animals (Matt. 8:20), he tells a rich man to give all his possessions to the poor (Matt. 19:21), and he acknowledges benefits of chastity (Matt. 19:12). Still, Jesus does not teach that holiness always requires these conditions. He says nothing negative about Mary and Martha’s comfortable home, for example, and he welcomes the children of obviously non-celibate parents. Again, Jesus strikes a balance that Francis and his followers found elusive.

[Q]
Name a godly person from the past that you admire. How was that person like Christ? How was that person unlike Christ? 

Leader’s Note: The list of dissimilarities shouldn’t be a laundry list of sins; it could include facts like the godly person’s marriage, his house, and his inability to miraculously heal people. 

[Q]
Is it okay for godly people to be unlike Christ in some ways? Why?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

It may be unhealthy for Christians to try to imitate Christ, but that doesn’t mean we can all just do our own thing. Galli writes that Jesus asks us “not to ape him, but to do what he calls us to do.” 

Action Point: Share something you feel Jesus has called you to do. How can you follow—not copy—Jesus’ example while doing it?

Prepared by Elesha Coffman, former managing editor of Christian History, Christianity Today’s sister publication.

Article

Why I Don’t Imitate Christ

The Christian life is not a game of Simon says.
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By Mark Galli, for the study, “Why I Don’t Imitate Christ.”

The publication of What Would Jesus Eat? The Ultimate Program for Eating Well, Feeling Great, and Living Longer (Nelson, 2002) signals, I hope, the end of our latest enchantment with imitating Christ. The recent fad began 13 years ago with Holland, Michigan, teenagers wearing WWJD (What Would Jesus Do) bracelets to remind themselves to seek Christ’s direction before every decision. All well and good up to a point, and with this book, that point has been exceeded.

Actually, author Don Colbert’s health advice is sound. He says we should eat whole grains, breads, and fresh foods low in fat and sodium. He also touts sensible exercise: “As an active walker, Jesus was certainly engaged in aerobic exercise.”

Admittedly, the biblical connections are thin, but I do not fault Dr. Colbert for trying to help us, in his words, to have “more energy, better health, and a greater sense of well-being.” But I do fault whoever came up with the misleading title, which suggests that if we imitate Christ in this way, we’ll start “feeling great and living longer.”

For better or worse, in the Beatitudes and a host of other passages, Jesus only guarantees that his disciples will feel lousy (“suffer”) and likely die young. But this uncomfortable biblical fact didn’t interrupt some creative titling/marketing meeting.

Then again, unseemly things happen when the culture gets a hankering to be like Jesus. An early episode was inspired by Antony of Egypt (251–356), who one day abandoned his family and wealth, and walked into the desert to battle the Tempter in the wilderness, as did his Lord. The idea caught on, and pretty soon the desert was littered with solitaries. The ensuing spiritual disciplines formed many of these into stellar disciples (Cassian, Basil, and Athanasius, to name three). But the same movement produced zanies like the Stylites, who thought holiness amounted to living atop pillars, and thousands of gaunt, weak, and weather-beaten hermits who thought a life of malnutrition was a fitting imitation of Jesus.

Francis of Assisi ignited the next wave of holiness and silliness. Like Antony, he was impressed with Christ’s poverty and self-denial and took dramatic steps to follow. He so yearned to imitate his Lord in every respect that he annually reenacted Jesus’ nativity. And just before he died, as a confirmation that his whole life had been lived in imitation of Christ, he is said to have miraculously received the stigmata, the bleeding wounds of Jesus, on his hands, feet, and sides.

This was an unfortunate example to the often-excitable medieval imagination. Within a hundred years, tens of thousands of flagellants were roaming Europe, whipping themselves bloody so they could (a) punish themselves for their sins and (b) suffer like Jesus.

Ironically, the timeless book that embodies this idea in its title, The Imitation of Christ, rarely invites the reader to live or be like Jesus. In the first place, much of Thomas à Kempis’s classic is a prayer to Jesus, and when it is not, it pronounces admonitions like these: “Set aside an opportune time for deep personal reflection and think often about God’s many benefits to you,” “Do not cling to ephemeral things,” and “Love Jesus and keep him as your friend.” In other words, it doesn’t tell readers how to mimic Christ but how God can form their character to become the people Christ wants them to be.

As such, it never entices people to wackiness and, instead, has been a steady source of inspiration for, among other luminaries, Sir Thomas More, Ignatius of Loyola, and John Wesley—who called it the best summary of the Christian life he ever read.

All this to say: Perhaps Jesus never intended his disciples to slavishly imitate him. Notice that he never uses the idea himself. All he says is “Follow me.” Paul often employs the idea of imitation (e.g., in 1 Cor. 4:16, 11:1; 1 Thess. 1:6) to call his readers to deeper discipleship. But the context is always about living by overarching Christian principles, not slavishly copying what Paul or Jesus did.

As he lay dying, Francis of Assisi said to his followers, “I have done what is mine; may Christ teach you what is yours.” That’s all Jesus asks of any of us—not to ape him, but to do what he calls us to do. That means some of us will be called to live in the desert, others in castles; some will fight just wars, others will wage peace; some will itinerate, others will settle down; some will marry, others will remain single. In short, disciples are not called to live Jesus’ life—only he was responsible for doing that. Instead, we are to do what the Spirit of Christ teaches us is ours to do.
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 5

Too Much Stuff

Give it away before it controls you.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	In a classic from Today’s Christian Woman, Mayo Mathers confesses that greed is her ongoing temptation, and that it takes on some unexpected forms. These personal and homey examples of greed might seem worlds away from the multi-billion dollar scandals that put Enron and WorldCom into the headlines, but the essential temptation is the same for all of us—including the Christian executives we learn about in Christianity Today’s online weblog.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #5

Scripture:
Proverbs 11:4, 28; Proverbs 23:4-5; Ephesians 5:5; Deuteronomy 15:7-15; 1 Timothy 6:17-19
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“Too Much Stuff.” Today’s Christian Woman. January/February 1999. Vol. 21, No. 1, Page 52 
“Are Christian Executives More Ethical?”, Christianity Today’s weblog Posted on August 13, 2002
 (www.ChristianityToday.com/ct/2002/131/22.0.html).
PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article “Too Much Stuff” from Today’s Christian Woman magazine, and from the article “Are Christian Executives More Ethical?,” included at the end of the study.

Discussion Starters

[Q]
Many of us wage an ongoing battle with clutter—the stuff that seems to stack up in our closets, on our desks, and in our lives. What kind of clutter tends to accumulate in your home?

Ask a volunteer to read the following excerpt from “Too Much Stuff”:

Several years ago while on vacation, our family ate at a restaurant that claimed to have the largest buffet in the United States. We swarmed the mind-boggling array of culinary delights as though we’d never seen food before. By the time we finished gorging ourselves, we could barely walk out of the restaurant. 

Unfortunately, our restaurant experience reflected my lifestyle at the time: excessive possessions … and desires. While our house had reasonable storage space, our belongings had expanded from the attic to the garage and beyond. My daily calendar was filled with back-to-back meetings…. My cluttered life left me no significant time to spend with God, and fractured my family time. But I had no clue how to begin creating more physical, emotional, and spiritual space in my life. 

Then one morning I read in my Bible, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:15). I’d never considered myself greedy, yet my home was filled with more clothes than I ever wore, more dishes, books, gadgets, and knickknacks than we ever used.

[Q]
Why do you think people live such “overstuffed” lives?

[Q]
Mathers identifies this over-accumulation of stuff as “greed.” Do you agree? Why or why not?

[Q]
How do you react to the fact that Christians were among Fortune magazine’s “America’s 25 Greediest Executives”?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Greed is a sin.

[Q]
What would you say is the essence of greed?

Leader’s Note: It’s a craving for material things. The concept is rendered well by Ecclesiastes 5:10: “Whoever loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income.”

[Q]
A greedy person is called a miser, which comes from the same root as “miserable.” What would you say is the connection between greed and misery?

Greed is a joy bandit. Greed can prevent us from enjoying what we do have. Writing in Leadership, Randy Rowland observes: “Greed can flourish in the presence, or the absence, of material wealth. I used to think time and again that I deserved better pay in my jobs. I would constantly chafe at the amount I was paid and assert I was worth more. The problem was, even when I did get raises, they didn’t come as gifts, or even as perks for working hard and accomplishing goals. Instead they came as morsels that I couldn’t enjoy because they represented less that I thought I was worth. Greed steals the enjoyment of what we have because we’'re fixated on ‘more.’” 

[Q]
What are the ways that people rationalize their greed?

Leader’s Note: Some might include “I deserve more,” “I need more,” “It’s my life and I can do what I want,” “There’s nothing wrong with being comfortable,” and “More possessions are a sign of God’s blessing.”

[Q]
Which of the Ten Commandments would place limits on greed and the way we accumulate personal wealth?

Teaching point two: Greed is dangerous.

[Q]
 What are some of the dangers of greed?

Leader’s Note: Not only can it hurt victims of other people’s greed (as Enron shareholders painfully discovered), those who are greedy can also be led into traps. A number of Ponzi Schemes have drawn in Christians and cost them thousands of dollars.

[Q]
What would lead otherwise sensible people to part with their savings? 

Greed makes people look for their security in the wrong things. German pastor and theologian Helmut Theilicke (1908-1986), provides a vivid illustration in his book How to Believe Again:

“I once heard of a child who was raising a frightful cry because he had shoved his hand into the opening of a very expensive Chinese vase and then couldn’t pull it out again. Parents and neighbors tugged with might and main on the child’s arm, with the poor creature howling out loud all the while. Finally there was nothing left to do but to break the beautiful, expensive vase. And then as the mournful heap of shards lay there, it became clear why the child had been so hopelessly stuck. His little fist grasped a paltry penny which he had spied in the bottom of the vase and which he, in his childish ignorance, would not let go.”

The Bible describes greed’s misplaced values as perilous. Read Proverbs 11:4, 28 and 23:4–5.

[Q]
What kinds of situations do these proverbs make you think of? 

[Q]
In some ways, greed is a symptom of a deeper condition. What would you identify as the underlying issue?

Ephesians 5:5 puts it this way: “For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.”

Greed simply reveals what we consider most important in our life, and what authority we acknowledge. Recently, in light of corporate corruption scandals, a study was done of college students and the ethics they were being taught. The poll, intended to analyze the ethical education that our colleges and universities are providing, was conducted for the National Association of Scholars by Zogby International in April 2002.

The results are dismaying. Although 97 percent of all seniors believe college has equipped them to perform ethically in their future professional lives, when asked which statement about ethics was most often transmitted by their professors, 73 percent selected the proposition “What is right and wrong depends on differences in individual values and cultural diversity,” as opposed to only 25 percent who picked “There are clear and uniform standards of right and wrong by which everyone should be judged.”

Priscilla Weese, writing in the Daily Herald on August 21, 2002, observed: “As we watch Enron, WorldCom, Tyco, Rite Aid, Global Crossing implode in scandal, we may be drawing the wrong lessons. Where did these CEOs learn their ethics? If individual values determine right and wrong, what if someone’s individual value is ‘personal enrichment’? Is it any wonder that such values lead to greed and on to such corporate scandals as we have witnessed?”

Teaching point three: There is an antidote to greed.

The Bible makes it clear that the cure for greed is generosity, giving away things you value. It prescribes such treatment as secret giving (Matt. 6:3) and giving cheerfully (2 Cor. 9:7). This spirit of generosity was part of the Old Testament law too. Read Deuteronomy 15:7–15.

[Q]
In this text, what are the reasons God gives for his people to be generous?

Read also 1 Tim. 6:17–19.

[Q]
 According to this passage, what are the benefits that come from conquering greed?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

[Q]
 How can you become more generous and less prone to greed?

As a group, identify some steps you can take. To spark your thinking, read these “Four Ways to Beat Greed” by Ed Young (adapted from Fatal Distractions, Nelson, 2000).

1. Learn the secret of admiring without desiring. If you can look at something and admire it without feeling you have to own it personally, you will save yourself thousands upon thousands of dollars. Develop the ability to look at something in a store window and say, “Wow, that’s really awesome,” but don’t say, “That’s really awesome, so I’ve got to own it.” Refuse to allow goods to become gods. 

2. Learn the secret of giving stuff away. About once every three months, I try to give away something that I truly value. No strings attached. It helps me to stay free of greed and to put things into perspective. We’re to love people and use things to show love to people. Greed sets in when we start to love things and use people to get things. 

3. Learn the secret of being generous toward God. When the former rip-off artist Zacchaeus told Jesus what he planned to do with his wealth, Jesus replied, “Today salvation has come to this house” (Luke 19:9). Jesus didn’t mean that Zacchaeus’s soul was saved because he gave away money. He meant that Zacchaeus was on the road to getting things right with other people and with God because he’d repented of his greed and was making a move toward generosity. When things lose their hold on us, we truly are free. 

4. Learn the reality of death in its relationship to things. Death marks the final failure of things. We might flash our cash on this earth, but we cannot take anything with us when we die. 

— Study prepared by Marshall Shelley, 
vice president of editorial, Christianity Today International.

Article

Too Much Stuff

If clutter's got you down, try these secrets to simplifying.
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By Mayo Mathers, for the study “Too Much Stuff.”

Several years ago while on vacation, our family ate at a restaurant that claimed to have the largest buffet in the United States. We swarmed the mind-boggling array of culinary delights as though we’d never seen food before. By the time we finished gorging ourselves, we could barely walk out of the restaurant. 

Unfortunately, our restaurant experience reflected my lifestyle at the time: excessive possessions, commitments, goals, and desires. While our house had reasonable storage space, our belongings had expanded from the attic to the garage and beyond. My daily calendar was filled with back-to-back meetings for church and other ministry functions and civic groups. And they all had to be woven around family and work! My cluttered life left me no significant time to spend with God, and fractured my family time. But I had no clue how to begin creating more physical, emotional, and spiritual space in my life. 

Then, one morning I read in my Bible, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:15). I’d never considered myself greedy, yet my home was filled with more clothes than I ever wore, more dishes, books, gadgets, and knickknacks than we ever used. Was God telling me to simplify my overcrowded existence? 

I thought of a church family who’d adopted a Romanian girl. She’d spent her first five years in an orphanage, and after living in America for a few months, her new father asked her how she liked it. 

“Oh, Daddy!” she said, laughing. “I love America. In Romania we had no stuff. But in America WE HAVE STUFF!”

Like the little girl, I liked my stuff, but if God saw my excess as greediness, it needed to be eliminated. 

I immediately set to work to declutter my house, only to find my stuff had a stronger hold on me than I’d realized. So I focused on the area of my greatest excess: my closet. I love shoes and owned more than 50 pairs. The thought of parting with any of them was painful. First, I boxed up all but one pair of each color and moved them to the garage. That way, if I went into shoe withdrawal, I knew where to get a quick fix. 

To my surprise, once the shoes were out of sight, I never thought of them again. So I did the same with my clothes and accessories. I boxed them up, moved them to the garage, then eventually passed them on to a secondhand store. 

The more spacious my closet became, the stronger my sense of freedom grew. Before, when my alarm clock went off in the morning, the first thing I faced was a jumbled closet. It made my day feel jumbled before it even started. 

After the successful closet campaign, I advanced the battle to the bathroom, cleaning out makeup drawers (why have six tubes of lipstick when I only wear one?), medicine cabinets, and cleaning supplies. I started severely limiting the array of choices in my home. 

I was shocked at how much time had been devoured by the upkeep of all these unnecessary possessions. My growing sense of freedom and time was exhilarating! 

My next step was to limit my shopping excursions. Most of my excess was the result of casual shopping. Going to the store for a jug of milk, I’d return home with a pair of sale earrings from the drugstore next door. Now I limit myself to shopping once a week for groceries, household supplies, clothes—everything. One shopping trip a week doesn’t leave much time for casual shopping. 

My success at decluttering made me take a hard look at the other areas in my life. My calendar was chronically overbooked with too many commitments. A critical, prayerful look at my commitments showed me ones that were unnecessary. I resigned my position in a local speaking organization and looked for other things to prune from my schedule, asking God to guard the time I freed up, filling it only as he directed. 

I also listed the things of greatest importance to me. To my surprise, my list was short; it consisted entirely of people, not goals or dreams or possessions: my husband, my sons, my family, and friends. I realized that no matter how fulfilling a career is, it’s temporary. But my relationships as a wife, mother, daughter, sister, and friend remain—and deserve more attention. I pray God will help me never to become more committed to temporary things than to the permanent relationships in my life. 

By creating material and physical space, I automatically created more emotional space, but I knew that to keep that space intact, I needed to take more deliberate steps. 

In his book Margin, Dr. Richard Swenson recommends planning pauses into each day. He suggests doing things that force you to slow down, such as choosing the longest line at the bank or grocery store instead of the shortest. This has been the hardest habit to develop! I seem driven to find the shortest line and feel stress building when another line moves faster than the one I’m in. Forcing myself to step into the longest line and relax still requires great effort—but I’m learning. 

Another way I’ve created emotional space is by taming the stress promoters in my day. Since we operate a business from our home and the telephone rings incessantly, my greatest source of stress was the telephone. My stomach always coiled in a knot from the constant interruption of this necessary evil. 

One day it occurred to me that I behaved as though I had to answer every call. So I started letting our answering machine take over when I didn’t want to be interrupted. At first, I felt guilty about ignoring calls, but it so completely diffused my stress that I soon forgot about my guilt. 

Along the way I've learned other ways to create emotional space: a brief walk or a few moments of solitude behind a closed door. Talk show host Oprah Winfrey encourages viewers to create emotional space by keeping a gratitude journal in which they list five things they’re thankful for every day. These simple actions promote a shift in attitude that keeps troubles in perspective so they don’t affect me negatively. 

Finally, I knew I needed to declutter my spiritual life. Much of my time is devoted to “spiritual things”; I speak to Christian groups, write for Christian publications, work in women’s ministry, and serve with an international missions organization. But as important as all this Christian stuff is, it becomes sin if it crowds my relationship with God. I must never allow anything to interfere with that. 

I can only maintain that all-important relationship by spending a significant amount of time alone with God each day. If I don’t build space into my days to allow my relationship with God to mature, I’ll never be able to maintain a healthy amount of physical and emotional space. 

It’s been two years since I first began decluttering my life. It hasn’t come easily; it cuts against the grain of my natural desires. When a store advertises a huge sale, I still find myself getting in my car—even though I don’t need anything. An invitation arrives in the mail that I long to accept—even though it will steal time from my family. My struggle to maintain physical, emotional, and spiritual space is ongoing, but the rewards of my perseverance are as enticing as that giant food buffet we encountered on vacation: a serenity, order, and satisfying sense of God’s approval. It’s impossible to accumulate too much of that kind of stuff. 

—Mayo Mathers is a TCW regular contributor who lives in Oregon

“Too Much Stuff.” today’s christian woman. January/February 1999. Vol. 21, No. 1, Page 52

Article

Are Christian Executives More Ethical?

Compiled by Ted Olsen, for the study, “Too Much Stuff.”

Religion in the post-Enron marketplace

"In the current climate of corporate scandal, many workers are questioning their employers' decisions, and some are beginning to use their spiritual beliefs as a compass to guide them at work," Cynthia Ingle reported on yesterday's edition of the Minnesota Public Radio program Marketplace (the segment starts 22 minutes and 24 seconds into the program).

Some companies with strong Christian values were especially lifted up as havens for those fed up with the Enrons and Qwests of the world. 

"When there's an ethical code, people know where I stand on issues as opposed to the greed mentality that's driving a lot of decisions in large companies throughout the country," said Keith Richardson, president and founder of Sierra Trading Post. His company headquarters has a prayer and meditation room and all employees are instructed about the Christian principles guiding the company.

Likewise, Chick-Fil-A founder Truett Cathy (who has a new book out) says his Christian values—closing on Sundays, following the Golden Rule, leading by serving, etc.—are the secret to his success. "I see no conflict between good business practice and solid biblical principles," he said. "You don't have to be crooked to be successful. You can make a business successful by being honest, truthful, and generous to your employees." 

But what Ingle doesn't report is that the Enrons and Qwests of the world were also run by some of the country's best-known Christian executives.

Check out, for example, Fortune magazine's new list of America's 25 Greediest Executives. At the top is Qwest's Philip Anschutz, who sold $1.57 billion worth of company stock in May 1999. Regular Weblog readers will remember Anschutz as the man financing the Narnia films who said he wanted to do "something significant in American Christianity." Weblog doesn't recognize a lot of the other executives as Christians, but they may be. There is, of course, AOL Time Warner's Steve Case (sold $475 million of stock), who was attacked by gay activists for donating $8.3 million to D. James Kennedy's Westminster Academy. Enron's Ken Lay doesn't make the list, but the difference between his actions and his Christian commitment has been much discussed over the last year.

By the way, the Marketplace segment immediately preceding "Faith on the Job" is on the Metropolitan Community Church, a mostly gay denomination that Marketplace reporter Jason DeRose says has been untouched by the clergy abuse scandal. Wait a second—what about this story? Well, at least the article concludes by pointing out another sinister threat menacing churches nationwide: 15-passenger vans.

“Are Christian Executives More Ethical?”, Christianity Today’s Weblog 
Posted on August 13, 2002 (www.ChristianityToday.com/ct/2002/131/22.0.html).e
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 6

Letting Go of Guilt

The early warning signs.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Some people struggle with guilt; others have simply learned to live with it. Philip Yancey says there’s a better way for believers to handle guilt. It can even work for us as we seek to grow in Christ’s likeness.

In this study we’ll ask, “If God forgets our sins, why can’t we? Or should we?”
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #6

Scripture:
Hebrews 10:1-3, 10, 14, 15-22; 1 Timothy 1:15-20; 1 John 1:6-9; Jeremiah 31:31-34; Psalm 51:10, 12, 16-17
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“Guilt Good and Bad.” Christianity Today. November 18, 2002. Vol. 46, No. 12, Page 112.
PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article, “Guilt Good and Bad” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of the study.

Philip Yancey understands guilt. From his strict, religious childhood he learned much about his sinfulness. Only after many years of reflection could he report that some of his childhood experiences were helpful. Yancey says some of his guilt has a purpose.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What are the sources of our guilt? Which are legitimate?

[Q]
How do parents use guilt? Do you see parallels between a human parent’s use of guilt and God’s use of guilt with us?

[Q]
Do you think Menken’s caricature of the Puritan survives in our coarse society? Do you know anyone like that?

[Q]
How does your background affect your present tendency to feel guilty?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Pastor, professor, and author Calvin Miller tells a story from his youth that wonderfully illustrates our need to feel forgiven:

Revival in my own life has been brought together by the connection of two events—first, by a character in the late 60's who stepped onto a Broadway stage and, dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt, cried, "I wanna get washed!" It was the beginning of Godspell, and it spoke to a double hunger. We all want to get washed, and we all want to be in the presence of God. According to the old cry, we want to "Get washed—the kingdom of God is at hand!" 

The second event came when I bucked hay bales in northern Oklahoma. By nightfall these little alfalfa "groaties" would be fused to my skin with sweat—those itching, ugly, hayfield microbes, gargantuan chiggers that gnawed at you like fanged fire ants, which bit through the dermis and stung like cornered scorpions. It was hard to lead us hayfield workers to Christ—we could hardly be threatened with hell. For we who suffered the hayfield groaties lost all fear of purgatory. In the fiery itch of our days, we scratched and dreamed of only one thing: the evening shower. 

We had rigged an old barrel under the windmill and set it high on a two-by-four framework. It stood up in the Oklahoma sun all day long, warming until it was ready for field hands to stand beneath its generous flow and be clean. Its walls were corrugated tin on three sides, but the fourth side was open wide to the setting sun. We stood in the water like Adam in Eden. We would face the west and rebuke the field demons, "In the name of Jesus Christ, get off of us, you dogs of hell!" Then we'd turn the tap and sing, "Just as I Am" as the water flowed, and we were born again! And if anyone of you asked me on any late June day what I most wanted in life, I would have said, "O God, I wanna get washed!" 

(From a sermon, “I Wanna Get Washed,” Preaching Today tape 118.)

Many Christians can identify with this feeling of wanting to be washed. People who have a dramatic conversion experience can well relate to the before and after feelings of dirty and clean. But many Christians suffer from the nagging feeling that we’re still dirty or that we’ve gotten dirty again. That nagging feeling is called guilt.  

Teaching point one: Why do we feel guilty?
We can answer this question from two perspectives: historic and personal. Read Hebrews 10:1–14.

The writer of Hebrews raises the issue of a clean conscience when he describes the need for the sacrificial system. God gave instructions to the Hebrews for their sacrifices, only to say that the sacrifices were unnecessary after Jesus’ death. So why then did he institute sacrifices in the first place? 

The sacrifice of unblemished, firstborn animals and of the best crops provided a means for restoring the broken relationship between humans and God. The restoration was temporary, however, because humans would sin again. Feelings of guilt would often signal that broken relationship. These feelings served as a warning that sin had again become a barrier in the person’s relationship with God. If heeded, these feelings would spur the repentant person to sacrifice so that the relationship with God would be restored again.

The writer of Hebrews speaks particularly to the cyclical nature of sacrifice: sin, guilt, sacrifice, restoration, sin again. The worshipers’ guilty feelings in verse 2 are often the goad in this cycle. But whether people felt guilty or not, they knew they were objectively guilty because of the law. But systematic sacrifices that lasted for 1,500 years served to show over time the futility of the system. A final sacrifice was needed, a perfect sacrifice that would put the penitent person in right relationship with God for all time.

That sacrifice was Jesus (v. 10).

Through Jesus, we have been made holy once for all.

[Q]
If that is the case, why do we still feel guilty? 

Leader’s Note: Some would suggest it’s psychological; we were taught to feel guilty. Or it may be that guilt is part of our fallen nature. After all, we are guilty of sin on a daily basis. Yancey says guilt is symptomatic.

 [Q]
In your experience, of what is guilt symptomatic?

Hebrews 10 offers some insight into the tension between being forgiven and feeling guilty. In verse 14, the author says, “because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.” Consider the distinction between “has made perfect forever” and “being made holy.” We have had our relationship with God restored through faith in Jesus Christ, our once-for-all-time sacrifice, at the time of our salvation. That is a completed action, whereas being remade in his image is ongoing. It will continue for the remainder of our earthly lives. Justification is complete; sanctification is ongoing.

Therefore, guilt feelings serve a different purpose for believers. They are not meant to spur us to salvation but to encourage our sanctification. Guilt can cause us to grow. The issue for us becomes one of balance. 

[Q]
Yancey describes guilt’s extremes: unbearable uncertainty whether one’s sins are forgiven, and forgetting one ever sinned in the first place. Do you tend toward one of these extremes? 

[Q]
Respond to this statement by one of Martin Luther’s confessors: “My son, God is not angry with you: it is you who are angry with God.” Why would Luther have been angry with God? How did extreme guilt indicate this anger?

[Q]
Yancey says Luther eventually agreed that his fear of sinning showed a lack of faith. But isn’t cautious concern about sin a good moral defense? 

Teaching point two: Does God really forget our sins?

Read Hebrews 10:15–22.

God told Israel through the prophet Jeremiah how its relationship with him would be changed once Jesus was sacrificed. These verses from Jeremiah 31 were quoted by the writer of Hebrews (10:15-18) to explain that it was the sacrifice of Jesus that facilitated the new covenant, one in which God made a tremendous promise: he would remember his people’s sins and lawless acts no more. 

God’s intentional forgetfulness, whereby he no longer holds our sins against us, is a feature of the new covenant. Rather than an agreement written on stone tablets, this is a covenant that changes minds and hearts. God writes his law on the minds and hearts of his people, meaning that our relationship with God is both binding and life-changing. By writing his own character on our hearts and minds, God is rewriting our character. He is recreating us in his image.

This act has its effect on God, too. God does not want his people’s past record to affect his relationship with them, so it is expunged. Like a juvenile whose court record is sometimes purged after the sentence is completed, a believer’s sentence is declared finished as God wipes out the record. He will not hold it against us. In this sense, our sins and lawless acts are forgotten. 

David used poetic language to describe God’s act of separating us from our sins: “As far as the east is from the west” (Ps. 103:12). It is God’s desire to forgive us in this way: “As a father has compassion on his children” (Ps. 103:13). “Let the wicked forsake his way…Let him turn to the Lord…for he will freely pardon” (Isa. 55:7).

Behind David’s plea for forgiveness after his adultery with Bathsheba is the certainty that God will forgive: “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me” (Ps. 51:10). And David attests one outcome of a renewed spirit: “Restore to me the joy of your salvation” (Ps. 51:12).

Even David, 1,000 years before the crucifixion of Jesus, pointed out the futility of repeated sacrifices. David knew God wanted more than animals laid on the pyre: “You do not delight in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken spirit and a contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” (Ps. 51:16–17). 

[Q]
From David’s example, what is the difference between guilt and sorrow? Between guilt and contrition? 

[Q]
How did guilt work to David’s good?

We Protestants (generally) do not have the confessional booth as part of our religious practice. Some people say it is easier to confess to another human being than to the invisible but all-knowing God. The person confessing can still hide things from another person, but God knows all. That is a scary thought for sin-shamed humans. But we should be encouraged that God’s omniscience also means he knows the extent of our forgiveness and the price he paid to draw us unto himself. One thing greater than our sin is his forgiveness, and the love that drives it.

A pastor once described the silence between the corporate prayer of confession and the declaration “In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven” as almost unbearable. That silence, while waiting for assurance of forgiveness, describes the life of the perpetually guilty. How can Protestants obtain absolution in a way that makes us more sure of the forgiveness of God?

Read 1 John 1:6–9. 

The invitation to confession is always open. God is waiting to forgive those who confess their sins, and he promises he will forgive. It’s his nature. 

[Q]
What purpose does confession serve for the believer?

Leader’s Note: It frees us from the delusion that we are sinless. It draws us closer to God and to fellow believers. And it sets “our hearts at rest in his presence” (1 John 3:19). In other words, we are freed from guilt; our consciences are cleansed. Even when our hearts condemn us, God knows the greater truth about us: we are forgiven, cleansed, and welcome in his presence (see Heb. 10:19–22). 

Teaching point three: If God forgets our sins, why should we remember them? 

Read 1 Timothy 1:15–20.

The letter to the Hebrews tells us the value of a clean conscience. Paul emphasized that in his first letter to Timothy, too, but he added that we shouldn’t forget the reason we needed cleansing.

Paul is not proud of his sinful past nor does he sound guilt-ridden, but he remembers his own sinfulness, calling himself “chief” among sinners. It proves God’s mercy, he says. Paul’s admonition to Timothy in verse 19 to hold to a good conscience is dependent on that point. 

Many believers are weighed down by guilt, and it renders them useless in the battle against evil. Our qualification to “fight the good fight” is not our goodness, but God’s. Likewise, our good conscience is not simply because we have confessed but because God has forgiven. 

God had a kingdom purpose for Timothy (note “prophecies” in verse 18), but the young minister’s purpose could only be fulfilled if he held fast to the faith and to his good conscience. The same is true for us. Our remembrance of our sins is only for our testimony. The over-guilty are rendered powerless by their failings. The appropriately guilty are empowered by God’s forgiveness.

[Q]
The saints, Yancey says, have a “finely calibrated sense of sin…they live in full awareness of falling short” but “true saints do not get discouraged over their faults.” How is that possible? 

[Q]
What do you think of Yancey’s statement: “What is forgotten can never be healed”? If God forgets our sins, why shouldn’t we?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

[Q]
Do you know someone who seems burdened by guilt? How does this attitude seem to affect them? 

[Q]
Based on your findings in this study, what would you say to the person who confesses nagging guilt?

[Q]
Can you recall a time when guilt hindered you from “fighting the good fight?” What will you do about it next time? 

—Study prepared by Eric Reed, Leadership journal’s managing editor.

Article

Guilt Good and Bad

The early warning signs.
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By Philip Yancey, for the study, “Letting Go of Guilt.”

Love means never having to say you’re sorry,” proclaimed a sappy romance novel from the 1970s. I have come to believe the opposite, that love means precisely having to say you’re sorry. A sense of guilt, vastly underappreciated, deserves our gratitude, for only such a powerful force can nudge us toward repentance and reconciliation with those we have harmed.

Yet guilt represents danger as well. In his novel The First Circle, Alexander Solzhenitsyn described a prisoner who obsessively marked a pink sheet of paper for every bad thought or “defect.” I have known Christians who go through life with hyperattention to defects. Some raised in oppressive environments go through life afraid, heads down, fleeing anything that might be perceived as pleasure, and terrified that they are somehow offending one of God’s laws.

Martin Luther, in his early days as a monk, would daily wear out his confessors with as many as six straight hours of introspection about minuscule sins and unhealthy thoughts. “My son, God is not angry with you: it is you who are angry with God,” said one of his exasperated advisers. Luther eventually came to agree that his fear of sinning actually showed a lack of faith, both in his ability to live purely in an impure world, and in Christ’s provision for his sin. “To diagnose smallpox you do not have to probe each pustule, nor do you heal each separately,” he concluded.

H. L. Mencken’s caricature of a Puritan—“a person with a haunting fear that someone, somewhere is happy”—hints at how far the church or society can stray from God’s standards of right and wrong. Jesus himself was criticized by the “Puritans” of his day. A mature Christian learns to discriminate between false guilt inherited from parents, church, or society, and true guilt as a response to breaking God’s laws clearly revealed in the Bible.

A second danger flows directly from the first. Guilt, like physical pain, is directional. Just as the body speaks to us in the language of pain so that we will attend to the injury site, the spirit speaks to us in the language of guilt so that we will take the steps necessary for healing. The goal in both is to restore health.

In his book Legends of our Time, Elie Wiesel tells of a visit to his hometown of Sighet, which was then part of Hungary. Twenty years before his visit, Wiesel and all other Jews in that town had been rounded up and deported to concentration camps. To his dismay, he found that the current residents of the town had simply erased the memory of those Jews. It struck Wiesel that forgetting one’s sins may be as great an evil as committing them in the first place, for what is forgotten can never be healed.

Guilt is not a state to cultivate, like a mood you slip into for a few days. It should have directional movement, first pointing backward to the sin and then pointing forward to repentance.

In my reading of spiritual masters, I have noticed that persons we now view as saintly have a finely calibrated sense of sin. Aware of God’s ideal, aspiring to holiness, free of the vanity and defensiveness that blind most people, they live in full awareness of falling short. Thomas Merton makes this point in an odd comparison between Adolf Hitler and Theresa of Avila:

Saint Theresa thinks everybody is the same as she is because we are all sinners. Hitler thinks everybody is different from him, because they are, some of them less pure, some of them less noble, some of them less intelligent, some of them less beautiful, all of them less godlike, all of them less perfect. It is the Hitlers who think they are perfect—because nobody else thinks so. It is the saints who know they are not perfect, although sometimes other people say of them that they are saints: the saints themselves know themselves only as sinners, liable to lose their love and the sight of Christ through a movement of impatience or selfishness or pride.

True saints do not get discouraged over their faults, for they recognize that a person who feels no guilt can never find healing. Paradoxically, neither can a person who wallows in guilt. The sense of guilt only serves its designed purpose if it presses us toward the God who promises forgiveness and restoration.

I once thought Christians went through life burdened by guilt, in contrast to carefree unbelievers. I now realize that Christians are the only persons who do not have to go through life feeling guilty. Guilt is only a symptom; we listen to it because it drives us toward the cure.

“Guilt Good and Bad.” Christianity Today. November 18, 2002. Vol. 46, No. 12, Page 112.
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 7

What’s Fueling Your Anger?

Help for the anger you feel.  
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Let’s do something uncomfortable: examine our hearts. Let’s search them for anger and its sources. Based upon the article by author Garret Keizer and many biblical passages, this study will help us do this—if we let it.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	




Lesson #7

Scripture:
Joel 2:12-14; Nahum 1:2-3a; Matthew 5:21-24; James 1:19-20; Mark 11:15-16
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“The Enigma of Anger.” Books and Culture. September/October 2002. Vol. 8, No. 5, Page 8.
PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article, “The Enigma of Anger” from Books and Culture magazine, included at the end of this study.

Many have heard about Madelyne Gorman Toogood. She was the mother caught on videotape beating her four-year-old daughter in an Indiana department store parking lot. Her daughter was placed in foster care, and she faced charges of battery.

The media had a field day with this case. And columnists and media pundits have castigated the poor woman for what she’s done. But why this woman, since this sort of thing happens everyday throughout the country? Was it because she was caught on video?

Many marriage counselors repeat the comment of one old saintly woman, who had a long and loving relationship with her husband. When she was once asked: “Did you ever at any point in your marriage think about divorce?” she responded: “Divorce, no. Murder, yes.”

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Have you ever been angry enough to hit another person? Have you ever fantasized about killing another person?

[Q]
Garret Keizer relates an incident about his trees being trimmed by the highway department without his permission. Was his response proportionate to the incident? Do you think he had a right to be angry? Supposing that the storm hadn’t caused a change of heart on his part, how should he have handled the situation? 

[Q]
How do you think you would have responded? Think of a particular situation in which you have or might have responded as angrily as he did. Why would you respond in such anger? 

[Q]
Review the three specific reasons Keizer gives for writing about anger. To what degree can you agree with his reasons? Are your angry responses disproportionate to the situations? Do your responses distress others, including those you love? Do your angry feelings and responses actually detract from remedying the situations?

[Q]
What is your assessment of the three additional points Keizer makes about anger in relation to our culture (the reductionism of the self-help movement, the acquiescence to social and economic injustice, and the notion that anger has no place in the life of any human being)? Why do you agree or disagree with Keizer on these points?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

The Bible does not shrink from dealing with the realities of anger. In addition to narrating examples of anger (Cain killing Abel out of jealousy, for example), the Bible has much to teach us about how to handle our anger and what might be appropriate or inappropriate forms of anger.

Teaching point one: God is slow to anger. 

A study of anger in the Bible shouldn’t begin with human emotions and actions, but rather with God and his character. A repeated refrain throughout the Old Testament is that God is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. If God does get angry, his anger lasts only for a moment (Ps. 30:5).

Have different people look up and read the following texts: Exodus 34:6–7; Numbers 14:18; Nehemiah 9:16–17; Psalms 86:15; 103:8–9; 145:8–9; Joel 2:12–14; Jonah 4:1–4; Nahum 1:2–3a. 

[Q]
What do these texts have in common? How do they differ? 

Leader’s Note: Notice how some of these references emphasize that even though God is merciful and slow to anger, the guilty are still not going to get off the hook. Compare especially Joel 2:12–14 and Nahum 1:2–3a, examining how the image of God differs in each. 

[Q]
What human responsibility is suggested in Joel? 

[Q]
Why does God tell Jonah he has no right to be angry? 

[Q]
Cumulatively, what do these texts tell us about God and anger? 

[Q]
How do you balance the wrath of God with the refrain that God is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love?

Teaching point two: Not just murder, but the anger that leads to such must be rooted out of the life of the Christian.

Read Matthew 5:21–24. 

This is a text meant to shock—anger treated as tantamount to murder. “Murder you know is wrong,” Jesus said. “But I say to you that if you are angry with your brother or sister you stand in judgment already.” Now common sense would say to us that being angry with someone doesn’t necessarily have the same consequences as murder, and there are forms or occasions of anger that usually don’t lead to murder. But Jesus wants us to look at the root of sin: the human heart. 

As Eduard Schweizer put it, Jesus is eliminating “a sharp line between willing and acting. Wishing to kill is as bad as killing; what is needed is a new heart, created by God” (The Good News according to Matthew). This is to say, then, that anger isn’t necessarily evil, but anger that wills to eliminate or attack or put down another person is. What stands in judgment isn’t just the outward response but also the inner disposition of malice toward others.

[Q]
How do you act out your anger? Does it get you into trouble? 

[Q]
If you have violated another person as part of your angry response, have you made things right with him or her (see Matt. 5:23f.)?

Teaching point three: Acting out our anger can lead to destructive activity rather than God’s righteousness. 

As part of their credentialing, doctors are mandated to take the Hippocratic oath, which begins with the advice: “Do no harm.” James has something like this in mind. Read James 1:19–20.
Here is very practical, threefold advice on human relationships: first, be ready (“quick”) to listen to others; second, be slow to speak; and third, be slow to anger. Anger can have devastating consequences. James spells out some of them in 4:1–5:6, saying anger sometimes is an expression of our desire for possessions, power, and prestige; if others stand in our way of these things, then we want to be rid of them. That can lead to murder and to oppression of the poor.

How often do we wish we could take back some harsh words we spewed on impulse? As is sometimes said, we were given two ears and one mouth for a purpose; we should listen at least double the amount of time that we speak. But the real clincher is to be slow to anger.

[Q]
If we were to apply this formula in all our relationships, how much less pain would we cause others and ourselves? 

[Q]
How often does the flash point of our anger lead to destructive behaviors that we wish we could undo? 

That acting out our anger doesn’t lead to the righteousness of God must be seen in light of knowing that all good gifts come from God (James 1:17). These good gifts from God include kindness and generosity and mercy. Too often when we act out our anger, we are not producing these “fruits” but just their opposite.

Teaching point four: There is a legitimate place for righteous indignation, but it needs to be expressed with wise, spiritual discernment.

Read Mark 11:15–16. 

Sometimes this incident in the life of Jesus is used to sanction violence. But this is a distortion of what really took place. No one was hurt or killed by Jesus’ actions in casting out the moneychangers, nor did he take control of the temple, politically or religiously. Jesus’ action was something like street theater, a symbolic demonstration to make a point that God’s house was intended as a place of prayer for all nations. It was a reference to Isaiah’s vision of a peaceful world at prayer, not a world at war (Isa. 56:7; cf. 65:25). But, Jesus said, the people had made the temple a den of robbers, a reference to Jeremiah’s call to repentance for stealing, murder, adultery, false testimony, and idolatry (Jer. 7:1–15). Thus, Jesus was calling the people to restore the temple to its rightful place—not a center of commerce but a place where people of all nations could come to pray peacefully. 

Jesus’ action hardly had a violent intent, much less violent tactics. Still, Jesus was expressing what is sometimes referred to as righteous indignation, outrage at some injustice or unrighteousness that others are doing. There is a place for such righteous anger in the life of Christians, but it can also take us down a slippery slope. Hence, Spirit-filled discernment is needed within the community of faith, lest our righteous indignation lead to sin. We aren’t divine like Jesus; our motives may be tainted. We may think we are speaking up for justice and righteousness, when we are really being proud, self-righteous, and judgmental. When we act out righteous indignation, we may simply be committing the “original sin” of pride. So, whereas God created us in his image, our “original sin” is trying to recreate the world in our own image.

[Q]
What situations in the church or world do you think call for expressions of righteous indignation? What forms should this take? 

[Q]
What process of spiritual discernment do you think would be necessary to assure that it is an expression of righteousness? (Hint: Look for the presence of the fruits of the Spirit.)

Part 3 

Apply Your Findings

The concluding exercise involves a personal inventory on anger. You may have the group members do it during your time together or during their prayer time at home.

Remember a situation in your life when you were really angry, perhaps even out of control. Then ask yourself the following questions about that incident. 

Recall the circumstances: What provoked you? On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the most angry, rate your anger during that occasion. How long did your anger last? How did you handle it? How did your anger influence others? Did you have to make amends? Are there ongoing consequences of your anger? Now ask yourself whether there is something from your past that may have triggered this angry experience. If so, how do you think you can be healed? Ask God for healing in your prayer time this week.

Now ask yourself: How often do you typically get angry (daily, weekly, monthly, etc.)? In what circumstances are you most susceptible to angry feelings and actions? What people are most likely to make you angry? In other words, is there a pattern to your anger? If so, what does it say about you, your life, or the people who tend to anger you? Are you ever guilty of scapegoating others or projecting your own feelings of inadequacy onto others? If so, what does this say about you?

Some psychologists argue that anger is a secondary emotion. Whenever we become angry, we need to look within ourselves for the primary source of our emotional response, whether it be fear, hate, insecurity, jealousy, or grief. Only in this way can we constructively get at the root of our anger. Think about the incident you focused on above: Were there other, primary emotions at work? How can you address those in a healing manner?

If this is a group exercise, take time as a group to share insights that individuals have gained from this exercise. Sharing should be elective, however. 

Conclude with prayer for forgiveness and healing.

Follow-up suggestions for individuals: If anger is a persistent problem for you, keeping an “anger journal” can be useful. Record incidents when you are angry, then ask yourself the questions raised in the exercise above. Second, make your anger a special prayer concern. Better still, pair up with a Christian brother or sister with whom you can share your anger journey, someone who will also pray with and for you. Three, examine yourself to see whether you need to set things right with anyone with whom you’ve been angry in the past. Make this a prayer concern and perhaps a matter for discernment with your friend, spiritual director, or a prayer partner.

— Study prepared by Richard A. Kauffman, former associate editor of Christianity Today and author of numerous studies in this series.

Article

The Enigma of Anger

Reflections on a sometimes deadly sin.
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By Garret Keizer, for the study, “What’s Fueling Your Anger?”

“Be not too hasty,” said Imlac, “to trust, or to admire,
the teachers of morality: they discourse like angels,
but they live like men.”
—Samuel Johnson, Rasselas
Only three limbs of a sugar maple tree, none thicker than my arm but each broad enough to shade a horse, lay in a sprinkling of sawdust by the side of the road. On the trunk above them, three pathetic stumps oozed sap. This was my tree, one of the beautiful ancient maples that line our rural Vermont property where it meets the road. Those trees had caught our eye even before my wife and I had seen the “For Sale” sign on what is now our home. I love to walk past those maples on afternoons when I finish work, and evenings before turning again to more work; I had especially longed to do so on that cloudy June day before unbuckling a briefcase full of final exams that would keep me up much of the night. Mine was a smug little joy, I realized even then, as much the pride of ownership as the appreciation of nature, but I didn’t care. We want our joys to be harmless; we don’t need them to be noble. But now even that small joy was cut short by the sight of those sawn-off limbs, enigmatic and almost insulting at my feet.

The town road crew had cut them off the tree; I was sure of that. The men had been grading that section of road in the afternoon just before I came home. I was less sure as to why they had cut them. The limbs had not hung out over the road. They had not been near any telephone or power lines. They had not been rotten or in danger of falling off. The only plausible reason I could imagine was that the road crew had cut off the limbs to make it easier to turn the grader, though there was an access to a hay field where they might have done the same thing less than a hundred feet away. Could they really have been so lazy?

But then, there didn’t have to be a plausible reason, did there? Maybe one of the men had just felt like sawing off a few limbs—no different, really, from a kid in my classroom feeling in the mood to toss a rumpled wad of paper over my shoulder and into the trash can or to stick out his foot when another student walked by—except that no kid in my classroom would dare do such a thing. Well, some of the men around here (I muttered to myself) believe that nothing grows out of the earth or slips through a birth canal for any purpose better than to be cut down or shot. Today the limbs, tomorrow the whole damn tree, what the heck. If there’s dynamite available, so much the better. And I did not think it irrational to suppose that there was a message intended by the gratuitous sawing off of those limbs, something like the message I’d found soaped on my car windows on the first Halloween after we’d moved in: “F— you” plus “Ain’t Vermont great?”—a message to the flatlanders lest they get too cozy in their precious little farmhouse and forget who was really in charge around here. We had scarcely lived in town long enough to strike up a conversation, let alone to make an enemy.

That was going to change. Tomorrow morning at 7, or whenever the town garage opened, I was going to deliver a little message of my own, which is that if you want to touch something that belongs to me, you’d better talk to me first or be prepared to talk to me afterward; and talking to me afterward, as I was fully prepared to demonstrate, is never a good way to start your day. And nobody had better give me any regulatory drivel about “right of way” either; you want to pull out your little rule books, I might show you a few rules you never heard of. Three healthy limbs sawn off a tree—for absolutely no reason. And I knew how this stuff worked—you don’t teach school without learning how these things work: It’s a matter of incremental aggression, beginning with something so deliberately small that you’ll look like a fool if you complain and ending with something so outrageously nasty that you’ll feel like a fool that you didn’t. So much for that bit about choosing your battles. The battle I choose is every single battle that chooses me, and I fight to win every last one. Go on, tell me it’s only three limbs off a tree. I want somebody to tell me it’s only three limbs off a tree. How about if I break only three limbs on an idiot? God, was I mad!

God…was I mad?

I am a descendant of angry men. My father had a temper. I used to help him work on his cars, and it was rare that we could finish a job without at least one minor flare-up. It was just as rare that we closed the hood with hard feelings. My father once confided to my mother, who wisely shared his confidence with me: “Gary could tell me to go screw myself, but I would still know he loved me.” It was the truth. It had been the truth for men in our family before either of us was born.

My great-grandfather, a Dutch Reformed minister, is said to have cursed his Heavenly Father following the deaths of his wife and two young daughters from tuberculosis. He is also said to have refused to sign a doctrinal confession affirming the damnation of all heathen souls. Though after long wanderings he returned to the pulpit (first crossing the Atlantic to the United States) and though it’s doubtful he ever lost his faith (one doesn’t curse what one doesn’t believe to exist), the image of his clenched fist shaken in the face of heaven, and perhaps in the faces of his seminary too, has long been with me.

So have the stories of his son, my grandfather and namesake, another angry ancestor I never knew. One day he came home from work to discover that a neighbor had conveniently emptied the contents of his cesspool next to the sand pile where his son and daughter played across the street. My grandfather threatened to hoist the neighbor up by his ankles if every trace of filth was not removed within 24 hours. “And when you’re finished, you cheap Holland bastard,” roared the minister’s son, “you get on your knees and pray.”

The phrase “Dutch temper” and the phrase “cheap Holland bastard”—uttered by a Hollander no less—are two signifiers of my heritage, a patrimony passed with fiery love from father to son. They are not the only signifiers, however. Life would be too easy if they were. My first reading of the Gospels was from a New Testament presented by my great-grandfather to my father when my parents were first married. That too was part of the same heritage, and it ensured that my Dutch temper could seldom exist without Christian remorse, nor Christian meekness without some inner resistance. The story of my journey in faith has often amounted to the story of my struggle with anger.

I am writing about anger for at least three specific reasons. All of them are vividly personal, though I trust that they are no less common than anger itself.

1. My anger has often seemed out of proportion—that is, too great or too little, but more often too great—for the occasion that gave rise to it.

2. My anger has more often distressed those I love and who love me than it has afflicted those at whom I was angry.

3. My anger has not carried me far enough toward changing what legitimately enrages me. In fact, the anger often saps the conviction.

It’s fair to say that I am writing not only about anger, but also in anger. In other words, anger is in some ways my inspiration as well as my subject. I can give three reasons for that as well.

First, I have grown increasingly impatient with the blithe reductionism of the so-called self-help movement. I have grown impatient at seeing the laudable idea that life is a series of struggles to be undertaken—or questions to be asked or burdens to be borne—replaced with the idea that life is essentially a set of problems to be solved by the adoption of the right program (spiritual or electronic) or the purchase of the right product (pharmaceutical or electronic).

I have also grown increasingly angry at our full-bellied acquiescence to social and economic injustice. I’m referring to the notion that everything other than the perfectible self is too vast and complex to admit to any remedy whatsoever, and that our best course of (in)action lies in ironical detachment or in the cultivation of an abrasive attitude that delivers some of the release, but packs none of the punch, of well-aimed rage. Our advertising and even our arts convey the idea that we as a society are brash, irreverent, and free of all constraint, when the best available evidence would suggest that we are in fact tame, spayed, and easily brought to heel.

And finally, I am writing in petulant resistance to the idea that anger is an emotion with no rightful place in the life of a Christian or in the emotional repertoire of any evolved human being. Darwinian evolution I can buy; most of the other forms, however, I can neither buy nor stomach. Darwin saw us linked with the animals, and therefore to the material creation as a whole; so do the Old and New Testaments. But the popular theology (most of it Gnostic) that portrays perfection as the shedding of every primitive instinct, and portrays God as an impersonal sanitizing spirit, is to my mind evidence of a satanic spirit. The Lord my God is a jealous God and an angry God, as well as a loving God and a merciful God. I am unable to imagine one without the other. I am unable to commit to any messiah who doesn’t knock over tables.

A few years ago I told a dear friend of mine that I was going to write a book someday for angry men and women. “I think there need to be more of them,” he quipped. I’m inclined to agree. But if he’s right, if more of us need to be angry, then it follows that we shall require a more careful application of anger and a finer discernment of when anger applies.

I never did go to the town garage the morning after I found those three severed tree limbs. That night as I sat at the kitchen table correcting final exams, I began to hear a noise “as of a rushing wind” but of such an immediate and dreadful intensity that I could not at first be certain it was the wind. I remember fixing my eyes on one of the dark windowpanes, which seemed about to shatter at any second, and thinking that the force outside could not possibly increase. It increased. I did not think I was dying, but the unreal sensation of those moments must be what it is like suddenly to realize that you are about to die. The rain was falling too hard. The next crack of thunder might be louder than we could bear. The lights snapped off. The roof sounded as though it were being ripped from the house.

I rushed my wife and our year-old daughter into the basement and then foolishly went upstairs to see what was happening and what I could do, which of course was nothing. Within a few minutes, the worst of the storm had passed. The rain subsided enough for me to see through the windows. One of the maple trees in our yard was snapped in two. Moving to the front windows, I saw to my horror that half of the roof of our large barn across the road was gone, rafters and steel together.

For the next three days we were without electric power. Two-hundred-year-old maple trees and limbs the size of telephone poles lay across the road for more than a mile. The central path of the storm—and there is still disagreement more than a decade later as to whether it was a small tornado or simply a thunderstorm with a terrific downdraft—crossed the road about a quarter mile from our house and cut a swath of toppled trees and peeled roofs that extended through an entire county and beyond. In spite of the commotion we had heard, our house roof was spared. But 20-foot-square sections of steel and beam from the barn lay hundreds of yards behind our house in a hay field. They had been torn from the barn and blown over the house. They might just as easily have been blown through it.

How puny my three limbs seemed in comparison to such carnage. And how puny my anger seemed in comparison to such fury. It was difficult for me not to think of them as related in some way, as temptation and warning, as sin and punishment, even as the psychological cause of a meteorological effect. Or as I’ve since come to think of them, as a man’s paltry anger defused by God’s tremendous mercy.

I took my chain saw out to the road and began to cut one of the massive limbs that lay across it. One of the road crew drove up, rolled down his window, and thanked me for saving him some work. Had he gotten out of his car, I would have thrown my arms around him.

— Garret Keizer is the author of No Place But Here: A Teacher’s Vocation in a Rural Community and A Dresser of Sycamore Trees: The Finding of a Ministry, as well as a novel, God of Beer. He lives in northeastern Vermont with his wife and daughter. This essay is excerpted with permission of the publisher Jossey-Bass, a Wiley company, from Keizer’s new book, The Enigma of Anger: Essays on a Sometimes Deadly Sin. Copyright ©2002 by Garret Keizer
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 8

When It’s Hard to Love

Does it ever get easier to love cruel or obnoxious people?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	“If God is really in us in the form of the Holy Spirit, shouldn’t it be easy to love one another?” That’s a “Good Question” asked by a Christianity Today reader. In this study, we’ll examine David Gushee’s answer to that question in the light of Scripture. And we’ll seek ways to apply our findings to our personal relationships.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #8

Scripture:
John 1:10, 8:44; Romans 3:19, 21–26, 7:21–25; 1 Corinthians 3:19, 13:4–8; 2 Corinthians 11:3–15; Galatians 5:16–26; Revelation 12:13–17
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“The Struggle to Love” Christianity Today, March 2003, Vol. 47, No. 3, Page 76

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article “The Struggle to Love” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of the study.

If we love others, we often have to ask forgiveness because, as followers of Christ, we realize how far short of his standard we fall. We find ourselves apologizing to God and sometimes to the person we have failed to love. Then we chastise ourselves for our failure.

Margo Shelton of Victorville, California, wants to know why loving is such a challenge. She asks, “If God is really in us in the form of the Holy Spirit, shouldn’t it be easy to love one another?”

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Recall a time when you found it especially hard to love someone. Share the story, explaining what made it tough to love. How did you feel about yourself when you realized your failure? Who was at fault?

[Q]
Is it harder to love relatives, enemies, odd people at church, strangers? What makes it more difficult?

[Q]
Why does Jesus’ command in Matthew 5:44 to love our enemies and pray for our persecutors seem impossible? 

[Q]
If the example of Christ is perfection, why should fallible human beings bother attempting to love as he does? 

[Q]
Why does God command us to love when it’s so difficult?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Before answering the question, “Why is it so hard to love?” we must ask, “What is love?” What does God expect of us in our relationships with others? Take a moment and consider these questions: 

[Q]
Is love a way of thinking—or behaving? 

[Q]
Is love an attitude toward others—or a specific action?

Let’s begin with some guidance from Scripture. Read Mark 12:30–31. 

That is a high standard—to love God wholeheartedly and withhold no love from others that we would lavish on ourselves. Jesus’ teaching says love should be all-out and never stingy. That describes love’s generous attitude, but what does love do?

Paul gives a checklist for love’s behavior in 1 Corinthians 13. This passage is most often read at weddings to a starry-eyed couple of kids who are completely ignorant of how their attitudes and actions will be tested against this list. Read through verses 4–8. 

If the couple knew that love was always kind and humble and trusting and truthful and overlooking the faults and slights of others, they might choose to have another passage read at their wedding.

Paul’s list is helpful. From it we have some idea of what love does and does not do. And from the verses that precede the list, we see that love is the chief criterion for judging the behavior of Christians toward other people. Without love, I am nothing.

Love, in worldly terms, usually involves an exchange. We love so we will be loved. The love of lovers (eros, in Greek) has a physical reward. The love of friends or brothers (phileo) is usually reciprocal. (As Barney, the purple dinosaur, sings, “I love you, you love me, we’re a happy family.”) Even a mother’s love, which is the supposed gold standard of human love, may be given with the hope that the child she loves will do something to make mommy proud and perhaps make enough money to take care of her in her old age. 

God calls us to a higher standard. It is the sacrificial, no-strings-attached, one-way-if- necessary love we see at Calvary: 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son” (John 3:16).

“But God demonstrates his love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). 

This is agape, the love of Christ. It’s the goal to which we aspire and so often fail. Why? 

Teaching point one: It’s hard to love because our sanctification is incomplete. 

The reader who asks why it isn’t easy to love one another points out that the Holy Spirit is resident in the believer. But we must remember that the Holy Spirit’s work is not finished at the moment of salvation.

God created human beings in his image (Gen. 1:27). He gave us free will and the ability to love. When the first humans chose to sin and the image of God in us was marred by sin, God set about to recreate us in the image of Christ. His purpose in all of history is to save sinful, fallen humanity and to remake us in his image. But how long does that take? Will it be accomplished in our earthly lifetimes?

David Gushee points out the extremes in this debate:

1.
We will never make moral progress. We are justified by faith in Christ, and for us to make efforts to grow in Christ-likeness is to trust in works rather than in Christ. Gushee says Martin Luther is credited with this pessimistic view. 

[Q]
Read Romans 3:21–26. What do you see there that supports Luther’s view? 

[Q]
Why might Luther be opposed to any human effort that smacked of a works theology? Consider his former life as a Catholic priest and his indictment of the Catholic system of indulgences. Does Luther’s view seem justified?

2.
We will eventually be fully sanctified so we sin no more during our earthly lives.  
According to John Wesley, the Holy Spirit does such a good work in our hearts that we are purged of our sins. Holiness is not only credited to our accounts by faith in Jesus Christ, but it can also become reality for believers in their everyday lives. 

Wesley explains: “It is thus that we wait for entire sanctification; for a full salvation from all our sins, from pride, self-will, anger, unbelief; or, as the Apostle expresses it, ‘go on unto perfection.’ But what is perfection? The word has various senses: Here it means perfect love. It is love excluding sin; love filling the heart, taking up the whole capacity of the soul. It is love ‘rejoicing evermore, praying without ceasing, in every thing giving thanks’” (Sermon 43).

[Q]
From what you know about Wesley—his experience of salvation when his heart was “strangely warmed” and the moral corruption of the times in which he lived—why might he preach that people should aspire to holiness and that it’s possible to reach it?

Given those viewpoints, what should we as Christians expect of ourselves? 

Gushee says Reinhold Niebuhr offers as middle ground the argument: “The grace of God comes in two forms to the believer: pardon and power.”

Pardon, in Luther’s view, is complete. When we come to faith in Christ, we are forgiven of our sin once and for all. Because of the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, God no longer holds our sins against us. 

But power is still at work, says Wesley. While we may debate whether we can become fully holy before death, we can experience the power of God’s life-giving and life-changing Spirit in both our re-birth and re-creation. It is because of the power at work within us that the commands to love make sense. We love because God first loved us. We love because his Holy Spirit makes it possible. 

But will we? 

Teaching point two: It’s hard to love because love means war. 

One obstacle to love is our environment. We live in a battle zone. Simply put, this is a fallen world, and everything in it fights against loving relationships. “The world, the flesh, and the devil” conspire against us. 

One pastor described sin and its effects this way: Imagine that sin is blue. Now look about you. If sin is blue, then everything in the world is blue. Some of it may be dark blue and some light blue, but it’s all blue because sin has tainted everything.

That includes us and our best efforts to love. We live in a fallen world where the norm is hate, or at best, apathy. In this world, love is hard work. If love happens, it’s only because the power of God is at work in us and through us. 

[Q]
Read these verses that describe our sin-stained world: John 1:10, Romans 3:19, 1 Corinthians 3:19. How far removed from God’s ways and wisdom are we? 

Gushee says the devil is a factor in our failed love relationships. When we commit our lives to Christ, we become a new kind of target for Satan. The battle is no longer for our souls, but for our witness. Unloving Christians turn unbelievers away from Christ, so Satan targets our relationships. 

[Q]
Read John 8:44, 2 Corinthians 11:3–15, Revelation 12:13–17. What are Satan’s goals? What are his tactics? How might he infiltrate a love relationship?

Think of someone you struggle to love. Why can’t you love that person? Sometimes you succeed; other times you blow up. Sometimes you just hang up the phone, gritting your teeth. After such an episode, have you ever said, “What’s wrong with me?”

Paul said that, too: “What a wretched man I am!” Paul’s lament applies to sins of all kinds. We have all experienced his anguish, even in love. 

Read Romans 7:21–25. The battle zone is also within. The Holy Spirit instructs us in the ways of Christ. Paul says our inner being wants to do good, but our outer being wages war against that good. That’s about as real as it gets. Paul wants to do right and he fails. But is that an excuse to give up? May it never be!

Galatians 5:16–26, which Gushee cites, lists the spoils of war. When the flesh wins, our relationships are minefields of hatred, discord, jealousy, rage, and envy. When the Spirit wins, the ground is good for growing love, joy, peace, patience, and the rest of the fruits of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22).

God commands us to love; therefore love must be possible. As long as we fail to love fully, love’s growth in us is incomplete. Lest we surrender, thinking the world, the flesh, and the devil will overtake us, remember: “The one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world” (1 John 4:4).

Teaching point three: It’s hard to love because the objects of our love are sinners like us and sometimes we just don’t want to. 

Do you remember this sweet old song by country singer and songwriter Tom T. Hall?

“I love little baby ducks, Old pick-up trucks, Slow-moving trains, And rain. 

I love, little country streams, Sleep without dreams, Sunday school in May, and hay. 

And I love you too.”

Most of the things Tom T. loves are truly lovable. Who doesn’t love fuzzy puppies? But notice what’s missing from his list: babies who won’t stop crying, obstinate coworkers, and meddling relatives; parents who divorce, spouses who are unfaithful, and business associates who rip you off. 

Maybe Hall didn’t include those on his list because they don’t rhyme. Or maybe because it’s just plain hard to do. But that’s what God commands: Love your neighbor; love your enemies (Mark 12:31, Matt. 5:44). 

The call to love is a call to obedience, to be like Christ when we’d rather act like the devil. Love, in this way, is volitional. It’s an act of the will. To choose anything less is to invite the world to conform us to its image rather than to conform to the image of Christ and his sacrificial love (Rom. 12:1–2).

A character in the play “The Curious Savage” sat in a corner in the common room at a mental hospital. Mrs. Paddy, an elderly woman, spent most of the play in silence, painting seascapes. Her only lines were a diatribe. “I hate everything in the world,” she’d say at odd moments. “I hate everything in the world—” and she would list a dozen or more different items each time, from eggplants to zippers. She’d end by saying, “I hate everything in the world, but most of all, I hate electricity!” Then she’d lunge for the light switch and plunge the hospital (and the stage) into darkness.

Mrs. Paddy’s breakthrough came near the end of the play when she stopped her rant and said to another character, “I hate everything in the world but you. I love you.” 

It’s easy to make a Tom T. Hall list of people we love to love—the warm and fuzzy people in our lives who make us feel good. The challenge for us as believers is to take our “Paddy list” —people we feel justified in hating or ignoring and would love to turn off—and choose to love them.

But that’s what Jesus Christ did, and that’s what he expects of his followers. We are to love like Jesus loves. The good news is that his Holy Spirit, resident within us, will help us do it. That’s what he’s here for. 

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

A woman was planning to file for divorce. Her husband was rude and abrasive toward her. All the love had drained from their marriage. She hated the man, she told a counselor. 

“Stay with him three more months,” the counselor advised. “Be kind and agreeable, no matter what he says or does. Spoil him. Give him whatever he wants. Then, when you divorce him, he’ll hurt even more because he’ll know what he’s missing.”

She never filed for divorce.

What do you think changed? 

[Q]
Recall a time when you found it hard to love. What were the factors involved? How could love have improved the relationship?

[Q]
Sometimes people are unwilling to accept our love. Can you think of someone you must love from a distance? How will loving them, even when they are unaware of your love, change your attitude toward them? How will it change your prayer life?

[Q]
Do you believe it’s tougher to love than to be patient or gentle or put to use some of the other spiritual gifts?

[Q]
How have you grown in love during your Christian walk?

Exercise: make a list of people you want to love better and begin praying for them. See how your feelings toward them change. 

—Study prepared by Eric Reed, managing editor of Leadership journal and author of numerous studies in this series.

Article

The Struggle to Love

If God is really in us in the form of the Holy Spirit, shouldn't it be easy to love one another?

By David Gushee, for the study “When It’s Hard to Love.”
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There are two ways to approach this question. One would be to focus on the issue of love. The other would be to ask why it takes so much effort to live out any Christian moral obligation, whether love, or sexual fidelity, or economic generosity, or racial justice.

Let's place the question within a broader issue— historic Christian thinking about sanctification.

The most pessimistic stance, attributed to some strains of Lutheranism, is that the New Testament promises simply that God declares believers righteous on account of Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:21–26). In this view, our sinful condition is so profound that little if any actual moral progress can be expected in this life—indeed, the effort to make such progress actually draws us away from a trusting faith in Christ’s atoning sacrifice on our behalf.

This view is untenable, however, because it fails to account for the hundreds of moral commands that the Bible does lay upon us, and the apparent expectation that we will at least attempt to obey them.

At the other end of the spectrum lies the Wesleyan doctrine of entire sanctification. According to this view, a total cleansing of sin from the heart through the Holy Spirit is available to believers (1 Thess. 5:23). As sin is purged from the heart, and the heart is instead filled with the Holy Spirit and love for God, dramatic moral change and real holiness become possible.

Thus some Christians have believed that the change could and should be so far-reaching that it is even possible to speak of moral perfection for the sanctified Christian. I find any use of the word perfection to describe Christian moral potential also untenable.

If in moral terms some Christians have expected too little of believers, and others have expected too much, what should Christians expect of themselves and of other believers?

A clue can be found in a statement that the sober-minded theologian Reinhold Niebuhr once offered. He said that the grace of God comes in two forms to the believer: pardon and power. God’s grace comes as pardon in that we wretched sinners are forgiven of our many offenses. We are justified. But God’s grace also comes as power for believers to live a new kind of life; that is, we can be sanctified.
The question rightly implies that the Bible does promise access to God’s grace as power, and thus, during those times when we see so little evidence of such power in our lives, we are distressed.

But what we must take into account is the New Testament teaching that this power faces competing powers in the world and in ourselves.

The power of the Holy Spirit is indeed an extraordinary power. But in this life, we Christians do not get unhindered access to that power, or better, we struggle to get free of those other powers that limit our access to the full power of the Holy Spirit. In the classic Christian tradition, these other powers have been called the world, the flesh, and the Devil.

The “world” is God’s good yet fallen creation, a cosmic and human order badly marred by sinful rebellion and presenting constant temptation, disappointment, and disorder (John 1:10; Rom. 3:19; 1 Cor. 3:19). The “flesh” is fallen human nature enslaved to sin and bent toward disobedience to God (Rom. 7; Gal. 5:16–26). The Devil is a personal being hostile to both God and humankind, and especially bent on seducing and tyrannizing the church (John 8:44; 2 Cor. 11:3–15; Rev. 12:13–17).

Why is it so hard to love? Because the power of the Holy Spirit competes in our very souls against these rebellious forces and sinful desires for our allegiance. The Holy Spirit, who lives in us, creates and then inflames in us a desire to do God’s will—but not without opposition.

The good news is that this contest is unequal. God will ultimately prevail in the world, and in the yielded heart and life of the faithful Christian. The bad news is that it is still a contest, a fact we face every time we struggle to do what we know we should. That includes the challenge of loving one another.

— David P. Gushee is Graves Associate Professor of Moral Philosophy and senior fellow of the Carl F. H. Henry Center for Christian Leadership at Union University in Jackson, Tennessee.
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The Key to Spiritual Growth

Relationships can unlock the deeper parts of us and direct 
us to authentic spiritual development.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	The evangelical church specializes in some spiritual disciplines: systematic reading of Scripture, devotional reading, regular attendance at preaching-oriented worship services. Those things are all important in a believer’s spiritual growth. But Christian psychologist Larry Crabb says what’s missing is relationships. 

Crabb focuses on the importance of relationships in personal spiritual formation, particularly the relationship with a spiritual director, who looks deeply into our lives and asks us piercing questions. That’s the way to healing the hurt places in the soul, Crabb says. What does that kind of spiritual direction look like? What happens in the relationship? We’ll explore that issue in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #9

Scripture:
Proverbs 20:5; Matthew 23:25–27; John 4:1–26; Hebrews 4:12
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PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each student the article “The Shrink Gets Stretched” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of the study.

The usual routine of worship and devotional activities wasn’t enough for Larry Crabb; he needed more. He needed someone to bounce his doubts against, someone who had permission to bounce them right back and to ask him tough questions. 

Despite our talk of a personal relationship with Christ, Crabb says, our Protestant expression of faith is often about proper behaviors and spiritual regimes and maintaining “quiet time” as the shield against temptation and a broom for the cluttered soul. But what we talk about most—relationship—is what was missing in his spiritual development. So the thoroughly evangelical Crabb found himself reading the works of contemporary Catholic mystics and ancient church fathers who specialized in the interior life and the work of the Holy Spirit. He also began seeking out human beings to ask him pointed questions and demand honest answers from him.

Spiritual direction, common in Catholic circles for decades, is emerging among evangelical Protestants as a way to put flesh on the work of the Holy Spirit. Less like a counseling session with a therapist or visit to the pastor’s office, spiritual direction is more often like a coffee-cup conversation with a friend who has specific roles and goals for us. Spiritual direction is like mentoring, in that one person directs and the other is directed; and it is like counseling, in which personal issues are explored. But spiritual direction is not teaching or conveying information, which is what a mentor usually does, and discussion is usually limited to spiritual issues rather than psychological issues.

Discussion starters:

Many Christians have experienced spiritual direction in informal conversations with friends without giving the relationship a name. You may have had a spiritual director in the form of a mature believer who took an interest in your spiritual growth.

[Q]
Have you ever had a friendship in which someone you trusted was allowed to ask you deep spiritual questions? How did the relationship develop?

[Q]
Did you formally establish a spiritual direction? What were common topics for discussion? How did you grow through the process? How did the relationship conclude? 

[Q]
Crabb’s desire for spiritual direction grew out of frustration with his devotional life and his church’s system of spiritual development. Have you ever thought there must be more to your faith than what you’re experiencing? Were you frustrated by that? What contributed to your frustration? Did you take steps to confront your frustration, or did it simply pass? 

[Q]
Crabb is convinced that the church, with all its flaws, is still the place for this kind of deep, soul-healing relationship among believers. He points to the community of the Godhead—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—as the supreme example of relationship. Do you think this kind of community is possible among human beings within the church?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: The foundations of spiritual direction should be biblical and relational.

The renewal of interest in spiritual direction is born out of the writings of Christian mystics, who call their readers to a deeper inner relationship with Christ. That makes some people nervous. What is a mystic, anyway? 

Christian mysticism does not involve smoke and mirrors. While it is about experience, true Christian mysticism is not based on what the writers feel or do but on how they live out biblical teachings in their relationships with God and with others.  It isn’t navel-gazing, either. Rather, Christian mysticism is a healthy examination of the inner spiritual life and how it affects our relationships.

Crabb’s practice of spiritual direction is built on biblical as well as relational principles. That is important. For evangelical Christians, the Bible is the standard for our devotional lives and our ethical practices. Spiritual direction, per se, is not prescribed by the Bible, but the practice is clearly evident in the lives of Jesus, Paul, David, and many others. 

We could cite many biblical references for establishing a foundation for spiritual direction, but for this study we will limit ourselves to three mentioned by Crabb. These verses will help us see the need for spiritual direction and what happens in the process:

1. Why we should focus on the inner person. Jesus’ confrontation with the Pharisees in Matthew 23:25–27 answers any doubts about the importance of looking inward. Many of the spiritual disciplines we practice as evangelicals are prescribed outward behaviors—reading, studying, serving, attending. It is assumed that structured external activity will have internal impact, but Jesus’ words to the pious Pharisees demolish that argument. The Pharisees were painstaking keepers of the law. Their outward behavior was impeccable, but inwardly their spirits were dead and their souls rotten. Jesus likened these men to graveyards, well tended on the outside but inside filled with dry bones.

Jesus’ image of a cup that is clean on the outside but dirty on the inside is a warning for we who are faithful to our church attendance and devotional practices, thinking those activities will keep our souls in order. We need to stop now and then to carefully examine the heart. We look good on the outside, but just how clean are we?

2. How the Bible fits into spiritual direction. Hebrews 4:12 addresses that. To answer whether we are clean before God and alive and growing in our relationship with him, we must allow ourselves to be held up to his standard. God’s Word pierces us to the core, takes us apart, forces us to examine those parts, and brings us to confession of sin. Scripture tells us who we are and who God wants us to be in Christ. Spiritual direction points us back to Christ by showing how far we have strayed from him. It reveals the dirt. It shows us where we need to grow.

3. What a spiritual director does. Proverbs 20:5 demonstrates the role of the listener in spiritual direction. Sometimes we need the help of others in making biblical discoveries about ourselves and applying those findings. A partner in the process tunes in to our hearts, sensing things we sometimes can’t see because we are too close to the situation. This verse shows two important characteristics of a spiritual director: (a) he is willing to probe deeply, and (b) he is a person not just of knowledge, but of understanding. 

[Q]
Consider some examples from Scripture of a directing relationship: Jesus and the disciples, Priscilla and Aquilla teaching Paul, Paul and Timothy, Nathan and David, Naomi and Ruth, Elijah and Elisha, or others. Which are good examples of spiritual direction? Why?

[Q]
Who initiated each relationship? How would you describe the quality of the relationship?

[Q]
How did the director function in the relationship? What was his or her goal? 

[Q]
On what did the director base his or her direction? Did the director use Scripture? How well did the person under direction receive instruction? How did he or she grow?

[Q]
If you could choose any one of the people listed above to serve as your spiritual director, whom would you choose? What qualities or experiences would make that person a good match for you? 

Leader’s Note: If you have a large group and the time to do the exercise, you may wish to pair the participants and assign the examples listed above. Ask each pair to report its findings.

Teaching point two: Sometimes the process of spiritual direction is confrontational. 

Look at the two processes Crabb offers in the section “Repenting from Good.” Beside each point, write the feeling Crabb says the person under direction experiences, the action he takes, and the responsibility of the director.

Process One:

1. Hell

2. Purgatory

3. Heaven 

Process Two:

1. Brokenness

2. Repentance

3. Abandonment

4. Confidence

5. Release

In Crabb’s terms, these processes are flexible and cyclical. We may tend to think of them as steps, with each leading directly and swiftly to the next. But in spiritual growth, as the soul is massaged and layers of hurt or conflict are uncovered, the directed person may revisit one point several times before moving on. Some movements may happen quickly, while others require much time in prayer and contemplation before moving on. 

Let’s consider the account of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well as an example of spiritual direction. Read John 4:1–26. 

Optional Activity: Divide the group into two. Assign one of the two cycles of spiritual direction to each group. Ask each group to report on the Samaritan woman’s personal development by identifying her movement through the points in the process. (For example, if working with the first process, when did the Samaritan woman express despair at the ugly reality, the “hell,” of her life? If working with the second process, when did she first show “brokenness” over her condition? etc.)

It is important that we study Jesus’ actions in this encounter. Here he serves as a spiritual director, making few but direct comments to the woman. He starts with a question, and he never lets her stray from the subject. 

His opening salvo seems to be a simple request for water. But when a Jewish man asks a Samaritan woman for assistance, it becomes a loaded question. As is usually the case with Jesus, he is really asking a spiritual question. He is also inviting the woman into relationship. Samaritans and Jews were bitter enemies; men and women did not have casual conversations on the streets. Yet Jesus welcomes the Samaritan woman to speak to him and to demonstrate compassion for him by helping him.

When the woman, an outcast because of her immoral behavior, attempts to sidestep the invasive nature of Jesus’ comments, he brings her back to the issue of her spiritual condition. When she attempts to over-spiritualize their discussion by talking about doctrinal issues rather than her personal sin, Jesus again brings her back to topic. 

His spiritual direction is frank, even blunt. But sharp confrontation has its reward. The woman meets the Messiah, comes to faith, and finds in him the springs of living water she so desperately needs to flush out the stagnant places in her soul and in her relationships. 

As a director, Jesus’ method is the model Crabb outlined: 

(1)
Jesus helped the woman recognize the ugly reality of her sinful life.

(2)
He helped her detach from her idols (sinful, sexual relationships, and also the Samaritans’ mountaintop worship center) and attach to God (in the person of the Christ before her).

(3)
Jesus helped the woman move toward God and to so bask in his love that she was compelled to share the news of this true love with the men of Samaria, who knew about her previous failed attempts to find love.

[Q]
 From this example, what do you think is the role of candor in spiritual direction and personal growth? Must truth hurt before it heals? 

[Q]
Would you be willing for someone to speak to you as directly as Jesus spoke to the woman at the well? Why or why not?

Teaching point three: We often need help recognizing the Holy Spirit’s work in our souls. 

Crabb, a psychologist, has spent his professional career trying to help people find spiritual healing, first through psychology and biblical counseling, then through restored spiritual relationships. He believes real change is possible, but from the inside out rather than from the outside in. His emphasis is not on changing circumstances but on guiding people to realize where they are and to change themselves within those circumstances. 

The Christian life is not about formulas. Neither is spiritual direction. It is learning to spot the work of the Holy Spirit in places where people hurt. It requires that we allow the Spirit (and the director) to work Colombo-like, as the article puts it. Just when you think the case is solved, the rumpled detective will turn and say, “Oh, um, just one more thing.” 

[Q] Read again Crabb’s discussion with “Sally” in the section “Repenting from Good.” Do you have the feeling that Sally will be interrupted again and again with “just one more thing”? 

[Q] How important is it for her to uncover those layers if she is to truly experience healing in her innermost being? 

As David said in Psalm 51:6, “Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place.”

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Crabb says the church is the place for relationships that promote personal healing and growth. 

[Q]
What changes will be required within the church for people to experience open, honest relationships that allow them to confront deep, soul issues?

[Q]
Sometimes spiritual-direction relationships are built on a short list of questions that the director asks a person each time they meet. The answers then lead to new areas of discussion and exploration. What five questions would you want a director to ask you regularly?

[Q]
Set an empty chair before you. Name a trusted friend or pastor with whom you might have a spiritual conversation. How would you answer the five questions if that person were sitting there with you? How would you answer if Jesus were sitting before you? 

[Q]
Make a list of the times in your life when you have experienced the most spiritual growth. Beside each one, list a lesson or two you learned, how your attitude or behavior changed, and what you could share with someone who was seeking spiritual direction.

—Study prepared by Eric Reed, managing editor of Leadership journal and author of numerous studies in this series.

Article

The Shrink Gets Stretched

Why psychologist Larry Crabb believes spiritual direction should replace therapy.
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By Agnieszka Tennant, for the study, “The Key to Spiritual Growth.”

It was surreal enough that a white-haired man would walk up to me at the crowded Michelle’s-ice-cream lovers’ cloud nine in Colorado Springs—get on one knee, look me in the eyes, and croon “Are You Lonesome Tonight?”

The Elvis impersonator was not a waiter desperate for a tip.

He was none other than Larry Crabb, the popular Christian counselor whose books have sold in the millions. The author of Finding God (Zondervan, 1993), which left me in tears of repentance. The evangelical mystic, who—in the words of one of his best friends, Trip Moore—has the gift “to remain miserable in the midst of blessings.” The distinguished scholar in residence at Colorado Christian University.

As Crabb proceeded with his confident, testosterone-oozing, faithful Elvis impersonation—complete with swiveling hips—you’d think his personality just split. Later I learn that I’m one of his many victims: doing Elvis “to” people is a prank he plays on his colleagues, students, and even Christian cruise passengers.

Why would he do that? Brennan Manning, Catholic retreat director and author of The Wisdom of Tenderness (HarperCollins, 2002), who has been giving Crabb occasional spiritual direction for the last 14 years, offers a plausible reason: “Maybe he does it to disarm.”

Crabb’s interest in the “tragic artistry” of Elvis began in childhood. He’d stand for hours by the hi-fi and sing along with the King. “When I hear him, particularly in the spirituals, it feels like something wistful is coming out, something yearning, something longing,” he says.

Crabb looks at everyone with this kind of wonder. Beneath behavior he sees wounds. Beneath wounds he sees depravity. Beneath depravity he sees the gloriously volatile imago dei.

When he was only 6, Crabb watched his dad play doubles on a tennis court. As his father was cracking jokes relentlessly, the future author of Inside Out was studying more than the game. Dad, why are you so insecure? Crabb remembers thinking. Why don’t you just play tennis? Why are you trying so hard to be one of “the guys”? ‘Cause you didn’t have a father?

Crabb was having dinner recently at the home of his friend Bob Ingram. The friend began to convulse in a cough—he’s struggled with its sudden attacks for years—and bolted from the table. When Ingram returned from the bathroom, Crabb asked, “Have you ever considered what effect your cough has on your spiritual journey?”

“That moment, I was really angry at him,” Ingram told me. “I was having a hard time breathing. But later it caused me to be drawn to him. I want to know more about where his curiosity will lead me in my walk to something I think is a higher ground.”

Crabb’s chronic fascination with the unseen forces at work in people not only prompted him to earn a Ph.D. in clinical psychology, but also eventually drove him into spiritual direction—deeper yet into the human soul. He turned his back on diagnostic counseling methods in order to care for people’s souls in an unpredictable, unprofessional, fickle, and, in his opinion, most useful context: caring relationships. He now believes that there’s no better psychotherapy than friendships fashioned after the everlasting friendship between Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit.

Which brings us to Michelle’s. It’s a midweek ice-cream break for the 30 students taking Crabb’s weeklong course in spiritual direction. We’ve come to the manicured wilderness of the Glen Eyrie retreat center in the Springs to learn to “listen to the Spirit on behalf of one another.”

Waking Up the Giant

Wearing khaki pants and a knit shirt, Crabb is watching a tennis game on TV when I first meet him at the Glen. Crabb’s feet are bare. Somehow, they connote vulnerability—and a soul he would soon effortlessly bare. At 58, Crabb seems too mellow, too frank, too centered to dodge any questions.

“I can be very demanding of what a conversation should go like, how people should respond, what people should be thinking about,” he says. But this week, people are paying him to do just that.

Several years ago, when Crabb was reading Evangelicalism and the Future of Christianity (IVP, 1995) by Oxford University professor of historical theology Alister McGrath, a warning leapt off the page: “Evangelicalism is the slumbering giant of the world of spirituality. It needs to wake up.” At the time, Crabb was losing faith in what he had experienced as “the standard ‘evangelical’ means of spiritual growth.”

“Daily devotions, no drinking, faithful church attendance, busyness with church programs, performance-oriented Sunday worship and preaching,” he says, didn’t lead him to “a dynamic enjoyment of God.” In fact, they seemed to be interfering. “I was finding water for my thirsty soul in classic Catholic writings.”

But reading McGrath gave him a renewed vigor to explore evangelical essentials. Soon, they became the building blocks in his uniquely evangelical basis for spiritual direction. These days, Crabb is tugging at the sleeve of the sleeping giant.

If you ask James Houston—founder of Regent College and one of Crabb’s mentors—he’ll tell you it’s time for this wake-up call. Like Crabb, Houston believes healing of non-organic disorders “should not be in the hands of specialists—it should be in the hands of the church.” Crabb now attends a Presbyterian church, but both he and Houston grew up in the Plymouth Brethren, which doesn’t have professional clergy and stresses the empowerment of laity. The two live to train laity.

Houston believes that too many evangelicals have sought God “through activism-programs, conferences, applying methods, or ministries.” People needing relational healing too often had to turn to psychotherapists. “The therapeutic revolution has been an indictment of the church,” he says.

True, evangelicals do sometimes err on the side of making faith into formulas. On the other hand, they’ve always exalted the importance of “a personal relationship” with God. Small groups are also an evangelical trademark. Perhaps both the love of relationships and its perversion (subjecting relationships to the methods Houston talks about) have readied evangelicals for spiritual direction. Houston cites one more influence: the recent renaissance of interest in Trinitarian spirituality.

Whatever the reason, programs in spiritual direction are popping up at many evangelical colleges. The first issue of a journal of spiritual formation called Conversations—a brainchild of Crabb and two other psychologists who moved into spiritual direction, David Benner and Gary Moon*#151;came out this March. And Crabb—with his School of Spiritual Direction, SoulCare conferences (in which he teaches participants to “enter the battle for the souls” of those they love), and two books in the works on spiritual direction—is the evangelical savant of the hour.

His father played a key role in getting him to this point. The “austere,” open-minded yet conservative English immigrant taught Crabb how to doubt in the midst of believing. Crabb says the hard-working power-tool salesman was “honest enough to struggle and let me see it.”

When Crabb was 15, he heard his father offer assurance of salvation to his comatose father-in-law. On the way out, his dad said to his mom, “Soon your dad will be with the Lord.” But he added, “If it’s all true.”

Crabb ran up to his dad and asked, “What do you mean, ‘If’?”

“Well, I don’t know,” he replied. “Sometimes I wonder.” This event incited Crabb’s curiosity about how we know things are true; epistemology became his minor in graduate school.

The Unsightly Root of Sin

When his secular psychology professors derided his faith, Crabb found himself unable to offer an intelligent defense. Biblical teachings seemed “irrelevant to the problems I was getting to be familiar with—sexual abuse, dissociation, anxiety attacks, depression.” So he gave up Christianity for two years; he still went to church, but to question it, not to worship.

He was in private practice when, like many in his generation, he returned to the faith thanks to C. S. Lewis and Francis Schaeffer. Crabb’s eureka moment came at 2 A.M. as he sat on the back porch of his Florida home, reading Schaeffer. He woke his wife, exclaiming, as he recalls: “The deepest longings for significance and security going on inside my clients are needs that God actually intended to meet through the community of believers!” This led Crabb to merge psychology with theology, giving rise to his first book, Principles of Biblical Counseling (Zondervan, 1975) and then Effective Biblical Counseling (Zondervan, 1977). “I believe that God has ordained the local church to be his primary instrument to tend to his people’s aches and pains,” he wrote in the latter. His lifelong optimism about believers’ ability to heal souls by moving them toward God was germinating.

Crabb’s bestseller, Inside Out (NavPress, 1988), marked his first sharp departure from psychopathology. Real change is possible, Crabb wrote, but only from inside out. A look inside requires facing sin, an unmentionable in psychotherapy. Sin “is not what you do wrong—it’s looking at God and saying, ‘You’re not enough, and I’m going to find some way to make my life work without you!’ ”

Ironically, as his book was gaining popularity among evangelicals, Crabb’s dream for their churches to “move people toward soul health” was floundering.

Relationship Over Method

In an interview on national TV in the mid-1980s, Full Circle author David Mains asked him, “Isn’t your thinking about the church really a pipe dream?”

“I’m a little afraid it is,” Crabb answered.

“I was seeing good work happening in people’s lives in my and my colleagues’ offices that wasn’t happening in the church,” he says now. “That drove me nuts.”

Then, in 1988, Crabb was asked to leave Grace Theological Seminary in Indiana, where he taught biblical counseling. His kind of counseling wasn’t “biblical” enough for the seminary’s head (who is no longer in charge).

He must have taken “biblical” to mean the exhortation-responsibility model of counseling, Crabb says. “Meaning, ‘If you’re having an affair, I can show you a verse that says you shouldn’t, so stop it.’ ” Crabb’s position is, “Stop the affair, and now let’s deal with what led you in this terrible direction.”

After his fall from Grace, Crabb became intrigued by Australian theologian David Broughton Knox’s insistence that “the doctrine of the Trinity is the cornerstone of the Christian religion.” Then he heard Houston say that if the church recovers the doctrine of the Trinity, we may see the next Reformation.

Crabb mulled over these insights and “imported” the doctrine of the Trinity into human relationships: If we indeed bear the image of God, we bear the image of a community. “We were designed to exist in community, and there has to be a Trinitarian kind of relating possible,” he says. He calls it “pure other-centeredness.” Consider for example, the way the Father elevates the Son, Jesus establishes the authority of the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit leads us to the Father.

“When I look back at my life, at the times that were most thrilling, most exquisitely delightful, they always were approximations of how the Trinity relates,” he says.

Crabb realized that the therapy enterprise, too, is built on relationships. “It’s not about what I do to people; it’s what I am with people,” he says, adding that much secular research, too, extols the therapist-client relationship over the therapist’s theoretical orientation.

This strengthened Crabb’s passion to return counseling to the hands of laity. And it led to a split in Crabb’s 20-year-long professional partnership with psychologist Dan Allender, who wanted to continue educating professional counselors. (Allender declined CT’s request for an interview.) Crabb grieved the lost friendship, but couldn’t go against his belief that “the church, with all its warts and struggles and compromises and hypocrisy,” is still the place where God heals his people.

His next book, Connecting (Word, 1997), envisions healing communities, or spiritual friendships. To grow such communities, Crabb started New Way Ministries (the “new way” from Romans 7:6), which puts on the School of Spiritual Direction and SoulCare conferences. The ministry’s launching pad was Shattered Dreams (WaterBrook, 2001), Crabb’s book based on the journey of Naomi in the Book of Ruth. It came out during The Prayer of Jabez fever, and delivered an almost opposite message.

The message of Shattered Dreams was, in my interpretation, “God, I don’t like my territory, but it’s all I’ve got right now, so help me—and others through me—find you in it!”

Repenting from Good

Crabb’s most recent book, The Pressure’s Off! (WaterBrook, 2002), shrewdly identifies the subtle ways we fall into legalism.

Among the students in Crabb’s spiritual direction class was Dick King, a grandfatherly pastor from North Little Rock, Arkansas. For King, the most stunning insight in The Pressure’s Off! is the call to repent not just of evil, but also of good. “You have to repent from the whole Tree of Good and Evil. Only through Christ’s death for you do you return to the Tree of Life,” he says. “Not through your own goodness.”

We’re all tempted to expect God to do B if we do A, Crabb says. If we’ve been “good enough” in some area, surely God will be at least “good enough” back, no? Unless God surprises us with a grace or an ache, we count on methods to make life work. We want the general principles from the Book of Proverbs to work every time in every situation. We want our spouses, for example, to respond the way we want them to when we speak their “love language.”

Crabb’s students often nodded their heads in agreement as they noticed their own attempts at living by formulas. One student blurted out with a laugh in a prayer, “O God, I even want to be broken right!”

But Crabb steered us toward accepting our own incompetence. Early in the week, he lifted his head from the overhead projector where he drew a diagram picturing the initial stages of spiritual direction, and said, “Anybody feel inadequate?” Most of the students nodded their heads. “Anybody ready to get over it?” He paused. “Maybe it’s the embracing of inadequacy that releases the Spirit.”

At the end of Connecting, Crabb envisioned spiritual direction as “the art of discerning the deepest recesses of the soul with a sensitivity to what the Spirit is doing, accompanied by offering one’s presence to another.”

Instead of telling, he showed it to us at the Glen. He received permission from an older married woman, “Sally,” to talk with her each day in front of the class about her struggle with “emotional attachments to women.”

He treated her with a respect and curiosity that excluded voyeurism. Layer by layer, Sally allowed him to look within her. He rejoiced with her when she said her temptations are separate from who she is in Christ. He probed gently. When, in the tone of a mid-episode Colombo, he said, “There is a level of rest that is not yours,” she agreed, and let him take her, day by day, to this place of rest. “He could see straight through me,” Sally later told me. There were several breakthroughs in their conversations, and, as I hear, Sally’s marriage has since enjoyed an intimacy that wasn’t there before.

In all this, Crabb tried to retain perspective. After one conversation with Sally, Crabb turned to the class and said, “I’ve got to die to the idea that when she leaves here, she’s going to say, ‘That time with Larry meant the world!’”

How do you heal a soul? It begins with something simple but rare in today’s information-deluged society: curiosity. This doesn’t mean listening skills, which Crabb refuses to teach. “Repeat what the person says,” he says mockingly. “Lean forward. Eye contact. I just despise that! Then I’m doing skills toward you, instead of being with you.”

For him, true curiosity is rooted in an awareness of the unseen world. No one is a mere mortal, he often repeats after C. S. Lewis. Nothing we do is mere. There is no mere chronic cough.

The flexible, cyclical model of spiritual direction that Crabb has developed is not a formula. It’s a rhythm that he’s observed in the pages of the Bible and in his directees. Condensed from Crabb’s manual, here are its ebbs and flows:

1.
Hell (despair at the realization of vanity): The directee descends into the living death of experiencing the lesser blessings and not the Blesser. The director helps the directee recognize this ugly reality. (In class, Crabb uses Ecclesiastes to illustrate this stage.) 

2.
Purgatory (suffering): The directee detaches from idols and attaches to God. The director’s role is to point to hope in the midst of suffering. (To the directee, it “feels” like the Book of Job.) 

3.
Heaven (the divine embrace): The directee moves toward God, and basks in his love. The director rejoices with the directee. (Crabb quotes from the Song of Songs to depict the directee’s state of heart.) 

A concurrent cycle in spiritual formation begins with brokenness (hurt caused by your and others’ sin), which leads to repentance (a realization that God is not there to cooperate with your agenda), which leads to abandonment (you resist the temptation to escape or to curse God, instead abandoning yourself to him), which arouses confidence (the Spirit witnesses to your spirit that you belong to God, and that he is present even in your darkest night), which finally leads to release of what’s most alive within you (springs of Living Water).

Warm Kiss, Frigid Mother

Crabb insists that what’s going on inside directors determines the quality of conversation. Peering inside himself one morning, he tells us he had eaten six pieces of bacon at breakfast, four more than he usually allows himself. He realized that he overate because he was mad at someone. The confession gave his words power that morning.

As a teacher, Crabb is candid, agile, articulate, full of anecdotes. You’d never guess he used to stutter; he now talks fast, freely ad-libbing incisive remarks. The Scriptures’ authority gives his paradigm of direction evangelical legs. He easily quotes biblical passages from memory. You get the impression that Crabb eats, breathes, and oozes the Scriptures.

In one intense moment, he closes his eyes tightly, blood rushes to his face, and he clasps his hands together. “Brokenness,” he says, “isn’t so much about how bad you’ve been hurt but how you’ve sinned in handling it.” He lifts his hands as he loosely quotes Hosea 7:13-14, imploring: “I long to redeem my people but they’re not crying out for me! They wail upon their beds! They do nothing more than hurting over their circumstances.”

He also recites insights from an eclectic group of thinkers he drew on to come up with his model of direction: Thomas Merton, Eugene Peterson, Francis Schaeffer, Henri Nouwen, Brennan Manning, John of the Cross, G. K. Chesterton, Michael Card, Peter Kreeft, Augustine, Copernicus, and James Houston.

Sometimes he comes to class purposely unprepared (not that it shows). “Repentance is idiosyncratic,” he says. About 14 years ago, he stopped working on the first five minutes of his speeches. He was spending too much time on them. The reason, he believed, was mainly his “need to impress people,” which traces back to his childhood.

He remembers watching The Life of Riley on TV when he was about 8. Feeling “good about being alive,” he walked over to his mother and planted a spontaneous kiss on her cheek. She nodded stiffly, as if acknowledging a stranger on the street, with a nervous dutifulness, and looked back at the TV.

“She never learned to express her tenderness,” he says.

“What did it do to you?” I ask.

“I think it strengthened my narcissism. It encouraged a grasping after affirmation, dependency on getting what I didn’t get from her.”

Merton vs. People
A presence in Crabb’s classroom that, like his candor, lends him credibility is his wife of 36 years, Rachel. The sanguine, chestnut-haired woman sat in on some of Crabb’s lectures and prepared care packages for his students. The two often hold hands and embrace one another with an obvious affection.

“I’m fortunate in that I’m married to a very godly man,” Rachel says when I sit down with them. “He’s the one who’s taught me the most about God.”

Larry chimes in unsolicited with a reality check: “I think I’m very hard to live with. I’m moody. I struggle a lot.”

“Larry is very thoughtful,” says Rachel. “Introspective…We could not be more opposite.”

“She reads People, I read Merton,” says Larry, nodding.

“I’m upbeat, he’s not,” says Rachel.

A board member of Stonecraft Ministries’ Christian Women’s Club and author of a book on hospitality, Rachel loves to entertain. Larry, Houston says, “is a one-on-one person.”

“She’s into facts, I’m into what’s inside,” Crabb says. He initiates “relationship talk” more often than Rachel.

“There’s something in me that’s very needy, yearning, craving,” he says. “I want her to be curious about me in ways she isn’t always. I’m learning not to demand—to enjoy certain things and to hurt when I don’t get them, but not to demand.”

That’s a marked change, Rachel says. There was a time “when I had to be more like him and I wanted him more like me.” But on their 34th anniversary, the Crabbs had an epiphany: Their life goals don’t overlap much.

Says Larry, “I decided that since God made her this way and made me this way, why not just honor that?”

“At that point I felt you heard who I was,” Rachel says, turning to Larry. “And maybe for 34 years I wasn’t sure if you heard who I was.”

One of Crabb’s sons, Kep, has also attended the class on direction, while the other, Ken, intends to take it. By all accounts, Crabb is one of the few people on earth who deserves to wear one of those “The World’s Best Dad” T-shirts. Ken Crabb, 32, recalls his dad saying once that “his biggest mistake as a parent was that he spent too much time with us and made us feel too important. We felt very much the center of his attention.”

Over the years his dad “has mellowed and never answers the questions we haven’t asked,” he says. Not quite so when the boys were growing up. Now the butt of family jokes, mandatory family devotions commenced just after Crabb—the fastest eater in the family—had finished dinner. Crabb eagerly elucidated biblical passages for between 15 minutes and two hours. He drew diagrams—first on a chalkboard on wheels, later on an overhead projector he bought especially for the dining room table.

“Dad had very firm boundaries that our whining about things did not change, ever,” Ken says. When Kep was going through adolescent rebellion, he was asked to leave Taylor University. At that point, Crabb told him he had to pay his own way through life. Christmas in 1988—the first one without Kep, who didn’t have the money to fly home—was painful. “I remember the three of us sitting in the family room that Christmas morning crying,” Ken says. Today, Kep credits his father’s tough love and grace for his return to the faith.

The students I met at the Glen are equally adoring. They told me they were moved by his teaching, and won over by his gentleness, hugs, lightheartedness, and “astounding realness,” as student Debbie Carsten put it.

Crabb has several mentors like that, too. Manning and Crabb see each other once a year, at best. When they do, they follow a spontaneously begun ritual. “As soon as we spot one another,” says Manning, “we both jump up and down, run to one another, and kiss one another on the lips.”

“Why do you do that?” I ask Manning.

“It’s the sheer delight in seeing one another,” he says. “When you see two men in public doing that, there’s often only one conclusion. But he’s so secure in his identity that we can throw caution to the wind. If anybody’s got a problem with that, then it’s their problem.”

Where Freud and the Bible Agree

What Crabb gives up in vulnerability toward people, he reclaims in control over his personal space. His desk has to be clean and tidy, or he can’t work. The same goes for Crabb’s immaculate black Infiniti QX4. He cleans his SUV at least twice a week. “I keep my towel in the back, and when I come out of the car wash, I stop and dry it all off because the driers never do an adequate job.”

“I know, it’s a control issue,” Crabb says, grinning and shrugging his shoulders. “And since I don’t believe in pathology, I think it’s fine.”

Crabb is impatient with psychology’s tendency to reduce everything to a diagnosis. “If Jeremiah lived today, he’d be diagnosed as bipolar,” he says in class, then pauses and looks at his students pleadingly. “What if it’s a journey?”

But the buzz that Crabb would advise professional Christian counselors to close shop and begin giving spiritual direction isn’t true. “I don’t think it’s going to work very well until the day the Lord comes back,” he says. “I’m just grateful for anybody who has a good conversation with somebody. If that happens in a therapy setting, for $100 an hour, that’s fine.”

The advice he’d like to pass along to Christian counselors is that they refrain from helping their counselees adjust to this world. He’d like them to recognize that “what lies at the root of a person’s non-organic struggles” is the lack of experienced communion with God. He hopes that Christian therapists will “pour out of their souls the reality of their communion with God in a way that gives the counselees a taste and directs them toward wanting that above all other treasures.”

Crabb has always had his critics. Martin and Deidre Bobgan, whose writings reprove various Christian psychologists, devoted a book to Crabb’s “psychoheresy”—Larry Crabb’s Gospel (EastGate, 1998). In it, they argue that Crabb has psychologized the gospel. In Crabb’s teaching, they write, “The gospel becomes the good news that Jesus meets the needs/longings/passions which motivate all behavior from the unconscious. Sin becomes wrong strategies for meeting the needs/longings/passions.”

Their criticisms—and those of other counselors, such as Jay Adams—inspired Joe Palmer, a student at Phoenix Seminary, to write a dissertation defending Crabb. “[W]hen we speak of human needs, our terms will have to be, by the focus of the topic, ‘man-centered,’ ” Palmer writes. “Either way, we are talking about the real and felt needs of human beings. Christ died to meet these needs.”

The inquiry about the interior world—our thoughts, needs, feelings, desires, motivations—is “not psychotherapeutic, but biblical, and psychotherapists happen to have it right,” Crabb says. Look at Proverbs 20:5, Hebrews 4:12, or Matthew 23, Crabb says, “where the Lord’s talking to Pharisees, and saying, ‘You blind Pharisees! Why don’t you clean the inside of the cup as opposed to just keeping the outside looking good?’ ”

In my conversations with Christian counselors, many dismissed the Bobgans’ concerns. Still, Gene A. Sale, associate professor of psychology at Palm Beach Atlantic College, who says his views are more similar to Crabb’s than dissimilar, believes that the majority of professionals in the counseling field think that Crabb has adopted “somewhat of an extreme position.”

He disagrees with Crabb’s assertion in The Safest Place on Earth (Word, 1999) that psychology should play “neither an authoritative nor supplemental role” in the church’s provision of soul care.

Says Sale, “Will psychotherapy ever provide spiritual healing for the core of the person? The answer is no. Can psychotherapy assist in symptom reduction? I believe it can.”

Crabb’s reply suggests that the disagreement may be semantic. Psychology is not supplemental, but catalytic, he says, “in helping us think through flesh dynamics like dissociation, self-deception, and denial.” He concedes that in attaining the “lesser goal of symptom relief,” psychology can help.

It’s just that Crabb was born to meet the higher goal: to dust off the reflection of Christ in people, and let it take them to its source. Ron PagÈ, a student I met at the School of Spiritual Direction, recently gave me a glimpse of how Crabb does it.

The Therapy of Love

During a conference a few years ago, PagÈ let Crabb in on disillusionment he was feeling with life, marriage, and ministry. “I was a stewing pot of anger and brokenness,” he says. “Somehow, Larry saw something of what God was doing in the midst of the mess that uplifted his own tired heart as he affirmed the way I was letting the Scriptures cut so deep.

“The next day, the conference over, he waded through the waves of people in the hotel lobby, put his hands on my shoulders, and said: ‘I want you to know that I believe in you.’

“I wanted to hit him,” PagÈ continues. “Never has a man touched my soul so deeply and stirred up so much pain and longing. Yet I know God better today as a result of his entering into my life and touching places I had kept so closely guarded. Though a mentor, he has a way of making me feel like a peer, a fellow sojourner.”

This may be because Crabb really is a fellow pilgrim.

He told his class about a time when he confessed to Manning his struggle with deep bitterness.

Hearing Crabb’s admission, Manning began to cry.

“My first reaction was, I have got to help him now!” Crabb later told us. He asked Manning, “Why are you crying?”

“Oh, Larry, every time I’m with you, I’m so drawn to Jesus,” Crabb quoted Manning in an aching, warm voice.

“Why?”

“You just hate everything that gets between you and your Lord.”

“Then, I was open to exploring the ugliness.”

Upon hearing this, so were Crabb’s apprentices in spiritual direction. We felt safe with Crabb because he roused the Spirit-bequeathed love we had for Christ, which lay beneath our sin and shame. That love—by God—does conquer all.

—Agnieszka Tennant is an associate editor of Christianity Today.

“The Shrink Gets Stretched” Christianity Today, May, 2003, Page 52
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Growth Through Mentoring

The future of the church is mentor multiplication.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Most churches have small groups for nurturing fellowship and Bible study within the congregation. But for deep-level soul development, a believer often needs personalized guidance from a spiritual mentor. A mentor can provide the wisdom of a more mature believer and individual guidance so that a mentoree’s life can be transformed. In turn, the mentoree becomes a mentor and helps transform the lives of others.

Pastor and writer Rick Lowry shares his mentoring experience in “Mentoring that Produces Mentors.” In this study, we will review his article and examine the biblical basis and implications for mentoring.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #10

Scripture:
Exodus 6:28–7:5; Exodus 18:13–26; 1 Kings 19:15–21; Matthew 16:13–20; Mark 1:14–20; 
Luke 10:1–23; Acts 16:1–5; Ephesians 4:1–16; 1 Timothy 4:6–16
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“Mentoring that Produces Mentors,” by Rick Lowry, Leadership Journal, Summer 2003, Page 42
PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

 Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each student the article “Mentoring that Produces Mentors” from Leadership Journal, included at the end of this study.

One of the greatest challenges facing churches in the 21st century is growth. Certainly church growth experts have mastered the traits and techniques of numerically growing churches. However, getting people to come to church is easier than getting them to grow in faith. Numerical growth doesn’t matter much if people aren’t growing spiritually.

As Rick Lowry, a pastor and mentor, notes in “Mentoring that Produces Mentors,” many churches have developed small groups, cell groups, or inquirers’ groups to help people deepen their faith and establish strong and healthy relationships with each other through Christ. Small groups and cell groups, though excellent ways to develop members in faith and love, hit limits in developing mature leadership. One point of struggle, for example, is to convince people in those groups to break up and form new groups. Many group members want to remain in the security of their new “family.” Others do not want to lead groups or believe they do not possess the spiritual gift of leadership to be effective in that work.

Lowry says a more fundamental issue in spiritual growth is the willingness to be appropriately vulnerable and accountable to one another. Some issues, concerns, problems, and fears we may not wish to share in a group setting. We often feel more comfortable sharing one-on-one in a deep and abiding Christian friendship. Yet that intimacy, as wonderful as it is, does not have direction to it. There is no specific goal to friendship. And that’s okay. We all need friends.

In looking for a solution to this quandary, today’s church leaders are rediscovering a spiritually powerful tool for growth: mentoring. Rick Lowry believes mentoring is essential to church life. The tradition of mentoring is rooted in the Scriptures, and in earlier centuries mentoring was a common spiritual practice. In our time, mentoring has become an essential way to develop disciples and to release people for ministry for the glory of God and the building up of the church. In a sidebar to the article, Greg Ogden, another pastor, demonstrates that mentoring may be more effective in groups of three.

What is a mentor? A mentor is a person whose spiritual maturity, wisdom, personal transparency, and self-understanding can provide guidance for spiritual growth and development in a less mature person. A similar relationship happens in the business world, typically between a seasoned and successful businessperson and a young person on an executive track. In the church, an experienced and open believer can disciple a younger believer in development of leadership qualities and a deep centeredness in Jesus Christ. All aspects of personality and spirituality are fodder for the mentoring relationship, which makes it different from spiritual direction, which sometimes focuses more on a person’s prayer life, or coaching, which usually is specific and goal-directed.

Mentors do have one thing in common: the spiritual gift of leadership. While other spiritual gifts are present and put to work, the mentor’s gift of leadership is to shape and develop future leaders. A spiritual gift inventory and a focused understanding of the gospel can provide clear direction regarding whether an individual is fit to be a mentor (Ephesians 4:1–16). The mentor also needs a circle of accountability, whether he or she is being mentored or is in a sharing group of some kind.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What are some of the good things that come from small groups? What are some of the problems these groups face?

[Q]
How should a church hold leaders accountable, not only for their decisions or actions, but also for their spiritual growth and character development?

[Q]
How should lay ministry leaders be developed? How should a church mold its elders or church trustees or other policy-making leaders? 

[Q]
What is the difference between a good Christian friend and a mentor? 

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: A common biblical model for leadership development is mentoring.

As the biblical narrative unfolds in the Old Testament, we find that God appoints and anoints the leaders who carry out his will. 

God calls Moses to become a leader, although it is evident Moses does not have fully developed leadership qualities. He is impulsive. He is angry. He resists God’s call and does not think he possesses the qualities to carry out God’s direction. In fact, as God calls Moses to confront Pharaoh and lead the Israelites to freedom, Moses believes he is incapable of doing what God wants. God gives Moses the vision, and then he provides Moses with the voice by calling Aaron, Moses’ brother, to be the prophet who speaks to the people (Exodus 6:28–7:5).

So Moses mentors Aaron by revealing God’s plan and God’s word, but the mentoring relationship is fraught with challenges. Aaron listens too often to the voice of the people. Moses often thinks he needs to do the work himself. To that end, Moses’ father-in-law Jethro observes that Moses carries the entire burden of the people in dispute resolution—a responsibility he should no longer bear (see Exodus 18:13–26). Jethro urges that capable people be located, instructed, and appointed to judge the disputes of the people. Interestingly, Moses mentored the “capable men” after Jethro himself mentored Moses.

Another Old Testament example of mentoring is when Elijah molded and shaped Elisha to (literally) “carry the mantle” of leadership (1 Kings 19:15–21). God instructed Elijah regarding leadership succession and named Elisha specifically for selection. Elijah’s first lesson in leadership for Elisha was to leave behind mother, father, people, and property, and to be fully and completely committed to Almighty God. Elisha may have been Elijah’s attendant, but through observation and conversation, Elijah molded Elisha into his work as prophetic leader among the people.

[Q]
How does Rick Lowry describe the role of mentoring in leadership development? 

[Q] How does Dave Roadcup’s ministry resemble and differ from Jethro’s role with Moses?

[Q]
Do you think leadership is developed more by content and information or by modeling and formation? What do you observe in the biblical leaders?

[Q]
How did God hold Moses accountable with Aaron? How did Jethro hold Moses accountable to him? 

[Q] How did Elijah hold Elisha accountable? 

[Q] Why is accountability so important? 

[Q] What are some of the key elements of accountability?

[Q]
Lowry talks about the power of “walking beside” each other in mentoring. What do you think he means by that? 

[Q] How did Moses, Jethro, and Elijah demonstrate the role of walking beside the other in molding their people for leadership responsibility? 

[Q] How can we walk beside one another today?

Teaching point two: A common biblical method for moving toward spiritual maturity is mentoring.

When it comes to leadership development, one thing Jesus did differently from his Old Testament predecessors was to tie spiritual maturity to his disciple-making process. In this way, Jesus acted as a rabbi to his followers. In Jesus’ day, a good rabbi gathered a circle of followers around him and guided them toward deeper faith and greater maturity, all the while holding them accountable. 

Jesus developed his disciples to reflect the Father’s glory into the world through ministry and sacrificial love. When he called his first disciples, the fisherman Andrew and his brother, Simon Peter, he said, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Jesus showed them that, in following him, their lives would take on far greater significance  (Mark 1:14–20).

Jesus worked diligently with his disciples for three years, training them, releasing them for ministry, and reflecting with them on their deepening insights. One moment of deepening maturity, for example, occurred when Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” The disciples described the opinions of people in the villages where they had been. Then Jesus asked, “Who do you say I am?” At that moment, Peter declared, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (see Matthew 16:13–20). In his mentoring, Jesus had brought the disciples to a point of spiritual maturity, where they could hear the opinions all around them yet have the insight to discern spiritual truth.

Paul developed the same type of relationship with Timothy. He knew Timothy would be strategic in ministry and that he could guide the young man toward a deeper walk with Christ (Acts 16:1–5). Timothy traveled with Paul, learning the saving message of the gospel and the importance of planting churches. Paul guided Timothy with letters from prison, urging him to become more mature in faith (1 Timothy 4:6–16).

Timothy was shy and uncertain in his leadership. Paul wrote his Pastoral Epistles to give Timothy direction and encouragement—but also to reinforce the young man’s authority with the elders. To prevent too much dependence on a mentor, Ogden suggests triads. This way no one person becomes dependent on the other, and mentoring opportunities can multiply more quickly.

In any case, the long-term goal of any mentor is the maturity of the person being mentored, so that person can assume greater responsibility for the ministry and the call God has entrusted him or her. The only dependence a mentor wishes to foster is the disciple’s dependence on God’s grace and mercy.

[Q]
What are some of the benefits of the three-year mentoring pattern Lowry describes? 

[Q] Why does it take so much time to mentor an individual or small group? 

[Q] How did Jesus provide a model for the three-year cycle?

[Q]
Consider Lowry’s assertion that by the second year, “we’ve grown to trust each other, allowing the possibility of accountability, in-depth study, and intimate prayer. This is the heart of discipleship, when a kind of deep growth occurs that may not be possible in the average small group.” What is the difference between an average small group and the kind of group Lowry describes? What makes this kind of intimacy possible?

[Q]
Lowry’s examples of mentoring involve men. Is there any difference between men and women in mentoring style or approach? Is it appropriate for men to mentor women, or vice versa?

Teaching point three: A biblical goal for mentoring is growth in number and depth of mentors.

The goal of mentoring is to help the believer reach a stage of spiritual maturity at which that person can mentor others. The aim is to multiply the number of mature believers so the church is made strong and the leadership is equipped for a variety of Christian ministries.

Jesus mentored not only the 12 key disciples, but also 72 others whom he sent ahead of him to towns and villages. He gave them clear direction regarding how to minister, how to preach, how to pray, and what to do if a community rejects their ministry. Jesus equipped these 72 with all they needed to be effective. He heard their reports as they returned and rejoiced with them before the heavenly Father (Luke 10:1–23).

One reason for the early church’s rapid growth was the power of multiplication. Paul’s approach in mentoring Timothy presupposed that Timothy in turn would mentor others, who then would multiply the number of mature believers (1 Timothy 4:12). An effective mentor will develop disciples so they in turn can make disciples. The disciple making never stops.

The mentor’s objective is to foster spiritual maturity, eliminate dependence, and inspire those being mentored to share their insights and understandings with others.

[Q]
Lowry says the third year is the year of outreach. What is the basis for a person’s outreach? How do spiritual gifts factor into specific forms of outreach?

[Q]
Lowry describes how those whom he mentored in his church identified 36 others to be recruited for a mentoring relationship. What traits might identify such a recruit?

[Q]
Lowry describes how his mentorees went to inner-city churches, shopping malls, and other public places. What is the value of varying spiritual experiences in the mentoring relationship? 

[Q]
Greg Ogden asserts that the three-way mentoring relationship moves away from a teacher-student model to a partnership model. Do you think the Scriptures support the three-way model? Did Jesus ever partner with his disciples? How did Paul exhibit the partnership characteristics?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Rick Lowry says, “I’m now in my 24th year of discipling. I’m still amazed at the impact of carving out three to five hours a week to invest in the long-term growth of a few hungry individuals.” Evidently, while the sense of accountability may no longer be present, Lowry hears from his former mentoring partners and rejoices in their spiritual growth. One of the benefits of the mentoring relationship is to discover how God used advice and counsel to make an impact, not only on a life, but on the world for which Jesus died. In any good mentoring relationship, the mentor is blessed by the spiritual growth of those whom he guides and learns as much from them as they do from him.

[Q]
How do you think a person becomes a mentor? 

[Q] What is the role of the Holy Spirit in calling forth a mentor? 

[Q] How would you know if God called you to mentor others?

[Q]
How can a mentor be sure he or she is being faithful to God’s call and not simply promoting a personal agenda?

[Q]
How can a congregation welcome and value the work of a mentor?

[Q]
Does being a mentor require reaching a certain age? Can young people mentor other young people? Can there be mentors for every age and stage in life?

—Study prepared by John R. Throop, who writes regularly on theology, ethics, and church ministry. In his 22 years of ordained ministry he has served as a mentor and spiritual director to many pastors and lay leaders.

Recommended Resources

· As Iron Sharpens Iron: Building Character in a Mentoring Relationship, Howard Hendricks and William Hendricks (Moody Publishers, 1999; ISBN 0802456316)

· The Disciple-Making Church, Bill Hull and Howard Ball (Fleming H Revell Co., 1998; ISBN 0800756274)

· Discipleship Essentials: A Guide to Building Your Life in Christ, Greg Ogden (Intervarsity Press, 1998; ISBN 0830811699)

· Growing True Disciples: New Strategies for Producing Genuine Followers of Christ, George Barna (Waterbrook Press, 2001; ISBN 1578564239) 

· Ordering Your Private World, Gordon MacDonald (Thomas Nelson, 2003; ISBN 0785263810)

· Too Busy Not to Pray, Bill Hybels and Lavonne Neff (Intervarsity Press, 1998; ISBN 0830819711)

Article

Mentoring that Produces Mentors

From a handful of hungry men, we’ve developed several “generations” of leaders.
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By Rick Lowry, for the study, “Growth Through Mentoring”

Dave Roadcup invited six seniors at Ozark Bible College to join him in a year-long discipling endeavor. That was in 1978. I was one of the six. At that stage in my education, I had learned about how to preach and teach, but my year with Dave taught me how to love.

His classroom was everyday life. Dave took us with him when he spoke at churches and when he taught in the classroom. Dave also made sure we learned how a godly man lives. Dave, his wife, and their children made sure the door to their home was always open. 

We spent many evenings in their living room, talking and eating like family. In the process, we learned what a godly home looks like—without ever seeing a lesson plan.

Best of all, Dave took us with him—just him. He would say to one of us, “Let’s grab a Coke and catch up!” I’m sure I sampled every dessert served at the nearby restaurant that year. I distinctly recall one evening with a large peach shortcake in front of me, discussing, ironically, the spiritual value of fasting.

We talked about the latest ideas on church and ministry often, but no topic was off limits, from studies to sex. Countless times I answered Dave’s most-asked question, “So, Rick, how are you really doing?”

Dave saw his time with us as the beginning of a process. “Men,” he said, “I hope our seventies and eighties are our most spiritually productive decades.” He was not only thinking only about our spiritual growth through college, but also planning for the impact we would have over the next 50 years.

The grandfather call

It’s been more than 20 years since Dave took on that first group, and he has never stopped discipling. Recently I asked him how many men he had discipled over the years. He estimated 160.

Yet one of Dave’s greatest joys is hearing the news that another discipling group has been birthed by someone he discipled. One of the men in that first group with me started a tradition: every time he birthed a new group, he called Dave to say, “Hi, Grandfather!” A few years later, he called again and said, “Hi, Great-grandfather!”

About ten years ago, when I became senior minister of the Town and Country Christian Church in Topeka, Kansas, I invited six men in that church of 200 to join me in a three-year discipling relationship. This time, I got to make the “Grandfather Call” to Dave.

Over time, we built the kind of group Dave had modeled for us during my college years. We prayed for each other, as a group, in pairs, and in various settings. One night we drove to the highest spot in our city, looked out over the lights, and spent an hour praying for the people we lived and worked with every day.

I learned from Dave the importance of “keeping it fresh—never doing it the same way twice.” One evening, without warning, I took the men to a tent revival at an inner-city black church. When we arrived, we stood out as the scared-stiff white guys; by the time we left, we were dancin’ with the rest of the crowd!

Each of our weekly meetings included Bible study, prayer, and sharing our lives. Dave used to say, “As we get started, let’s go around the horn.” Though I brought a map of each night’s lesson and activities, “going around the horn” often redirected us to seize the moment through the Spirit’s leading. We spent one evening praying for Tom, whose child was rebelling, another evening slowing down to address the heart questions of John, whose faith was in a vice that week.

As important as those weekly meetings were to growing our friendships, I also kept in mind the group’s long-term goals. I had prayed that each of those men would become elders in our congregation within ten years. And so each meeting I asked myself, “Does this move us closer to developing mature disciples, qualified to teach others?”

A three-phase, three-year process I developed through leading several discipleship groups helps me maintain focus upon the goal.

My three-year plan

In our first year together, I focus on building community in the group.

In the early weeks, I say to each man at our meetings, “Tell us your life history.” Then, I take the first turn, modeling permission to admit both success and failure along the way. Sometimes, we take additional time recounting our spiritual history. If we’re going to build a band of close friends who can trust each other as deeply as a discipleship group must, extended relationship building is essential.

Then I lead the group in a four-week introduction to discipling, including what discipling means and what they should expect to both give and receive from the group.

Year one: In that first year, we focus on basics of the Christian walk: prayer, spiritual gifts, and studying the “one another” texts. We discuss challenging articles from Christian periodicals, and sometimes read a book together. I’ve found Bill Hybels’ Too Busy Not to Pray and Gordon MacDonald’s Ordering Your Private World good for the first-year discipleship group.

Year two: The second year is the year of depth. By this time, we’ve grown to trust each other, allowing the possibility of accountability, in-depth study, and intimate prayer. This is the heart of discipleship, when a kind of deep growth occurs that may not be possible in the average small group.

We get close enough to care, a kind of caring I would not have known about if Dave had not modeled it for me years earlier. 

We walk beside each other through crises in our lives and families. We set spiritual goals and make ourselves accountable. We build great friendships in Christ. In fact, I still think of the men in that first group as my good friends.

This process begins to bloom early in that second year when we introduce to the group prayer partners. Even in the presence of friends who have grown to trust and love each other, some personal matters are hard to reveal in a group setting. So we pair off for part of each meeting, focused on more intense accountability.

The meetings with prayer partners are guided by personal spiritual goals. We commit these goals to writing at the beginning of the year and revisit them at least twice monthly, encouraging complete honesty. Kyle and Dwayne, for example, might agree to call each other early each morning, making sure the other is starting the day in prayer. Or Chris might call Randy on Wednesday to ask if Randy confronted the person he needed to at work.

The in-depth studies we take on in that second year and the prayer partner teams combine to make the second year a time of exciting spiritual growth.

Year three: The third year is the year of outreach. We focus on how to multiply the discipleship group experience so others can get in on it. I don’t lead many meetings during the third year, but step back to allow these other men opportunities for leadership.

I also expose the men to every type of small group leadership, from planning, to discussion, to handling conflict. 

For example, in my current group we have just finished a nine-week emphasis on prayer, during which each member led the group for a night. Then, we applied what we learned by conducting a prayer walk through a local shopping mall. The additional step of planning applicable activities helps us think outside our comfortable little group and prepare us for multiplying new discipleship groups.

When we get to the fourth year, it’s time for the men to begin their own branches of the discipleship tree, to begin leading new groups themselves.

Feed the spiritually hungry

In my fourth year with that first group, the six men paired into three teams, I took on a new group, and our discipleship tree grew from one branch to four.

We wrote down the names of 36 men in our church who we considered spiritually hungry candidates for the new groups. At a local hamburger joint, we conducted a “player draft” and divided up the names. Then we planned how we would recruit each potential group member.

As I looked around the table at those soon-to-be group leaders, I felt I should, as their mentor, remind them that discipling requires a strong level of commitment, and we’d be doing well to get a dozen of the men on our list to say yes.

But the guys said, “No, we’re going have a strong response.” And of the 36 candidates, 35 said yes.

Our 35 new recruits tried their groups for two months. This offered them the opportunity to see what discipling involved before they made a long-term commitment. Again I warned the new leaders, “Don’t be disappointed if you have some group members who don’t want to stay with this.”

Of the 35 who started out, 34 agreed to continue for at least year.

I continued to coach the new group leaders, though not as much as I expected. I encouraged them to set short-term goals, such as, “Have lunch with one of your guys each week,” and long-term goals such as, “Have every member lead at least one meeting by June.” I sent them articles or books I thought might make good study. And though we continue to be close friends, my role in their lives diminished, just as a father’s role diminishes when his releases his children and they begin having children of their own.

Elders in the making

Our whole congregation felt the spiritual impact of having more than 30 men in discipling relationships. Men I’d never heard from before were calling me at the office and asking Bible questions. People who had problems with commitment in the past were signing on to do needed ministry. Men who’d stayed in the background stepped forward to lead.

Perhaps my favorite response was the conversations I had with the wives of the men who were in discipleship groups. Many of the women were overjoyed at the spiritual growth in their husbands. The growth was evident not only in the men’s increased involvement at church, but also in their Christlike attitudes at home.

I’m now in my twenty-fourth year of discipling. I’m still amazed at the impact of carving out three to five hours of my week to invest in the long-term growth of a few hungry individuals.

In my current church, I’m discipling a new batch of seven men. I hope all of them will be leaders in our church in the years to come. And I can’t wait to call Dave in a couple of years and once again say, “Hello, Great-Grandfather!”

—Rick Lowry is pastor of community life at Crossroads Christian Church in Evansville, Indiana.

“Mentoring that Produces Mentors,” by Rick Lowry, Leadership Journal, Summer 2003, Page 42

	The Power of Three

	How to do one-on-one mentoring one better. 

	In the mid-eighties I identified a common problem with one-on-one, Paul-to-Timothy mentoring. Too often, the Timothy in the relationship wasn’t empowered to take leadership, but grew dependent on his teacher.

	So in 1984, when I joined the staff of St. John’s Presbyterian Church in West Los Angeles, I decided to try mentoring in groups of three. I invited two other men to join me in a covenant relationship toward mutual growth.

	The result was a less hierarchical and more relational group that still maintained the intimacy of one-on-one discipleship, but with increased energy from greater interchange. 

	One of the men, Hudson, came with me on a missions trip to a Romanian orphanage for HIV-infected children. Hud was excited about the ministry there, and his participation in our group of three encouraged him to think of himself not just as a student or receiver, but as a leader. Hud’s first leadership role involved wrestling with the Romanian government for directorship of the orphanage. He now oversees the orphanage’s operations.

	The triads create more empowering relationships because they change the teacher-student dynamic to more of a partnership. In the nearly 20 years I’ve been using and teaching other churches the triad approach, three-fourths of the men have convened discipleship triads of their own. And in churches where the pastor has been the only trained leader, the triad approach has enabled him or her to multiply leadership development more quickly and with less pressure than one-on-one discipleship.

	—Greg Ogden is executive pastor of Christ Church Oak Brook, 
Oak Brook, Illinois, and author of Discipleship Essentials.
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 11

Full of Grace and Sin

Can we continue in sin even after we’ve given our lives to Christ?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	As the popular hymn “Amazing Grace” suggests, we all once were lost, but if we’ve given our lives to Christ, we’ve been found and saved from sin. We’d like to think of our post-conversion lives as a spotless and continuous pursuit of sanctification. But as Mark R. McMinn reflects in a recent Christianity Today article, we can persist in sin for years without realizing it. Like John Newton, who continued trading slaves even after his conversion, we can unknowingly commit terrible offenses against God.

So what is sin and how can we recognize it? Why isn't our sin immediately apparent to us after conversion? And is there a balancing act between knowing our wretchedness and accepting the grace of Christ?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #11

Scripture:
Luke 15:11–32; Romans 7:7–25; Ephesians 4:17–32; 1 John 1:8–2:6; 1 John 3:4–10
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“Amazing Sin, How Deep We’re Bound,” by Mark R. McMinn, Christianity Today, May 2004, page 50
PART 1

[image: image49.png]


Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each student the article “Amazing Sin, How Deep We’re Bound” from Christianity Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Thirty years ago, the psychiatrist and theologian Karl Menninger wrote a provocative book titled Whatever Became of Sin? Menninger reflected on his many years of dealing with people on the edge of despair and psychological and spiritual chaos and asked: Have we as a culture lost sight of sin and its consequences? Do we excuse it? Do we forget it? Do we explain it away? And why?

In the intervening years, few authors of any theological stripe have explored the insidious nature of sin, the importance of repentance, and the need for correction in Christian life. Perhaps people think sinfulness defines life before conversion and grace defines life after conversion (understood as an experience in a moment). Yet, as Mark McMinn writes in his article, even John Newton, the author of “Amazing Grace,” separated his conversion and confession from his business practice. 

Christians can be misled into sin even in the midst of their movement into sanctification. Today especially, sin is subtle, powerful, and constantly present because of the reach of electronic media and the philosophy of our time that stresses the need for self-esteem. It simply is not healthy for anyone to consider himself wretched. 
How can we as Christians better understand the continuing battle with our wretchedness?

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Give some examples of well-publicized and obvious sinful behavior. What makes these behaviors and actions sinful? How are they confronted, and by whom? How are they explained and justified as well as criticized?

[Q]
Is sin a matter of personal perspective or opinion, or are there some generally accepted notions of sinfulness? 

[Q]
Look up the dictionary definition of the words wretch and wretched. Are these words commonly used today? Why or why not? 

[Q]
Do you think a true Christian can sin? 

[Q]
How can sin be present in a believer’s life? In a church’s life? 

[Q] If you dare to do so, share how you struggle with sin in your life. What do you do about it?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: God’s Word makes clear that dealing with the sinful nature is a process as well as an event.

Many churches teach that a conversion experience results in instant transformation: when we make a commitment to follow Jesus Christ, God deals with our sins and we are instantly sanctified. 

The Bible, especially the New Testament, presents a different point of view. The apostle Paul taught that, while we may move away from obvious and evident sin, we contend with inner attitudes and misunderstandings that cause us, unwittingly, to move away from God’s grace. Or we persist in sinful pursuits and justify them—as John Newton did when he continued in the slave trade after his conversion. Dealing with our sinful nature is a process over time rather than a one-time event.

Read Romans 7:7–25 and 1 John 1:8–2:6.  Then discuss these questions:

[Q]
How does God’s law reveal sin in a believer? 

[Q]
How does sin deceive us—even after we confess our faith in Christ and seek to follow him faithfully?

[Q]
Describe a time when you wanted to do the right thing but could not. How did you recognize your weakness? How did you confess it and change your behavior?

[Q]
What did Paul mean in Romans 7:24 when he cried out, “What a wretched man I am!”? Is that too strong a statement? Why would he say that? Could we utter the same cry?

[Q]
What did John mean when he talked about claiming to be without sin? Why can’t we make that claim?

[Q]
How do you confess sin? To whom do you confess sin? Some churches practice formal confession and absolution. What do you think of that practice? Why?

[Q]
Mark McMinn says one path for dealing with sin is to “deny our complicity and blame others for messing up the world. In doing this, we put ourselves in the role of moral spectators, critics, or victims.” Do you agree with McMinn? How do we develop a system of denial in our spiritual lives? 

[Q]
The second option, McMinn says, is to confront and confess our sin. How and when can that happen? In what way is this a lifelong process?

Teaching point two:  Sin constantly seeks to draw us away from God, and we regularly need to repent.

Read 1 John 3:4–10 and Luke 15:11–32. 

It is one thing to receive the salvation we have in Jesus Christ and to be delivered from our sins. It is quite another to fully receive Christ in our lives and to be Christ in the world. We have been reconciled, but we struggle to incorporate fully the breadth and depth of that reconciliation and to live it out. That is why repentance is a necessary and ongoing Christian discipline. We strive to be sinless, but we do fall into sin.

Mark McMinn describes John Newton’s sense of repentance and coming to Christ, but also his continuation of his highly profitable slave trade. According to McMinn, “Newton even wrote that being the captain of a slave ship was optimal for ‘promoting the Life of God in the Soul.’”

[Q]
Why didn’t Newton regard his behavior as wretched? How does his story relate to how the faithful brother saw himself in relation to the prodigal brother? What is the spiritual danger of the elder brother’s attitude? 

[Q]
Can a Christian really be sinless? Is Mark McMinn right that sanctification is a lifelong process? Why or why not? 

[Q]
John writes that “no one who is born of God will continue to sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of God” (John 3:9). What does he mean? What is the impact of this assertion on the spiritual life?

[Q]
What prompts repentance? How does one become aware of the need for repentance in life, especially if one thinks that he or she is a good person and a good Christian?

Teaching point three:  As we move toward spiritual maturity, we become more aware of our wretchedness in contrast to God’s glory—and more aware of God’s amazing grace.

Read Ephesians 4:17–25.  

The words to “Amazing Grace”—“I once was lost but now am found; was blind, but now I see”—suggest there is a segment of life when a person is lost and separated from fellowship with God, and then a moment when he or she is found. A person once was blind and lived blindly—but now he sees, and has permanent spiritual vision at the 20/20 level. At least that is what many churches teach—and people struggle with newly discovered lostness and newly experienced blindness.

As Paul notes, the Christian life involves “putting off the old self.” Instead of either/or when it comes to this repentance, perhaps it is both/and. That is, in the spiritual life the Christian moves through stages of spiritual development so that a new level of lostness surfaces, or a new level of blindness is experienced. In other words, spiritual growth leads to another level of repentance, and the sin the believer confronts is more deeply layered. Repentance is a process in the movement towards spiritual maturity, as is the wonder of God’s amazing grace.

[Q]
Mark McMinn writes, “But when I look at myself honestly, I see my sin.” How do you look at yourself honestly? How have you become aware of your sin? Could there be a time when you are sinless?

[Q]
What did John Newton do, ultimately, to “put on the new self”? Why did it take so long?

McMinn writes: “Seeing our sin occurs over a lifetime of pursuing God. Our vision is seldom restored in a single burst of light but with countless rays streaming into our darkened eyes over many years—and always in the midst of amazing grace. At the end of his life Newton said to his friends, ‘My memory is nearly gone; but I remember two things: That I am a great sinner, and that Christ is a great Savior.’” 

[Q]
How does God’s amazing grace manifest itself in this earthly life? How have you experienced God’s amazing grace recently?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

One dynamic discovered by the great saints of the church is that the closer they move to God, the more they become aware of their utter sinfulness. They in fact decrease in their sense of spiritual stature—but God makes them greater and accomplishes wondrous things through them.

[Q]
Name some of the great saints in history who have demonstrated their awareness of sin in view of God’s grace. Are there any saints today who are demonstrating God’s amazing grace while acknowledging their wretchedness?

[Q]
Can you think of words besides wretched that can describe the spiritual condition of the human being—even one who is growing in his or her faith? 

[Q]
How can the church stress the wretchedness of human life, especially in an age when the psychological disciplines are stressing self-esteem and fundamental human goodness?

—Study by John R. Throop, a writer on theology, ethics, and church ministry. He is an Episcopal priest and is pastor at Christ Church Limestone near Peoria, Illinois.

Recommended Resources

· Holiness By Grace, by Bryan Chappell (Crossway Books, 2003; ISBN 1-5813-4465-1)

· Saved From What? by R. C. Sproul (Crossway Books, 2002; ISBN 1-5813-4417-1)

· Speaking of Sin: The Lost Language of Salvation, by Barbara Brown Taylor (Cowley Publications, 2001; ISBN 1-5610-1189-4)

· Whatever Became of Sin? by Karl Menninger (E. P. Dutton, 1973; 
ISBN 0-8015-8556-2)

· What’s So Amazing About Grace? by Philip Yancey (Zondervan, 2002;  
ISBN 0-3102-4565-6)

Article

Amazing Sin, How Deep We're Bound

Finding the courage to trust in grace.
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By Mark R. McMinn, for the study “Full of Grace and Sin.”

I have often heard Christians speak of John Newton’s powerful story: how he was once a slave trader who was gripped by God’s love in the midst of a tumultuous storm on the high seas. We hear the story and assume that Newton turned immediately from his sin after that awful storm in 1748, and then sat down to write, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.”

His blind eyes may have been opened on that dismal night, but not wide enough. Upon his return to Liverpool, Newton promptly signed on as mate of another ship and sailed to Africa, where the Christian traveled from village to village buying human beings and returning them as cargo. He then sailed across the Atlantic, studying a Latin Bible in his quarters as 200 slaves lay in the hull, shackled two by two, squeezed into shelves like secondhand books. As many as a third died during the long voyage across the ocean, and many more suffered serious illnesses. When the ship arrived in Charleston, South Carolina, Newton delivered these men, women, and children into a life of toil and oppression while he sat in church services and took leisurely strolls through fields and woods outside Charleston.

It is not as difficult to see the mess in others’ lives as it is to see the mess in our own. For years, Newton had no notion that slavery was evil—few Christians of his day did. That makes me wonder how blind I am to the cultural deceptions of our times. What hidden sins skulk in my soul? And if I am without the awareness or language to name them, how can I change?

An Absurd Mess

Part of our mess is not knowing we are a mess. Most of us in contemporary life have never participated in the evil of slavery, never been convicted of a felony, never abused a child. Sometimes we don’t feel a pressing need for grace because we do not see our sin as particularly troublesome. Both social science and theology help explain why this is so.

A robust finding from social science research is that most people think they are better than others—more ethical, considerate, industrious, cooperative, fair, and loyal. People think they obey the Ten Commandments more consistently than others. One polling expert noted, “It’s the great contradiction: the average person believes he is a better person than the average person.” Sixteen centuries earlier Augustine bemoaned: “[My] sin was all the more incurable because I did not judge myself to be a sinner.”

Theologians discuss the noetic effects of sin, meaning that our intellect is dulled—our eyes closed—as a result of living in a fallen state. In the narrow sense, it means we cannot reason well enough to see our need for salvation unless God, in grace, first reaches out to us. In a broader sense, it means our awareness of sin is dulled in various ways by pride.

Karl Barth, the 20th-century Swiss theologian, shows the absurdity of this sin. Our pride demonstrates how much we want to be like God. Meanwhile, God—the eternal and majestic Creator, filled with all power, knowledge, and goodness—empties himself in the form of Jesus, even to the point of a violent and horrific death on trumped-up charges. Humans are puffed up in pride as God is emptied in humility. It is absurd.

But it is nonetheless real. While pride blinds us spiritually, our defense mechanisms—the psychological armor we use to protect ourselves from seeing the truth about ourselves—keep us in the dark, and for good reason. If we live in a world without grace, then our defense mechanisms are the only things keeping us from the precipice of despair.

The language of sin

In this broken world, we have two options.

First, we can deny our complicity and blame others for messing up the world. In doing this, we put ourselves in the role of moral spectators, critics, or victims. In Jesus’ parable of the two men praying in the temple, the religious leader says, “I thank you, God, that I am not a sinner like everyone else, especially like that tax collector over there! For I never cheat, I don’t sin, I don’t commit adultery, I fast twice a week, and I give you a tenth of my income.” This is the path of self-deception.

The second option is to dare to believe that God is gracious and to admit our sin. In Jesus’ parable, the tax collector does not even risk raising his eyes to heaven, but beats his chest and cries out, “O God, be merciful to me, for I am a sinner” (Luke 18:13). This is the path of hope, the journey of Lent that leads toward Easter.

We are sorely tempted to take the first option. I do sometimes. I am usually nice to my students, treat my colleagues fairly, deeply love those in my family, pay my taxes, provide psychological help to pastors in crisis, go to church and tithe. I don’t steal, commit adultery, use illegal drugs, or swear. And I floss regularly. When I was younger, I would gladly sing, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound” and then remain uncomfortably silent for the next six words. I was no wretch, that was for sure.

But when I look at myself honestly, I see my sin. I micromanage, consume more than my share of resources, and harbor bitterness from past losses. I hoard my time and resent others for intruding on it. I am vain and consumed with how others perceive me. I wrestle with my sexuality and have strayed away from Lisa, my wife, with my eyes and my heart. I have learned how to pretend to listen without really listening. I think more about being great than about being good. I act more spiritual than I am. I am a mess—broken in every way—and my only hope is in God’s mercy.

I have been socialized in a therapeutic language that proclaims “I’m okay, you’re okay.” Our culture is fascinated with the cult of self-esteem, as if this is the path to self-acceptance and the ultimate experience of love. Many have become adept at polishing the steel of the defensive armor, but the inner self still longs for love more than self-love, for grace more than impression management, for authenticity more than admiration. Beneath the armor of our pride, we live as vulnerable men and women longing to be loved and known. Our hope is found in cautiously shedding the armor and clinging to the possibility of amazing grace.

Slow Change Coming

In the parable of the prodigal son, who looked longingly at the pods he was feeding to pigs, Jesus says that “he finally came to his senses” (Luke 15:17).

We each have moments of coming to our senses. It may happen while sitting in a counselor’s office, participating in a worship service, or praying quietly. Some people come to their senses while scooping pig slop; others are encompassed in the warm embrace of a lover. The moment may start as a gentle nudging, wisps of renewal coming as a gentle summer breeze. Or it may knock us over like a coastal hurricane. We might be alone or sitting in the midst of thousands. In every season and every place God keeps pursuing us, wooing us home, bringing us back to our senses.

Like most of us, Newton came to his senses slowly. While in Charleston, Newton began writing letters and journal entries that showed pity for his human cargo. God was working in his heart. Newton returned to England, married, and … no, he still did not change.

Allowed to captain his own ships, he continued to steal and sell human lives for several more years. In his journal, Newton even wrote that being the captain of a slave ship was optimal for “promoting the Life of God in the Soul.” Newton’s slave trading might have continued for many more years except for a seizure that made a career change medically necessary. In all, Newton spent 10 years trading slaves, most of them after his conversion to Christianity.

Newton’s biography was not the story I expected, yet it is hauntingly familiar to my Christian journey. We fall short of God’s desire for our lives. Our disordered passions do not suddenly become ordered with a flash of insight or a spiritual awakening. Sanctification is a lifelong calling, an epic journey. It was not until many years later that Newton could write, “[I] was blind but now I see.”

Newton became a customs officer, studied theology, and eventually—despite feelings of unworthiness because of his past sins—became a minister. As Newton’s eyes opened more fully with each passing year, he became horrified at his sin. One of his friends later recalled that he never spent 30 minutes with Newton without hearing the former captain’s remorse for trading slaves. It was always on his mind, nagging his conscience while reminding him of his utter dependence on God’s forgiving grace. In one of Newton’s letters to a member of Parliament, he described the slave trade as “a millstone, sufficient, of itself sufficient, to sink such an enlightened and highly favour’d nation as ours to the bottom of the sea.”

Seeing our sin occurs over a lifetime of pursuing God. Our vision is seldom restored in a single burst of light but with countless rays streaming into our darkened eyes over many years—and always in the midst of amazing grace. At the end of his life Newton said to his friends, “My memory is nearly gone; but I remember two things: That I am a great sinner, and that Christ is a great Savior.”

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.” Now I sing it out—the whole line.

—Mark R. McMinn is the Dr. Arthur P. Rech and Mrs. Jean May Rech Professor of Psychology at Wheaton College. This article is an 
excerpt from Why Sin Matters: The Surprising Relationship 
between God's Grace and Our Sin (Tyndale, 2004).

“Amazing Sin, How Deep We’re Bound,” by Mark R. McMinn, Christianity Today, May 2004, page 50
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 12

Finding God in Our Pain

How do we make sense of our suffering?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Pain and sorrow are part of human existence. Each of us has known hurt and sadness, and often our instinct is to search for a reason why. Are we being punished for some wrongdoing? Is God trying to teach us something? Is God testing our faith?

In an article for Christianity Today, Daniel Tomberlin looks at how we experience both God’s holiness and his glory through our suffering. This study delves deeper into the timeless question of why we suffer.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #12

Scripture:
Job; Isaiah 53; Luke 13:1–5
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“Wind of Terror, Wind of Glory,” by Daniel Tomberlin, Christianity Today, October 2004, Page 90
PART 1

Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article “Wind of Terror, Wind of Glory” from Christianity Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Pain may be a problem for us, but it is also a fact of our lives. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What hurt are you experiencing right now? How have death, disease, disaster, or difficulty dogged your trail?

[Q]
Think bigger. Where are the hurting spots of our world? What are the places torn by violence, ripped by war, burdened by famine, or overwhelmed by economic misfortune?

[Q]
Get philosophical. Is there a method to pain’s madness? Is there justice to suffering? Where is God in the hurts of life?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: There are a variety of reasons why we suffer.

The Book of Job is a timeless investigation of why suffering happens. It is part of the Wisdom Literature of the Bible. The Old Testament contains at least three sections: the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. The Law is made up of the first five books—Genesis through Deuteronomy—and helps us understand how God created all things, how sin entered and disrupted our human situation, and how God has initiated a special covenant relationship with his people to bring all nations on earth back to him. The section called the Prophets contains both the history books of Israel’s national development and also the writings of the prophets Isaiah through Malachi. In these we are led to understand how God’s covenant relationship with his people ought to shape their lives and their witness to their neighbors. The Writings section is a collection of various types of literature, including the psalms of Israel’s worship and some later stories of faith (e.g., Daniel, 1 &2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther). It also encompasses scrolls identified as Wisdom Literature, like Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Solomon.

These documents named Wisdom Literature help us sort through problems and issues that challenge our faith or its practice. The Book of Job wrestles, as Tomberlin states, with the challenge that confronts each of us through experiences of suffering. In the first two chapters of Job, an extremely wealthy man (Job) has everything taken from him as a religious test. Chapters 3–31 are a series of poetic dialogues between Job and three of his closest friends (Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar), who debate with him about the reasons for his catastrophes. Most often they suggest that Job’s pains are punishment from God because of secret sins Job has committed. In chapter 32 a new figure enters the scene. A younger man named Elihu believes neither Job nor the older three friends have given an appropriate response to Job’s plight. Instead Elihu injects a modified theory, suggesting that suffering is part of human life to keep us dependent on God. God himself appears with a loud voice of transcendent authority in chapters 38–41. God’s review of his power throughout the animal and mineral worlds of the universe does little to address Job’s hurt, but it seems to provide some perspective that helps place Job’s sad experience in a bigger context. The entire matter is resolved in chapter 42, with Job receiving multiplied blessings and his friends being chastised for their over-simplistic judgments.

Tomberlin, in the third paragraph of his section called “Great Wind,” acknowledges that there are different approaches to the reasons for suffering in our world. It is likely that theologians will continue to debate these until Jesus comes again. It is also apparent that several different possibilities for why Job and we might suffer are at least suggested in the biblical book. Here is a chart that summarizes a number of these:

	Dramatic Personality
	Source of Suffering Suggested
	Reason for Suffering Suggested

	Narrator
	Satan
	Test Job’s faithfulness

	Job’s Three Friends
	God
	Punish Job’s sinfulness

	Job
	God
	Does not know

	Elihu
	God
	Remind Job of his need for God

	God
	Never answered
	Who has a right to ask?


To the leader: If your class is large enough, divide into groups, assigning a dramatic personality to each group. Allow 10–15 minutes for this activity. You may want to prepare several study sheets in advance with just the headings as shown in the following examples.

On a piece of paper, draw a line with two columns. In the first column, jot down three or four examples of suffering from personal experience or world news. In the second column, write how we might understand this hurt from our character’s perspective. Here are three examples (use as many current experiences of suffering as you can, although the ones provided here will also work to stimulate discussion):

	THE NARRATOR’S PERSPECTIVE

	Painful Situation
	How we might understand this hurt

	An accident puts a young wife in a coma
	Satan is attempting to draw the family away from God

	The international threat of AIDS 
	Satan is hoping to undermine world confidence in God’s goodness

	A tornado rips through a town and 28 people die
	Satan is twisting God’s good creation to hurt God’s people, and only the return of Jesus will restore balance to nature

	
	

	JOB’S THREE FRIENDS’ PERSPECTIVE

	Painful Situation
	How we might understand this hurt

	An accident puts a young wife in a coma
	She or her husband must have done something wrong and are being punished

	The international threat of AIDS 
	This is God’s general judgment against sexual promiscuity

	A tornado rips through a town and 28 people die
	The collective guilt of the community is being addressed by God’s all-seeing eye

	
	


	ELIHU’S PERSPECTIVE

	Painful Situation
	How we might understand this hurt

	An accident puts a young wife in a coma
	We don’t know why this happened, but we do know that through it we are all called to renew our relationship with God

	The international threat of AIDS 
	Evil is part of our current world order; while we must try to overcome diseases through science and medicine, we must also remember that God is using these tragedies to call us back to him

	A tornado rips through a town and 28 people die
	We cannot begin to point fingers; all we can do is share love and help people know that God’s care is available to them


After the groups have discussed these matters, have someone from each group share an example or two with the other groups. Then transition to the question Tomberlin raises at the beginning of his article:

[Q]
Tomberlin tells of an elderly man’s death after six years of painful struggle with disease, and the question of this man’s son-in-law: “Can you please tell me how God gets any glory for this?” How might Tomberlin have answered him from each of the five perspectives noted above? Which approach seems most pastoral? Which seems most theological? Which seems harshest? Why?

Teaching point two: God has redemptively entered human suffering.

Although neither Job nor the ancient Israelites could fully understand how God would undo the effects of sin and divinely usher in messianic redemption, there are hints of that hope throughout the Old Testament. One of Job’s speeches seems to understand something of this mystery.

Read Job 19:23–27.

[Q]
What do you suppose Job was thinking about when he spoke these words? How might he have imagined God would accomplish this resolution to his suffering?

[Q]
Is Job looking for relief from his tragedies or is he looking for something else? If something else, what exactly does he hope a Redeemer will do?

[Q]
What ideas did people in Old Testament times have about the promised Redeemer? Do you think they expected someone like Jesus? Why or why not?

Other prophets add substance to Job’s wishes, hopes, faith, and prayers. The prophet Isaiah wrote one of the most profound testimonies about God healing our hurts.

Read Isaiah 53.

Here is another Old Testament passage that speaks of sin and suffering and tragedy, all turned around by an amazing divine act in human history. There is a series of four Servant Songs in Isaiah’s prophecy (42:1–9; 49:1–13; 50:4–11; 52:13–55:13) that talk of God dealing with human suffering and pain in the not-too-distant future. This passage is included among those Servant Songs. Taken together, these Servant Songs seem to indicate either that Israel will be uniquely used by God to bring hope to the world after a period of national suffering, or that a divinely appointed deliverer will emerge from among the people to accomplish God’s redemptive purposes. Only when Jesus finally came did greater clarity emerge about this Servant. Jesus’ incarnation meant that God would share our sufferings with us. Jesus’ death meant that God would walk with us all the way through our darkest times and do so with redemptive significance. And Jesus’ resurrection meant that God was opening up a new world for us in which suffering and pain would no longer rule or even threaten.

[Q]
What images come to mind as you read Isaiah 53? How do these pictures inform our talk about human suffering? How does the fact that God in Jesus experienced pain and suffering affect our conversations about our own and others’ hurts?

[Q]
If you were to read Isaiah 53 to Job, how do you think he would react? If you were to read Isaiah 53 to the dying father in the first paragraph of Tomberlin’s article, how do you think he would react? If you were to read Isaiah 53 to the son of the dying man, the one who asked Tomberlin the question about God’s glory, how do you think he would react?

We seem to be able to understand how the redemptive suffering of Jesus addresses the big picture of God’s care for us and our world. What we still have difficulty with is the possibility that some pains in our lives may have no specific redemptive purpose other than to make us aware of God’s transcendent and free power, as Tomberlin states in his final two paragraphs.

Teaching point three: Sometimes we need not look for answers to our suffering, but simply look to God through our suffering.

Read Luke 13:1–5.

One day during Jesus’ ministry some people brought him a news report about a group of religious people who had been killed by the local ruler in a seemingly meaningless show of power. They asked Jesus to give a reason for this tragedy. While they seemed to be looking for a cause-and-effect relationship between sin and suffering (not all that different from Job’s friends!), Jesus actually turned the tables on them and forced them to consider their response to suffering. Rather than gossiping about whose evil deeds might have triggered Pilate’s brutal torture or nature’s random mishap, Jesus pointed directly to the holiness of God and said, “Repent!” Although God might at times work through tragedies, and certainly provides comfort during them, there is also a need for us to step outside of these tragedies and simply become overwhelmed by God so our gaze is fixed on him instead of them.

This seems to be Tomberlin’s goal in his article. As he states, “The Spirit’s work in our lives is to draw us into God’s holiness so we may experience his glory. We prefer to experience his glory rather than his holiness. But as Job testifies, we can experience his glory only after we have been confronted by his holiness.”  

[Q]
How does suffering relate to seeing God’s holiness? 

[Q]
Tomberlin writes, “We must make room in our spirituality for profound lament. We should recognize that true victory does not come without intense struggle.” What happens through lament and struggle that cannot otherwise happen?
[Q]
With this in mind, how would you answer the question asked by the son of the dying man in Tomberlin’s article: “Can you please tell me how God gets any glory for this?”

[Q]
Return now to the list of hurts and tragedies that members of the group brought together in the first section of this study. Ask one or two to voice how their views may have changed through these reflections on Job, Isaiah 53, and Luke 13:1–5. 

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Discuss a news story, or show the group one or two headlines from the front page of a newspaper. Engage the group in a discussion of how each news story might reveal the glory of God. Suggest a sermon title or two that a pastor might use in developing a message related to the glory of God and using that particular news story as one element of his or her sermon introduction. These questions may help to stimulate the discussion.

[Q]
What is your first thought when you read or hear about this news event? How does this news event intersect with your faith? If God has a direct role in human history, how might it be seen or understood through this news event?

[Q]
Are the glory of God and the care of God mutually exclusive? How does a parent continue to be a powerful provider and fixer for a young child and still show meaningful compassion and empathy? 

[Q] What would a Christian make of the glory of God in the news event of the headline? What would a non-Christian say about God after reading such news events?

[Q]
How do you speak to your neighbors and friends about tragedies and hurts, and the place of God in all of that? How do you communicate the holiness of God in these matters?

[Q]
What title would you give to a sermon about these things as it is published in your local newspaper or on the signboard of your church? Why?

Conclude with a prayer of submission to our holy God.

—Study prepared by Wayne Brouwer, senior pastor of 
Harderwyk Ministries in Holland, Michigan.

Recommended Resources

· Being a Believer in an Unbelieving World, by Wayne Brouwer (Hendrickson, 1999; ISBN 1565634551)

· Hear Me, O God, by Wayne Brouwer (FaithAlive, 1996; ISBN 1562121197)

· Loving God, by Charles Colson (Zondervan, 1997; ISBN 0310219140)

· The Message of Job, David Atkinson (InterVarsity Press, 1991; ISBN 083081230X)

· When God Doesn’t Answer Your Prayer, by Jerry Sittser (Zondervan, 2003; ISBN 0310243262)

· Where Is God When It Hurts?, by Philip Yancey (Zondervan, 1997; ISBN 0310214378)

Article

Wind of Terror, Wind of Glory

We cannot know God’s majesty without his terrible holiness.
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By Daniel Tomberlin, for the study, “Finding God in Our Pain”

Not long ago, I stood by the bedside of a dying saint. This man had been a member of my church for 50 years. He was known throughout the community as a kind and gentle man. He never lost his temper or spoke ill of anyone. For the last six years, he had spent his life in a nursing home, suffering from one ailment after another. As I stood by his bed with his family, his son-in-law looked into my face and asked, 
“Can you please tell me how God gets any glory for this?”

Our spirituality encourages us to proclaim our victories, but we lament in silence. We have room for a God who is active in our affairs. We even have room for a Satan who is active in our affairs. But we have little or no room for a God who seems indifferent to our suffering. Certainly, we have no room for a God who moves to afflict. But the Scriptures give us such a testimony.

Great Wind 

In the first chapter of the book of Job, we are introduced to a man who is a saint in every way. His flocks and children are among the many blessings of God in his life. But one day a dreadful storm blows into Job’s life. A messenger brings the news to Job: “Your sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine … and behold, a great wind came from across the wilderness and struck the four corners of the house, and it fell on the young people and they died” (Job 1:18-19, NASB). 

The Hebrew word for wind is ruach, also translated into English as “spirit” and “breath.” This same word is used in Exodus, where we are told that the Red Sea was parted by a blast from the nostrils of God (Ex. 15:8). The great wind of God plays a significant role in the life of Job.

Many will protest, “It wasn’t God who sent that great wind, it was the Devil!” In general, that’s the witness of Scripture: Good things come from God, and bad things from his adversary. When bad things happen to good people, it would be presumptuous, as Job’s friends learned, to guess why. Yet Job seems to know the source of his suffering. “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away,” he says (Job 1:21). Later, in reply to his wife, he asks, “Shall we indeed accept good from God and not accept adversity?” (Job 2:10). For Job, God is the source of blessing and adversity! When Job begins his lament, he does not address or rebuke the Devil; he addresses his lament to God.

Consider these words: “For the arrows of the Almighty are within me, their poison my spirit drinks; the terrors of God are arrayed against me” (Job 6:4). Suddenly, we are faced with a God with whom we are unfamiliar. We are accustomed to speaking of “the flaming arrows of the evil one” (Eph. 6:16), but Job presents to us a view of spiritual warfare in which God is the antagonist. “He breaks through me with breach after breach; he runs at me like a warrior” (Job 16:14).

Job cries out toward the heavens, “But I would speak to the Almighty, and I desire to argue with God” (Job 13:3). Job is at a loss to understand why God has brought such affliction into his life. But neither his affliction nor his lack of understanding causes him to hide his face from God. To the contrary, he is in God’s face! This may seem irreverent, but it’s actually a sign of daring faith. Job demands God’s attention; he demands that God explain himself. “Though he slay me, I will hope in him. Nevertheless I will argue my ways before him” (Job 13:15).

In the midst of Job’s lament the winds began to blow again. It seems that another storm is brewing. The dark thunderheads are low on the horizon, and they are blown quickly across the heavens. In their midst are loud claps of thunder and bright lightning. Then suddenly, “the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind” (Job 38:1; 40:6). A great wind that was the source of Job’s afflictions is now the place from which God speaks. 

A Stunned Silence 

Job has demanded an audience with God, but now that God has granted it, Job can only remain silent. “Behold, I am insignificant; what can I reply to you? I lay my hand on my mouth” (Job 40:4). Job is silenced because he has been overwhelmed by the presence of the almighty God. Suddenly, his afflictions are not his primary concern. He proclaimed, “I have heard of you by the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees you” (Job 42:5).

Later, another man of faith, the apostle Paul, would write that his sufferings “are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (Rom. 8:18). This is not to suggest that Job and Paul’s afflictions were not intense. But standing in the splendor and majesty of God is an experience that transcends the sufferings of this corrupt age.

Some might say that Job’s lament was out of character for a man of faith. But I think that it was Job’s lament—his reckless and daring challenges—that brought him face to face with God. He experienced what can be called the dark side of the glory of God. This does not suggest God’s absence, or even his displeasure. It does suggest his presence in such a way that leaves us feeling abandoned. It is during these times that we truly experience the utter holiness of God, realizing that he is wholly other, beyond human scrutiny. During these times, lament is the only proper human response.

One of Job’s friends, Elihu, offered words of counsel that we should consider. “There are times when the light vanishes, behind darkening clouds; then comes the wind, sweeping them away. And brightness spreads from the north. God is clothed in fearful splendor” (Job 37:21-22, New Jerusalem Bible). The winds bring the storms, which hide the splendor and glory of God, and the winds cause the storms to pass again, revealing the brightness of his glory. The story of Job reminds us that the winds that bring the storm and the winds that blow away the storm belong to God.

The story of Job ends with his wealth and posterity restored. So then, what is the point of the story? Are the rewards of Job’s faithfulness and integrity to be understood in terms of the restoration of his fortunes? Are all things as they were? Not at all! The Job of the first chapter was perfect, blessed, and without adversity. But he had never seen the splendor and glory of God. The Job of the last chapter has been sorely afflicted, and those times cannot be forgotten. Job has been deeply wounded. But he has survived warfare with God; he has seen God.

The Spirit (ruach) of God moves in the lives of believers in a variety of ways. He draws us into God’s presence so we may receive the blessings of salvation. He continues to move in our lives, sometimes in a gentle and restful breeze, and at other times like the winds of a great storm that disrupts our lives. The Spirit’s work in our lives is to draw us into God’s holiness so we may experience his glory. We prefer to experience his glory rather than his holiness. But as Job testifies, we can experience his glory only after we have been confronted by his holiness.

As Spirit-filled believers, we must make room in our theology for a God who is utterly free from our sentimental caricatures. We must make room in our spirituality for profound lament. We should recognize that true victory does not come without intense struggle. We must give room for the Spirit of God to blow mightily through our lives and through our churches. In doing so, we may find ourselves wounded, but whole, and, prayerfully, holy.

—Daniel Tomberlin is an ordained bishop in the Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee) and has served as pastor for almost 25 years. He is also a missionary evangelist who ministers in Southeast Asia and Eastern Europe.

“Wind of Terror, Wind of Glory,” by Daniel Tomberlin, Christianity Today, October 2004, Page 90
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 13

Forgiving from the Heart

How do we know we have truly forgiven?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	In his article, “Forgiveness—The Power to Change the Past,” Lewis B. Smedes talks about forgiveness as a redemptive response to having been wronged and wounded. Jesus commanded us to forgive our brother from our heart (Matthew 18:35). Yet because we have memory, sometimes the hurt and pain resurface, and we find that once again we are struggling with the very issue we thought we had forgiven.

How do we know when we have truly forgiven? Why must we forgive others? What are the steps to forgiveness? Does forgiveness always mean reconciliation? This study will discuss these issues.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #13

Scripture:
Matthew 5:23–24; 18:21–35; Romans 12:17–21; 2 Corinthians 5:18–21; Philippians 4:5–8; Hebrews 12:14–15
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“Forgiveness—The Power to Change the Past,” by Lewis B. Smedes, Christianity Today, 1983
PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article, “Forgiveness—The Power to Change the Past” (included at the end of this study).

When we are wronged, our human nature demands revenge. It is easy to dwell on ways to get even so that the person who injured us pays for the hurt he has caused us. We often replay hurtful conversations in our minds, wishing we had come up with clever, stinging comments to rebuff our offender. The Bible, however, tells us that we are to forgive others because we are forgiven. The same grace and forgiveness that God extends to us, we are to extend to others. When we are deeply hurt, this command often counters all of our angry emotions—and at times even seems to border on the impossible. 

Because we cannot erase memory when we forgive, the emotions of the past can reoccur like the ocean tide. Just when we think we have completely forgiven, memory and hurt return. Forgiveness is a process of continually turning painful memories over to God whenever they resurface. We can’t do this on our own. Forgiveness is a supernatural act of the Holy Spirit. When we no longer desire revenge and genuinely desire good for our offender, we glorify God for giving us the grace and power to forgive.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
How would you define forgiveness? Is forgiveness more than an emotion? Share your thoughts. 

[Q]
Why do you think our first reaction to hurt is often a desire for retaliation? What happens when we respond vindictively?

[Q]
God commands us to forgive. When the memory resurfaces and we remember the pain, does this mean we have not forgiven?

[Q]
Do you struggle with forgiveness? Share your story. (Be careful to protect the identity of those involved.)

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: We forgive others because Jesus forgave us.

Read Matthew 18:21–35. Nothing enables us to forgive like knowing in our hearts that we are forgiven. Remembering our own desperately wicked heart (Jeremiah 17:9), evil desires, and selfish attitudes reminds us of the undeniable truth that we are all sinners that fall far short of God’s magnificent holiness and glory (Romans 3:23). When we struggle to forgive someone who has wronged us, we need to remember that we are also forgiven sinners saved by the grace of God. “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). If Christ forgave us, how can we not forgive others? We draw on the same grace that God extends to us in order to forgive those who have wronged us. Forgiveness, then, becomes a supernatural act of the Holy Spirit, not something we muster up from our own human frailty. God forgives us, and he gives us the power to forgive others. 

[Q]
According to Matthew 18:27, why did the king forgive the slave’s debt? What role does compassion play in the forgiveness process? Why should remembering our own forgiven state cause us to have compassion on those who have wronged us?

[Q]
According to Matthew 18:33, why must we show mercy to those who have wronged us? What consequences did the slave have because of his lack of mercy and forgiveness? What warning does this give us?

When Peter asked Jesus how many times he must forgive another, he was apparently asking Jesus to put a limit on forgiveness. His question demonstrated that he did not fully grasp his own spiritual depravity and need for God’s mercy and compassion.

[Q]
With what heart issue was Peter apparently struggling? Have you ever been tempted to not forgive someone because you had forgiven that person so many times before? Being careful to protect your transgressor’s identity, share your story.

[Q]
According to the Lord’s Prayer, God forgives us as we forgive others (Matthew 6:12). Keeping this principle in mind, what danger is there in setting a limit to forgiveness? 

[Q]
Jesus told us to forgive each other from the heart. Compare and contrast superficial forgiveness with forgiveness that comes from the heart. What are the consequences of superficial forgiveness? What are the results of forgiveness that comes from the heart? Does forgiving from the heart mean we will never again struggle with the memory of what happened? Explain your answer.

Teaching point two: Forgiveness is a process. 

Read Philippians 4:5–8 and reread Matthew 18:21–22. Forgiveness is not an immediate stopping of emotion, but rather a constancy of bringing the issue to God whenever it comes to mind. It is a heart that wants to forgive—a desire to obey God and love our erring brother. It is a spiritual battle to fight bitterness and resentment that wants to set up camp in the dark corners of our soul.

Often we are told, “Forgive and forget.” But memory does not erase just because we desire to forgive. When the memory floods our mind like a broken dike, we immediately go to the Father, asking for his grace to forgive again. This process allows us to dethrone the memory by refusing to let it control our lives. Instead of dwelling on the painful memory, we take our thoughts captive (2 Cor. 10:5) and replace them by dwelling on things that are noble, right, excellent, and praiseworthy (Phil. 4:8). This permits us to detoxify the memory so that we can purge its poison from our soul. Eventually, this process will allow our hearts to no longer wish our wrongdoer evil, but will replace our thoughts of revenge with a desire to love and pray for those who persecute us (Matt. 5:44–47). When we can honestly wish our wrongdoer well and desire good things to happen to him, we know God’s amazing grace has allowed the flood waters of painful memory to leave the rich soil of forgiveness in our hearts.

[Q]
What are your thoughts about the often quoted phrase, “Forgive and forget”? Is it possible to forget our past? How do we forgive if we continue to have painful memories? 

[Q]
When might it be beneficial to you or others for you to share your painful memories with other people? When might sharing your story keep the injury in the forefront of your mind, thus hindering forgiveness? How do you decide when and how to share your struggles with others?

[Q]
What practical ways can we dethrone and detoxify bitter memories by refusing to let them control our lives? 

Optional Activity

Consider an offense that you have struggled to forgive. Read through Philippians 4:5–8. Using these verses as a springboard for thought, make a list of things that are true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, of good reputation, excellent or anything worthy of praise in relationship to your offender and/or in relationship to God’s grace in your life as it applies to your offender. Let your mind dwell on these things whenever your painful memories arise. Share your list with your group.

[Q]
How might failure to forgive make us anxious and rob us of the peace described in the Philippians 4?

[Q]
Why does dwelling on good things aid our ability to forgive?

Teaching point three: Forgiveness surrenders our right to get even.

Read Romans 12:17–21. When we forgive, we surrender our right to get even, placing the outcome of the matter in God’s hands. This is exactly what Jesus did. “When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:23). When we trust God as judge of the earth and the avenger of evil, we are able to let go of our desire for retaliation. Paul warned the Romans to never take their own revenge, but to leave vengeance to God alone. 

[Q]
How does plotting revenge reveal a heart that is unforgiving? Why did Paul warn us to never take our own revenge? 

[Q]
What are subtle ways that we repay evil with evil? 

[Q]
What role does the desire for justice have in the forgiveness process? Why should trusting God as judge and avenger quench our demands for justice and free us to forgive? 

[Q]
Paul told the Romans to overcome evil with good. How do we do this practically? How is this related to forgiveness?

Teaching point four: Ideally, forgiving leads to reconciliation.

Read 2 Corinthians 5:18–21, Matthew 5:23–24, and Hebrews 12:14–15. Reconciliation is the heart of God. God reconciled us to himself through Christ, and he gives us the ministry of reconciliation. As ambassadors for Christ we are to encourage people to be reconciled to God and each other. If our brother sins against us, we are to go to him and show him his fault. If he will not listen to us, we are to enlist the help of other believers. 

Ideally, forgiving leads to reconciliation. Immediate reconciliation, however, is not always possible. Sometimes our offender does not desire reconciliation, or he has not changed his behavior, so we need to protect ourselves from further abuse at his hands.

The Book of Hebrews tells us to pursue peace with all men. Pursue is an active verb that requires diligent effort and perseverance. It implies taking the initiative toward peace. We need to be active in our pursuit of peace. This requires forgiveness and openness to reconciliation so that bitterness does not take root. Relationships that do not reconcile are more at risk for bitterness. If we forgive, but reconciliation of the relationship is not possible, we must guard our hearts vigorously against the root of bitterness.

[Q]
Why is it true that there can be no reunion without forgiving, but there can be forgiving without reunion?

[Q]
How can we actively pursue peace with someone who has injured us? (Discuss the steps outlined in Matthew 5:23–24.) 

[Q]
Why is it difficult to confront a person who has injured us? What happens when we do not confront them? 

[Q]
It is more difficult to forgive when our offender has not admitted wrong. What should be our response if our offender does not ask for our forgiveness?

[Q]
Often people will talk to others about their pain instead of the person who hurt them. What are the typical results of handling our hurt in this way?

[Q]
What causes bitterness? How does bitterness defile us? Give practical examples.

[Q]
The Book of Hebrews describes bitterness as a root. What does the analogy of a root imply about:

· How bitterness begins? (Consider how a root begins from a seed.)

· The growth of bitterness?

· The difficulty of getting rid of bitterness once it sets in?

[Q]
Give examples of times when reconciliation might not be possible, even though we have forgiven. How do we guard against the root of bitterness in these situations? 

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Bitterness enslaves us to a world of hurt. Forgiveness sets us free. “Unforgiving people allow other people to control them. Setting people who have hurt you free from an old debt is to stop wanting something from them; it sets you free as well. Forgiving can lead to proactive behavior in the present, instead of passive wishes from the past.” (Boundaries, Zondervan, 1992) 

We forgive because we are forgiven, relying upon the same grace and power to forgive that Christ extends to us. We leave the outcome of the matter to God and give up our desire to get even. We must forgive from our heart, seeking reconciliation whenever possible. When memory causes the flood of emotion to return, we once again turn it over to Christ. True forgiveness allows us to wish our wrongdoer well. We not only surrender our right to revenge against him; we desire good things to happen to him. 

[Q]
In the beginning of the study you defined forgiveness. Has your definition or view of forgiveness changed as a result of this study? Explain.

[Q]
In the book Boundaries (Zondervan, 1992), Dr. Henry Cloud and Dr. John Townsend say unforgiving people allow others to control them, but forgiveness sets us free. Do you agree with their view? Why or why not?

[Q]
Why is it important to differentiate between someone who has truly sinned against us, and someone who has hurt our feelings or done something we dislike, but has not sinned? How should we respond to hurt that is not a result of sin?

Optional Activity

Act out skits to practice confronting a person who has injured you. 

Possible situations:

· At the neighborhood block party, your neighbor screamed and swore at you for spilling his drink. 

· A teenager at church stole money out of your purse.

· Your spouse lied to you.

Vary the response of the offender.

· The offender repents and seeks forgiveness.

· The offender denies wrongdoing.

· The offender is angry and does not want reconciliation.

After the skits are completed, answer the following questions.

[Q]
How do we demonstrate forgiveness to each of the offender’s responses? Is it important for our offender to know that they are forgiven? Why or why not?

[Q]
What were your emotions during each of the skits? Why do you think you responded in this way?

[Q]
In which scenario would forgiveness be the easiest/hardest? Why? 

—Study prepared by Julie Kloster, speaker and freelance writer.

Recommended Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-The Freedom of Forgiveness

-When We’re Afraid to Forgive
· Boundaries: When to Say Yes, When to Say No to Take Control of Your Life, Dr. Henry Cloud & Dr. John Townsend (Zondervan, 1992; ISBN: 0310585902)
· Forgive and Forget, Lewis Smedes (Harpercollins Publishing/ 1996/Trade Paperback; ISBN: 0060674318)
· The Gift of Forgiveness, Charles F. Stanley (Thomas Nelson/ 2002/Trade Paperback; ISBN: 0785264159)
· The Other Side of Love: Handling Anger in a Godly Way, Gary Chapman (Moody Publishers/1999/Trade Paperback; ISBN: 0802467776)
· Radical Forgiveness: It’s Time to Wipe Your Slate Clean!, Julie Ann Barnhill (Tyndale House/ 2005/Trade Paperback; ISBN: 141430031X)
· Total Forgiveness, R.T. Kendall (Strang Communcations/ Trade Paperback; ISBN: 0884198898)
Article

Forgiveness—The Power to Change the Past

To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.

By Lewis B. Smedes, for the study, “Forgiving from the Heart“
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Two anxieties dominate most of our lives. We are anxious in the face of our unchangeable past; we long to recreate segments of our private histories, but we are stuck with them. We are anxious in the face of our unpredictable futures; we long to control our destinies, but we cannot bring them under our management. Thus, two basic longings, lying at the root of most others, are frustrated: we cannot alter a painful past or control a threatening future.

God offers two answers to our deepest anxieties. He is a forgiving God who recreates our pasts by forgiving them. He is a promising God who controls our future by making and keeping promises. By forgiving us, he changes our past. By promising, he secures our future.

By his grace we participate in his power to change the past and control the future. We, too, can forgive, and must forgive. We, too, can make a promise and keep it. Indeed, by sharing these two divine powers, we become most powerfully human and most wonderfully free.

Toward the end of her almost epochal book, The Human Condirion (Univ. of Chicago Press, 1958), the Jewish philosopher Hannah Arendt turns finally to these two neglected powers of the human spirit, concluding that only when we act after the fashion of the biblical Lord can we overcome our darkest forebodings. There is, she says. only one remedy for the inevitability of history: forgiveness. And in the next chapter she says there is only one way to overcome the unpredictabilities of the future: to make promises and keep the promises we make.

These two powers of the human spirit are, I believe, two things necessary to keep life human. If we lose the art of forgiving, and if we lose the power of promising, we will let life become brutish. To the extent that we let these divine gifts atrophy, we will forfeit the right to be called children of God.

I want to take a close look at how we practice these human shares in God’s powers. In the next issue I plan to poke about in the mystery of the making and the keeping of promises. Here I shall look into the human act of forgiving—not God’s forgiving so much as our own, and not being forgiven so much as the act of forgiving.

The only remedy for the inevitability of history, says Arendt, is forgiveness. She means that in the natural course of things we are stuck with our past and its effects on us. We may learn from our history, but we cannot escape it. We may forget our history, but we cannot undo it. We may be doomed to repeat our history, but we cannot change it. Our history is an inevitable component of our being. One thing only can release us from the grip of our history. That one thing is forgiveness.

Taking Arendt seriously, we have sound reason for revisiting this human potential. But Jesus, far earlier, urges a still more compelling reason, not merely for thinking about but for praying for the power of forgiving. In words that some resentful demon in me would rather ignore, Jesus tells us that if we do not forgive our fellows, we should not expect God to forgive us (Mark 11:25). Here is even more reason, then, to try to rescue forgiving from the cluster of clichés that often obscure the outrageously free and the offensively gracious act by which one human being forgives another.

What do we do when we forgive? I see three stages in every act of forgiving: suffering, spiritual surgery, and starting over. The first stage, suffering, creates the conditions that require forgiveness. At the second stage we do the essential business of forgiveness; the forgiver performs spiritual surgery in his own memory. We complete the action and bring it to its climax at the third stage, when the forgiver starts over in a new relationship with the forgiven person.

Suffering

No one really forgives unless he has been hurt. We turn the miracle into a cheap indulgence when we pretend to forgive people who have never hurt us. I do not mean that you can forgive only scoundrels who laid a hand on you. You can be hurt when you suffer at the hands of people you love. But unless you are hurt, speak of something other than forgiving.

But not every hurt needs to be forgiven. There are some hurts that we can swallow, shrug off, and chalk up to the risks of being earthen vessels in a crowded world. We should not try to forgive when all we need is simply a little spiritual generosity. Consider the following hurts:

Annoyances. People annoy us by being late for appointments, by telling boring stories at dinner, and by cutting in front of us at the checkout stand.

Defeats. Some people succeed when we fail; they get promotions when we are ignored; they get the glittering prizes we want; they always seem to be there ahead of us—and to make things worse, these people who beat us are our friends.

Slights. People we want to notice us ignore us; professors we adored forget our names two years after graduation; pastors we love never invite us into their special circle; and the boss does not even invite us to his daughter’s wedding.

These are all hurts, but they are not the kind that need forgiving. Such bits and pieces of suffering require tolerance, magnanimity, indulgence, humility—but not forgiving!

The kinds of hurts that need forgiving are both deep and moral. They are deep because they slice the fiber that holds us together in a human relationship. They are moral because they are wrongful, unfair, intolerable. We cannot indulge them or ignore them; we cannot shrug them off. We cannot just chalk them up to the human condition. The sorts of hurts that need forgiving are the ones that tend, in the nature of the case, to build a wall between the wrongdoer and the person he wrongfully hurts.

There are two kinds of hurts that must be answered with the miracle of forgiving. They are acts of disloyalty and acts of betrayal. Maybe there are hurts that need forgiveness that do not fit these categories, but most do.

What is a disloyal act? A person is disloyal if he treats you as a stranger when, in fact, he belongs to you as a friend or partner. Each of us is bound to some special others by the invisible fibers of loyalty. The bonding tells us who we are: we are who we are, most deeply, because of the people we belong to. This is why disloyalty is so serious. When someone who belongs to us treats us like a stranger, he digs a ditch; and he builds a wall between the two of us. And in doing so he assaults our very identity. Words like “abandon,” or “forsake,” or “let down” come to mind:

· A husband has an affair with his wife’s friend.

· A partner who promised to come through with a loan reneges at the last moment when he can make a better profit with his money elsewhere.

· A friend who promised to recommend you for promotion lets you down when he discovers you are out of favor with the boss.

· Your father fails to show up when you are given a coveted award.

· Your neighbor spurns you when you, a Jew, need a place to hide from the Gestapo. 

These examples all have the same painful feature: someone who belongs to you by some spoken or unspoken promise treats you like a stranger.

Turn the screw a little tighter, and disloyalty becomes betrayal. As disloyalty makes strangers of people who belong to each other, betrayal turns them into enemies. We are disloyal when we let people down. We betray them when we cut them in pieces.

· Peter was disloyal when he denied he ever knew the Lord.

· Judas betrayed Jesus when he turned him over to his enemies.

· You betray me when you take a secret I trusted with you and reveal it to someone who is likely to use it against me.

· You betray me when you promise to be my friend but whisper my secret shame to a gossiper.

· You betray me when you are my brother but you put me down in front of significant people before whom I have no defense.

· A son betrays his father when he tells the police commissar that the father prayed for the defeat of communism.

These examples all have the same painful feature: someone who is committed to be on your side turns against you as an enemy.

Here are moral wrongs, wrongs people do out of evil intent, wrongs that cannot be tolerated. They are the wrongs that face us with the crisis of forgiveness. We should not flatten forgiveness to fit just any painful moment. The moment of forgiving comes when someone who ought to be with you forsakes you, when someone who ought to be for you turns against you.

Spiritual surgery

The second stage of forgiving involves the hurt person’s inner response to the one who wronged him. Though it happens in the mind and heart of the forgiver, it may not even be felt by the person he forgives—at least not immediately. Here the forgiver performs spiritual surgery within his or her own memory.

When you forgive someone, you slice away the wrong from the person who did it. You disengage that person from his hurtful act. You recreate him. At one moment you identify him inerradicably as the person who did you wrong. The next moment you change that identity. He is remade in your memory.

You think of him now not as the person who hurt you, but as a person who needs you. You feel him now not as the person who alienated you, but as the person who belongs to you. Once you branded him as a person powerful in evil, but now you see him as a person weak in his needs. You recreated your past by recreating the person whose wrong made your past painful.

You do not change him, out there, in his being. What he did sticks to what he is. His wrong is glued to him. But when you recreate him in your own memory, there, within you, he has been altered by spiritual surgery.

God does it this way, too. He releases us from sin as a mother washes dirt from a child’s face, or as a person takes a burden off your back, lays it on a goat, and sends the goat scampering into the wilderness. The Bible’s metaphors point to a surgery within God’s memory of what we are.

Sometimes this stage is as far as we can go. Sometimes we need to forgive people who are dead and gone. Sometimes we need to forgive people who do not want our forgiveness. Sometimes our forgiving has to end with what happens in the spiritual surgery of our memories.

Starting over

The miracle of forgiveness is completed when two alienated people start over again. A man holds out his hand to an alienated daughter and says, “I want to be your father again.” A woman holds out her hand and says, “I want to be your wife again.” Or, “I want to be your friend again, your partner again. Let us be reconciled; let us belong together again.”

Reconciliation is the personal reunion of people who were alienated but belong together. It is the beginning of a new journey together. We must begin where we are, not at an ideal place for reunion: We do not understand what happened. Loose ends are untied. Nasty questions are unanswered. The future is uncertain; we have more hurts and more forgiving ahead of us. But we start over where we are.

If we keep the wonder of forgiving in our minds, we will not confuse this miracle with lesser gestures that pass as forgiveness. There are a few acts that may look like forgiving but which are, in fact, very different from that miracle of forgiving.

Forgiving is not forgetting. We forget things willy-nilly. We forget some hurts because they were too trivial to remember. We forget other hurts because they were too terrible to remember: All we need to forget is a bad memory or a compulsion to suppress. We do the miracle when we remember and then forgive.

Forgiving is not excusing. We excuse people when we understand that they are not to blame for the wrong they did us. When you understand that I have a Y where an X is supposed to be in my genetic code, you will not judge me. When you know that I got to be the way I am because I was walloped into neuroses by a wacky mother, you will not blame me. You will say: What he did was foul, but he is not to blame. This is not forgiving. Forgiving happens only when we refuse to excuse: We forgive only when we blame beforehand.

Forgiving is not smoothing things over. Some people make careers out of smoothing things over. Mothers shush us and smother our conflicts: They keep the lid on our suffering so we cannot forgive. Managers earn fat salaries by smoothing things over, manipulating people into working together even when they hate each other. Mothers and managers are the great over-smoothers of the world. They prevent forgiving because they stifle hurt. Forgiving happens only when we first admit our hurt and scream our hate.

In the creative violence of love, you reach into the unchangeable past and cut away the wrong from the person who wronged you, you erase the hurt in the archives of your heart. When you pull it off, you do the one thing, the only thing, that can remedy the inevitability of painful history. The grace to do it is from God. The decision to do it is our own.

Why forgive?

To the guilty, forgiveness comes as amazing grace. To the offended, forgiving may sound like outrageous injustice. A straight-line moral sense tells most people that the guilty ought to pay their dues: Forgiving is for suckers. Forgiveness is a gyp.

Take Simon Wiesenthal’s story, for instance: Wiesenthal was a prisoner in the Mauthausen concentration camp in Poland. One day he was assigned to clean out rubbish from a barn the Germans had improvised into a hospital for wounded soldiers. Toward evening a nurse took Wiesenthal by the hand and led him to a young SS trooper, his face bandaged with puss-soaked rags, eyes tucked behind the gauze. He was perhaps 21 years old. He grabbed Wiesenthal’s hand and clutched it. He said that he had to talk to a Jew; he could not die before he had confessed the sins he had committed against helpless Jews, and he had to be forgiven by a Jew before he died. So he told Wiesenthal a horrible tale of how his battalion had gunned down Jews, parents and children, who were trying to escape from a house set afire by the SS troopers.

Wiesenthal listened to the dying man’s whole story, first the story of his innocent youth, and then the story of his participation in evil. At the end, Wiesenthal jerked his hand away and walked out of the barn: No word was spoken, no forgiveness was given. Wiesenthal would not, could not, forgive. But he was not sure he did right.

He ended his story, The Sunflower (Shocken, 1976), with a question: “What would you have done?” Thirty-two eminent persons, mostly Jewish, contributed their answers to his hard question. Most said Wiesenthal was right: he should not have forgiven the SS trooper; it would not have been fair. Why should a man who gave his will to the doing of monumental evil expect a quick word of forgiveness on his death-bed? What right had Wiesenthal to forgive the man for evil he had done to other Jews? If Wiesenthal forgave the soldier, he would be saying that the Holocaust was not so evil. “Let the SS trooper go to hell,” said one respondent.

Many of us feel the same way when we are unfairly hurt in far less horrible ways. Sometimes our hate is the only ace we have left in our deck. Our contempt is our only weapon. Our plan to get even is our only consolation. Why should we forgive?

Why indeed? I do not think we should urge people to forgive unless we consider the superhuman task we ask of them. To get a hint of the gospel’s revolution of forgiveness we need to get inside the moral skin of a righteous Pharisee with a clear eye for how wrongs really ought to be settled—according to natural, straight-lined fairness.

What is the answer to the unfairness of forgiving? It can only be that forgiving is, after all, a better way to fairness.

First, forgiving creates a new possibility of fairness by releasing us from the unfair past. A moment of unfair wrong has been done; it is in the inevitable past. If we choose, we can stick with that past. And we can multiply its wrongness. If we do not forgive, our only recourse is revenge. But revenge glues us to the past. And it dooms us to repeat it.

Revenge never evens the score, for alienated people never keep score of wrongs by the same mathematics. Enemies never agree on the score because each feels the wounds he receives differently from the wounds he gives. How many of her put-downs equal his slaps in the face? We cannot get even; this is the inner fatality of all revenge.

Forgiving takes us off the escalator of revenge so that both of us can stop the chain of incremented wrongs. We start over. We start over as if the wrongdoer had not hurt us at all. But we start over to begin a new and fairer relationship. We will probably fail again. And we will need to forgive again. The doorway to justice closes time and time again. And forgiveness remains the only way to open the door.

Second, forgiveness brings fairness to the forgiver. It is the hurting person who most feels the burden of unfairness; but he only condemns himself to more unfairness if he refuses to forgive.

Is it fair to be stuck to a painful past? Is it fair to be walloped again and again by the old unfair hurt? Vengeance is having a videotape planted in your soul that cannot be turned off. It plays the painful scene over and over again inside your mind. It hooks you into its instant replays. And each time it replays, you feel the clap of pain again. Is this fair?

Forgiving turns off the videotape of pained memory. Forgiving sets you free. Forgiving is the only way to stop the cycle of unfair pain turning in your memory.

Why forgive? Forgiving is the only way back to fairness. “Let the SS trooper go to hell,” is the word of someone condemned to suffer again , and again the unfair pain of the past. To what end?

How do we forgive?

I must say something about how we forgive—but I cannot; I do not know how. Charles Williams said that pardon, like love, is ours only for fun; essentially we cannot do it. Maybe we cannot. But we do it anyway—sometimes! Like fumbling amateurs, to be sure, but we do it. Here are three things I have noticed about how people forgive:

They forgive slowly. There are instant forgivers, I suppose, but not many. We should not count on power to forgive bad hurts very quickly.

C. S. Lewis had a monster for a teacher when he was a boy. He hated that academic sadist most of his life. But a few months before the end, he wrote to his American friend: “Dear Mary … Do you know, only a few weeks ago, I realized suddenly that I had at last forgiven the cruel schoolmaster who so darkened my childhood. I had been trying to do it for years.” Essentially, we cannot; but eventually we do. God takes his time with a lot of things. Why should we not take ours with a hard miracle like forgiving?

They forgive communally. Can anyone forgive alone? I do not think I can. I need people who hurt as I hurt, and who hate as I hate. I need persons who are struggling as hard as I need to struggle before I come through forgivingly. I know only socialized forgiving. It is fine if you can do it all by yourself; but if you are hooked into your videotape of past pain, seek a fellowship of slow forgivers. They may help.

They forgive as they are forgiven. When it comes down to it, anyone who forgives can hardly tell the difference between feeling forgiven and doing the forgiving. We are such a mixture of sinners and sinned against, we cannot forgive people who offend us without feeling that we are being set free ourselves.

I haven’t found a better example of this truth than Corrie Ten Boom. She was stuck for the war years in a concentration camp, humiliated and degraded, especially in the delousing shower where the women were ogled by the leering guards. But she made it through that hell. And eventually she felt she had, by grace, forgiven even those fiends who guarded the shower stalls.

So she preached forgiveness, for individuals, for all of Europe. She preached it in Bloemendaal, in the United States, and, one Sunday, in Munich. After the sermon, greeting people, she saw a man come toward her, hand outstretched: “Ja, Fräulein, it is wonderful that Jesus forgives us all our sins, just as you say.” She remembered his face; it was the leering, lecherous, mocking face of an SS guard of the shower stall.

Her hand froze at her side. She could not forgive. She thought she had forgiven all. But she could not forgive when she met a guard, standing in the solid flesh in front of her. Ashamed, horrified at herself, she prayed: “Lord, forgive me, I cannot forgive.” And as she prayed she felt forgiven, accepted, in spite of her shabby performance as a famous forgiver.

Her hand was suddenly unfrozen. The ice of hate melted. Her hand went out. She forgave as she felt forgiven. And I suspect she would not be able to sort out the difference.

Free at last, free at last, thank God almighty, free at last! Freed by the only remedy for the inevitability of our history.

To forgive is to put down your 50-pound pack after a 10-mile climb up a mountain.

To forgive is to fall into a chair after a 15-mile marathon.

To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.

To forgive is to reach back into your hurting past and recreate it in your memory so that you can begin again.

To forgive is to dance to the beat of God’s forgiving heart. It is to ride the crest of love’s strongest wave.

Our only escape from history’s cruel unfairness, our only passage to the future’s creative possibilities, is the miracle of forgiving.

—Lewis B. Smedes is professor emeritus of theology and ethics at Fuller Theological Seminary and author of The Art of Forgiving: When You Need to Forgive and Don’t Know How (Ballantine).

“Forgiveness—The Power to Change the Past,” by Lewis B. Smedes, Christianity Today, 1983
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