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Introduction


The Apprentice Series is designed to help people in their efforts to grow in Christlikeness. The series is built on a basic formula for trans­formation that includes a mental side (changing narratives), a physical side (practicing spiritual exercises), a communal side (doing the first two in the context of community) and a spiritual side (the work of the Holy Spirit). I have come to believe that real transformation must be holistic, taking into account the many dimensions of human life. Five years of field-testing this material has taught me a lot about how we change and what things impede us. What I discovered is that when people engage in all three of these activities—under the lead­ing of the Spirit—transformation is not only possible but also practi­cally inevitable. every person who really applied him- or herself to this curriculum experienced noticeable change. Their friends and spouses noticed and soon signed up to try it for themselves. 


 


THE FIRST TWO BOOKS 


The three core books of The Apprentice Series follow a logical pro­gression. The first book, The Good and Beautiful God, deals with our “God narratives,” or our thoughts about God. The premise is that our thoughts about God must be aligned with Jesus or we will be starting in the wrong direction, and our life with God will be negatively af­fected, perhaps even toxic. Once people have “fallen in love with the God Jesus knows,” they are ready to take a look in the mirror and examine their own soul. That is the aim of the second book, The Good and Beautiful Life. It deals primarily with character and virtue. Following Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, the book ad­dresses common struggles in human life, such as anger, lust, lying, worry and judging others. 


Each chapter of these books follows a similar pattern. Through real-life stories the reader is invited to examine the false ideas and narratives that hinder our lives, and then replace them with the true narratives found in Jesus’ teaching and the rest of the Bible. each chapter also includes a soul-training exercise that is chosen specifi­cally to help with the narrative change. you can simply read the book, and nothing more, and perhaps experience some gain. Or you can read a chapter and practice the exercise, and experience a little more change. Best of all, however, is reading the chapter reflectively, engaging in the exercise wholeheartedly, and discussing your experi­ences and insights with a group of fellow travelers on the journey. This last way has proven the most effective. 


HEART, GRACE AND ACTION 


In addition to the basic formula for transformation (narrative, exer­cise, community—Holy Spirit), this three-book curriculum also teaches some basic principles that are crucial aspects of Christian spiritual formation. These have been important in the first two books and are even more important in this book, which deals more directly with how we live, not just our love for God (the first book) or curing our own souls (book two). In The Good and Beautiful Community we are going to examine the second part of the Great Commandment: loving our neighbor as ourselves. 


When we move into this area, it is easy to lose the main focus (the heart) and put all of the emphasis on the wrong thing (the activity itself). Paul understood this so well when he wrote to the Corinthi­ans, “If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:3 ESV). 


We can engage in the highest acts of service and martyrdom, but if we do not do it in a spirit of love, it is of no value. When we deal with social justice, acts of mercy or serving others, there is a tendency to become enamored with the action itself. Serving oth­ers is rare and impressive in our narcissistic world, a world where people create little cocoons and isolate themselves from others, often out of fear. When we see people sacrificing their time or money for others, it gains our attention. There is nothing wrong with this. We must not—indeed cannot—hide our light under a bushel. But we must beware; our good works can also lead to vain­glory (discussed in the second book). Instead of our works glorify­ing our Father who is in heaven, we do things to glorify ourselves on earth. 


The same can be said of our personal piety. It is easy to turn prayer or Bible reading into ways we establish our merit with God and oth­ers. Jesus criticized the Pharisees, not for engaging in prayer, fasting and almsgiving, but for practicing them simply to be “seen by others” (Matthew 6:5). A favorite phrase I often use is, “The heart of the mat­ter is the matter of the heart.” 


With that caveat in place, let me say clearly that while this is a problem, it is not the primary problem. The main failure in our lives as Christians is our comparative lack of good works. Many—myself included, at one time—have been led to believe that we are saved by faith alone and not by our works, as if our works are unnecessary. Many love to quote Ephesians 2:8-9 to state this point. While it is true that our works do not—cannot—save us, it is also true that we were created to do good works. All we need to do is read verse 10. Let’s look at all three verses: 


 


For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—not the result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are what he has made us, cre­ated in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared be­forehand to be our way of life. (Ephesians 2:8-10) 


If we read all three verses, we reach the right balance: Grace (God’s action in our lives) is accessed by faith (trust and confidence), and we enter into a relationship of love. We know that God loves us, and we love God in return (1 John 4:10). 


That is not the end of the story but the beginning of a new way of living. That love can and must extend itself through our hands and feet, expressed in our love for others. We were created for a purpose. Not simply to wait until we die and go to heaven, but created “in Christ Jesus for good works.” Faith and works are not opposed; faith ought to lead to works, and indeed, works are a natural outgrowth of faith. James makes this point clearly: 


What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. (James 2:14-17) 


But what kind of faith is James talking about? 


PERSONAL PIETY AND SOCIAL ACTION 


There are two kinds of faith: dead faith and living faith. Dead faith is personal piety or doctrinal orthodoxy. There is faith, to be sure, faith in one’s own practices or dogma. But it is dead faith. It breeds no life. It is like the Dead Sea, from which nothing flows out, and thus it has no life in it. Living faith is faith working through love. According to Paul, this is the only thing that matters: “The only thing that counts is faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6). Living faith is trust and confidence in God expressed in acts of love in our human rela­tions and encounters with one another. 


So far I have tried to steer clear of two common errors: (1) focusing on the act itself and (2) focusing on personal faith. The former is com­mon in circles where social action is the primary concern. The latter is common among those who stress personal faith or piety. I have noticed that quite often these two aspects are completely divorced from one an­other. People who stress social justice sometimes do so with little or no emphasis on personal piety; people who stress personal piety often fail to practice social justice with consistency and regularity. In this book I want to wed these two essential aspects of being an apprentice of Jesus. 


Social action without personal piety can easily become self-righteous and insensitive and lead to burnout. Personal piety without social action can also become self-righteous and insensitive and lead to burnout. The problems are, ironically, identical. Both tend to see their actions (service or prayer) as the way to earn the favor of God and humans. Both can be insensitive to others (activists who force their kindness on people who are not ready for it; pietists who are insensitive to the needs of others). And both lead to burnout because they are not empowered by the Spirit, only by the flesh. 


So the aim here is to create a happy marriage between contempla­tion and action, piety and mercy, personal devotion and social ser­vice. As I said, this is not common, but it has been evident in all of the great movements in Christian history. Saint Francis spent hours in contemplation, yet he also cared for the poor, the sick and the outcast. John Wesley told the Methodists that “acts of piety and works of mercy” were two essential sides of the same coin. The early Methodists were known for their personal as well as social holiness. Wesley would not allow either aspect to be neglected. 


THE TRUE SOCIAL ACTIVIST 


Dallas Willard and I were once talking about social justice and com­munity service. He asked me, “Jim, who is the true social activist?” 


I thought of people like Mother Teresa, who served unselfishly among the poor in Calcutta, or perhaps Martin Luther King Jr., who fought against injustice in a loving way. unsure, I simply said, “I don’t know, who?” His answer was surprising: “The true social activist is the per­son who lives as an apprentice of Jesus in his or her ordinary rela­tionships.” He went on to say that social activism is not an act but a way of being. We are prone, he said, to put the emphasis on the action—serving, protesting, refusing to comply—but in fact the em­phasis should first be on the heart or character. 


Then Dr. Willard went on to explain that every relationship, and every action, would be affected by our apprenticeship. It is not that we do a good deed here and there, but that our very lives are good deeds. The character of Christ that is infused in us will be a part of every encounter. The fact that an apprentice tells the truth will affect his or her entire workplace. The fact that an apprentice of Jesus is not ruled by fear or greed will make a difference at home and in his or her communities. I liked how Dallas shifted the focus from the act to the heart, from the exterior to the interior. Too often people engage in social action on a part-time basis—a visit to the soup kitchen, a short-term mission trip—and feel that they have done more than their share in the area of service. 


While those are good activities, if they do not flow from a Christlike character, they are merely temporary acts of kindness. Apprentices of Jesus are not part-time do-gooders. They live in continuous contact with the kingdom of God and are constantly men and women in whom Christ dwells. They do not sometimes tell the truth, sometimes live sacrificially or sometimes forgive. There are myriad opportunities for us to affect the world we live in. That is why this book will try to ex­amine the many ways we relate to others and what that might mean for those who live with Christ in his available kingdom. 


ONE IN WHOM CHRIST DWELLS 


As in the first two books, the essential narratives for an apprentice have to do with identity and location. As Christ-followers we are people in whom Christ dwells. This is our fundamental identity. It is not up for grabs; it is not subject to change, regardless of our be­havior. The essential idea here is that our identity should shape our behavior, but we live in a world where that is reversed: behavior determines identity in this world. But we do not belong to this world. It is not our home. We set our hearts and minds on another world (Colossians 3:1-2). I recently was awakened to a beautiful phrase that describes our truest identity. It comes from eugene Pe­terson, who notes that we are a “splendid, never-to-be-duplicated story of grace.” 


As a person Christ dwells in and delights in, as a splendid story of grace, I am sacred, set apart for God, special and empowered by the same power that raised Jesus from the dead (Romans 6:3-4). I am sacred and I am strong, and I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me (Philippians 4:13). Greater is he that is in me than he that is in the world (1 John 4:4). This awareness is essential for those who are striving to live as apprentices of Jesus in a world that has rejected Jesus and his values. But there is more good news. even though I live in a fallen, broken world, I am also living under the strength, protection and provision of the kingdom of God. It is ever-present and available now. 


What does this mean for how we live in community? How does this affect our ability to love, forgive and serve others? It means every­thing. We can only love, forgive, serve, bless, give, encourage, unite and have patience because we know who we are and where we live. We can do these things because Messiah Jesus has done them. We are empowered by not only his example but his life and strength. We do what he did because we are learning how to be with him in order to become like him—all through the strength he provides. The fol­lowing verses are only a small portion (as you will see when you go through this book) of the many passages in the New Testament that describe how the Christ-in-us transforms the world: 


 


Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you. (Ephesians 4:32)


Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. (Colossians 3:13)


Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God. (Romans 15:7) 


Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her. (Ephesians 5:25, italics added in all these verses) 


 


Jesus, then, is both the model and the means of the compassion. I can live, love, serve and accept others because Jesus does those things for me. I am giving what I have, not what I lack. 


This is crucial in the discussion of spiritual formation and com­munity service. It is the way piety and action are united. Christ-in­me must be cultivated in personal exercises such as solitude, lectio divina, prayer, slowing down and so on. But that same Christ-in-me propels me to love others, accept them and make sacrifices of myself for them. I hope that this becomes even clearer as you read and work through this book. If not, there is a danger that our acts of service will become self-focused and ultimately self-righteous. We love, serve, forgive and care for others because God first loved, served, forgave and cared for us. The life with God we are now living is sim­ply spilling onto everyone we meet. 


Author and speaker Tony Campolo shared with me the reason for his dedication to caring for the poor. He told me that each day he sets aside time to “set his mind” on Jesus, to become aware that Christ is with him, indeed, that Christ is within him (Galatians 2:20; Colossians 1:27). 


 


The awareness of my connection with Jesus, who lives in and through me, is what draws me to care for those in need. I see Jesus in those in need. If I did not have that foundation, my car­ing for them would be of no value. It would be pity, and no one wants to be pitied. I see Christ in them, and I love them. That is why I do what I do. 


 


He offers us a brilliant description of the relationship between personal piety and social action, which shows us why we offer com­passion and prevents us from doing it for the wrong reasons. 


LIVING AMONG OTHERS 


On an average day I wake up and greet my wife and son, help my daughter get ready for school, order food from the drive-thru at Mc­Donald’s (okay, I am not the perfect dad who cooks breakfast, and my wife leaves for work before the sun gets up, so go easy on me), en­counter others in traffic, wave to other parents dropping off their kids at school, greet colleagues coming into work, teach students in the classroom, see friends at lunch, interact in meetings with col­leagues and supervisors, oversee the fine work of my administrative assistant, work out next to fifty people at the gym, come home and have dinner with family or friends, help kids do homework, write, kiss my wife and family goodnight, and fall asleep. I get up and do it all over again tomorrow, with little variation. 


On an average day, then, my personal kingdom will come into contact with the kingdoms and queendoms of over one hundred peo­ple, at a deeper level of engagement with some of them, at a lesser one with others. My wife and children and I know each other at the deep­est relational level—called family. The lady taking my money at Mc­Donald’s does not know my name, nor I hers, but we still interact. My kingdom and her queendom (that is, what we each have say over) are briefly intertwined. The same is true with every other person on the list—colleagues, students, fellow sweaty people and fellow drivers. I may not know them well, but I live among them. 


As an apprentice of Jesus the question becomes, how shall I—as a person Christ dwells in and who lives in the kingdom of God—then live among them? The family is the first place we live out our lives as apprentices of Jesus. It is also usually the most difficult place to do so. That is because of the depth of the relationship and the weight that goes with it. The family is the primary arena for us to practice king­dom living, but the second place for many people is the workplace. The average person spends 7.6 hours a day at work, which is the single larg­est block of our time at any one place. Naturally, we will have ample opportunity to live out our apprenticeship in the workplace. 


Next in terms of time is our involvement in clubs or organizations, where we spend a lot of time interacting with others (such as the PTA, church, aerobic classes). And we cannot neglect the importance of our encounters with others in the general public—at the mall, the grocery store, the movie theater, the post office and the DMV (a very challeng­ing place to be kind and patient!). In these places we are placed in prox­imity to others and thus our behavior and theirs becomes important. 


COLLISION OR CONNECTION 


Though these people are all different, they all have one thing in com­mon: they are people whose kingdoms and queendoms have encoun­tered mine. Sometimes they collide (fender-benders) and sometimes they gently connect (“My name is Rodney, and I will be your server. Can I get you something to drink, sir?”). Sometimes they tear down (“I don’t want to be your friend anymore”) and sometimes they build up (“I love you”). These kingdom encounters are an essential aspect of human life. They can hurt or they can help; they can curse or they can bless. 


Finding success in our relationships has a lot to do with our inner condition. That is why this is the third book, and not the first, in the series. If we have grown in intimacy with the God Jesus is and re­veals, our life will begin to change for the good (The Good and Beauti­ful God). If we have made strides in our struggle with lying or anger or worry, we will find that our ability to be in relationship with oth­ers will be enhanced (The Good and Beautiful Life). But the opposite is also true: if we are still ruled by anger, for example, learning how to love, forgive and serve others will be more challenging. I am not say­ing that unless you have mastered the first two books you ought not attempt this one. Sometimes we learn how to love by loving, how to forgive by forgiving and how to serve by serving. I am, however, pointing out the truth that Jesus stated: good trees bear good fruit, or the inside is what leads to the outside (Matthew 7:16-20). 


Our daily encounters with others are the arenas in which our re­lationship with God becomes incarnate. Most of us need a little help in this area. I know I do. That is why I am writing this book—I need guidance. you are not reading the words of an expert in human rela­tions. you are reading the journal of a novice who is sharing his struggles and insights into how we live as apprentices of Jesus in the many relationships we find ourselves. Fortunately, I have a lot of great people around me who are teaching me about this important area. This book, like the first two, is birthed in community, where the experiences of others have been an invaluable teacher. 


I need to be reminded that as a follower of Jesus I am peculiar, in the best sense of that word. Peculiar, that is, to the world around me that does not live by the teachings of Jesus. My life is rooted in the eternal and strong kingdom of God; the roots of my life are in the future, safe and secure, which gives me the strength to live unself­ishly, to strive for unity in the midst of diversity, to forgive even when it is not easy, to set my standards high, to live generously, to long to be worshiping in the house of the Lord and to be a witness of new life to a dying world. I need to be reminded and I need a community around me to help me remember who and whose I am, and what that means for my daily life. 


This book will try to offer ways we can become blessings to the world around us. To do so, we will have to look at the reasons why we often are not, or why it is so hard to have healthy relationships with the people we meet each day. As in the first two books, a lot of failures in these areas are due to false narratives. And as in the first two books, the solution will involve correcting those false narratives by replacing them with true narratives (which are found in the Bible) as well as engaging in spiritual exercises that are aimed at embed­ding the right narratives into our bodies and souls. 


CONFESSIONS OF AN INTROVERTED CONTEMPLATIVE 


I am hopeful that this book can contribute in some way to the badly needed balance between personal spiritual formation and community engagement. As an introvert and a contemplative by nature, I have no business writing a book that deals with community and service. Though they do not come easy for me, I have labored for years, under the leading of the Spirit, to grow in these areas. My friend and co­worker Matt Johnson, who is well versed in both community and ser­vice, said to me, “Jim, I think you are actually the perfect person to write this book. you are not an expert, but a fellow learner. And you know how hard it is to enter community and engage in service, whereas some of us forget about that struggle because it is easy for us. Also, you have been taking small steps through the years, and your experience will connect to more people, because most who write about social action are living too far from where most people are.” 


This might have been a polite way of saying, “your lack of skill and expertise might not be a bad thing!” But I will take it as an af­firmation. you will not find in these pages the words of a saint call­ing you to the highest level of sacrifice. (you can read books like that, and they might be what you are ready for.) Rather, you will be read­ing the words of a struggling straggler who is stumbling toward the light. My own failures, and occasional successes, are offered as an encouragement as we labor to love our neighbor. Our ultimate teacher is the Holy Spirit, who I trust will lead us into all truth, correct us when we steer off course, and infuse us with energy and encourage­ment as we run the race set before us (Hebrews 12:1-2). May the blessings of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit be upon you as you labor to live the good and beautiful life in your good and beautiful communities.










 


How to Get the Most Out of This Book


This book is intended to be used in the context of a community— a small group, a Sunday school class, or a few friends gathered in a home or coffee shop. Working through this book with others greatly magnifies the impact. If you go through this on your own, only the first four suggestions below will apply to you. No matter how you use it, I am confident that God can and will accomplish a good work in you. 


 


1. Prepare. Find a journal or notebook with blank pages. 


You will use this journal to answer the questions sprinkled through­out each chapter and for the reflections on the soul-training experi­ence found at the end of each chapter. 


 


2. Read. Read each chapter thoroughly. 


Try not to read hurriedly, and avoid reading the chapter at the last minute. Start reading early enough in the week so that you have time to digest the material. 


 


3. Do. Complete the weekly exercise(s). 


Engaging in exercises related to the content of the chapter you have just read will help deepen the ideas you are learning and will begin to mold and heal your soul. Some of the exercises will take more time to complete than others. Be sure to leave plenty of time to do the exercise before your group meeting. you want to have time not only to do the exercise but also to do the written reflections. 


 


4. Reflect. Make time to complete your written reflections. 


In your journal go through the questions posed throughout and at the end of each chapter. This will help you clarify your thoughts and crystallize what God is teaching you. It will also help with the next part. 


 


5. Interact. Come to the group time prepared to listen and to share. 


Here is where you get a chance to hear and learn from others’ experi­ences and insights. If everyone takes time to journal in advance, the conversation in the group time will be much more effective. People will be sharing from their more distilled thoughts, and the group time will be more valuable. It is important to remember that we should listen twice as much as we speak! But do be prepared to share. The other group members will learn from your ideas and experi­ences. 


 


6. Encourage. Interact with each other—outside of group time. 


One of the great blessings technology brings is the ease with which we can stay in touch. It is a good idea to send an encouraging email to at least two others in your group between meeting times. Let them know you are thinking of them, and ask how you can pray for them. This will strengthen relationships and deepen your overall experi­ence. Building strong relationships is a key factor in making your experience a success. 










One


The Peculiar Community


When I was growing up, my family attended a very serious, cold and orderly Methodist church. The preacher had been there for twenty-five years, and over time the church reflected his personality. He was a scholar with strong speaking skills and dry humor. He particularly loved elegance and order. For years I wondered why there was a telephone—an olive green telephone—right next to the mas­sive wooden chair the pastor sat in during the service. One day a child became whiny and started to cry during one of the quiet, re­flective moments of prayer, and I opened my eyes and saw the pastor pick up the phone. Within seconds an usher came up to the pew where the child was misbehaving and escorted the mother and the child out of the sanctuary. 


I got the message: children must be seen but not heard. This made a big impression on me as a child. The narrative was embedded in my little brain that church was a solemn place. No one spoke to one an­other during the service. I remember getting “shushed” a lot. Only afterward, during coffee time, did people interact. My parents came for the service to sing the hymns, enjoy the choir’s anthem and listen to a good sermon. But as a child none of that mattered to me. I didn’t like the hymns. I could not understand the Bible, much less the ser­mon. The pews were uncomfortable, and everyone had to be quiet and still, which is not natural to children (possible, but not enjoy­able). The only part I liked was when we had Communion (four times a year), because I got a snack—albeit a small one consisting of a cube of bread and a tiny cup of grape juice. 


We went less and less as I got older (and I was thankful), and eventually I stopped going altogether, except on Christmas and Easter. Mom insisted. I had no idea I was developing a theology, an understanding of God and communal life, but I was. Those early experiences shaped how I thought about God. God hovered above his neat and orderly, somber and sad followers. I could not wait to get home, take off my clip-on tie and run to the field to play base­ball with my friends. The next Sunday I would pray (ironically) that something would come up and we would not have to go to church. Spending time with God’s assembled people was, in my young mind, a dreadful  thing. Though I might have been too young to notice, there did not seem to be anything special about this gathering of people. Church people were just regular people doing their religious duty of one hour a week. 


How have your early experiences with church or with Christians shaped your view of community?


Then, when I turned eighteen, things began to change. My soul was restless and I was on a search for meaning that eventually led me to give Jesus a chance. He reciprocated and started changing my life. Within a few months I was reading the Bible daily, praying a lot and hanging out with two other Christian guys. When I went to college, I knew that it would be hard to continue my faith on my own, so I prayed for some support, and it came in the first week I was on cam­pus. A guy I played sports against in high school noticed my “fish” necklace, asked if I was a Christian and invited me to come to a Bible fellowship. 


It was a Wednesday evening I will never forget. I walked into a room in one of the dorms and was confronted by several alien things. First, the room was packed with students. In my church the youth group was very small. Second, they all seemed excited to be there. I had never seen anyone excited about church. (Could you call this a church?) Third, it was a gathering of dissimilar people. There were some jocks and academic types; there were males and females, blacks and whites; there were some very pretty girls and some handsome guys, and some not so pretty or handsome. The church I grew up in comprised all-white, middle-class people between forty and sixty years old. Finally, the thing that stood out about the makeup of this gathering was the number of handicapped people, most of them in wheelchairs, but some of them with mental challenges. 


What is going on? I thought to myself. 


A few minutes later the leader stood up and welcomed everyone, and the room felt very warm and inviting. I felt what I could only describe as goodness in the air. Then a young man and a young woman led us in a time of praise and worship music, with only a guitar and their voices. It was something I had never seen: fifty people jammed into a room singing loudly and joyfully, some with hands lifted in the air, as if they were in a moment of ecstasy. Some jumped up and down, some clapped, and everyone in the room (except me at that point) seemed entranced—in a good way. After twenty minutes of praise-singing the leader, a senior, taught from the Bible. He was very transparent as he spoke about his own life and struggles, and he was also very gifted as a teacher. He made the Bible make sense to me and helped connect it to my life, to things that mattered to me, things I was struggling to understand. 


Afterward I thanked the young man who had invited me. He asked if I would come back, which I affirmed without hesitation. I did not know why at the time, but I later would discover that I had just wit­nessed something my soul was designed to experience: a good and beautiful community. They were not perfect (the singing was not professional, but good enough), nor did I suddenly want to become best friends with everyone in the room (the guy next to me really needed to take a shower). Perfection, elegance, talent and perfor­mance did not draw me, but the fellowship, the togetherness, the unity in diversity intrigued me. These people were very peculiar. And I liked it. 


FALSE NARRATIVE: CHRISTIANS ARE NO DIFFERENT 


As in most of the false narratives we have looked at, this one is par­tially true. According to most of the surveys and polls I have seen, Christians behave in much the same way non-Christians do, at least in the united States. The divorce rate of Christians and non-Chris­tians is about the same, for example. The percentage of teenagers engaged in premarital sex is about the only poll I have seen where there was much of a difference between believers and nonbelievers, but even then there was only a 5 percent difference. So, yes, in some ways the behavior of those who claim to be following Christ is not much different than those who do not. And when you add in a few high-profile failures among Christian leaders, it begins to seem like Christians are not only not any better, but they might be worse. 


I want to examine that for a moment. If a CeO or an accountant is caught in an adulterous affair, it is not likely to make the news at all. But when a pastor is caught in an affair or embezzling money, it is a big deal. Which leads us to question why. Why is it newsworthy if a reli­gious figure has a moral failure? Because they ought not do that. In other words, we expect them to be different. Why? Because they claim to be different, and for the most part they intend to be different. 


And quite often they are different. In the city where I live, there are three hospitals. All were started and are still owned by Christian groups. Regardless of your faith background, if you need a kidney transplant it will be done by the people at St. Francis, St. Joseph or Wesley Hospital. There are many soup kitchens, homeless shelters, rescue missions and homes for battered women. Nearly all of them are run by Christians. Throughout the ages, Christians have led the way in the care and support of people in need. 


The true narrative is this: Christians are not always different, but they ought to be, and often are. In this chapter you will meet some of the Christians—individuals as well as groups—who are truly differ­ent. In chapter two we will examine where the difference comes from and how we can change our minds and hearts to become people who stand out from the rest of the world—in a good way. you might even call us peculiar. 


TRUE NARRATIVE: CHRISTIANS ARE PECULIAR 


I first came across the idea of the peculiarity of God’s gathered people from a passage in the King James Bible: “But ye are a chosen genera­tion, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvellous light” (1 Peter 2:9, italics added). 


I love the word peculiar. Dictionaries define it as “distinctive,” “odd,” “strange” and “weird.” In a word, peculiar means different. Different from the ordinary, the common, from everyone else. Chris­tians are peculiar in that they are different from everyone else. 


But are apprentices of Jesus really so different? I believe we are, or at least we ought to be. For example, if I (by the power of the Spirit) begin telling the truth in my life, I will become an oddity. If I can learn to slow down, live without being ruled by anger and actually pray for people who try to cut me down, I will be considered weird, because this world does not work this way. Only people who are steeped in the kingdom of God can begin living this way. There are far too few. 


What do you think of when you hear the word peculiar? 


To be sure, there are non-apprentices who tell the truth, live without anger and can be nice to people who are not nice to them. Christ-followers do not have exclusive rights to the virtues. The difference is in how and why we live this way. We do so because we are following the example of Jesus, our teacher, and are being led by the Holy Spirit, our strength and comforter. And we are living in the strong and sustaining kingdom of God. We have from the very beginning. 


HOW CHRISTIANS ARE DIFFERENT 


In an early Christian document known as the Epistle to Diognetus (c. A.D. 120-200), the author wrote a response to some propaganda circu­lating in the Roman empire. People had spread false rumors about the Christians, saying that they were a dangerous, secret society filled with bizarre behavior. People were saying slanderous things about Christians, such as they practiced cannibalism (because dur­ing Communion they ate the “body and the blood of Jesus”). The epistle is believed to have been written by a man named Athenago­ras. In one important section the author describes how Christians are alike—and different—from others. 


The difference between Christians and the rest of mankind is not a matter of nationality, or language, or customs. Christians do not live in separate cities of their own, speak any special dialect, nor practice any eccentric way of life. . . . They pass their lives in whatever township—Greek or foreign—each man’s lot has de­termined; and conform to ordinary local usage in their clothing, diet, and other habits. Nevertheless, the organization of their community does exhibit some features that are remarkable, and even surprising. For instance, though they are residents at home in their own countries, their behavior there is more like tran­sients. . . . Though destiny has placed them here in the flesh, they do not live after the flesh; their days are passed on earth, but their citizenship is above in the heavens. They obey the pre­scribed laws, but in their own private lives they transcend the laws. They show love to all men—and all men persecute them. They are misunderstood, and condemned; yet by suffering death they are quickened into life. They are poor, yet making many rich; lacking all things, yet having all things in abundance. . . . They repay [curses] with blessings, and abuse with courtesy. For the good they do, they suffer stripes as evildoers. 
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