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TO PAUL HARBISON,
who disrupts for the sake of shalom.

[image: image]

To all who have suffered (a little or a lot) with me on purpose.
I’m ready to go again when you are.

“Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be
mature and complete, not lacking anything.”
JAMES 1:4




AUTHOR NOTE


Scott pulled a few of us together at the diner and said cautiously, “I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I’m in a slump. I just feel sort of bleh. Is there anything we could do about it together?”

Moments like these indicate the need for change, which, for the one needing the change, can be revealing (and maybe even embarrassing).

What Scott did took humility and courage, a rather potent combination. At the back of this book, you’ll find questions that others can ask you when you do what Scott did. In time, you may need to ask those same questions of others. We grow best when we grow together.

Portions of three stories you’ll read, including the caving story, my encounter with Juancito, and the discussion of Jesus’ rebuke of Peter, were originally shared with the community at TheHigh Calling.org, now hosted by TheologyofWork.org. While all stories in Disruptive Discipleship are real, some names and identifying details have been altered to protect the privacy of individuals.






INTRODUCTION

We Can’t Not Change


My scooter sat in the cold garage all winter. Come spring, when I needed to run an errand across town, it wouldn’t start. The battery was drained too low for the auto-ignition to work. My mind was running through solutions for the scooter as well as alternatives for the errand, when a light dawned. I reached down, exposed the kick-start post, gave it a swift pump with my foot, then another, and the engine fired up. The battery recharged, and the auto-ignition resumed fulfilling its purpose.

One of the best ways to deal with a half-dead battery—whether actual or metaphorical in our lives as Christians—is to step back and consider a new approach. Alternatives are rarely obvious. They’re also often inconvenient—and even painful under certain circumstances. But they’re necessary if we want to go somewhere.

In a broad sense, that’s what this book is about: finding ways to go somewhere when your routine methods seem to be keeping you stuck. I could have complained about the scooter or kicked it instead of the foot post out of frustration. I could have blamed the guy who sold it to me for not explaining how to winterize the battery, or my wife for suggesting I dig the thing out of the shed to run my errand in the first place. I might have done all of these had I not remembered there was a kick-start.

Immaturity results in a host of issues: high blood pressure, anger, tiffs with neighbors and family members, and even a few sore toes. We don’t have to be Anger Management material to qualify as immature. We only need to respond poorly to whatever situation we face, like the protagonist in the Brothers Grimm tale “The Ungrateful Son,” whose meal turned into a curse after he hid it from his father. As the story goes, “The son wanted to put the roasted chicken back onto the table, but when he reached for it, it had turned into a large toad, which jumped into his face and sat there and never went away again.”1

Yikes. I’d like to say we’re fortunate to escape such immediate and noticeable consequences, but I’m not sure fortunate is the right word. The consequences to my immaturity are often so subtle, so gradual, that I miss the lesson to be learned, or I don’t even see there is a problem. At least for the son in this story, the toad proved the seriousness of an ongoing, unaddressed conflict in his family. Clarity like that highlights the impact of our actions in a real way, forcing us to face the truth that may be, literally, right in front of us. Unfortunately, it typically doesn’t happen this way. We miss the lesson, and the result is similar to the outcome for the son: “And thus he went to and fro in the world without rest.”

How long can an employee believe skirting around the truth will produce a good career? How long can a girlfriend believe her abusive boyfriend will grow kinder? How long can a church leader believe he can balance ministry with his penchant for illicit materials and behaviors? How long can a college student believe playing Nintendo’s R.B.I. Baseball with his hallmates won’t affect his grades? (Not long, said my mid-semester failure notice. Not long.) Roof leaks don’t repair themselves, and hearts don’t grow healthy from planning to exercise. It’s like returning my scooter to the garage and thinking the dead battery would somehow work the next time.

If this book is broadly about going somewhere when we feel stuck, it’s more specifically about growing up when we’ve been acting like children. How might this happen outside of persistent prayer or life’s unwelcomed challenges that force growth upon us? One way is by adding intentional, out-of-the-ordinary disruptions to our daily routine. Disrupting every day’s routine would lead to chaos, but an occasional shift in the schedule can offer a world of good.

In the Coalition for Christian Outreach (CCO), we refer to these intentional disruptions as “designed experiences.” In fact, I work in a department called Experiential Designs—XD for short—which has a forty-year history of delivering customized learning moments for groups, such as six-week mountaineering trips for college students and interactive retreats for board members. We don’t create this stuff from scratch—not all of it, at least; we adapt work others pioneered before us and alongside us.

We believe Jesus can use any shift to transform his people. So designed experiences include signing up for a marathon, donating all but a week’s worth of clothing (and committing not to replace what you gave away), agreeing to mentor a young professional or newly married couple, or unplugging a favorite streaming service. The list is endless, really. As long as it causes a bit of anxiety in anticipation of being shooed from the nest, we see results.

The first summer that my wife and I were on staff at a summer camp, we served as the outdoor adventure coordinators. Our job was to take cabin counselors and campers hiking, biking, caving, and rock climbing. The initial camps went fine, but something felt empty about our approach, despite everyone having a good time. So Julie and I gathered advice from veterans and took a new approach. This involved converting activities from thrill-seeker entertainment into catalysts for connections, from independent focal points to integrated waypoints. In this manner, we altered the relationship campers had with each activity. For example, instead of treating caving like the icing on a cake, we turned it into the baking soda.

The results amazed us. At the close of our first redesigned week, we gathered with the high school campers and asked for feedback. One by one, they shared how God had spoken to them in fresh ways, how they felt compelled to trust more and fear less, and how the tiny messages we had built activities around became the highlights of their time at camp.

“Wait a minute,” I said, interrupting the group. “What about the caving trip and our day on the rock face? As staff, we thought those went pretty well. Maybe not?”

“Oh, no,” a girl said. “Caving was totally awesome!”

A boy jumped in after her. “Yeah, this was my seventh year at camp. I’ve gone to that cave every year, but this was definitely the best.”

Others added similar comments, yet not one listed caving itself as the highlight—only what they gained from it. We prodded further, and they explained that something about connecting what we did with why we did it turned the activities into meaningful experiences. From climbing, they grew in faith. From whitewater rafting, they grew to love each other as a team (especially after good rowing and communication saved a camper named Kenny from nearly drowning). Each evaluation clarified my understanding of what can happen when we break routine for the right reasons and in the right ways: we grow in faith, hope, and love.

We can’t afford to stay at our current maturity level any more than a baby can stay a baby. The teenagers who wrote, “Don’t ever change!” in my high school yearbook couldn’t stay the same. Young professionals can’t; middle-aged mothers and fathers and accountants can’t. The cost of staying put is simply too great. Disciples are students and followers of Jesus, which means we study his ways and then grow in them. We don’t have to wait for life to bring us opportunities to mature. We can exercise our God-given ability to take initiative to pursue growth in faith, hope, and love, particularly in experiences that put these three to the test. That’s what Disruptive Discipleship is about.


GROWTH ON PURPOSE

In James 1:4, the apostle wrote, “Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.” This verse came to mind as I watched a healthcare commercial that showed a man buried in a recliner with junk food. One day, he got up and began removing the fabric, then the padding, and finally the outer frame and hardware. He was left with a simple wooden kitchen chair, which he sat on and found uncomfortable. Then he decided to go for a jog. I thought, That’s the idea behind purposeful growth.

Mature people make good decisions about their physical lives. They also make good decisions about mental health, relationships, and spirituality. They stay calm; they know how to delay pleasure; they foster trust in their communities. Simply put, they lead healthier, fuller, more peaceful lives. And they do it because they have greater amounts of faith, hope, and love.

When I act like a child (and I do often enough), I throw tantrums to get what I can’t imagine waiting for. In those moments, I need the good Parent, who lets me cry it out. This is how God introduces us to the first stages of faith: “Provision will come,” he communicates, “just not now and not necessarily in the way you’re demanding it.” Here we learn patience as we persevere through small trials that become big trials. So James offered a picture of a time when our maturity will be so robust that, despite apparent lack, it will be as if we are “not lacking anything.”

I’ve been referring to voluntary experiences, like summer camp. However, a lot of maturity comes from unplanned experiences—betrayals, health diagnoses, promotions (trials aren’t always negative). Life runs comfortably until this or that bit of news jolts us. Sometimes we crash. Most times we find a way to fly. And then we rest on a branch with a fresh view, stronger resolve, and fewer fears about the next trial. We mature, lacking less than we used to.

Enjoy that fresh view. It’s good to have a season of rest and even plenty. But Jesus wants us to take the hard and narrow way, where we learn that lack is more of a mindset than a reality. We can choose to linger in comfort and independence, or we can choose to toughen up.

When I landed my first post-college job, I created a budget before getting paid. I knew the discipline would be good for me. I also knew I would have to cut coupons and take care of my old car. I was earning enough to rent a bigger apartment and purchase a new vehicle, but I chose to install voluntary limits. Having been raised by a father and grandfather who lost the family estate through decades of bad moves, I chose to exercise lack on purpose. This seemingly inconsequential decision bore significant dividends, particularly in the areas of faith and love.

Whether planning an overnight hike or nixing chocolate for Lent, designed experiences help us uncover what curbs and what catalyzes our growth as followers of Christ. If we want our road rage to decrease and our compassion to increase, worry to be replaced by serenity, financial fear to meet generosity, and if we have any desire to learn to wait, forgo, remain calm, listen, forgive, press on, or practice self-denial, we must place a high value on maturity.

Disruptive Discipleship aims to show you how to grow up—and how to do so on purpose.




WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT AND WHAT I CAN HOPE

In part one (chapters one through three), I’ll tell stories about people who got stuck. You’ll do a bit of personal assessment to see where you might need to mature, too. And you’ll learn three experience-based approaches to help with your discipleship. Then you’ll focus on asking good questions to convert one of those approaches into action. Without a bit of reflection on the front end, you may have trouble justifying the insertion of artificial hardships—designed experiences—into your life.

Part two (chapters four through six) explores the power of experiential discipleship to impact your maturity in three critical areas of growth. You’ll spend one chapter on developing faith, another on hope, and a third on love. These three aren’t the only virtues, but they are prime examples.

Part three (chapters seven through nine) addresses several application topics, including how to incorporate lessons from an experience into everyday living, how to deal with unwelcomed experiences (as well as Jesus’ command to deny yourself when they come), and how to get stuck less often.

In addition to addressing those who feel stuck in their faith and want to get unstuck, I’ll speak to those who wonder how to take Jesus more seriously. If this is you, Luke 9:23 probably poses a problem, because you want to take up your cross, but there’s no obvious cross to take up. You’re already living, giving, and loving faithfully. There is no real cost to your discipleship right now.2 You aren’t stuck, per se—just feeling underutilized. It could be unnecessary guilt causing the unrest, in which case I’d say, “Let it go.” It could also be that life has settled into place well enough that you’re finally seeing what was hidden in the busier times—namely, potential. The relative quiet has allowed Jesus’ voice to come through: “Hey, friend, I’ve got more for you. Let’s do this.”

The other reader I’m thinking about is neither feeling stuck nor underutilized. For you, the challenge is transition. You’ve accepted a new job, you retired last month, you’re graduating,3 or you adopted a child. You’ve entered or are about to enter a new season—exciting or terrifying, minor or major—and you want to make the most of it.

Regardless of who you are or why you’re here, none of us has reached maturity in Christ. For this reason, I want to thank you for joining me. Many of the stories I’ll tell come from my own journey of success and failure along the way to maturity, and it means a lot to share them with you.

Notice that I said “along the way.” I have certainly not arrived, and I have no fantasy that you will arrive by means of these pages. In fact, our patterns as humans are so New Year’s Resolution–like that my words may serve only as one more prophetic inspiration: convicting yet short-lived. That’s not a bad thing; it’s just a normal, honest thing that proves the need for subsequent and repeated messages. How will we grow in faith, hope, and love if not by persistent prodding? We need fresh reminders.

With enough of these reminders, I’m convinced we can experience an ongoing life of discipleship, of being Jesus’ students, in which we become more like him and grow more mature with each passing year. Lulls will come; hiccups will come. But they don’t have to stop us.

SUSPENDING NORMAL CAN BE SCARY. DISRUPTING ROUTINE CAN AND PROBABLY WILL CHANGE THE STATUS QUO. WHO CARES, IF IT MAKES US MORE LIKE CHRIST?


If what you read here creates a spark, even a small one, do something about it. My wife enjoyed reading Ann Voskamp’s One Thousand Gifts (Zondervan, 2010), but the real difference came when she took Ann’s advice and filled a gratitude journal with a year’s worth of entries. Likewise, I devoured Chip and Dan Heath’s Made to Stick (Random House, 2008), but until I tested their advice in real instances of communication, the content had no place to stick. A book goes only so far without real-world application. It was true in earlier times too: the Israelites received words from God but had to enter the desert for the words to take root. And Jesus was sent by the Father, but his calling had to be tested in the wilderness.

With a definitively experiential focus, Disruptive Discipleship will serve best if you take it beyond these pages. When Jesus said, “Come, follow me” (Matthew 4:19), the first disciples were able to physically get up and see where he would take them. Without that luxury today, we turn to activities that create a similar space for him to work.

Suspending normal can be scary. Disrupting routine can and probably will change the status quo. Who cares, if it makes us more like Christ? If an experience leaves you and me with a more patient faith, a more resilient hope, and a more selfless love for our neighbors, then let’s take the risk and sign up.
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FAITH

Allie, a student traveling with us, had already vomited three or four times, and we were only as many hours down the mountain. The bus had two levels, and the uncirculated heat on the second floor smothered us even more than the lack of oxygen. Most of the Peruvian passengers slept soundly, but we did not—Allie especially. I had dozed off for another few minutes when a muffled commotion across the aisle stirred me awake.

“Is everything okay?” I asked quietly.

One of the college students in our group of sixteen whispered, “Allie threw up again.” She reached for a baggie from the travel attendant, who I hadn’t seen standing beside me in the dark.

“Do you need anything?” I asked.

“No. Thanks, Sam. Just pray for her to get some relief.”

I felt my way to the tiny bathroom in the back, holding each handrail as the bus careened around another mountainside curve. Nausea affected me too. We took turns going in there for the tiny window that slid open just enough to suck in a draft of cool air. Twice we had asked that the climate be adjusted, and the attendant politely refused.

We had been serving kids in an afterschool program, and Allie hadn’t adjusted well to either the altitude or the food. It simply wasn’t like home, she’d say. Now the seven-hour trip from eleven thousand feet above sea level to the edge of the Pacific Ocean threatened to break her. Heather and two others took turns pulling back her hair and offering hopeful words as they looked out into the night for an indication of morning.

My female coleader and medical point person, Steph, checked in with Allie, but only once and only long enough to assess the situation before returning to her seat up front to sleep. There was nothing more for her to do. Yet that particular interaction hurt Allie. It didn’t matter that I sat across the aisle with my own medical certifications or that the girls stayed up to assist her for hours. It didn’t matter that we prayed to God for comfort. What mattered was that on that midnight bus ride, 3,500 miles from home with yet another sick bag in hand, and isolated from healthy, fresh air and familiar language, Steph was the symbol of a mother for Allie, and Steph had just gone back to bed. Allie felt abandoned.




HOPE

When Jen lagged behind our hiking group in the Great Smoky Mountains of Tennessee, I asked if everything was okay. “Yes, everything’s fine,” she said. She didn’t seem fine, so I asked again.

“I’ve got a little headache, that’s all.”

I went through a few of the questions I normally ask as a leader: How long have you had it? Does it feel like a typical headache? On a pain scale of one to ten, how bad is it? How much have you had to drink today? After all, our group would be a day’s hike away from the van for the weekend, and little things can become big things quickly in a remote place, despite being just a few hours from the city.

Then I found the right question: “When was the last time you ate?”

“About four hours ago.”

“Aren’t you mildly hypoglycemic?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you think your headache is related to this?”

“Probably.”

“Do you have any snacks on you?”

“I have a bag of M&M’s in my backpack.”

Meanwhile, we were continuing to hike along the trail, falling farther behind with each step.

“Do M&M’s help your headache when your sugar is low?”

“Yes.”

(Cue baffled tone.) “Well, Jen—we should get them out. Hold on while I tell the group to—”

Jen’s nails dug into my arm. “Don’t you dare,” she pleaded. “I’m fine, and I’ll get them out when we get to the campsite.”

What was going on there? A valiant resolve to push through with the confident expectation that she would make it? Or a refusal of help because she didn’t want to be exposed as weak to her peers?




LOVE

I heard my mother-in-law’s voice downstairs, so I went down to say hello. As I entered the kitchen, I saw a dozen freshly baked pumpkin chocolate chip scones cooling on the table. The room smelled like every room should in the fall. And those scones were ours.

But Julie’s mom had stopped by, and Julie was quick to tell her that she had been baking and “Here, you should take a couple for you and Dad.” I love my mother-in-law, but my gut tightened at the offer, and I passed through the room.

A few minutes later, they asked for my opinion about this or that, and I glanced at the container in my mother-in-law’s hand. We talked, and I stole another look, not quite able to get an accurate count of the scones in it. Back in the kitchen, I peeked again as we—the kids too—exchanged a few pleasantries and saw her out the back door.

She’s a lovely woman. Easy to be around, caring, playful, the kind of person who makes you believe you’re her best friend. She even bakes a special cake for me at Christmas, just because she knows I like it. But the second I closed the door behind her, I asked Julie why she had given her mom three, not two, scones. It came out in a lighthearted, passive-aggressive way, matching (superficially, at least) the mood of the house at the moment: singing children, dinner on its way to the table, and the lingering smell of the remaining scones. “Mom is having somebody over tonight,” she replied.

I concentrated on the little twist in my stomach and tried to assess how to be generous while also honest about my disappointment. I couldn’t think of anything, so we sat down at the table. I began to pray out of habit, “Lord, thank you for all that you provide—” and then, like a good boy, I inserted, “and please help me to be generous.”

I couldn’t continue. I rushed an amen and blurted to the family, “I don’t actually want to pray that!”

The girls laughed in surprise, and I went on, saying mostly to Julie, “I don’t feel generous right now, and I don’t even want to be generous. And here’s the irony: I came down the steps this evening thinking about Emma’s new braces and how we’ll all have to cut back in various ways in order to pay for them and how we should talk at dinner about seeing this as an opportunity to bless Emma because that’s what families do—we sacrifice for each other. And then you went ahead and gave away the scones. Our scones. My scones! I felt so generous and in a flash so not generous.”

At that point, eleven-year-old Alice, still laughing and also overlooking my quandary, jumped in. “Yeah, Mom, you’re always giving away our scones.” Yes, I was whining like a little brat, and yet the conflict was real to me.

Then I remembered something Julie did when her mom was in the kitchen: she paid her mom twenty dollars for a wedding shower gift they purchased together. (Her mom covered the bigger portion, by the way.) I remembered this and asked, “When you gave your mom that twenty dollars, I didn’t bat an eye. But the scones—why did that make me angry?”




HOW CAN YOU BE SO BLIND?

Jesus often asked, in one manner or another, “How can you be so blind?” When the disciples huddled together to try to make sense of the parable of the four soils in Mark 4, the meaning seemed plain enough, but Jesus had to spell it out for them in detail.

And when Jesus cautioned them in Matthew 16 against the “yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (v. 6), and the disciples thought he was referring to them forgetting to take bread along for the trip, he had to ask, “How is it you don’t understand that I was not talking to you about bread?” (v. 11). I imagine being right there with them in their blindness. I hear him, but I don’t get what he’s saying.

As frustrating as it can be, this is one of the genius points about the Son of God—and one of the chief approaches he employed to get people unstuck. Throughout the Gospels, he behaved and spoke in a way that disrupted his listener’s routine. Leave your nets, heal the sick, come down immediately, go make disciples. Who do you say I am? Whose portrait is this? You give them something to eat. Over and over, he pushed people into the open, where their blindness could be exposed. (See appendix A: “What Jesus Knew About Experiential Education.”)

Did the response he often received cause his face to contort in frustration or his eyebrows to raise in bewilderment? The disciples couldn’t have understood as he did, so I tend to believe he was less exasperated than compassionate about their plight, though it had to be difficult for him to have perfect clarity and simultaneously surround himself with people who either couldn’t see or weren’t willing to see. I think of friends who work as emergency room doctors and face a particular lot of patients every weekend. These caregivers ask themselves, When will you realize that this food disorder will have you back in here again? When will you understand that drinking this hard is going to kill you?

When I was fifteen, I found an aluminum lawn chair in the woods behind my grandfather’s house. I assumed by its condition that it was being discarded, so I asked Grandpa if I could carry it to the trash pile. He said, “Sammy, there’s nothing wrong with that chair.”

I responded with what I saw as the obvious: “But it’s out in the woods, the metal is corroding, and the only webbing left is where it’s attached to the frame. And the little pieces of webbing that are still attached have completely rotted.”

He sat up proudly, as he had learned to do as the child of a once-upstanding family—chest out, chin high—and said with perfect diction, “That is a fine chair. And when we are able, we will have new material fitted to it.”

Maybe, I thought as someone old enough to understand restoration, but not here and not by you.

My grandfather had spent most of the previous four decades wasting away in his parents’ homestead, a nineteen-room house full of antiques, oak floors, chandeliers, and French doors in the middle of a hundred acres of prime real estate. He had been spoiled as a kid and had made enough mistakes since then to make it impossible for him to live anywhere but in the past.

Roof leaks were addressed with buckets. Falling plaster rested in tarps nailed to the walls. His deceased daughter’s Toyota Corolla had sunken slowly into the yard for the previous twenty years, untouched by anyone but me, who would sit in it and pretend to be a race car driver until summer got hot enough to awaken the wasps.

And there was Grandpa’s wig, purchased at a flea market so long ago that the hairs had clumped together, revealing the netting beneath. In all my life, I had not seen a single item fixed or replaced by this man. When money did come in from the occasional sale of an antique, it went to the horse track or to keep creditors at bay.

Even at fifteen, I couldn’t understand the logic behind keeping that chair. It was clear that nothing would ever be done about it, if only because there were so many other, more important items requiring attention, like the hairpiece, which was so ratty that his two grown sons teased him incessantly about it.

Yet his straight-backed pride suggested a deep ignorance of the truth. He had been a musician, after all, raised to appreciate the finer things in life. The lawn chair was a symptom of his condition, and it reveals a few dangerous characteristics of being stuck.

Being stuck often goes unnoticed. When my sisters and I were in grade school, Mom stopped at the Shop ’n Save and asked me to run in for a jar of grape jelly. I balked with a litany of excuses: “I don’t know how to buy jelly! I mean, there’s preserves—who knows what those are—and jam, and other kinds with seeds.” Fluctuations in pitch accentuated my whining. “And there’s so many brand names, and sizes of jars, and—”

“Okay, fine!” she said. “Jessica, will you go in? He doesn’t know what to do, and I’ve got to stay here with the baby.” Jessica shot fire at me and slammed the door. I was ten or eleven and already pretty good at getting my way.

It wasn’t until I turned twenty-seven and worked in a university office that I was diagnosed by the department secretary. I had asked her for more pencils. She stood up, put on her heaviest tone of sarcasm, and patronizingly walked me—holding my hand—to the supply closet just feet away from her desk. She explained to me what paper is, what an eraser does, what pencils look like, and how I could pick them up with my very own fingers. We laughed, and then she said with seriousness, “Do you know what your problem is, Sam? You’ve got a bad case of learned helplessness.”

She was right.

Being stuck often goes unnoticed. What negative patterns are so familiar to you that the comfort they produce desensitizes you from seeing them? How long has it been since you asked someone to speak into your life?

WHAT NEGATIVE PATTERNS ARE SO FAMILIAR TO YOU THAT THE COMFORT THEY PRODUCE DESENSITIZES YOU FROM SEEING THEM?


Being stuck affects every area of our lives. After my grandfather and father passed, I inherited a few remaining boxes of papers. Truckloads had been hauled away after Grandpa died and before the state came to repossess the house. Dad had held on to a few boxes for sentimental reasons. In them I found an unpaid gas bill for ten thousand dollars. It was dated from around the time I discovered the lawn chair in the woods, and it revealed the accumulating effect of delinquency. With each new piece of evidence, the picture was becoming clear: from the crumbling chimney to the cracked foundation, from broken relationships with his would-be heirs to disintegration in his artificial hair, the extent of Grandpa’s state of being touched everything.

“‘Are you still so dull?’ Jesus asked [the disciples]. ‘Don’t you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these defile them” (Matthew 15:16-18). To the Pharisees, he said, “You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of the bones of the dead and everything unclean” (Matthew 23:27). These responses seem harsh, even impatient. Yet as I know them to be true about my own life—not just Grandpa’s—I hear them spoken as an attempt to get us unstuck in the deepest ways.

At the dinner table, I asked Julie why giving away those scones made me angry. She thought for a moment and replied, “It probably has to do with your snack panic.”

The girls laughed again, because they know my habit of keeping a snack nearby, especially when I’m away from the house. It’s like a security blanket, and it goes back to my childhood, when we didn’t have enough to eat. I won’t begrudge God of what he provided and how that provision came to us. But I always needed more. As a teenager, growing tall and playing sports, I could have only half a bowl of cereal for breakfast with even less milk. (If the cereal floated, I’d have to show Mom that it only looked like too much.) It wasn’t Mom’s fault. She was raising four of us by herself, and we often wondered how food would find our cupboards.

So I developed more than a simple snack panic all those years ago. The anger at the table was about the lingering fear that something special, something extra, something beyond what the old WIC check allowed was disappearing before I could enjoy it.

In a sense, I couldn’t afford to be generous, because in the formative years of eight and ten and thirteen, money may have been my mom’s issue, but what the money couldn’t buy was my issue. That night, because of a few scones, it came back. Full cupboards, a secure job, an intact family, and still, buried beneath piety and the appearance of Christian charity, I had snarled at someone I love.

BEING STUCK AFFECTS EVERY AREA OF OUR LIVES.


Being stuck affects every area of our lives. Are you willing to give Jesus unfiltered access to your life? Do you have the courage to say to a friend, “I might have an issue, but I’m not sure. Would you help me identify it?” Can you unpry your hands from the thing you love but that also keeps you bound?1 Do you believe that Jesus cares about you through and through?


THE POWER OF FEAR


Fear poses a significant threat to our growth in Christ. Despite years of provision and generosity, the experience of not having enough still affects my ability to be generous. I’m afraid there won’t be enough. Cognitive therapist Dr. Michael Hurd writes, “People who have a certain bad set of experiences, if they fail to look at those experiences introspectively and objectively, tend to keep repeating those experiences and going towards what they know—not what’s good for them, but what they know.”2

What fear do you think Peter had when he denied knowing Jesus in John 18? Did it stem from childhood? It seems to appear again in Galatians 2:12. Was Jesus’ questions to him in John 21:15-17 (“Do you love me?”) an invitation to introspection so that Peter wouldn’t keep repeating those experiences?





Getting unstuck can seem impossible. Maybe my grandfather was more aware of the situation than I gave him credit for. It’s possible that he was completely ignorant of how stuck he was, though my observations and firsthand stories from relatives and friends of the family contradict this idea. As an intelligent man who was also proud (and therefore less likely to admit his shortcomings), he likely knew what a mess he was in, even if he couldn’t admit it was his fault. Maybe he knew but couldn’t see a way out.

Could he have said yes to throwing out the chair? Certainly, though it would have signified defeat. Telling himself he’d eventually refurbish what amounted to an inexpensive, recyclable item also meant that he could continue telling himself there would be money in the future to do it. And telling me I could trash it would mean surrendering a thread of hope—however unrealistic that hope might have been, especially since he never worked after his thirties.

And surrender he could not. As long as he lived, he would agree to whatever measure of self-deception promised to keep the dream alive. He had already lost the family business, the savings, and his marriage. Perhaps he refused to be the one who lost the house and its contents as well.

What do you do when it feels impossible to get unstuck? What do you have to tell yourself in order to live in your present state? In I Told Me So: Self-Deception and the Christian Life, Gregg Ten Elshof writes, “We can’t bring ourselves to say that we have no intention to make significant and noticeable progress toward Christ-likeness. But neither do we find ourselves simply doing the things of Jesus.”3




DISRUPTING THE ROUTINE

Everybody gets stuck. For Allie on the bus in Peru, it was both literal (she physically couldn’t escape her situation) and relational (her mother was, perhaps for the first time in Allie’s life, absent). In that moment, this young woman experienced a crisis of faith: Can the God she claimed to follow actually take care of her? Mom had always provided, counseled, supported, and nursed, which meant this was new territory. Suddenly Allie found herself in a bigger pinch than she’d ever known, and not only was Mom missing, but Mom’s stand-in—Steph—was sleeping. Allie was forced into a position to choose to entrust herself to God, who she could not see.

If Allie’s issue involved faith—the belief that God can—then Jen’s involved hope—the belief that God will. When I pushed for Jen to let me help her get those M&M’s, she said through tears, “I don’t want to be the one responsible for stopping the group. I’m just being a baby.” So this was not about M&M’s and hypoglycemia. Nor was it about avoiding undue attention from others, though that gets closer to the problem. Fundamentally, it was about protection from those others: would she still be loved if her weakness was exposed?

If we believe that God loves unconditionally, no exposure or threat of exposure should cause fear. This is far easier stated than followed, obviously. We (me included) tend to behave like the exiles in Jeremiah 44:15-18, who turned to a god that coincided with low risk. When we believe our prayers are being ignored, we grow impatient and look to other sources.

WHEN WE BELIEVE OUR PRAYERS ARE BEING IGNORED, WE GROW IMPATIENT AND LOOK TO OTHER SOURCES.


If faith is the belief that God can, and hope is the belief that God will, when I failed to love my mother-in-law, I failed to demonstrate those beliefs through action. I didn’t love my neighbor as myself.

You can see that these three vignettes overlap. All three characters had issues with all three gifts. Just consider how a lack of faith and hope caused a lack of love in each of us: Allie didn’t talk to Steph for days, even after Allie’s health improved and even after Steph made attempts to reconcile. Jen shut off potential care from her community when she chose to hide her need. And I wanted those scones back, particularly the third one, but my mother-in-law was in the way, so I turned against her.

The point, then, is less about the details of how or why we’re stuck than about recognizing that we are stuck. It’s important just to acknowledge our reality. That sort of honesty is critical.

Naming a thing is the first stage in taking away its power. In some cases, this can be easy. Often it is not. How do I name what I cannot see—or cannot see clearly? Do I have to go to Peru for three weeks to discover that I lack faith? Do I need a counselor to point out my issues? Do I need someone to take what’s valuable to me in order to confront my conditional love? Maybe.

I can say this: unless you are peculiarly gifted in self-analysis, and you practice reflection on a regular basis, and you have enough humility to let others speak truth into your life, it’s possible that you will never discover where you’re stuck unless something disrupts your routine.

So disruption is key.

Allie was stuck on a bus, but physically so were Steph and the rest of our group. Yet none of us experienced what Allie did. The bus scenario was only a catalyst for her. Being sick, trapped, and alone on another continent was not her real problem, however—as we saw. In fact, within a couple of days, her situation had so greatly improved that her acute pain had disappeared altogether. But that moment on the bus was special, because it opened her eyes to see that she had been stuck for years in the belief that her mom was enough.

Just as the headache was not Jen’s real problem and giving away scones was not my real problem, these kinds of specific moments in time and space serve as aids to make us aware of the deeper ways we need help. Disruptions of routine help us see the taken-for-granted assumptions and limitations in that routine.


WILLY-NILLY?


The concept of disruption has roots in family therapy. The observation was that a family develops patterns that, over time, lead to stagnancy. Therapists would disrupt these patterns to make room for new patterns, believing that simply removing an old pattern would make room for good to emerge.

But does good automatically emerge? According to marriage and family therapist Paul Johns, disruption needs direction. “A tree can certainly grow best when it has space and freedom to do so. But it can reach its fullest potential when it grows toward the sunlight; a path for which it was designed.”4 For Paul, a Christian, that path is toward Christ.





When Jesus invited the rich young ruler to follow him, he wasn’t asking for something impossible (Luke 18:22). But it felt impossible for that guy—because that guy already had his life in pretty good order. What’s it like for those of us who also struggle with pride? Or fear? Or regret, guilt, or insecurity? Try asking King Herod to deny Salome’s request in front of a crowd (see Mark 6:26). He wouldn’t. He didn’t. He liked John the Baptist, but he liked being liked even more. He was stuck.

Too often we remain stuck because we live in a mix of faithlessness and faith. We feel hopeless and hopeful simultaneously. We refuse love and yet also extend it in one breath. In other words, we’ve got enough of the good to make us okay with the bad. Life is like this: vibrancy and stagnancy, renewal and atrophy, all sharing the same space, which means it’s normal to be somewhere along the continuum. How will we know whether our faith, hope, and love are closer to alive and free than dead and stuck? We need to test them. We need to step into new moments that reveal our current status and trajectory. These moments—designed experiences—offer more than we expect and often take us to places we did not expect.

Going somewhere unknown requires courage to admit there is somewhere to go to that is not here. Courage also helps us admit that Jesus is talking to us, not just to first-century listeners, when he asks, “How can you be so blind?” And courage enables us to name the ignorance or insecurity—or whatever has us stuck—so we can begin to move toward a maturity that reflects being a disciple of Christ, the very thing Allie was eventually able to do. Disruptions can open our eyes, and I’ll say more later about what sight has done for her.

However small the portion of faith, hope, and love we discover in ourselves, we recognize it as a gift from God. Imagine, then, what can happen when we acknowledge the ways this gift has been underused and also confess the ways it has been misused. It will take courage. We won’t be thriving at a higher level yet (Jesus has work to do and so do we), but we can grow because we’re on our way.
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