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    “In binding love you set me free.”
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      It was twelve on an ordinary Saturday night when I woke suddenly in a dreadful panic, sweating and shaking. I sat up in bed in the silence of the bedroom that my wife, Lauren, and I share. The feeling was so intense I expected to find something terrible had happened, as if my subconscious knew something I didn’t. But all was quiet.

      It was such an odd moment that I woke Lauren and tried to explain it to her, but there wasn’t much to explain. It was like my heart had rung the alarm bells for no reason. Finally, after a while of trying to calm down, I fell back asleep.

      The next day, a vague feeling that something was wrong lingered. That afternoon we took our sons apple picking in the mountains west of our city, Richmond, Virginia. The orchards had the stunning beauty of late September. We ate apple cider donuts, and my wife and I watched the boys run around the trees. It should have been perfect—but I was only half there. It was like my emotions were wearing sunglasses; everything had a shade of nervousness.

      That night, the same thing happened, but this time I never fell back asleep. I spent Monday at the office like a zombie, hunched over papers and traveling back and forth from my desk to the terrible single-serve coffee machine. The fear was starting to work through me like a virus. I dreaded the moment when I would have to lie back down that night with my panicked thoughts.

      When I did, it all started again.

      So it was that I ended up in the emergency room at three in the morning, looking at a doctor who half-apologetically told me nothing was wrong. I was just showing symptoms of clinical anxiety and panic attacks. He assured me—as if it were comforting—that these were very common. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      
        Everything Is Fine, Everything Is Falling Apart

        I couldn’t believe it because as far as I knew, I wasn’t stressed or worried about anything. Actually, everything seemed to be going really well. After studying English literature at the University of Virginia and marrying my wonderful wife, we spent a few years living in China as missionaries. I loved living there, and we would have stayed even longer, except that one day I saw something that changed the way I viewed the world. I was taking a walk on a pedestrian street, and in the space of ten minutes, I came across someone dealing drugs, someone running a brothel, someone selling stolen laptops, and someone protesting the government.

        Except for the political protest, all of those were normal in China. In my four years there, I had never seen a protest, and I would never see one again. I watched as she unfurled a sign that said, “The judicial system in China is broken, the people in the countryside are being oppressed”—she was arrested so quickly that I never read the rest of it.

        As I walked away, I reflected on how all four of those things were illegal, but three of them were considered to be legitimate ways to make money. And out of the four, only one was a brave act of love for neighbor—punishable by arrest.

        That was the day I realized the power that law and business have in shaping the world, and I felt a tremendous sense of calling. I felt the Lord telling me that if I wanted to follow him, I should do it in those arenas. That’s where he wanted me to be a missionary. And I listened. So Lauren and I moved to Washington, DC, where I went to Georgetown Law and Lauren began her career in philanthropy consulting.

        During this time, our oldest two sons, Whit and Asher, were born. After graduating at the top of my class at Georgetown, I landed a job as a mergers and acquisitions attorney at the best big law firm in Richmond. All my best friends and family lived in Richmond, so we moved down there to live happily ever after—or so I thought.

        I was thrilled with life that summer. I grew an enormous beard (convincing my wife that I would have to shave it as soon as I started at the law firm), bought a vintage BMW motorcycle (convincing my wife that it would be a convenient mode of transport), and spent all my time when I wasn’t studying for the bar exam either working out or playing with my sons (Lauren needed no convincing on this one).

        In short, life was going great—except for one thing. I was tired. Really tired. In my years since graduating from college, I had tackled all of life with a voracious hunger. I wanted to be good at everything I did. I spent my years in China up early studying Mandarin and up late hanging out with fellow missionaries and Chinese friends.

        In law school, my life became an endless series of calendar alerts, appointments, résumé-building activities, and studying late into the night. But we were all like that, so nothing about it seemed strange. I remember at the bar exam telling my friends I’d had trouble sleeping the night before the test, and they all looked at me strangely; apparently I was the only one who hadn’t brought sleeping pills.

        Being overwhelmed by ambition was a way of life in law school, so I went along with it. I thought that was how you got to be a top law student, got the big firm jobs, and became a successful young lawyer—by saying yes to everything and no to nothing.

        So I was way too busy, totally overcommitted, and living with a chaotic, packed schedule. But I thought I was different because I had a calling. After I saw that protester arrested, I had become consumed with the idea of how important law and economics are in shaping the culture we live in—for better or for worse.

        Only in retrospect did I realize that, while the house of my life was decorated with Christian content, the architecture of my habits was just like everyone else’s. And that life had been working for me—until it collapsed.

      

      
      
        The Missionary Gets Converted

        That night in the hospital, the doctor gave me a bottle of sleeping pills and told me I needed to slow down. Of course I had no idea how to slow down. Busyness functions like an addiction. When you stop, you have to face your thoughts, which terrifies most of us. So to cope you have to keep up the busyness. I started taking the sleeping pills and thus began the darkest phase I have ever known.

        The pills blacked me out for a couple of hours every night, but I soon discovered that I react to sleeping pills in all the horrible ways you read on the back of the bottle. Enormous mood swings during the day, hallucinogenic nightmares, even suicidal thoughts—those were all me. In a matter of weeks, I had become disturbingly unstable, crying at random, struggling to focus my thoughts, and unable to calm my groundless fears.

        I was standing in the kitchen one night, and Lauren handed me some dishes to put away. I looked at her and said, “I don’t know where these go.” And I really didn’t. My mind was getting so thin that simple tasks were becoming overwhelming. If I can’t put away dishes, I thought, how am I going to be a husband, a friend, and a father? Everything I held dear was being threatened.

        This began a long stretch of time when I needed either pills or alcohol to fall asleep. Eventually I ditched the sleeping pills—thank God—but the drinks remained. I needed a few to fall asleep. My conversion from the young missionary to the medicating lawyer was now complete. And a stubborn question appeared: How did the missionary come to be the one that got converted?

        Answering this question was not easy at all. It was a very long and difficult road. I now see that my body had finally become converted to the anxiety and busyness I’d worshiped through my habits and routines. All the years of a schedule built on going nonstop to try to earn my place in the world had finally rubbed off on my heart. My head said one thing, that God loves me no matter what I do, but my habits said another, that I’d better keep striving in order to stay loved.

        In the end, I started to believe my habits—mind, body, and soul.

        That’s why what happened next was so important. Fifteen months later, I came to another evening that changed my life.

      

      
      
        Discovering the Power of Habit

        It was an evening just after New Year’s Eve, and I was sitting in a restaurant with my two best friends, Matt and Steve. On the table was a paper covered with scribblings: a program of habits my wife and I had sketched out. The aim of the program was to try to get my heart to believe the peace that my head professed but my body refused. Matt and Steve were going to keep me accountable.

        It’s important to know just how unremarkable that evening was at the time. There was no great revelation, no victory. It was just a night of good conversation about living with better daily and weekly rhythms. I didn’t think any of the habits that were written out at that table were going to be that important. There were daily habits of prayer and some hours away from my phone, and weekly habits of taking a day off work and keeping up conversations with friends. But none of them stuck out as a new discovery.

        At the time, I had never heard of a keystone habit—a micro shift that brings about macro effects. I didn’t think that a few habit shifts would change my life, but I was willing to try anything. Today, as I write these words, I still live according to those habits, I still work the same job, I still have the same calling, but I slept like a baby last night. I slowly became a new man—a humbled man, but a much stronger man.

        I didn’t think these habits would matter much because I had no idea how much my ordinary habits were shaping my soul in the most extraordinary ways. I had no idea how much my life was being formed by my habits instead of my hopes. Most of us don’t, of course, because habits are the water we swim in.

      

      
      
        Seeing the Water

        On May 21, 2005, David Foster Wallace gave his electric and instantly famous graduation address at Kenyon College, called “This Is Water.” It began with this narrative:

        
          There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, “Morning, boys, how’s the water?” And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, “What the hell is water?”

        

        The point is, as he put it, “the most obvious, important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and talk about.”1 As far as our habits go, the invisible reality is this: We are all living according to a specific regimen of habits, and those habits shape most of our life.

        A habit is a behavior that occurs automatically, over and over, and often unconsciously. A study from Duke University suggested that as much as 40 percent of the actions we take every day are not the products of choices but of habits.2 As William James put it, “All our life, so far as it has definite form, is but a mass of habits.”3 The problem is, as Wallace suggested, that much of what is fundamentally shaping our existence is happening unconsciously.

        But just because we don’t choose our habits doesn’t mean we don’t have them. On the contrary, it usually means someone else chose them for us, and usually that someone doesn’t have our best interests in mind.

        Take your work schedule or your social media scrolling, for example. Think about your internet history or how you spent your mornings last week. Think about what you usually eat for lunch or the time you spend with family versus the time you spend looking at a screen during a normal day. These things define vast portions of our lives, and while we would like to think we’ve carefully chosen them, most often we haven’t even given them a second thought. Most often we just swim along with what those around us are doing. And much more often than we would like to admit or even understand, we are nudged into those choices by those who want to make money off the patterns of our daily life.

        This wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t for the fact that habits form much more than our schedules: they form our hearts.

      

      
      

        The Science and Theology of Habit

        In his compelling book The Power of Habit, Charles Duhigg wrote that “when a habit is formed, the brain stops fully participating in decision making. The patterns we have unfold automatically.”4 Brain activity during habits happens in the deepest part of the brain, the basal ganglia. This saves us a lot of mental energy for other thoughts. So we can get in the car and suddenly arrive home without thinking about a single turn we made. Instead we’ve been thinking over a sticky work problem or an ill relative. Habits allow us to put our brains to better use.

        This is really useful in general, but it has downsides. First, if we’re acting out a bad habit—one that reinforces an addiction, perpetuates a harmful pattern of thought, or encourages mindless submission to a technology that is designed to attract our attention and sell it to the advertisers—we don’t have much power to fight back. We may know that something is unhealthy or wrong. We may know exactly why it’s bad or undesirable. We can tell ourselves that over and over, but that part of our brain is exactly the part that gets shut out when the autopilot of habit turns on.

        Second, because our unconscious choices form us just as much, if not more than, our conscious ones, we can become formed in patterns that we would never consciously choose if we were aware of them. This is the difference between what we call education and formation. Education is what you learn and know—things you are taught. Formation is what you practice and do—things that are caught. The most important things in life, of course, are caught, not taught, and formation is largely about all the unseen habits.

        This is why to fully understand habits you must think of habits as liturgies. A liturgy is a pattern of words or actions repeated regularly as a way of worship. The goal of a liturgy is for the participant to be formed in a certain way. For example, I say the Lord’s Prayer every night with my sons because I want the words of Jesus’ prayer to sink down into their bones. I want that prayer to form the contours of their lives.

        Notice how similar the definition of liturgy is to the definition of habit. They’re both something repeated over and over, which forms you; the only difference is that a liturgy admits that it’s an act of worship. Calling habits liturgies may seem odd, but we need language to emphasize the non-neutrality of our day-to-day routines. Our habits often obscure what we’re really worshiping, but that doesn’t mean we’re not worshiping something. The question is, what are we worshiping?

        As philosopher James K. A. Smith argues in his book You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit, the habits we play out day after day are not tangential to our worship but actually central to it. Worship is formation, and formation is worship. As the psalmist put it, those who make and trust in idols will become like them (Psalm 31:6). So we become our habits.

        When we combine Smith’s insight that our habits are liturgies of worship and Duhigg’s neurological insight that our brains aren’t totally engaged when our habits are playing out, we have a robust explanation of how our unconscious habits fundamentally reshape our hearts, regardless of what we tell ourselves we believe.

      

      
      
        Small Habits As Powerful Liturgies

        To make this concrete, let me show you how this played out in my daily routine before my anxiety crash.

        
          
            Table 1. Bad Habits as Liturgies of Wrong Belief

          

          
            
              
              
              
              
              
                
                  	
Habit


                  	
Liturgy of Wrong Belief


                

              
              
                
                  	
Wake up exhausted again, because I never get to bed on time.


                  	
I am not a creature; I am infinite. My body will be fine. I am a god.


                

                
                  	
Look at work emails on my phone before getting out of bed.


                  	
I can miss a quiet time, but I can’t miss a quick response. Unless I’m well regarded in the office, I’m not worth anything.


                

                
                  	
Grab breakfast on the go, while everyone else in my family scrambles to get somewhere late. At the office, eat lunch at my desk.


                  	
Being too busy is normal, and maybe even desirable. I’m important if a lot of people want my time. To stay important, I need to stay busy, and that means being late all the time.


                

                
                  	
Keep all computer notifications turned on, and keep my phone on and in sight while I work.


                  	
I need to know what’s going on out there. The most recent thing is the most important thing. The best way to love my neighbors is to stay updated on dramatic headlines and new memes, not to do focused work.


                

                
                  	
If a manager asks for something late in the day on an unrealistic deadline, always say yes. If a social invite comes up, always go for it.


                  	
I will become the best version of myself by expanding my options, so I can’t say no. I may be tired and busy, my family may be exhausted by my unpredictability, but if I don’t preserve choice, I can’t be who I really am.


                

                
                  	
Even when I sense all of the above is getting out of control, even when the best word to describe life is “scattered” or “busy,” resist any rules that would restrict technology use and work schedules.


                  	
To limit myself is to restrict my freedom. And I’m not fully human without my freedom of choice in every moment. The good life comes from choosing what you want.


                

              
            

          

        

        We can stop there. I’m not even halfway through my day, and you can see how by not having a program of habits I was submitting to a rigorous regimen of liturgies simply by assimilating to the usual way of life in America. My life was an ode of worship to omniscience, omnipresence, and limitlessness. No wonder my body rebelled.

      

      
      
        The Slavery of Freedom

        All of these liturgies of wrong belief were important in forming me to be anxious, but the last one on the chart is especially dangerous: the freedom liturgy. Why is the freedom liturgy so dangerous? Because it perpetuates the slavery to all the other habits—ironically.

        
          My life was an ode of worship to omniscience, omnipresence, and limitlessness. No wonder my body rebelled.

        

        The freedom liturgy is dangerous for two reasons. First, it doesn’t actually produce freedom. We think that by rejecting any limits on our habits, we remain free to choose. Actually, by barraging ourselves with so many choices, we get so decision-fatigued that we’re unable to choose anything well. Since we’re too tired to make any good decisions, we’re extremely susceptible to letting other people—from manipulative bosses to invisible smartphone programmers—make our decisions for us. The dogged pursuit of this kind of freedom always collapses into slavery, which leads us to the second reason the freedom liturgy is dangerous.

        The second reason is that it blinds us to what the good life really is. When we act out the “no-limits-none-ever” freedom liturgy, we assume that the good life comes from having the freedom to do whatever we want. So to ensure the good life, we have to ensure our ability to choose in each moment. But what if the good life doesn’t come from having the ability to do what we want but from having the ability to do what we were made for? What if true freedom comes from choosing the right limitations, not avoiding all limitations?

        In retrospect, that night in the restaurant with my friends, sketching out a habit plan, was such a big moment because I finally surrendered the keystone habit of freedom. I decided limits were a better way of life, and that’s when everything changed. I had lived my whole life thinking that all limits ruin freedom, when all along it’s been the opposite: the right limits create freedom.

        This was no overnight realization, but as my life began to change, I began to wonder why surrendering the freedom liturgy and accepting limitations was so hard for me and for Americans generally. I began to wonder how we had come to believe such a bizarre definition of freedom, and whether there were living examples of a better freedom.

        I found the answer in the life of Jesus.

      

      
      
        Jesus as the Good Master

        There’s no one who surrendered more freedom than Jesus, who went from the all-powerful second person of the Trinity to the vulnerable form of a helpless infant. He went from speaking the universe into existence by his Word to not being able to speak a word. This is what the Scriptures mean when they say that he “emptied himself” (Philippians 2:7).

        But it doesn’t stop there; he did not just become human. He became a poor human. A homeless human. A human who loved with such power that he became a threat to those in power, so they tortured and killed him. Jesus submitted to the ultimate limitation: to be snuffed out of the world in death. But why? Why would he do this?

        For love.

        For love of you and me.

        Philippians says that because he was willing to submit to the limitations of death, he was exalted. When Jesus got up and walked out of the grave, he exploded the limitations of what it meant to be human by dancing on death itself. Now those who choose to surrender their life to Christ will also rise with Christ. By surrendering his freedom for the sake of love, Christ saved the world. By surrendering our freedom to him, we participate in that love. We find our true freedom in the constraints of divine love.


          We, for our own sake, tried to become limitless, and the world was ruined. Jesus, for our sake, became limited and the world was saved.

        

        The key thing to notice here is how Jesus’ actions are the exact opposite of what humans did in the Garden of Eden. There, we tried to become gods by rejecting God’s authority and eating the forbidden fruit. In trying to free ourselves from our limitations, we brought the ultimate limitation of death into the world. But Christ turns this human paradigm on its head. The way down is the way up. The way to victory is through surrender. The way to freedom is through submission.

        
        We, for our own sake, tried to become limitless, and the world was ruined. Jesus, for our sake, became limited and the world was saved.

      

      
      
        Discovering the Rule of Life

        This was all new to me, but of course it isn’t new at all.

        As my personal life was changing, so was my work life. Surprisingly, by putting limits on my work schedule and technology use, I found I became better at my job. These new habits helped me to focus much more on work. After putting up some boundaries around my time, I found that people actually “needed” me a lot less than I thought. One of my habits was to turn my phone off for one hour each evening, and I found that most of my clients and colleagues were fine getting a call back an hour later in the evening when I turned my phone back on.

        Consequently, I started talking about habits a lot. I probably annoyed a lot of my friends, who had to hear about it over and over. One day I was explaining some of my realizations about habits to my pastor, and he asked to see what I was doing. I’ll never forget what he said when he looked at them: “Oh, I see. You’ve crafted your own rule of life.”

        I answered with the ironic words of someone who would go on to write a book about it: “What’s a rule of life?”

        I now know that a “rule of life” is a term for a pattern of communal habits for formation. The most well-known rules of life were originally developed by church fathers and ancient monastics, such as St. Augustine or St. Benedict. But for thousands of years, spiritual communities have been using the frame of the rule of life as a mechanism of communal formation.

        Despite our understanding of the word “rule,” a “rule of life” is much less about obeying rules than it is about finding communal purpose. For example, while both St. Augustine’s and St. Benedict’s rule have all kinds of tiny habits that we might either consider too inane to matter or too strict to be appropriate, we should notice that both of them had the same goal in mind: love.

        Both were obsessed with taking the small patterns of life and organizing them towards the big goal of life: to love God and neighbor. St. Augustine’s rule began with this sentence: “Before all things, most dear brothers, we must love God and after Him our neighbor; for these are the principal commands which have been given to us.” St. Benedict’s rule opens declaring that it means to establish “nothing harsh, nothing burdensome,” but goes on to describe walking in God’s commandments as being in the “ineffable sweetness of love.”

        Both saw habits as the gears by which to direct life toward the purpose of love. In fact, the word rule is used because it comes from the Latin word regula, a word associated with a bar or trellis, the woodwork on which a plant grows. The idea is that we (like plants) are always growing and changing. But when there is no order, growth can take something that was supposed to produce fruit and turn it into a twisted vine of decay. That description was frighteningly accurate in my case. The rule of life is intended to pattern communal life in the direction of purpose and love instead of chaos and decay.

      

      
      

        Communal Habits As a Contemporary Rule of Life

        
          Only when your habits are constructed to match your worldview do you become someone who doesn’t just know about God and neighbor but someone who actually loves God and neighbor.

        

        Anyone who stops to think about it comes to the same realization—humans are largely defined by the small routines that make up our days and weeks. Author Annie Dillard wrote, “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives. What we do with this hour, and that one, is what we are doing. A schedule defends from chaos and whim. It is a net for catching days. It is a scaffolding on which a worker can stand and labor with both hands at sections of time.”5

        The best way to understand a “rule of life” or a program of habits is by picturing Dillard’s scaffolding, her version of the trellis. Habits are how we stand up and get our hands on time. And because time is the currency of our purpose, habits are how we get our hands on our purpose. If you want to get your hands on what you know, you need to seek out the right words. If you want to get your hands on who you are becoming, you need to get your hands on habits. A rule of life is how we get our hands on our habits. Understanding this insight, monastic orders have for millennia lived according to rules of life for the purpose of unifying head and habit.

        It’s high time that this ancient spiritual wisdom become modern common sense. All those who want to be attentive to who they are becoming must realize that formation begins with a framework of habits.

        It’s utterly important to learn the right theological truths about God and neighbor, but it’s equally necessary to put that theology into practice via a rule of life. You can’t believe truth without practicing truth, and vice versa. You can’t have a good education without good formation, and vice versa. You can’t know who Jesus is without following Jesus, and vice versa. To live with only one or the other of these things is to live as a half-human being.

        Only when your habits are constructed to match your worldview do you become someone who doesn’t just know about God and neighbor but someone who actually loves God and neighbor.

      

      
      
        The Common Rule

        As it turns out, I had stumbled upon some ancient wisdom. My little program of habits was a sort of rule of life applied specifically to the deformed modern liturgies of business and technology.

        As I talked with my friends and family about how living according to a rule of life was changing my life, many of them suggested I share it so others could try it. So I took some of my favorite habits, put them together in a PDF, and called it “The Common Rule” because it was intended for common practice by common people. Then I emailed it out to about fifteen friends.

        Within a week, it was forwarded to hundreds of people. From there it kept going. I had no idea how normal I was. I had no idea how many other people were also desperate for a more sensible and meaningful way to organize their days and weeks.

        Since I began writing about the Common Rule, I’ve learned that the vast majority of contemporary Americans I encounter are—just like me—absolutely starved for an example of how to order daily life in a way that unites head and habit.

        However, as I talked with more people and read more books on habits, formation, and liturgy, my main concern changed. I realized the most alarming part of this is not our bad habits, which we tend to know about. It’s our collective assimilation, which is invisible to us.

        We have a common problem. By ignoring the ways habits shape us, we’ve assimilated to a hidden rule of life: the American rule of life. This rigorous program of habits forms us in all the anxiety, depression, consumerism, injustice, and vanity that are so typical in the contemporary American life.

        It’s urgent, then, that we recover the wisdom of crafting a gospel-based rule of life as the new norm for living as a Christian in America today. We desperately need a set of counter-formative practices to become the lovers of God and neighbor we were created to be.

        This is not just a personal matter. It is a public matter of neighbor love. Talking about Jesus while ignoring the way of Jesus has created an American Christianity that is far more American than it is Christian. Paying all our spiritual attention to the message of Jesus while ignoring his practices has not only led people like me into devastating life crises, it has also created a country of Christians whose practical lives are divorced from their actual faith. How else do we explain a country of Christians who preach a radical gospel of Jesus while assimilating to the usual contours of American life?

        There is a better way. It is the way of Jesus.

        Let us see that habits shape the heart. Let us stop fearing that limits are a threat to our freedom. Let us see that the right limitations are the way to the good life. Let us build a trellis for love to grow on. Let us craft a common rule of life for our time, one that will unite our heads and our habits, growing us into the lovers of God and neighbor we were created to be.
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