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God creates out of nothing.

Wonderful! you say.

Yes, to be sure.

But God does what is still more wonderful:

God makes saints out of sinners.

SØREN KIERKEGAARD

[image: image]




Foreword

Lauren Winner


HOW DOES ONE GO ABOUT LIVING A CHRISTIAN LIFE?

That’s the question Vintage Saints and Sinners addresses. Its answer can be boiled down to four slightly technical words: moral theology is hagiography. Put differently, the question of how to live a Christian life isn’t answered by a list of do’s and don’ts. It’s answered by looking at lives that have been lived in response to Jesus.

I found myself pondering a few questions as I read this book. First, I noticed, quite simply, that lives lived in response to Jesus look very varied. Yet I wondered: Do the lives of Brother Lawrence and Sophie Scholl and C. S. Lewis, varied as they are, have anything in common? When we look at lives lived in response to Jesus, are there shapes that frequently recur? It seemed to me as I read, for example, that lives lived in response to Jesus are also perforce lived in peculiar relationship to the world. If you live in response to Jesus, the world will look different to you than it looks to your neighbors who, instead of attending to Jesus, pass their days in attention to the stock market, the New Yorker, or the devil. If you live in response to Jesus, you’ll look out your window and see a world created by God. You’ll see the powerless crucified by the powerful, and you’ll see the crucified One rising, and because you see those things—because you see the world with an eye attuned to Jesus—you’ll organize your life differently than your neighbor whose eye is attuned to the Dow Jones. Because they see differently and respond to what they see, saints often flout local convention and violate local norms. They often scandalize and unsettle. Sometimes they get arrested and killed.

In part because saints live in weird relation to the world, inviting the saints into your life can be tricky. Indeed, reading about a saint can occasionally induce despair. I read about the heroism of Sophie Scholl, and the demons who accompany me on my daily rounds perk up and say, “If the standard is staring down Hitler and being guillotined on treason charges, why not admit that you’re not really trying to live like Jesus at all? You can’t even consistently remember to bring canned goods to church on the first Sunday of the month.” And then the demons are off to the races, explaining that I’m a pathetic excuse for a Christian and suggesting that instead of praying Evening Prayer, I rewatch the second season of House of Cards.

Here’s the thing to say to those demons (I manage to say it about one-third of the time): I don’t read about the saints in order to imitate them. I read about the saints because they show me something about myself. To be frank, I don’t really want to live like Francis of Assisi or Mother Teresa. But I do want to ask those saints to help me look at my life through the prism of theirs. Aelred of Rievaulx, a twelfth-century monk who wrote an enduring treatise about friendship, does not inspire me to join a monastery, but he can help me see what kind of a friend I am. Brother Lawrence, a seventeenth-century monk, learned, through years of serving in his monastery’s kitchen, to “do little things for God; I turn the cake that is frying on the pan for love of him.” He can help me see how Jesus is transfiguring the ordinary mundanities of my own life.

As you read Vintage Saints and Sinners, notice which saints especially hold your attention. Not all of them will. You might particularly connect with one saint, or maybe two. (Notice, also, which saints particularly repel you; the Holy Spirit might be using your discomfort to draw your attention to something you need to see.) I suspect that over our lives, each of us is given two or three or four saints with whom to live in particular intimacy. Your three or four will be different from mine because you’re gifted in ways I’m not, and because you’re damaged in ways I’m not. Which saints is God offering you, to help illumine and burnish your particular gifts, and to help illumine and heal your particular damages?

This is a book about people, but it’s also about God. It’s about God because when you carefully consider anything—a virus, a chocolate layer cake, a sparrow—you’ll ultimately see something about the way that thing participates in its Creator. That’s true of cakes and sparrows, but it might be especially true of people. People are created in God’s image, so when I study a person whose life is fully responsive to Jesus, I see what it’s like for an image and likeness of God to be in a world like this one. Take Francis of Assisi, who gave away almost all he owned—he was, as Vintage Saints and Sinners puts it, “liberated from possessions.” The picture of Francis giving away money, books, clothing, sandals shows me something about my own life—it sets in clear relief my intense possessiveness, and my unreliable spurts of giving things away. But it also shows me something about the God in whom Francis participates: Francis’s life shows me that God is One who responds to a world in which things can be owned by undercutting and removing the possibility of ownership. Because the lives of Francis and Mother Teresa and Sophie Scholl are lives taken into Jesus, they show us something about Jesus himself.

There are twenty-five saints whose stories are told here, but there is a twenty-sixth saint lurking in these pages: the book’s author, Karen Marsh, whose saintly charisms include allowing the saints to season her soul. In testifying about the saints, Karen is taking up a well-established bit of Christian choreography. In every generation, there are Christians who have allowed themselves to be especially worked over by the saints, and who are called to introduce the saints to the rest of us. (The conversion of one so great as Augustine was prompted by one friend’s description of two other friends being converted by reading the life of St. Antony. In other words, even a decidedly circuitous witness to saintly influence can be efficacious.) Karen’s charism is a fabulism of sorts; in Vintage Saints and Sinners, she’s worked a kind of magical realism in which the faithful of the ages are able to walk right into our own haphazardly faithful, twenty-first-century lives. And of course, there’s a twenty-seventh saint here, too, or at least a twenty-seventh saint-in-the-making—the reader. You.

May Vintage Saints and Sinners help you find saintly companions, and may it thereby show you something about how your particular life can be lived in response to the One who created, redeemed, and sustains you.






Introduction

Notes from the Crossroads


A Christian is one who is on the way,

though not necessarily very far along it,

and who has at least some dim and

half-baked idea of whom to thank.

FREDERICK BUECHNER





I GREW UP ON SUNDAY SCHOOL TALES of godly Christians who made the grand gesture, brave missionaries like William Carey who sailed from England to India, undaunted by the perils, exhorting, “Expect great things from God! Attempt great things for God!” Look into my kindergarten journal and you’ll read: “What I Want to Be: A Missionary Nurse in Africa.” I would bandage wounds from lion attacks and fearlessly preach salvation; that was the future for me.

By the time I declared a philosophy major in college, dreams of a trailblazing medical career were replaced by romantic visions of the contemplative lives of Thérèse of Lisieux and Scholastica. I was intrigued by the idea of a nun’s cloistered existence, with its peaceful rhythm of ethereal Gregorian chants sung in a sunlit chapel, abundant alone time for reading in a private cell, and suppers of freshly baked bread and artisanal cheeses savored around a distressed oak table. But as a Presbyterian minister’s daughter, the convent was never more than a vague notion I’d picked up from the Sound of Music.

Heroic exploits and ecstatic revelations rarely feature in my life these days. Instead, my heart wanders—sometimes caught in distraction, fear, and doubt, and at other times reaching for confidence, constancy and hope. Never a nurse nor a full-time holy woman, I have found instead that my career has taken a winding path to Theological Horizons, the nonprofit ministry I direct, centered at the Bonhoeffer House near the campus of the University of Virginia, where I teach, feed and mentor college students, and host scholars and community members. My family—my husband, Charles, a UVA professor, and our three millennial children, Henry, Will, and Nan—keep me firmly grounded in what Kathleen Norris calls “the quotidian mysteries.” Every morning begins a new episode on a journey without maps.

Throughout my life, as I’ve become a mother and not a nun, a teacher and not a missionary, I’ve been accompanied by “vintage” Christians—spiritual mentors from across the Christian tradition, committed Jesus followers who kept the faith in their own times and places. What began as an intellectual study, even idealized admiration, of notable spiritual figures has become a deeper personal experience of reading from the heart. Over the years, I have been awed by ancient lives of humility and strength. Even now, sitting in my living room, I discover more of my own unexpected connections to obscure believers from distant eras. They light up my imagination, calling me to greater things, even as the kitchen sink fills with sticky plates, tax deadlines arrive, and I forget to pray.

While scrubbing pots and pans in the kitchen of a seventeenth-century French monastery, Brother Lawrence learned to practice the comforting presence of God. When I know that, though frustrated by failure, he persisted in his spiritual disciplines year after year, I see how callously impatient I am for the rush of a spiritual high. Then I meet Amanda Berry Smith, a woman who, though she was born in slavery, prayed her way through trembling fear to preach of God’s power to white Americans and evangelize throughout four far-flung continents. Each vintage Christian, whatever the century, encountered God for themselves and each responded wholeheartedly. To learn their stories is to see my own time-bound experience in the light of God’s pursuing presence. They bring me perspective, calm, and the hope that I too will come to bear the marks of a vibrant spiritual life.

I’ve read the words of radically committed Christians—and they seem, at first, to be more righteously determined than I could ever be. No wonder: the historical, faithful people you and I often speak of as “saints” are models of extraordinary conviction and intimidating courage. There are the ones who’ve been canonized by the Roman Catholic Church, recognized by the eternal honorific “Saint” in front of their names. Others lived such godly lives that we can’t help but envision them on pedestals. That kind of veneration prompted Dorothy Day, tireless advocate for the poor, to say, “Don’t call me a saint. I don’t want to be dismissed so easily.”

As I’ve gotten up close to the personal stories of vintage Christians, I have met them in their humanity. They may be called saints, but they are sinners, strugglers, and seekers too. When they speak across the centuries, their lives turn out to be just as messy as (and sometimes much messier than) mine. I’ve learned that the smiling Mother Teresa, serving the dying poor in Calcutta, felt for years that her desperate prayers were met by God’s silence. And that the eminent intellectual defender of the faith, C. S. Lewis, went through his teens and twenties convinced that Christianity was for idiots.

I’ve moved beyond seeing these people as inaccessible super-saints and have encountered them as perfect companions for a real-life pilgrimage. They are wise guides in the faith who have been this way before. Older brothers and sisters who urge me on, reassuring me with their own tales of travail and discovery.

When I find myself wandering, at a loss, through a foreign city street, or gritting my teeth over an unwelcome bill in the morning mail, their reassuring words come to me. They are not shocked when I snap at my children or take my husband for granted. In better times, they remind me that it is God who gives a leisurely hour to sleep in the warm sun or sit in silence with a close friend. Whether in anxious, frustrated, lonely moments or in restful, joyous celebrations, these saints and sinners know how I feel.

Am I a paragon of faith? (The honest answer is no.) While I once thought that I should labor to look and act and believe just like the other “successful” Christians in my life, I’ve been freed up by something Thomas Merton once wrote: “For me to be a saint means to be myself.” Not that godly person I greatly admire, but myself. I see now that I’m engaged in a creative, enlivening, one-of-a-kind work of God in me, redeemed by Christ for good things. Who knows what kind of saint I, as myself, am becoming?

From these vintage saints and sinners, in all of their variety, I am learning lessons about the qualities of authentic spirituality—about faith as a journey through struggles and weakness and into freedom and true strength. I find that Julian of Norwich had hopes that are much like mine, that Martin Luther wrestled with anxiety, and that Benedict’s teaching brings a healthier rhythm to every day. I accompany very human exemplars in the faith who cheer me on with profound yet approachable wisdom.

This book is a journal from my spiritual pilgrimage: scribbled confessions, quick descriptions of the quirky people I’ve met along the way, incomplete reflections on how I’m trying to make sense of it all. You won’t find twenty-five complete biographies here; let’s leave those to the historians. Instead, it’s my hope that by telling you some tales from the lives of vintage Christians—with their struggles, joys and revelations—and by opening up about the lessons I’ve learned, you’ll discover that God’s saving, guiding, transforming grace is here for you, as well.
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SØREN KIERKEGAARD1813–1855

Take a Long Walk


The best help in all action is to pray—

that is true genius; then one never goes wrong.




AT OUR HOUSE, THE NEW YEAR ARRIVES IN AUGUST. Fresh beginnings and great expectations: a new semester in Charlottesville. This morning, Nan is out the door to high school. My husband, Charles, scrambles to print a university course syllabus. I glance at my Google calendar; the coming months are already mapped out in busy blocks of color. Goodbye, lazy summer.

Three hours from now, sixty undergrads will walk through the Bonhoeffer House door, each one hungry for the homemade lunch that’s become a Friday tradition here. Guess who’s cooking? Before I start the lasagna, I require strong coffee. In the few seconds it takes to grind the beans, I stand still and rehearse Søren Kierkegaard’s prayer, “Teach me, O God, not to make a martyr of myself through stifling reflection. Teach me to breathe deeply in faith.” And I take one full breath. In and out.

The moment passes and I’m off again, energized by action, to-do lists, everyday projects. Usually, momentum is enough to keep me buzzing through the day. Lately, though, I’ve felt a tug in my chest, a twist of uneasiness below the surface of things. I’ve been drawn back to my battered 1956 copy of The Prayers of Kierkegaard. I’m slow to admit what so many believers already know well: time in prayer, time with God, is my only hope for peace. Prayer brings life, if only I will choose it.

[image: image]

Søren Kierkegaard did not make his name on the merits of a dynamic public prayer life. In his own time, the existentialist philosopher rambled for hours through the charming streets and hidden passages of Copenhagen, stopping to talk with random folks along the way. Everyone in town recognized Søren, the spindly, comical figure whose tousled hair stuck up nearly six inches from his forehead.

Søren’s brilliant, caustic wit was admired all over. You wouldn’t have guessed that behind the roving, familiar figure with top hat and walking cane there was a melancholy guy trying to know and solve the deep riddle of life. He held a whole lot inside, determined to understand himself before he could know anything else—and that included God.

Even as an outwardly vivacious youngster, Søren always kept his true feelings concealed. When he wrote of his childhood later, he described himself as an intense boy in the power of a “monstrously brooding temperament,” a child who played a pitiful game: to keep everyone from guessing how secretly unhappy he really was. But it was no picnic to be the youngest of Michael Kierkegaard’s seven children. Søren’s haunted, pietistic father was convinced that their family was cursed. Michael gloomily predicted that all of his children would die tragically by thirty-three, Jesus’ age at his crucifixion. Old man Kierkegaard took his kids on treks to the cemetery where he exhorted them to dwell on the agonies of Christ and meditate on their own horrific sins. No wonder little Søren was filled with dread.

As he grew older, teenaged Søren was both repelled by and attracted to his father’s fierce religion. He wrestled with faith as a theology student at the University of Copenhagen. As Søren began thinking for himself, the weighty old orthodox Christian dogma cracked and shifted. What options were left to him then? Punishing, wrathful Avenger or respectable, distant Deity—could either God be true? And what did any divine being have to do with him and his small life? Søren looked to philosophy as a way to slip the snares of religion.

I’ve always liked philosophy. Ancient Greeks pondering the nature of reality. German idealists and French postmodernists. Logic, with its axioms and arguments. Thought experiments to sharpen my mind. In fact, Aristotle’s words are posted over my desk: “It is the mark of an educated mind to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it.” I don’t exactly stay up at night worrying over concepts, but I do enjoy philosophy for the healthy intellectual workout.

Søren took philosophizing far more to heart; his was a high-stakes search. Stalking the alleys of Copenhagen, occupied by interior puzzling, Kierkegaard was plagued by the personal problem of purpose. In the pages of his journal, Søren wrote, “What I really lack is to be clear in my mind what I am to do, not what I am to know.” He was after an intellectual understanding that would enliven his existence in the world—one grand passion to comprehend his essential self, to know truth that was true for him, to find the idea for which he could live and die.

Søren’s melancholy deepened as philosophy failed to bear the weight of his all-encompassing quest for meaning. Still, he struggled on, hoping it wouldn’t prove to be to be a dead end. As for theology, Søren couldn’t shake his suspicion that beyond abstract religious dogma there actually was a divine reality: the person of Jesus who would demand a startling commitment. But at the unwelcome prospect of a full spiritual conversion that would surely offend his reason and clash with his emotions, Søren determined to try everything else before he became “seriously a Christian.” If Jesus held a radical cure, it was a not a medicine he was prepared to take—not yet.

One Sunday, Søren read the Gospel story of the disciples who, frightened at their teacher’s crucifixion, barricaded themselves in an upper room refuge. Søren felt much like them, conflicted and scared, at once relentlessly seeking the divine, studying theology and even reading Scripture, and yet hiding out from the living God. The disciples were taken completely by surprise when Jesus showed up saying, “Peace be with you.” If Jesus was going to get to him too, Søren realized, it would only be through firmly locked doors. And yet, unexpectedly, that is just what the resurrected Jesus did. On May 19, 1838, Søren had a decisive spiritual experience, a feeling of “indescribable joy” that was inexplicable to his rational mind. In that mysterious moment, the young man arrived at his life’s central truth at last—the realization that, at his core, he was a person found by God.

The young man who had long examined belief from an intellectual distance, standing outside it, now threw himself into an inward, ardent Christianity. (Søren Kierkegaard is not called the father of existentialism for nothing.) Søren well knew that his individual relationship with God was a radical choice. As he put it, faith is an either-or. It is either God or—well, the rest does not matter. Choose what you will, but if you choose anything other than God, you lose out; both you and your choices are lost. Søren embraced faith as a passion, a leap to live life in its fullest sense.

The newly committed Søren wanted to bear witness to Jesus Christ but not, he said, in the way of the “parsons’ trash” peddled by his own state church, the self-satisfied institution that counted all Danish citizens as automatic Christians from birth. Thoughtless piety made him want to scream. Søren disdained the complacent neighbors who were no better than baptized pagans, oblivious to sincere, transformative spirituality.

And so, out to provoke the bored religious folks around him, Søren became a kind of literary prankster. He wrote aesthetic, philosophical, and polemical volumes, journal essays and popular newspaper articles. Leafing through his collected works, the philosopher in me wanders along, playing the philosophy game. It doesn’t take long to get lost in Søren’s complex writings on subjective truth, objective truth, dread, existence, irony.

Then Søren surprises with a jab. Don’t just be a Christian, he says, as if “Christian” is some assigned label that you’re simply stuck with forever, an identity that means nothing to you. No, take all of your life to become a Christian: choose, again and again with each new day, to be a real self, an authentic person in relation to God. Abandon your calculated safety for a reckless, wholehearted life of faith in Christ. Continue to become. Grow. Risk. Take that radical leap of faith, right now.
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Sometimes I presume my faith, as if I were a smug Danish Christian, detached and drifting in and out of convinced belief in God. My spirit floats somewhere beyond the embodied decisions I make in everyday life. The vital energy that wakes me up in the morning is spent on temporary tasks and immediate concerns, heedless of the demanding Jesus who waits at the locked door of my heart. My deeper impulses doze, sometimes undetectable.

How will my soul wake up to the risky joy of authentic faith? It is anguished, struggling Søren who shows me the path into unreserved living—mind, body, and soul, fully aware. I find that once Søren experienced the faith that reached beyond abstract knowledge, it was the practice of prayer that kindled his inner transformation. “The function of prayer is not to influence God,” he said, “but rather to change the nature of the one who prays.” Growing into a fervent person of prayer with living faith as his aim, Søren’s daily encounters with the eternal became as essential to him as breathing.

It’s no surprise that we don’t all know the devotional side of Søren. Renowned as a celebrity poet, critic, agitator, and philosopher, he was reserved about his own private devotional life. Even as he was perfectly comfortable ranting against the Danish church or dashing off clever magazine editorials, he confessed that baring the intimacies of his life with God was “so difficult, so difficult.”

I wonder if Søren felt like I sometimes do—that while my public Christian self can lead Bible studies and discuss theology, I am oddly hesitant, at the same time, to speak about my raw, honest connection with God. That might seem strange to the many forthright people who open their faithful hearts to anyone who will listen. I resonate with Søren as he reflects on his personal spiritual life: “My inwardness is too true for me to be able to talk about it.”

Prayer, Søren’s ongoing conversation with God, becomes the source of his greatest earthly happiness. Søren likens prayer to a gyroscope, a practice that balances him come what may. Happily for you and me, he recorded his prayers in a journal. On those pages Søren speaks frankly to God of his questions, confidence, doubts, joys, pains, consolation, suffering, love, longing, depression. It’s all there. And finally he arrives at gratitude. “It is wonderful how God’s love overwhelms me,” he writes. There is no truer prayer than the one Søren utters over and over: the prayer of thanks to God for doing so indescribably much more than he’d ever expected.
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This morning, as autumn begins, I’m swept up into the urgent. Big thoughts of purpose are pushed aside. Quiet, leisurely devotion would be a luxury. As restless Søren kept moving, I will also dash through many miles today. But before I do, Søren’s wise words come to me, “The best help in all action is to pray; that is true genius. Then one never goes wrong.” Leave it to an existentialist philosopher to pull me back into the present moment.

No longer a caricature of the brooding, angst-ridden intellectual, Søren prompts me to take down the coffee-stained volume of one hundred prayers and approach God in his company. Father in Heaven! we begin. Help us never forget that You are love. This conviction will triumph in our hearts, even if the coming day brings inquietude, anxiety, fright or distress. Soul brother Søren, so traumatized by his father’s fearful fundamentalist religion, was once found by a great divine love. Now he urges me to take the risk and go deeper, to fling myself into God’s presence—and know the one good, unshakeable thing in life.





AUGUSTINE354–430

Reconsider Sainthood

You, O Lord, never ceased to watch over my secret heart.



THE ONLY “SAINTS” HONORED in my family’s Protestant home were stern, unadorned men explicitly named in the New Testament—Saint Paul and Saint Peter, for starters. I, on the other hand, was reliably convicted and named a depraved sinner in every Sunday sermon, even before I had finished third grade! Sure, biblical saints were admirable—but when you got right down to it, who would want be around one of those guys? Preferring a little pizzazz, I envisioned more contemplative saints on a high holy plane, floating on clouds of mystical bliss. Audacious saints leaping into the trenches of evil, wrangling demons into submission. Imperturbable saints serenely proclaiming their faith while being mauled by voracious coliseum lions. But still: not likely to feature in my future.

Back then, I figured that it was easy enough to tell saints from sinners; if I’d walked the college neighborhood where I live now, I would have declared it Sin Central, though Rugby Road is no different from many campuses after a Friday night. Shattered liquor bottles and crushed beer cans litter the sidewalk. Empty kegs and sodden couches on fraternity house lawns testify to the university’s number one party school ranking, chosen by Playboy on the basis of three categories: sex, nightlife, and sports.

If Playboy had thrown ancient Roman schools into its competition, the University of Carthage would have been in the running for the title. In the sex category, UCarthage boasted the goddess Coelestis, a pagan “Queen of Heaven” celebrated with popular displays of live fornication. Sports? Chariot contests at the racetrack brought out screaming crowds. Nightlife featured fortune tellers, communal baths, and X-rated theater productions. From then till now, from North Africa to North America, college kids do love to party.
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A certain UCarthage freshman named Augustine was no exception. He arrived from his backwater Algerian hometown of Thagaste ready to revel. “I came to Carthage,” Augustine recalls, “where all around me hissed a cauldron of illicit loves.” A “muddy carnal concupiscence” filled the air as the bubbling impulses of late adolescence befogged and obscured the young man’s heart. Augustine already had a record of drinking, stealing, and promiscuity. He ran with a group of wild proto-fraternity brothers called the Wreckers. By age eighteen, he’d fathered a baby with his girlfriend, a young woman considered below his social standing. Looking back on his college days, Augustine ranked himself among the worst sinners ever.

I’m not perfect; that’s obvious to anyone who’s been with me for about three minutes. So long as someone draws a bright line dividing sinner and saint, I’ll end up on the lively sinner’s side, though minus the hissing cauldron, thanks. Still, I’m beginning to feel like there’s something off about the way we keep our distance from the “saints,” those Special Ones who’ve been officially beatified and certified by distant church officials, held up as perfection incarnate. The real-life bio of the great “Saint” Augustine turns the old pious distinctions upside down. It may be better to reconsider definitions after all. Perhaps try something like: a saint is a sinner too—but is someone who, by God’s grace, goes through life in the spirit of Christ.

Consider Augustine as a rowdy teenager—you’d never have pegged him as saint material. He was a person with a story, a story of sinning and seeking, a story of divine surprises. For this I love Augustine; he gives us all hope that God may make something terrific of us yet. Even young Augustine’s own mother, Monica, had serious doubts about the state of his soul. She fretted over her boy, and for good reason.

Devout Monica was like other helicopter moms through the ages. She’d raised her son in the church and urged him to follow Christ, but he would have none of it. In desperation, she turned to a local pastor and begged him to persuade her wayward son to take up the Christian faith. The minister declined, wise enough to know that force was pointless. “Let him be where he is,” he assured her, “only pray the Lord for him. It cannot be that the son of these tears should perish.” And so Monica prayed for her wayward son. And prayed and prayed and prayed.

Meanwhile, life at the university promised social advancement, intellectual reward, and physical pleasure. Augustine was captivated by the cutting-edge philosophy trending with his classmates. Compared to the unsophisticated scriptures of his hometown Christian religion, the teachings of the great Roman orator Cicero seemed eloquent and wise.

Once he finished at the top of his rhetoric class, ambitious Augustine took his Carthaginian girlfriend and young son across the sea to Rome, where he landed a teaching position in Milan. When mother Monica, who’d managed to get herself across the Mediterranean, deemed the partner and child to be a drag on her son’s career, the two were shipped back to North Africa. Monica found a more suitable fiancée (both Christian and rich) and made the match, but since the bride-to-be was still too young to marry, the wedding was on hold. In the meantime, our forlorn professor found that he just couldn’t get by without sexual intimacy; he found a lover.

Augustine was attracted to the ideal of the cultivated, tranquil life, inspired by Cicero’s words: “By the guidance of wisdom, one may become a good and a happy man,” and “Prudence, reason and reflection ought to rule all other powers of the mind.” Yet Augustine’s personal spiritual reality was a confusion of loneliness, addiction, and guilt. Amidst his professional success, Augustine asked himself, “Of what profit to me was my nimble wit in those sciences and all those knotty volumes” if my conscience is unrelieved?

Then Augustine met an unexpected Christian, a generous man he saw to be honored by people of importance, a lucky man by worldly standards whose intelligence rivaled his own. The man was Ambrose, the dynamic bishop of Milan, whose smart sermons intrigued Augustine. Ambrose’s teaching built a bridge between the philosophical wisdom of Cicero and the deeper truth of Christ. I find it beautiful of God to attract skeptical Augustine through a caring new friend who was worthy of his gifted mind and accepting of his struggling heart.

Augustine’s memoir, Confessions, recounts a growing tension: beyond the intellectual wrangling, a spiritual crisis emerged. Would he decide for God or against God? Augustine writes that time and again he was on the edge, believing, ready to die to death and come alive to life. Augustine hesitated, for he knew that if he decided for God, it would mean abandoning his old pleasure-seeking compulsions.

Conflicted, he prayed, “God, grant me chastity and continence,” then added, “but not yet!” Sometimes he’d beg for liberation, crying, “Let it be now, let it be now!” even as he played for more time, held back by his bad habits, those sketchy companions who just wouldn’t release their grip on him. He lamented, “I felt that I was still the captive of my sins, and in misery I kept crying, ‘How long shall I go on saying, Tomorrow, tomorrow? Why not now? Why not make an end of my ugly sins at this moment?’” Ready to give up, he flung himself down on the ground in frustrated tears.

It’s a famous scene in the annals of Christian conversion stories. Augustine was lying under a fig tree in full tantrum mode, sobbing so loudly that he nearly missed a small, high voice singing through the garden. Was it a boy? Was it a girl? He couldn’t say. But the child was chanting the refrain, “Take it and read, take it and read.” Augustine looked up, puzzled. Take it and read? What kind of childhood game was this? He’d certainly never played it before.

What a strange way to hear from God. The Holy One didn’t arrive in a consuming fire or a supernatural lightning bolt. No intellectually compelling sermon prompted a tearful walk down the aisle at the altar call. Instead, God invited Augustine into a game, calling out as a sweetly melodic child, a chant heard across the orchard.

Augustine realized in a flash that Take it and read was a prompt to open the Scripture. As he grabbed a Bible, the book fell open to Romans 13, the passage that reads, “Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in lust and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm yourself with the Lord Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on nature and nature’s appetites.” Wow. Verses on the mark, just for him.

As he read Paul’s words, Augustine felt confidence flood his heart and light dispel his dark doubts. The Holy Spirit released Augustine from himself, loosening the tangles that had tied him up inside. The young man marked the place and closed the book.

How did this radical, redemptive moment come about after such long struggle? In the end, Augustine exhausted his own strength, his own intelligence, his own ambition. He had not been rescued by his attempts to change himself. Not even his belief in God was enough. Liberation came from without: not through a sophisticated philosophical argument but in a simple, playful, divine invitation.

And so it was, dear reader, that Augustine the sinner became a saint, as well.

That ambitious reveler at the University of Carthage went on to be a role model of faith, even for us Protestants. The journey to get there was rough; Augustine suffered through broken relationships, destructive habits, intellectual crises, and emotional ups and downs. But at long last God intervened and freed Augustine out of his divided self.

Augustine’s journey took him right back where he started: Africa. After his spiritual surrender, Augustine returned to form a Christian community. For many years he served as a priest and then as a bishop, writing, preaching, and serving the church even as invading Vandals battered at the gates of the city and the Roman Empire fell.

[image: image]

I used to assume that the spiritual life would be a straightforward matter. That I’d have power over my circumstances and over my feelings. That I could change course anytime, if only I followed the script I learned in Sunday school, a simple narrative that goes like this: (1) repent of your sins, (2) invite Jesus into your heart, and (3) prepare to enjoy your new life of happy blessing. Augustine’s story, ancient as it is, feels familiar to me now. My own experiences have shown me how wrenching it can be to come to God, even when I want it, caught as I am between false freedoms and vulnerable faith.

Practiced patterns linger. I read an inspiring article, listen to a Ted Talk, or hear a rousing sermon and get a glimpse of the person I want to be. I make my resolutions (Commit to the Body Pump class. Start the day in prayer. Pass on the pinot noir. Say three kind things to my spouse each day), but twenty-four hours into every fresh start, I’m screwing up. My vices may seem minor compared to those you’ll find on Rugby Road, but temptations still trip me. I am in excellent company with Augustine, the sinner saint.

Augustine’s one-liner is a classic: “God, You have formed us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in You.” Yes, I often feel restless, far from God and even lost to myself. Apparently blind alleys and bypasses are part of the pilgrimage. Moments of joy and revelations of grace follow frustrated hopes and inward pains. I stumble along, taking the long route to peace. Down the road, older and wiser, I may recall Augustine’s prayer, “You, O Lord, never ceased to watch over my secret heart,” and ask myself: Was this the way to sainthood all along?



OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    

      Sommaire



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Title Page

        



        		

          Contents

        



        		

          Foreword by Lauren Winner

        



        		

          Introduction: Notes from the Crossroads

        



        		

          PART 1: ASKING

          

            		

              SØREN KIERKEGAARD: Take a Long Walk

            



            		

              AUGUSTINE: Reconsider Sainthood

            



            		

              THÉRÈSE OF LISIEUX: Take the Little Way

            



            		

              C. S. LEWIS: Wake Up to Joy

            



            		

              HENRI NOUWEN: Be the Beloved

            



            		

              FLANNERY O’CONNOR: Get Down Under Things

            



            		

              MARTIN LUTHER: You Shall Not Die but Live!

            



            		

              AMANDA BERRY SMITH: Lean In, Lean On

            



            		

              DIETRICH BONHOEFFER: Live Unreservedly, Grounded in God

            



            		

              A. W. TOZER: Pursue True Blessedness

            



            		

              MOTHER TERESA: Stay Faithful (Anyway)

            



            		

              BROTHER LAWRENCE: Practice the Presence

            



          



        



        		

          PART 2: WALKING

          

            		

              THOMAS MERTON: Be a Real Christian

            



            		

              BENEDICT AND SCHOLASTICA: Choose the Good Life

            



            		

              FANNIE LOU HAMER: Stand Up, Sing Out!

            



            		

              JOHN WESLEY: Quit the Holy Club

            



            		

              FRANCIS AND CLARE OF ASSISI: WWJD?

            



            		

              DOROTHY DAY: Start Some Trouble

            



            		

              HOWARD THURMAN: Make a Swinging Door

            



            		

              JULIAN OF NORWICH: Rest in God’s Goodness

            



            		

              MARY PAIK LEE: Taste the Bittersweet

            



            		

              AELRED OF RIEVAULX: Find Yourself a Soul Friend

            



            		

              IGNATIUS OF LOYOLA: Get Practical

            



            		

              JUANA INES DE LA CRUZ: Take Delight in God’s Beauty—Within You

            



            		

              SOPHIE SCHOLL: Knock a Chip Out of the Wall

            



          



        



        		

          Conclusion: Resting

        



        		

          Acknowledgments

        



        		

          In Their Own Words: Recommendations for Further Reading

        



        		

          Conversation Starters

        



        		

          Notes

        



        		

          Praise for Vintage Saints and Sinners

        



        		

          About the Author

        



        		

          More Titles from InterVarsity Press

        



        		

          Copyright

        



      



    

    

      Pagination de l'édition papier



      

        		

          1

        



        		

          1

        



        		

          2

        



        		

          3

        



        		

          4

        



        		

          5

        



        		

          6

        



        		

          7

        



        		

          8

        



        		

          9

        



        		

          11

        



        		

          12

        



        		

          13

        



        		

          14

        



        		

          15

        



        		

          16

        



        		

          17

        



        		

          18

        



        		

          19

        



        		

          20

        



        		

          21

        



        		

          22

        



        		

          23

        



        		

          24

        



        		

          25

        



        		

          26

        



        		

          27

        



        		

          28

        



        		

          29

        



        		

          30

        



        		

          31

        



        		

          32

        



        		

          33

        



        		

          34

        



        		

          35

        



        		

          36

        



        		

          37

        



        		

          38

        



        		

          39

        



        		

          40

        



        		

          41

        



        		

          42

        



        		

          43

        



        		

          44

        



        		

          45

        



        		

          46

        



        		

          47

        



        		

          48

        



        		

          49

        



        		

          50

        



        		

          51

        



        		

          52

        



        		

          53

        



        		

          54

        



        		

          55

        



        		

          56

        



        		

          57

        



        		

          58

        



        		

          59

        



        		

          60

        



        		

          61

        



        		

          62

        



        		

          63

        



        		

          64

        



        		

          65

        



        		

          66

        



        		

          67

        



        		

          68

        



        		

          69

        



        		

          70

        



        		

          71

        



        		

          72

        



        		

          73

        



        		

          74

        



        		

          75

        



        		

          76

        



        		

          77

        



        		

          78

        



        		

          79

        



        		

          80

        



        		

          81

        



        		

          82

        



        		

          83

        



        		

          84

        



        		

          85

        



        		

          86

        



        		

          87

        



        		

          89

        



        		

          90

        



        		

          91

        



        		

          92

        



        		

          93

        



        		

          94

        



        		

          95

        



        		

          96

        



        		

          97

        



        		

          98

        



        		

          99

        



        		

          100

        



        		

          101

        



        		

          102

        



        		

          103

        



        		

          104

        



        		

          105

        



        		

          106

        



        		

          107

        



        		

          108

        



        		

          109

        



        		

          110

        



        		

          111

        



        		

          112

        



        		

          113

        



        		

          114

        



        		

          115

        



        		

          116

        



        		

          117

        



        		

          118

        



        		

          119

        



        		

          120

        



        		

          121

        



        		

          122

        



        		

          123

        



        		

          124

        



        		

          125

        



        		

          126

        



        		

          127

        



        		

          128

        



        		

          129

        



        		

          130

        



        		

          131

        



        		

          132

        



        		

          133

        



        		

          134

        



        		

          135

        



        		

          136

        



        		

          137

        



        		

          138

        



        		

          139

        



        		

          140

        



        		

          141

        



        		

          142

        



        		

          143

        



        		

          144

        



        		

          145

        



        		

          146

        



        		

          147

        



        		

          148

        



        		

          149

        



        		

          150

        



        		

          151

        



        		

          152

        



        		

          153

        



        		

          154

        



        		

          155

        



        		

          156

        



        		

          157

        



        		

          158

        



        		

          159

        



        		

          160

        



        		

          161

        



        		

          162

        



        		

          163

        



        		

          164

        



        		

          165

        



        		

          166

        



        		

          167

        



        		

          168

        



        		

          169

        



        		

          170

        



        		

          171

        



        		

          172

        



        		

          173

        



        		

          174

        



        		

          175

        



        		

          176

        



        		

          177

        



        		

          178

        



        		

          179

        



        		

          180

        



        		

          181

        



        		

          182

        



        		

          183

        



        		

          184

        



        		

          185

        



        		

          186

        



        		

          187

        



        		

          188

        



        		

          189

        



        		

          190

        



        		

          191

        



        		

          192

        



        		

          193

        



        		

          195

        



        		

          196

        



        		

          197

        



        		

          198

        



        		

          199

        



        		

          200

        



        		

          201

        



        		

          202

        



        		

          203

        



        		

          204

        



        		

          205

        



        		

          206

        



        		

          207

        



        		

          208

        



        		

          209

        



        		

          210

        



        		

          211

        



        		

          212

        



        		

          213

        



        		

          214

        



        		

          215

        



      



    

    

      Guide



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Début du contenu

        



        		

          Contents

        



      



    

  

OEBPS/images/IVP_Books.jpg
W

IVP Books

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, Illinois





OEBPS/images/figsep.jpg





OEBPS/images/sep_autre.jpg





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
PART 1

isking

Stand at the crossroads and look;

ask for the ancient paths,
ask where the good way is, and walk in it,

and you will find rest for your souls.

JEREMIAH 6:16





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
25 CHRISTIANS WHO
TRANSFORMED MY FAITH

KAREN WRIGHT MARSH
FOREWORD BY LAUREN WINNER









