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    Foreword
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    Tom Smith is relentless. He insists, no holds barred, that the Christian life necessarily must be lived using all our body parts, visible and invisible. There is not a hint of romanticism, idealism or perfectionism in what he writes. He just wants us to take seriously what has been handed down to us for two thousand years in Christian worship and witness and obedience.


    In 2003 a few friends gathered together to form a worshiping congregation of Christians in Johannesburg, South Africa, the country where he had grown up. They named the church Claypot, taking the name from Paul’s letter to the Corinthian church, “We carry this precious Message around in the unadorned clay pots of our ordinary lives” (2 Corinthians 4:7).


    They found their focus early: Jesus. The focus of their worship and witness and obedience was to be Jesus, God in human form: flesh and bone, blood and muscle, lungs and stomach, heart and liver—the works. Not God as a good idea, not God as a promising program, not God as a set of rules to keep us on the straight and narrow, not God as inspiration to put zest in our lives.


    Christians have never found it easy to maintain this Jesus focus, but the gospel writers insist on it. Jesus is human, like me, like you, like us. “No one has ever seen God; the only God [Jesus] . . . has made him known” (John 1:18 ESV). God in human form, Jesus. A human form that I can verify simply by touching my nose, my elbow. A historical person on two legs who walked the paths and roads on the ground in Palestine in the first century just as I walk on sidewalks and trails in North America and South Africa. Jesus spent nine months in the womb just as I did. He was born of a woman just as I was. We know not only his name but the name of his mother. There was a family. There are named friends. There was work to do, carpentry and masonry and fishing. Meals were eaten. Dishes were washed. Prayers were prayed. He walked in and out of houses and synagogues and the temple just as we do in houses and schools and Walmarts and churches. He died and was buried, just as we will.


    This takes a great deal of the guesswork out of knowing God. Do you want to know what God is like, the form in which God reveals himself? Look in the mirror, look at your friend, look at your spouse. Start here: a human being with eyes and ears, hands and feet, an appetite and curiosity, eating meals with your friends, walking to the store for a bottle of milk, hiking in the hills picking wildflowers, catching fish and cooking them on a beach for a breakfast with your children.


    Four writers were assigned by God’s Holy Spirit the task of writing down the story of this God-with-us, Jesus, who lived in first-century Palestine. They all write the same story with variations. But the one thing that they totally agree on is that this Jesus, this revelation of God, was an actual human person who lived his life in the identical conditions in which we live ours. No special effects, no dazzling angelic interventions, no levitations. Simple and thoroughly feet-on-the-ground ordinary. There was a brief moment, one night in a boat caught in a storm on Lake Galilee, it lasted maybe ten seconds at the most, when his friends thought he was a ghost, but they quickly realized they were wrong. There was a later occasion, three days after they had watched him die on a cross, when they thought that Jesus was a ghost. Wrong again. There was no question. Jesus was totally human, just like them.


    In another New Testament piece of writing, the letter to the Hebrews, this thoroughly human Jesus is affirmed, but with one exception: he was “without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). Otherwise, he lived and experienced it all, everything that goes into the human condition: weakness, limitations, temptations, suffering, celebration, birth and death.


    What this means, and it is the task of the Christian community and its pastors to insist on it—and the people at Claypot and Pastor Tom Smith do insist on it—is that Jesus is not a principle or an idea or a truth, nothing abstract, nothing in general, nothing grandiose. When God revealed himself to us he did it in a human body.


    There is, of course, more to it than this. Jesus is not just human; he is also divine. Not only very human but very God. But what we have to face first of all, and what the Gospel writers do face, is that the divinity does not overpower, doesn’t diminish so much as by a fingernail, doesn’t dilute even by as much as a teardrop, the humanity. This is a holy mystery, that Jesus at the same time that he is fully human with and for us is also God fully present to us, breathing the very Holy Spirit of God into us, enacting salvation and eternal life in us. But first of all—our four Gospel writers are emphatic about this—we are told in no uncertain terms that God became flesh in a named person, the human flesh of Jesus, and lived among us. We start with the human. This is the way God makes himself known to us.
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    You would think that this would be enthusiastically embraced as good news—unqualified good news. But when it comes right down to it I would rather be like God than that God be like me. It turns out that a lot of us, more times than we like to admit, aren’t all that excited that a very human Jesus is revealing God to us. We have our own ideas of what we want God to be like. We keep looking around for a style of spirituality that gives some promise that we can be godlike, be in control of our lives and the lives of others, exercise godlike authority or at least be authorities on God.


    When know-it-all Serpent promised our first parents that they could be “like God,” you can be sure they were not thinking of anything human with all the limitations of being human. They were thinking of something far grander—knowing everything there is to know and getting an edge on the rest of the creation. When they heard those words from Serpent, “like God,” we can easily imagine what went on in their heads: power, control, being in charge of everything, getting their own way, indulging every whim, able to do anything they desired without restriction.


    The usual way in which we try to become like God is first to eliminate the God who reveals himself in human form and reimagine God as the god I want to be, invest this reimagined god with my own god fantasies, and then take charge of the god business.


    The old term for this reimagined replacement god is idolatry. It is without question the most popular religion in town—any town—and it always has been. In previous generations these idolatry gods were made of wood and stone, of gold and silver. More often these days they are made of words and ideas, abstractions and principles, programs and projects. But the common element that defines them as idols is that they are nonhuman, nonpersonal, nonrelational. It is almost as if someone edited what St. John wrote from “The Word became flesh” to “The Word became a training manual, a project outline, a motivational paperback.”


    But idolatry always backfires—in an attempt to become godlike by becoming more than human, we become less human, nonhuman: those who make them are like them; so are all who trust in them (Psalm 115:8). You’d think we would learn.
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    There is a backstory here that is helpful in understanding Tom Smith’s fierce focus and energetic imagination. He grew up in South Africa during the years of apartheid when the entire nonwhite population was excluded from a dominant Christian church, resulting in widespread oppression and poverty. He also was aware that the Rwanda genocide took place in a population mostly Christian. He became a pastor in a flourishing South African church and then came to North America. He experienced the temptation to degenerate church into a consumer program to attract customers. In both cultures names had been obscured by numbers and personal stories had been eroded by impersonal programs.


    He returned to Johannesburg determined to avoid developing a congregation that is primarily about show and function. He gathered a few friends and developed a congregation around the metaphor Claypot and embarked on nurturing an imagination that takes the body of Christ, the humanity of Christ, what he names raw spirituality. This book is a witness to what takes place when names trump numbers, and stories with their accompanying metaphors keep relationships personal and prayerful.


    About halfway through the reading of this manuscript I realized that it is a rewriting of St. Paul’s message to the Christian congregation in Colossae where Paul insists that the life of Christ is intended to be lived in our lives in every detail; in his words, Christ in you, that’s right, in your bodies as well as Christ’s body (Colossians 1:27).


    


    Eugene H. Peterson


    


    

  


  
    Introduction
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    One day, while I sat in a coffee shop and worked on a weekend sermon, the waiter saw what I was working on and looked at me excitedly,


    “Pastor, I have a problem,” he said. “I accepted Jesus into my heart a few months ago and it is wonderful. I go to church every Sunday morning. But in the evenings I have wild promiscuous sex.” He looked at me to gauge my reaction. Then he asked something that I will never forget. “I have accepted Jesus into my heart, but how do I get him into my penis?”


    I have had many of these impromptu pastoral conversations, but I must confess that this was a first for me. Although his question was unconventional it showed the deep desire of a man who wants to be formed into Christlikeness in every part of his body.


    You might find his statement shocking or even offensive, but I am convinced that if we are going to be transformed into the likeness of Jesus we will have to talk about every detail of our lives.


    The apostle Paul wrote to the church in Rome, “Do not let any part of your body become an instrument of evil to serve sin. Instead, give yourselves completely to God, for you were dead, but now you have new life. So use your whole body as an instrument to do what is right for the glory of God” (Romans 6:13 NLT).


    In this book we will explore a raw spirituality through which we become instruments doing “what is right for the glory of God.” As we learn to use our bodies to the glory of God, this embodied faith extends into the world—making it a better place. This is raw spirituality.


    How Disembodied Faith Wrecks Our World


    I grew up in a church culture where it was all about “having Jesus in your heart.” Churches were interested in getting Jesus into hearts and populating heaven with people who have Jesus in their hearts. There wasn’t a lot of emphasis on the Jesus life through the rest of my anatomy and into everyday life. The Jesus life was disembodied.


    It was this version of the Jesus story that allowed a gross system like apartheid to form in my home country, South Africa. We accepted Jesus into our hearts and worshiped him on Sunday, but during the rest of the week we used our bodies and the rest of our complex lives in ways that oppressed other people. We segregated Jesus from the raw material of our everyday life.


    Many people have been hurt by versions of a disembodied Jesus story. Some have been oppressed by it, like the millions of people in South Africa. In other places this distortion led to genocide. In Rwanda, where a majority of the people “accepted Jesus into their hearts,” people used their bodies to kill one another.1


    Some of the hurts are not as obvious as the South African or Rwanda stories, but they are also deadly. I know a lot of people who have become bored with a disembodied version of Christianity; they have already accepted Jesus into their hearts, but what now? While I lived in the United States for three years I saw how this disembodied version got mixed with a consumerism wherein the temptation became to use Jesus like a product. Every Sunday people came to the church like they were shopping at a mall. The rawness of Christ’s humanity morphed into a plastic consumer product.


    I regularly meet people who feel sad about current versions of Christianity. Some of them say the Christian life is just a lot of chat, that the church suffers from verbal diarrhea, that it is all a head trip. Some of their sadness siphons into bitter anger or cynicism. They seek embodiment in other places.


    Several of my friends feel the growing frustration of the gap between what they profess to believe and the actual rhythms of their everyday lives. The waiter in the restaurant falls in this group. He sincerely wants Jesus to become real in all of his life, but he experiences the disappointment of not knowing how. I share some of the hurt, sadness, boredom, frustrations and disappointments. I also yearn for something else.


    In Desiring the Kingdom James K. A. Smith writes that


    one of the most crucial things to appreciate about Christian formation is that it happens over time. It is not fostered by events or experiences; real formation cannot be effected by actions that are merely episodic. There must be a rhythm and a regularity to formative practices in order for them to sink in.2


    The raw spirituality described in this book is for those of us who want to learn how to embody the Jesus life through an engagement with rhythms within our everyday existence. In what follows I will describe how a group of us discovered these rhythms and sunk into raw spirituality.


    Developing a Rule of Life


    In 2003, a few friends and I planted a church in Johannesburg, South Africa. Our church’s name is Claypot; the name comes from a passage Paul wrote to the Corinthian church. “We carry this precious Message around in the unadorned clay pots of our ordinary lives” (2 Corinthians 4:7).


    As a community we were drawn to this verse because we were frustrated with continual church critique. We wondered what it would look like to spend our time focusing on Jesus instead of obsessing over the vessel. Raw spirituality starts with God.


    One day Jesus was approached with the eternal question “What is the good life?” He answered,


    The first is, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.” The second is this, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” There is no other commandment greater than these. (Mark 12:29-31 NRSV)


    Jesus wants to be in our hearts. He also desires to be in the rest of our lives in such a way that we become an embodying presence of his love. In order to train us in embodying loving God with heart, soul, mind and strength we developed a rule of life. For us a rule of life consists of Jesus’ invitations that we follow together. The rule of life provides a general rhythm; its implications are as unique as the individuals partaking in it and the contexts they find themselves in.


    Marjorie Thompson describes a rule of life as “a pattern of spiritual disciplines that provides structure and direction for growth in holiness.”3 A rule of life is a way to orient and train our lives toward God. Through our rule of life we seek to embody a raw spirituality for the sake of the world.


    But what does this mean practically?


    For us it means a life engaged with seven invitations, or what we call the rhythms. Our love for God, neighbors and ourselves flows out into engagement with the rhythms to (1) develop healthy images of God as number one in our lives, (2) plugging in daily, (3) journeying with other people, (4) discovering our piece of the puzzle and gifting others with it, (5) placing ourselves in other people’s shoes, (6) commitment to downward mobility and servitude, and (7) seeing our working lives as an essential expression of our with-God life. An honest engagement with every rhythm fosters raw spirituality. It is a way of embodying the life of Jesus.


    The rhythm of life diagram represents the raw spirituality we are going to explore (see fig. 1.1).
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      Figure 1.1. Rhythm of Life

    


    


    Our exploration will start with some general training tips. Then we will move into the rhythm starting at the center. God initiates the rhythm. We will then circle around to the other rhythms. We will conclude our journey with an example of how you can contextualize a raw spirituality within your local community.


    How to Use This Book


    As I wrote this book my wife repeatedly said, “Tell them that we cannot do this alone.” She is right. Developing raw spirituality is not a solo affair. This book describes a journey within the environment of encouraging friendships. Raw spirituality also involves training. Following Jesus exposes us to the verbs of practice, exercise, training and discipline. In this book I will use the umbrella term training naked for these vibrant verbs. In the first chapter I will explain the concepts of training naked further.


    In every chapter you will find input followed by a “Training Naked” section, which includes questions and training exercises. If you are like me, you might be tempted to read this book but skip the training exercises and the questions. I encourage you not to do that. All three aspects are crucial.


    Invite a few friends to go on this journey with you (at least one but not more than seven). Decide on a day, time and place where you can hang out. Without companionship, questing with the questions and training with the exercises of this book will become just another head trip. Adri-Marie, my friend and colleague, is fond of saying that too much information in the head without an embodying in life makes the heart sick. I suggest that you first read chapters one, two and three, and after that you can skip around in the book.


    One more thing: Read this book in unusual spaces. Raw spirituality develops in unusual physical locations. Find a raw space like a park, school, wilderness area or off-the-map coffee shop. Relocate your body. Move away from comfort.


    May this book help you to develop an embodied raw spirituality that makes the world a better place. Glory to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, as it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever. Amen.


    

  


  
    ONE


    Training Naked
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    Stay clear of silly stories that get dressed up as religion. Exercise daily in God—no spiritual flabbiness, please!


    1 Timothy 4:7


    You cannot be a pew potato and simultaneously engage in spiritual formation in Christ’s likeness.


    Dallas Willard


    In our first year of marriage Lollie and I lived close to a convenience store. It was a short five-minute walk. We always drove. As a newly married couple we cultivated the habit of going to the store after dinner and buying some treats. The law of consumption states that calories accumulate.


    One evening while we were brushing our teeth I noticed that I had lengthened in width. My love handles were offering extra grips to Lollie. I expanded sideways. Unfortunately this wasn’t the only thing I noticed. I saw small bubbles that formed underneath my skin. In horror I called Lollie and asked her what she thought it was, maybe chickenpox? Lollie carefully inspected the bubbles on my skin and then exclaimed, “It is cellulite!” I thought she was wrong; cellulite was a woman’s issue, right? I was wrong—I had cellulite.


    I had become flabby. Acknowledging my flabbiness was the first step toward a healthier life. The reality was that I was a twenty-something male with cellulite and huge love handles. How would I handle it? We ended our trips to the convenience store and made an appointment with a dietitian. I also contacted someone who could help me with an exercise program so I could train my body and lose the cellulite and love handles.


    When Paul writes to Timothy he tells him to watch out for irreverent, silly myths. Eugene Peterson paraphrases it as “spiritual flabbiness.” Before Timothy’s community could exercise toward godliness they had to face the spiritual flabbiness circulating in their culture. They had to combat spiritual cellulite.


    The Greek word Paul uses for exercise or train is gymnazō. It is where we get our word gymnasium. The verb Paul uses literally means to “exercise naked.”1 Greek gymnasiums were an atrocity to the Jews because men and women exercised there in the nude, and the rabbis warned against the “immorality of the baths.”2


    Why would Paul use such a provocative image that combines training and nakedness?


    Paul used this gymnasium image because growth starts from a place of raw honesty and openness. From this honesty we are able to move into training. As we honestly face the cellulite in our lives, we engage in training. The journey begins with a glance in the mirror or standing on a scale. From here we move into training.


    What would it look like if our churches became movements in which we exercise naked? When I just typed that last sentence I first wrote, “What would it look like if our churches became places where we exercise naked?” I retyped that because I think part of the problem that feeds into a disembodied version of the Jesus story is an imagination deficit. When we think of church, we tend to think of a building and a specific time of the week. Our imaginations link the word church with a building visited on a Sunday.


    If we are going to move toward an embodying of Jesus in our every­­­day life, we have to imagine church as more than just this place and time. Discovering the church as a grace-filled gymnasium is a good starting place.


    Church as a Grace-Filled Gymnasium


    As a father of two children under the age of eight, I have been conferred with a degree in watching children’s movies. During a recent intensive my son, Liam, and daughter, Tayla, watched The Incredibles with astonishing regularity. During their demanding training Liam lost himself in the story (like all good stories) and experienced a deep connection with the young character Dash.


    For those of you who don’t have a PhD in The Incredibles, Dash has the secret power of running like lightning. Liam watched the movie, jumped from the ground with both feet in the air and shouted, “I am Dash.” Then he hurled his three-year-old body through the house with amazing sound effects and blistering speed, shouting, “I have the secret power of speed.”


    Unfortunately, Liam would forget his name. He would do his morning routine, go to school and totally forget his Dash identity. One late afternoon he approached me and asked, “Daddy, what is my name again?” I looked at him and said, “Liam, your name is Dash.” As I reminded him he smiled and jumped into the air and ran down the hallway.


    Remembering his identity activated his limbs. He knew his name and could then live into his “secret power.” Liam teaches me to remember my identity. Jesus reveals to us our new names. I am Tom, a beloved child of God with the secret power of love.


    In the formational naked journey we can easily forget our names. This identity amnesia leads to engaging with the discipline of formation or training without the relational foundation of God’s accepting love. When we forget our identity as children of a loving God and train naked in order to earn God’s acceptance, we develop spiritual cellulite. It is crucial to grasp that we train naked in the gymnasium of God’s unconditional love.


    In almost all of his letters the apostle Paul spends the first half reminding the congregations who they are (you are Dash/beloved) and then challenges them to move into different rhythms (training naked). We train naked from our identity as beloved children of God.


    The classic word to explain God’s unconditional love is grace. Imagine with me that the gymnasium of God is grace-filled. It is all grace. Unfortunately this rich and textured word has been reduced and flattened to describe only the forgiveness of sins. In this flattened state grace becomes the operative word for God’s forgiveness. Grace as forgiveness is already “amazing grace,” but that is not all there is to grace.


    I sometimes ask church groups if Jesus needed grace. The temperature in the room usually rises. I see how people struggle with the question. Many of them process it in the following way: “We need grace to save us from sin. Jesus never sinned so he surely didn’t need grace.” But then they tap into all their experiences as pastors and teachers asking trick questions. A long, pregnant pause follows.


    Did Jesus need grace?


    In Luke we read that Jesus grew in grace and favor with God and humanity (Luke 2:40). Jesus didn’t sin, so we can safely say that grace is more than just the forgiveness of sins. If I think of grace only as God’s salvation coming to me as unearned favor, then I will not know how to live in grace in other areas of my life. Many people place grace in opposition to works. This thinking paralyzes many Christians and eliminates the effort to train naked. Dallas Willard notes that “grace is opposed to earning” but that “grace is not opposed to effort.”3 We are saved by grace from our sins, but we are then empowered by grace to train naked and grow in godliness.


    The apostle Peter commands us to grow in the grace of God (2 Peter 3:18). But what does that mean? If we only think of grace as a saving and forgiving word, then we might think that to grow in the grace of God we have to sin more so that God can forgive us more. But that is not the case. Paul refuted this clearly when he asked, “What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?” (Romans 6:1 NRSV). The question is rhetorical; we don’t accumulate God’s grace in this way!


    I find Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of Romans 6 helpful.


    So what do we do? Keep on sinning so God can keep on forgiving? I should hope not! If we’ve left the country where sin is sovereign, how can we still live in our old house there? Or didn’t you realize we packed up and left there for good? That is what happened in baptism. When we went under the water, we left the old country of sin behind; when we came up out of the water, we entered into the new country of grace—a new life in a new land! That’s what baptism into the life of Jesus means. (Romans 6:1-3)


    I love this image of a new country. The new country of grace is the place where we are forgiven and empowered in order to live a new life. Grace forgives but also empowers. In the church as a grace-filled gymnasium we experience grace as forgiveness and empowerment. Grace gives a new name (Dash), and grace empowers us to train naked. Dallas Willard states this beautifully:


    If you would really like to be into consuming grace, just lead a holy life. The true saint burns grace like a 747 burns fuel on takeoff. Become the kind of person who routinely does what Jesus did and said. You will consume much more grace by leading a holy life than you will by sinning, because every holy act you do will have to be upheld by the grace of God.4


    As we train naked we stand firm on our God-given identity. Jesus died for our sins and gave us this grace. We are children of God (John 1:12). We embrace grace as forgiveness plus the power that enables us to do what we cannot do on our own.5 Raw spirituality grows in grace—the foundational grace of forgiveness and the grace of training toward obedience. As we exercise in this grace-filled gymnasium we are forgiven and empowered to become naked or, in an edgy idiom, remove our butt skins.


    Naked: Removing Our Butt Skins


    Nakedness suggests openness and intimacy. It implies rawness. Rawness is the opposite of plastic and polished. I think this is one of the reasons why the biblical narrative starts with two people hanging around naked with God and each other—it indicates a life in the open, undisguised.


    This rawness, “naked, and . . . not ashamed” (Genesis 2:25 NRSV), is the first thing lost when sin enters the story. As we are faced with our raw nakedness we are also tempted to hide. This hiding hinders growth because it separates us from a relationship with God and other people.


    During the first four years of Claypot we rediscovered Jesus. We studied Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, and the Jesus we encountered in those narratives wooed and challenged us. He invited us to not only believe in but also to follow him. His grace of forgiveness was complemented by the gracious invitation to follow. Jesus lured us and shocked us. He invited and exposed us. Jesus invited us to become naked:


    Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account. (Hebrews 4:12-13 NRSV)


    The way we dealt with this loving exposure reminded me of school. When I went to school, teachers still used corporal punishment as discipline, usually with a stick. The maximum penalty was six strikes. Some of us removed the inner tubing of a bicycle wheel, cut a circle out of it, and then punched some holes in the tube. We concealed it under our pants for some extra protection. This was called a gatvel in Afrikaans (a literal translation is “butt skin”). The holes would muffle the sound of the tubing and minimize the pain—woe to those who were caught wearing it!


    Imagine my surprise when I discovered that Kierkegaard used this image in his writings. He said that all of us have become accustomed to facing the reality of Jesus with a “butt skin.” He writes,


    Can’t we be honest for once! We have become such experts at cunningly shoving one layer after another, one interpretation after another, between the Word and our lives (like a boy putting padding under his pants when he is about to get a spanking). We then allow this preoccupation to swell to such profundity that we never come to look at our lives in the mirror. All this interpreting and re-interpreting is but a defense against God’s Word. It is all too easy to understand the requirements contained in God’s Word (“Give all your goods to the poor.” “If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the left.” “Count it sheer joy when you meet various temptations” etc.). The most ignorant, poor creature cannot honestly deny being able to understand God’s requirements. But it is tough on the flesh to will to understand it and to then act accordingly. Herein lies the problem. It is not a question of interpretation, but action.6


    Kierkegaard focuses on God’s act of correcting (spanking with the stick) and our inability to face the discipline (the butt skin). As we discover Jesus, we recover an image of a loving God that disciplines us (see chap. 2). This disciplining leads to a life of training or discipleship. Discipleship without discipline or training is impossible. The Hebrew letter states,


    God is educating you; that’s why you must never drop out. He’s treating you as dear children. This trouble you’re in isn’t punishment; it’s training, the normal experience of children. Only irresponsible parents leave children to fend for themselves. Would you prefer an irresponsible God? We respect our own parents for training and not spoiling us, so why not embrace God’s training so we can truly live? While we were children, our parents did what seemed best to them. But God is doing what is best for us, training us to live God’s holy best. (Hebrews 12:7-10)


    As we encountered Jesus in the Gospels, we had to admit that we had many postmodern butt skins protecting us from his call to action and invitations to life (and we still do). We were confronted with the fact that we were raw recruits in desperate need of a new kind of spirituality.


    Stanis, our worship leader, was one of the people who pointed out our butt skins. He showed us how we were making use of dualistic tactics to get away from obeying what Jesus called us to do. Here’s what happened.


    We were singing one Sunday; it was one of those magnificent moments when we felt God’s presence. We sang enthusiastically, the kind of singing when we secretly like the way our singing sounds. (Maybe it is only me engaging in vanity like this.) The song extolled Jesus, and we declared, “we raise our hands to you.”


    The decibels were raised, but our hands weren’t.


    Stanis challenged us to create true synchronicity between the words “we raise our hands” and our bodies. “I know what some of you are thinking while you’re singing this song,” he said. “You think that you’re not going to raise your hands right now, but that Jesus knows that ‘deep in your heart’ you are raising your hands.”


    Stanis confronted our butt-skin Christianity wherein we follow Jesus “deep in our hearts” without any kind of movement with our bodies. The next song we sang that day had the words, “You let me lie down in green pastures.” Laughingly, Stanis sang the song lying down. We got his point.


    Synchronicity between heart, mind and body is crucial in the development of a raw spirituality. The training-naked journey takes place in the gymnasium of grace; this gives us the confidence to acknowledge our butt skins and become naked.


    Training naked is not only corporate but also a personal journey, and means that I learn how to break through my defense mechanisms. Psychologists have taught us that we use defense mechanisms to protect ourselves against challenges and growth. In fact, I just employed one in the previous sentence. Can you spot my defense mechanism?


    I used the defense mechanism of not speaking for myself. By using “we” language we sometimes hide from the truth. Did you see what I did there, again? Let me try that again. By using “we” language I sometimes hide from the truth. If I am going to engage in raw spirituality I will have to work on owning my own naked rawness and stop hiding in the collective. Have you noticed how easy it is to hide? Here are a few typical phrases that illustrate how we hide (oops, I did it again):


    
      	“You know, people battle with racism.”


      	“You know, you just don’t have enough time to train in godliness.”


      	“People battle with reaching out.”


      	“A person is just too tired to build friendships.”


      	“You know, we are just so focused on becoming rich.”

    


    In order to grow I will have to bust the defense mechanisms I use. In Christian history this is called confession. I need help with this. That is why I will have to invite some of my good friends to help me, and I need to become part of a church that makes regular confession part of its worship. I recently asked a friend to help me when I use defense mechanisms. We had a conversation in which I said, “You know, you just don’t feel motivated to read the Bible.” To which my friend responded, “I am very motivated at the moment, so I don’t think you can speak for me.” We laughed and I changed the sentence to an “I” statement.


    As I said, we all battle with defense mechanisms. . . . Let me try that again, I battle with defense mechanisms.


    Training naked takes place in the gymnasium of God’s grace. This helps me to remove my butt skins and thereby become naked. Then I am able to train or, to use a Jesus phrase, “change and become like children” (Matthew 18:3 NRSV).


    Training: Becoming Like Children Again


    In 2000 Lollie and I moved to the United States from our native country, South Africa. It was like switching kingdoms. We had to relearn some of the basic everyday reflexes we took for granted. Driving was one of the responses that had to be retrained. In South Africa we drive on the “right” side of the road, which is the left-hand side.


    After several years of driving in South Africa on the left it became second nature to us. So when we moved to the States we had to become accustomed to driving on the “wrong” side of the road, which is the right-hand side. In order to become an active part of the kingdom of the United States we had to change and become like children, otherwise we would not be able to live in the States. It took some serious unlearning to rewire what was second nature to us. It was a form of conversion.


    In the beginning it was tough because we felt that we were regressing by driving on the “wrong” side of the road. But after a few weeks driving on the right-hand side of the road, it felt comfortable and even “right.” After three years of driving on the right-hand side of the road, it was quite an adjustment to drive in South Africa on the left-hand side of the road, because it didn’t feel right.


    Entering the United States was like entering a new kingdom where we had to learn the new rhythms of this kingdom. In terms of driving we had to change and become like children again. We even had to retake the exams with American sixteen-year-olds and do the driving test again. Jesus notes, “I’m telling you, once and for all, that unless you return to square one and start over like children, you’re not even going to get a look at the kingdom, let alone get in” (Matthew 18:3).


    When Jesus uses kingdom language it is not just a synonym for heaven. God’s kingdom is the reality where what God wants to happen happens. Or to quote Dallas Willard, “The kingdom of God is the range of God’s effective will, where what God wants done is done.”7 We are invited to now live within the wild adventurous kingdom of our loving Father in an intimate relationship with Jesus empowered by the Spirit. This is what we train for.


    Like our move to the United States, living in the kingdom of God means that we change and become like children again. We unlearn and relearn. Training naked is adopting anew the mind of a child.


    Missiologist Alan Kreider refers to this unlearning process in a beautiful way when he describes discipleship in the early church. He writes that when new converts to Christianity entered the flock, they had to learn new reflexes. This process was called catechism and could take up to three years. During the catechism the catechumen (person going through the catechism) had to change what Kreider calls their “folkways.” He explains folkways:


    I use this term [folkways] rather than “ethics” or “morality” because it has to do with the ways of a people which are often assumed rather than consciously thought out; they are habitual, even reflexive. The pagans undergoing catechism needed to be rehabituated so that they would react to situations of tension and difficulty in a distinctive way, not like pagans, but like members of a Christian community, and ideally like Jesus. At the heart of the imparting of folkways, as Origen pointed out, was imitation: hence the importance of the life example on the part of catechists and sponsors alike.8


    As we follow Jesus we enter a process of learning new reflexes or folkways that reflect the goodness of the triune God. The foundation of this process is to be born from above (John 3:3). We become children of God. Then we become like children and train into the new kingdom reality. When we accept Jesus’ gift of being born again, we become like children embarking on a journey where we learn a whole new way of being human. Raw spirituality engages with a lifelong process of learning; this is the excitement of training naked.


    When we planted the church in South Africa, most of us were newlyweds or single. Marnis Antonites was the first of a holy avalanche of children born into our community. Because Marnis was the eldest of our holy posse, we got to watch him closely.


    As a church family we decided that we were going to welcome these children in our midst and that all members were responsible for them. This meant that everyone got an opportunity to be with the children during the Sunday service. This was hard for many, especially those who weren’t used to children. For some of them these few hours spent with little ones became the only contact with God’s unique teachers. Time and again we heard beautiful stories of how the children taught the adults some beautiful lessons.


    As a part of our relearning what it means to follow Jesus we purposefully decided not to buy a church building. We met in a community hall. This theological decision merged our story with the larger community who met there for all kinds of activities, ranging from pottery classes to yoga and even belly dancing. The community hall was protected by a security guard who sat in a small hut to the side of the parking lot. Every Sunday Marnis would walk up to the security guard and engage in conversation with him. In Marnis’s eyes the security guard was not just a nameless person merged with his function. Marnis saw him as a person—Ronald.


    When our daughter, Tayla, was born, we observed the same in her. She was able to notice and see in ways that we had lost. I still remember one day when we were at the supermarket. As we were paying at the checkout we greeted the clerk. Tayla tugged on my trousers and in her familiar one-word sentences asked me, “Name?” She wanted to engage with the clerk not just as a clerk, a function, but also importantly as someone with a story.


    As we observe children, we find that they have an insatiable curiosity. Recent research showed that a four-year-old girl asks 390 questions per day, averaging a question every 1 minute, 56 seconds of her waking day.9 As we train naked, we also learn how to quest with good questions. We are discovering the amazing gift of asking each other good questions. This is an essential part of raw spirituality.


    Doing life with children is not always romantic; I am intimately aware that they also become habituated into destructive folkways. But still. We can learn something about and from children by studying them closely. Children help us to re-reflex.


    Gary Thomas writes that


    we live in the midst of holy teachers. Sometimes they spit up on themselves or on us. Sometimes they throw tantrums. Sometimes they cuddle us and kiss us and love us. In the good and the bad they mold our hearts, shape our souls, and invite us to experience God in newer and deeper ways.10


    Being “born again” and “changing and becoming like children” are prerequisites for growth. Know-it-alls cannot grow. Jesus once stated, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants” (Matthew 11:25 NRSV).


    Training naked takes place in the grace-filled gymnasium of God. This grace brings forgiveness and empowerment. As beloved children we learn new rhythms that help us to live within God’s kingdom, making the world a better place.
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