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Foreword

DAN KIMBALL


We’ve all heard the various news reports or seen documentaries on both the positive and negative effects of living in the digital age. I am super grateful for technology and digital forms of communication and the ways they help and benefit us. But we are also now seeing how many of the creators and designers of digital technology and social media are sounding alarms about its negative and even dangerous effects. We are now being warned how our viewpoints, beliefs, and emotions can be manipulated and even changed. If we aren’t careful, we can end up believing things that aren’t true with the onslaught of disinformation constantly coming in. It’s been shown how our self-worth and even how we understand our identity is affected by social media. Thankfully, these dangers are now being talked about, and warnings are being given to us.

But we must also pay attention to how living in the digital age impacts our spiritual lives. How does it affect how we think of God? How does it affect how we think God thinks of us? How does it affect how we understand who we are as human beings created in his image? How is it shaping how we define what love is, and is this definition of love different from the way the Scriptures define it? How is our understanding of community being changed? How does it affect our understanding of church? Or what worship is? How are we being spiritually formed in the digital age in ways we may not even realize? And is this shaping that is occurring in alignment with the truths of Scripture or not?

These are important questions. They not only affect this life, but they have eternal impact. How we think of God really matters. How we think of salvation really matters. The decisions we make regarding who we choose to follow and trust for our salvation are based on our thinking and beliefs. We better, then, be paying attention to how our thinking and spiritual beliefs are being impacted living in the digital age. It is now widely agreed that technology can shape our emotions and thinking in ways that cause us to believe things that aren’t true. We then act with our lives and decisions based on our beliefs and emotions. To what degree are our beliefs and emotions being altered and shaped by living in the digital age? And are they in alignment with the truths of Scripture or not? How do we know we aren’t being subtly shaped by the influences into a form of Christian living and thinking that doesn’t align with Scripture? It’s a pretty urgent discussion to be having for so many, many reasons.

Thankfully, Jay Kim is a prophetic voice coming from deep in the heart of Silicon Valley. Jay grew up immersed in the very place where so much of our digital world has been designed and created. What you will find in this book is not an anti-technology or anti-digital world rant. What you will find is a thoughtful, biblical look at how technology forms us spiritually—both the good and the bad.

What you will read here comes from a mind and heart that is first and foremost immersed in the Scriptures. The Scriptures are the truths God has given us to guide our minds and emotions to understand what it true and good. I know Jay as a close personal friend, and I can attest that the foundation for all he writes here is not of his own opinions. This book stems from a life that is deeply passionate about God, steeped in his Word, with deep prayer and deep thinking. Jay evaluates and scrutinizes all he thinks and writes through the lens of the whole of the Scriptures.

The Scriptures teach in Philippians 4:8, “Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.”

I am so glad you are reading this book. It shows you want to learn about how to follow Jesus and to discern enough to know we are living in a different age than ones past. That means we need to have the sensibilities and skills to be cautious in new ways to ensure we are following the true path in the truest way.

It’s interesting to learn the very ones in Silicon Valley who invented and designed social media and other digital forms of communication are now, out of care, limiting their family usage of it. Many of the tech giants have stopped using some forms of digital technology as they have become aware of the downside of it. Because the creators of the digital world care about their families and their workplace, they have made changes where needed. If we care about our spiritual lives and walk with Jesus, we now have a resource and guide to help us become aware of changes we may need to make. I am thankful to Jay for providing us Analog Christian; it’s exciting to think how many lives will be helped to grow and flourish as a result.
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Introduction

Digital Smoke, Analog Air, and Fruit


In the 1940s, smoking cigarettes was the norm for most men and women in America. But rising public health concerns threatened to bring tobacco companies to their knees. In response, Camel cigarettes hired the William Esty advertising agency to launch a nationwide campaign called More Doctors, featuring the slogan “More doctors smoke Camels than any other cigarette.” The campaign touted surveys conducted by independent research firms, involving more than one hundred thousand doctors from every branch of medicine. In reality, the survey was conducted by the advertising agency itself, and every respondent was asked about their cigarette of choice while being handed complementary cartons of Camels.

Today, less than 4 percent of physicians smoke and all medical professionals, along with most of the general public, agree that smoking kills. We know better now—about cigarettes at least. But in the digital age, we find ourselves in a similarly precarious situation.

In the early spring of 2020, when the Covid-19 pandemic suddenly forced the majority of our daily lives and interactions into online spaces, many of us began to experience what kids who smoke cigarettes for the first time do. A few early puffs weren’t bad, but as we smoked on, both our addiction and our sickness grew, simultaneously and in equal measure. Though we felt unwell, we couldn’t stop—because of our circumstances, yes, but also because of our proclivities. More than a year of living mostly on screens revealed the advantages and exposed the shortcomings of a primarily digital life.

To be fair, without the technologies of our day, the forced social solitude would have almost certainly led to much more catastrophic consequences. For local church communities and congregations, the ability to stream worship gatherings online, meet as small groups on Zoom, and open up virtual prayer rooms were valuable concessions in a time of unique loneliness and isolation. I’m grateful for that. It kept us “together” to a certain extent. But shortly into being completely online, we also began to see major cracks in the digital armor. Zoom fatigue quickly set in. Just a few months into streaming digital-only worship gatherings, a significant portion of regular church attenders admitted to significantly decreased participation. This was especially true, surprisingly so, among younger church goers.1 The analog need embedded in our embodied selves began to yearn for more.

A bit later that same spring, the rising tide of the pandemic collided with a national uprising in response to racial injustice, resulting in a perfect storm of angst and anger. An already divided nation began to crater beneath the weight of anxiety, partisanship, and chaos. Disagreement and critique have always been important elements of a free society, but the nature of our disagreements and critiques began to take on an especially vindictive tone, often beginning and amplified online—virtue giving way to vitriol, civility canceled by tribalism, nuance replaced by noise. I’ve been heartbroken and convicted as I’ve witnessed countless Christians on all sides of wide-ranging issues digitally attack one another over an endless array of opinions. We who are called to love our enemies now find ourselves making enemies out of friends instead. How did we get here? Though the digital age is not solely to blame, the structure, trajectory, and culture of our online lives have more often than not exacerbated the issue.


CONTENTMENT, RESILIENCE, WISDOM

The pandemic wasn’t all bad for all people. More than four million new businesses were started2 and eighty-three billion dollars in credit card debt was paid off.3 But for the handful of positives to come out of the strange season that was, the repercussions loomed larger still. Personally, as the long days rolled on, I began noticing a significant deficit in three key areas of my life.

Contentment. Though my schedule became less hectic, I grew increasingly discontent. For a while, most of my days were a depressing mix of lethargy, apathy, and disappointment.

Resilience. Even the smallest of things began to bring me down. I found myself thin-skinned, fragile, and discomposed. I was easily offended, easily angered, and I quit on things easily.

Wisdom. I began making foolish decisions, wasting time, and giving mental energies to things that didn’t matter while forgetting the things that do. I found myself pursuing meaningless leisure at the expense of meaningful work and meaningful rest.

Initially, I thought this was all a result of home confinement and lockdown restrictions. But just as the pandemic didn’t cause—but amplified—the division in our country, so the pandemic didn’t cause—but revealed—the deterioration of contentment, resilience, and wisdom already taking place in me long before Covid-19. Even surrounded by my wife and kids, the people I love most in this world, sheltering in place subtly but steadily shifted my focus inward. Tunnel vision fixed my gaze on self and illuminated the undoing that had long been unfolding within. Again, while digital technologies and my always-online life were not solely to blame, they were not without blame either. Significant blame, in fact.

The apps we use are actually using us. We are not so much the customers as the products.4 Each search and click provides valuable data to companies constantly searching for ways to effectively commodify our attention and, more slyly, our addiction. The bottom line is to keep us scrolling and swiping at any cost. And one of the most effective ways of lulling us in is to situate us in a never-ending loop of comparison, which eventually breeds contempt, before finally devolving into unprecedented levels of self-centric despair. This often leads to a nagging and incessant impatience, as we desperately seek morsels of satisfaction that always leave us wanting. Fearful of perpetual discontent, we grow increasingly hostile, taking out our fears and frustrations on others. Left unchecked, hostility turns to outrage, and we begin to see and treat people as caricatures and enemies, forgetting that we and they are all collectively made in the image of God. As the vicious cycle continues on and on, we seek relief by recklessly indulging in cheap comforts, always available and accessible at the click of a button.

At this point, you may be wondering if I’m Amish and advocating for the elimination of all digital technologies from our lives. No. I grew up in Silicon Valley. I still live here, raising my family and serving a church community here. Most of my friends work in or have some close connection to the tech industry, and many are creating much good in the world. I’m grateful for many digital tools and recognize their value.

The problem isn’t the technology.

The problem is us.

Digital tools, from email to social media, have become so integral to our everyday lives that we often fail to consider not only what these tools are doing for us but, more importantly, how these tools are forming us. As I pondered my decreasing levels of contentment, resilience, and wisdom alongside the pervasiveness of digital influence on my everyday life, I came to a few conclusions:


	Much of my loss of contentment was connected to the persistent sense of self-centric despair I felt as I continued spiraling down the vortex of comparison loops and contempt systems found within social media.


	Much of my loss of resilience was connected to the tethering of hostility and impatience, as antagonism was accelerated, and the easy way out was always just the push of a button or two away.


	Much of my loss of wisdom was connected to forgetfulness, as the pressures of virtue signaling and cancel culture wrapped me up in outrage, forgetting what really matters and what doesn’t, leaving me exhausted and recklessly indulging online for temporary reprieve.




However much or little you relate to my experience, a life of increasing contentment, resilience, and wisdom is something we’re all after. And in one way or another, most of us know that the digital age has dangerously undone some of the necessary work of such a life. But there is an ancient and timeless remedy for this undoing, a way to come up for analog air above the digital smoke. In his letter to the Galatians, Paul writes, “Walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh” (Galatians 5:16). He goes on to describe the result of this walking by the Spirit as the cultivation of what he identifies as the fruit of the Spirit: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23 ESV).

These are not a set of disconnected, optional, pick-and-choose attributes at a Christian buffet. This isn’t an invitation to fill your life with a bit of this and that as you go along. These are the definitive characteristics of the singular fruit of the Spirit, the undeniable result of a life inhabited by God, as we patiently and steadily walk the way of Jesus. These are also not simply inner qualities meant to offer us individual comfort. They are, according to theologian John Barclay, “the social characteristics that enhance and maintain a community”5 and “new patterns of social relationship.”6 The Spirit bears fruit in us so that he might bring flourishing to the world through us, one relationship and one community at a time.

This passage is near the end of Paul’s letter to the Galatians, and it’s important to remember that one of his foremost concerns throughout the letter is to remind the early Christians in Galatia of their identity, and what specifically does and does not constitute that identity. In other words, the Spirit’s fruit is not about doing particular things in order to be a particular people. Conversely, it’s about being a particular people, which inevitably leads to a particular sort of living and doing in the world. More specifically, it’s about the fact that our identification as the people of God is marked by the living Spirit of God working in and through us, expressed in our relationships with one another.

Fruit is a sign of life. Living trees bear fruit. Dead ones don’t. In the same way, those who are inhabited by the Spirit of the living God will bear fruit. As Christopher Wright puts it, “These are the qualities that God himself will produce in a person’s everyday, ordinary human life because the life of God himself is at work within them.”7 And, wonderfully and beautifully, the fruit of the Spirit offers us the very specific antidotes we most desperately need for the undoing we’re experiencing in the digital age.


Love, instead of self-centric despair

Joy, instead of comparison

Peace, instead of contempt

Leading to a life of contentment.

Patience, instead of impatience

Kindness and Goodness, instead of hostility

Leading to a life of resilience.

Faithfulness, instead of forgetfulness

Gentleness, instead of outrage

Self-control, instead of reckless indulgence

Leading to a life of wisdom.



In the coming pages, we’ll explore each of these characteristics in detail, specifically against the backdrop of our cultural moment and some of the ways our digital leanings in particular may be undoing much good in us.

Last summer, my daughter planted a seed in a small pot during a vacation Bible camp program she attended. She watered it every day and made sure to put it on the windowsill to get enough sunlight. She did everything she was asked to do. But by day three, I could see her frustration. Not much was happening. Just dirt, the same as it had been on day one. By day four, she’d lost interest. What my little girl could not accept, much less comprehend, was the inequity between rhythms and results. She was practicing the rhythm of daily watering and giving sunlight and tending to her seed. But the results she expected did not come as fast and as abundantly as she’d hoped. Shouldn’t the seed produce fruit every single time we water it?

Of course not. And so it is with the fruit of the Spirit. It will not happen overnight. Or several nights. Or months or even years. It will be a lifelong journey of watering, tilling the soil, offering sunlight, and waiting. But for all who long for a life of contentment, resilience, and wisdom, it is a journey well worth taking.













A man sits under house arrest. Stripped of the liberty to move about freely, he writes. He writes to Christians in cities and towns throughout the Roman Empire, in far-off places he’d visited in the years prior, preaching the gospel and planting churches. He displays an illogical contentment, considering his frustrating circumstances:

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do all this through him who gives me strength. (Philippians 4:11-13)


Paul is imprisoned yet free. He is content in the freedom he has in Christ, which liberates him from the earthly constraints that bind him.

He is content because he’s come to the realization that “neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38-39).1

He is content because he’s learned the art of being “joyful in hope” even in the midst of dire circumstances (Romans 12:12).

He is content because he lives with “the peace of God, which transcends all understanding” (Philippians 4:7).
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Love Instead of Self-Centric Despair


To die well, even for the atheist, is to believe that there is some way of dying into life rather than simply away from it, some form of survival that love makes possible.

CHRISTIAN WIMAN





Madison knew all the things her family loved. Godiva chocolates for her dad and necklaces for her mom. Cookies for her grandparents and a few cute outfits for her newborn nephew. One January evening in 2014, she placed each item, alongside a photo of herself as a kid, on the ninth story of a parking garage in downtown Philadelphia and then leapt off the building to her death. Madison Holleran was nineteen years old when she ended her own life. She was a successful student athlete at the University of Pennsylvania, came from a loving family, and enjoyed several close and meaningful friendships. More than six hundred people gathered to mourn at her memorial service.

From the look of her Instagram feed, one would never know she suffered from severe depression and loneliness. A journalist wrote that the life Madison projected on “her own Instagram feed was filled with shots that seemed to confirm everyone’s expectations,” that she was happily enjoying life, “very nearly the epitome of what every young girl is supposed to hope she becomes.”1 But as we know well by now, the curated versions of our lives we present on social media are simply a new form of the glossy magazine ads of past generations—unrealistic, idealized, touched up caricatures designed to provoke envy and longing. The difference? While the magazine ads were obviously stylized commercials in print, social media narratives assert themselves as real-life; and though most of us know they’re not, the temptation and pressure to play along are often overwhelming and we end up projecting the glossy versions of our not-so-real lives, nonetheless.

Our willing participation in this ruse has led us down a path toward crisis. History will remember 2020 as the year of the pandemic, but long before Covid-19 shut things down, there was a different sort of pandemic on the rise. It’s what I call the pandemic of self-centric despair. By self-centric, I do not mean self-centered, narcissistic, or arrogant, although all of those things can and often are a part of our self-centrism. But self-centric persons are not always and necessarily full of themselves. While healthy introspection and self-awareness invite us to look inward in order to live outward for the sake of others, self-centrism is an unremitting gaze inward, an inability to see life as anything more than the comparative background to the foreground of our own thoughts, feelings, and perception of experiences.

We are all self-centric to varying degrees, but the digital age has accelerated our journey down this dead-end path. Before the smartphone, most of our waking hours were spent engaging the world around us, tenuously navigating our connection to real people, places, and things, in real time. But in the age of the smartphone, at even the slightest hint of discomfort, awkwardness, or boredom, we shift our focus downward and inward, away from the world and toward the screen. A few years ago, Apple revealed that the average iPhone user unlocks their phone eighty times a day.2 Why? Because much of life in the real world is uncomfortable, awkward, or boring, so we opt for digital escape. We increasingly prefer and default to worlds of our own making. The writer Carl Trueman suggests that the way we engage digital technologies has created “a world in which it is increasingly easy to imagine that reality is something we can manipulate according to our own wills and desires, and not something that we necessarily need to conform ourselves to.”3 But the digital world is not the real world and the screen is not a neutral party simply showing you things as they are, asking you to participate as you are. The screen is a carefully curated, algorithmically precise, active participant in the ruse. And it demands that we play along.

This is one of the reasons why so many of us live with a buzzing dissonance we can’t quite identify. The eighteenth-century philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote about the potential dangers of what he called amour-propre, meaning “self-love.” According to Rousseau, this is the sort of self-love derived from comparing and contrasting our lives with the lives of others. If and when it seems we’re doing better than the rest, we feel worthy of love. If and when it seems we’re doing worse, we feel unworthy and unloved. As our sense of self becomes entangled with the constant ebb and flow of others’ lives, we paradoxically lose our sense of self. Anna Lembke, the director of the Stanford Addiction Medicine Clinic, notes that “once we’re curating a false image of ourselves, online or otherwise, we become alienated from ourselves . . . and not tethered to our existence.”4 This is where we are in the digital age, existing in an untenable state of unceasing connection to the curated lives of others—all of their highlights, none of their lowlights. But unlike the glossy magazine ads, we can no longer just casually turn the page. Instead, we are compelled to continue scrolling and liking until finally we turn in on ourselves, wondering why our real lives don’t look, sound, and feel like others’ filtered images; even worse, we lose sense of real life, and our real selves, leading to self-centric despair.

This is at least in part what happened to Madison. She was “acutely aware that the life she was curating online was distinctly different from the one she was actually living. Yet she could not apply that same logic when she looked at the projected lives of others.”5 And Madison Holleran was far from alone. In 2018, nearly fifty thousand Americans ended their own lives. Suicide was, and continues to be, the leading cause of non-accidental death among those thirty-four years old and younger. For every person killed by another, there are more than two and a half people killed by themselves.6 The problem has gotten far worse, not better, since the rise of social media, especially among emerging generations—the demographic most likely to spend significant time on their smartphones. Between 2006 and 2016, the suicide rate for those between ages ten and seventeen rose by 70 percent.7 In that same time, the number of high school students who admitted having suicidal thoughts rose by 25 percent and the number of teens diagnosed with clinical depression rose by nearly 40 percent.8

“Social media may not be so social after all.”9 Recent data seems to affirm this idea and overwhelmingly so. Those who spend more than two hours a day on social media are twice as likely to experience perceived social isolation as those who spend a half hour or less. Those who visit social media sites the most—fifty-eight or more times a week—are three times as likely to experience perceived social isolation than those who visit minimally—nine times or less a week.10 Jean Twenge writes that we are “on the brink of the worst mental-health crisis in decades,”11 and that a significant responsibility can be attributed to smartphones and the ceaseless allure of social media. This crisis, fueled by perceived social isolation—the belief that we are alone in our feelings of failure and falling short of expectations—is one of the primary driving forces behind the pandemic of self-centric despair.

The digital age’s promise of a beautiful global village has been exposed as a scam. Stanford professor David Kennedy calls this the irony of the internet: “The internet, hailed at its birth in the 1960s as heralding an emerging ‘global village,’ instead . . . fed a resurgent isolationism.”12 Rather than building community, we’ve been torn down to a collection of lonely individuals. Social media pits us against one another under the pretense of connection; we scroll, swipe, and like our way into the ecosystem, believing that meaningful community is at the touch of our fingertips. But we’ve come to realize our screens are not open doors but mirrors turning us away from others and toward ourselves. We linger alone and afraid behind the curtain of our seemingly mundane and ordinary lives while listening to the party happening always an unreachable distance away in the online narratives of others. So, what’s the answer? How can we free ourselves from despair’s choke hold on us?

LOVE.

By love, I do not mean its pop-culture renderings. I do not mean love as fleeting bursts of happy feelings or butterflies in the stomach. This is usually what our culture means by love. Music, film, and popular literature present us this version, that love is a swell of emotion that always feels good. We can see why love, misunderstood this way, would be simultaneously elusive and addicting. Dopamine and oxytocin are the two bodily hormones that produce the feelings most often associated with love. When one person is attracted to another person, the brain releases dopamine and produces oxytocin. The combination is, from a chemical and biological standpoint, what gives the sensation of butterflies in the stomach. People experience an inexplicable yet undeniable surge of happiness. This physiological sensation is highly addictive. Research has shown with dopamine in particular, social media platforms leverage and take advantage of the very same neurological connections stimulated by slot machines and cocaine to keep addicts coming back for more. In other words, social media amplifies and feeds the addiction.

So again, to be clear, this pop-culture rendering of love is not the answer to our self-centric despair. In fact, we find ourselves in this crisis due in large part because of this grave fallacy. We’ve bought—hook, line, and sinker—this thin and shallow version of love, and as a result we believe it’s something to be chased and retrieved somewhere on the distant edges of the murky milieu of society, culture, and the digital age. Inundated by images and posts of others who seem so loved and are loving it, we look inward and find our own lives apparently fall short. We’re faced with an inner emptiness that must be filled with something out there, something to be earned or achieved. We obsess over how many people have clicked the little red hearts on our most recent posts, believing that likes equal love.

But this misunderstanding betrays the most important thing about us—we are already loved. We are loved more than we can possibly know. And in some ways, that’s the point—we can’t actually know, or feel for that matter, how deeply loved we truly are. There always exists a chasm between the magnitude of genuine love and the perception of the genuinely beloved.

My kids know that I love them. They believe it and they sense it—but to a limited extent. They know they’re loved but they have no idea just how much. They cannot conceptualize the distances I’d cross, the depths I’d plunge, the sacrifices I’d make, the very life I’d resolutely give on their behalf. And this is me we’re talking about—a flawed, selfish, self-preserving human being. If I love my kids this much, how much more does God love us?


LOVE IS THE FAMILY LIKENESS

“God is love.” These words from 1 John 4:8 have become so entrenched in the Christian psyche that they’ve lost their meaning. This identity-shaping truth has become a theological monument we pass by—song after song, sermon after sermon—forgetting what it really means that he who made us loves us. And love is not just simply something God does; love is who God is. This means so much, but one thing it certainly means is “that all His activity is loving activity. If He creates, He creates in love; if He rules, He rules in love; if He judges, He judges in love. All that He does is the expression of His nature which is—to love.”13 And how exactly does, and did, he express his nature?

“This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:9-10).

We too often forget or neglect the distances crossed, the depths plunged, the sacrifice made by God on our behalf. God gave his own Son, and in the mysterious trinitarian reality of God, God gives his own self for us. Love is not something to be chased or retrieved, and it certainly isn’t something we could ever earn or achieve. Love is who God is, not in theory but in story and history. He has proven this beyond doubt.

Our journey out of self-centric despair begins the moment we embrace this first and foremost truth. Dane Ortlund reminds us that it is this love that “brings rest, wholeness, flourishing, shalom—that existential calm that for brief, gospel-sane moments settles over you,”14 the stuff we most desperately need as lifelines out of the sinking quicksand of self-centric despair. But our journey cannot end here. If love is only a one-way exchange—God giving himself to us—we miss the point. Sons and daughters of God must remember: “Love is the family likeness.”15 Love is who God is. Love is what God gives. But this love is not ours only to receive. This love is given in order that this love might be given again. As Andrew Peterson puts it, “The Lord can redeem your impulse for self-preservation by easing you toward love, which is never about self.”16 But here’s the extraordinary thing: in the strangely beautiful economy of God’s kingdom, the giving of love is the very way to most fully receive it anew, time and again. In the words of John Barclay, “The self is not given away in love but given into a relationship with others, a relationship in which all parties will benefit and flourish.”17 Love comes most fully alive not as a one-sided transaction but as an effortful vocation.




LOVE AS VOCATION

In an average lifespan, the human heart will beat more than two and a half billion times. That’s about one hundred thousand beats a day. One hundred thousand times a day, the heart pumps life-giving blood throughout, in an unceasing rhythm of receiving and giving. The right atrium receives blood from the body and pumps it to the right ventricle, which then pumps the blood into the lungs in order to receive oxygen. From there the blood flows to the left atrium of the heart and pumps it through the left ventricle to the rest of the body. The body then returns blood back to the right atrium and the cycle continues, on and on. It is a cohesive, harmonious flow of one and the same blood, constantly on the move, pulsing with life, in an endless state of receiving and giving.

Love works the same way. Love comes alive when it’s on the move. When idle, it often degenerates into a shallow and superficial feeling, reverting us back to self-centric despair. But love at its best works like the human heart, in a cohesive, harmonious flow, moving, pulsing with life, receiving, giving, receiving, giving, on and on. In the paradoxical and profound words of St. Francis, “It is in giving that we receive.”18 Or, as Barclay puts it, “The love of God flows within the community not just in one direction but in all.”19 Self-centric despair fossilizes us in a permanent posture of receiving, hands open, palms up, awaiting morsels of warm feelings that will drip in now and then but eventually die from atrophy. But love in motion—genuine and meaningful love on the move—prevents such decay.

When a Pharisee asks Jesus,

“Which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” (Matthew 22:36-40)


“All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments” means that, for Jesus, the entirety of the Scriptures, the story of what God has been, continues to be, and will be doing in the world, is encapsulated in this bidirectional trajectory of love—loving God and loving others. This is what Scot McKnight calls The Jesus Creed, of which he writes, “What you become and what I become will be different, but it will be the life we have been given to speak to others.”20 Creed is the most appropriate word because a creed is a set of fundamental truths that exist together as the foundation for all of life. Jesus builds this foundation by combining two prominent Old Testament texts: “Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength” (Deuteronomy 6:5) and “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).

Consider both texts against the backdrop of pop-culture renderings of love. Rather than a passive waiting fossilized in a perpetual state of receiving, in both of these verses, love is an invitation toward effortful action, requiring our focused energy and a willingness to risk. As psychiatrist and author M. Scott Peck puts it, “If an act is not one of work or courage, then it is not an act of love. There are no exceptions.”21 We mostly believe the way out of the deep, dark pit of self-centric despair is a rope pulling us up; in reality, the way out is a ladder, as we take single step after single step, by receiving and giving love each step of the way. This is love as vocation.

The other day, my kids were playing in the backyard. I was blowing bubbles for them, which they love to chase and catch before they pop. It’s magic to them. Just a few yards behind my exuberant littles stood my mother, tending to a small garden she helped us start. She was getting her hands in the dirt, removing leaves, caring for the soil and the life beneath it.

Pop-culture love is a chasing after bubbles. Love as vocation is gardening. And it is love as vocation—getting our hands in the dirt, patiently and methodically going about the work of receiving and giving love, to God and to others—that eventually and inevitably delivers us from our self-centric despair. As David Brooks reminds us, “Vocation can be a cure for self-centeredness, because to do the work well you have to pay attention to the task itself.”22 So, how seriously and how far are followers of Jesus to take this vocational calling to love? There’s no need for guesswork here. Jesus makes it abundantly clear: “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:12-13).

Love at its deepest is a willingness to lay down one’s own life. Aquinas’s famous line “Love is to will the good of the other” points to this. Followers of Jesus must daily ask two questions:


	Who is the other in my midst?


	What is required of me to will their good?




Answering these questions in real, embodied ways will inevitably take us to the very ends of ourselves. This is what it means to lay down our lives. My friend Nini models for me what it’s like when a follower of Jesus makes these two questions the guiding principles for daily life. A few years ago, she received word that her friend Brian was in dire straits. Nini is best friends with Brian’s daughter, and though unrelated biologically, she considers Brian’s entire family, family. For the past twenty-five years, they’ve spent every major holiday together. So, when Brian’s health started declining, Nini started asking what might be required of her. Doctors said Brian would need a kidney transplant if he was going to live a quality life. He was placed on the transplant list but because of his age, he was placed near the bottom and was told his best chances would be from a direct donation. As Nini puts it, for her “it was a no-brainer.”

After countless rounds of testing, she was approved as a donor. On a Friday in September of 2017, Nini walked herself into the operating room at 9:00 a.m. She climbed up onto the operating table, something she had to do completely on her own because of legality issues—meaning the entire process had to be demonstrably of her own volition. In that moment, she experienced the full weight of her sacrifice: “Something could go wrong. There could be complications. But I blinked away the tears, thanked God for allowing me to help, and trusted him with it all, with myself, my husband, my kids, and Brian’s future.”

Nini and Brian are both well and thriving today with her kidney keeping him alive. She quite literally laid her life down, on an operating table, as a way of willing the good of another. Maybe your calling to lay down your life in order to will the good of the other today won’t require you to give up a kidney. But it very well may require you to give up some time, some energy, or some resources. It will most certainly require you to give up selfish motivations and ambitions. In big and small, seen and unseen ways, laying down our lives in love, to will and work for the good of others, is essential to Christian calling. It is the vocation we step into when we say yes to Jesus, receiving his love in order to give it away. And as we participate in this sacred vocational calling, we discover along the way that love is far more than good feelings; love is resurrection.




LOVE AS RESURRECTION

In one especially poignant scene from his book Man’s Search for Meaning, Holocaust survivor and famed psychologist Viktor Frankl describes a sort of out-of-body experience. During his time as a prisoner in a Nazi concentration camp, his thoughts would often wander to his wife, Tilly, whom he’d married a year earlier. She was imprisoned at a different location. One day, a small uproar between prisoners and soldiers interrupted Frankl’s concentration on thoughts of his beloved. He describes what happened next:

But soon my soul found its way back . . . to another world, and I resumed talk with my loved one. . . . I did not know whether my wife was alive, and I had no means of finding out . . . but at that moment it ceased to matter. There was no need for me to know; nothing could touch the strength of my love, my thoughts, and the image of my beloved.23


If there exists a hierarchy of despair, life in a Nazi concentration camp must be in the top tier. It’s hard to even begin to imagine the mental, emotional, and physical toll such an experience would have on a human being. Frankl would later discover that not only had his wife been killed in the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, but his father had been killed in the Theresienstadt ghetto and both his mother and brother had been killed in Auschwitz. Despite the tremendous loss, Frankl found a way to not only endure but to learn and grow. The extreme trauma laid the groundwork for a lifetime of service toward others. While everyone around him was drowning in despair, Frankl was able to keep his head above water with love as his life jacket. On the surface, one would assume this an impossibility. What love is there to be found in concentration camps? These were places fueled by hate and ravaged by death; places where love went to die.
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