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  For my Boompa,




  who for ninety-seven years has engaged with the ones Jesus loves without ever once having to write or talk about it.
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  I am old enough to remember when caring for poor and oppressed people—or at least feeling guilty about not caring—wasn’t a very high priority for middle-class Christians.




  Back in the days before overseas mission trips and inner-city summer programs became basic expectations for youth group kids, before Christian colleges began offering courses dealing with racism and sexism and cultural imperialism, before economic development and social justice entered the vocabularies of pastors and missions committee members everywhere, we church folks concentrated on more pressing questions: Could we serve real Communion wine instead of grape juice? Was Christian rock and roll music a dangerous compromise? Was it wrong to use any Bible translation other than the King James Version?




  Oh, some of us were always out there, waving our arms and shouting about Jesus and justice and poverty and the kingdom of God, but we felt like sideshow performers, far from the center of the action. At some point, however, things began to change. Ron Sider’s Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger jump-started the conversation among evangelicals; Dorothy Day and then Mother Teresa inspired the Catholics. Church people started listening to John Perkins and Jim Wallis and Bruce Ritter.




  It didn’t happen quickly or easily, but it happened: the rest of us figured out that the gospel of Jesus isn’t just about getting people to heaven. The gospel of Jesus is also about letting the Holy Spirit use us to make this world the kingdom of God, which means it is also about you and me actually and practically loving our brothers and sisters in need.




  The problem, of course, is that most of us don’t have a clue about where and how to start. We know Jesus calls us to care for the poor and the oppressed—but we don’t know where to find such people, let alone how to care for them. Or do we?




  For many years I have done my best to motivate Christians to build the kingdom of God by reaching out to people in need. Some of those people have banded together to start inner-city youth groups, orphanages in Africa, literacy centers in Haiti, AIDS hospices and other wonderful ministry programs. From them I hear great testimonies of the glory of love. I hear other testimonies, however, from people who feel alone or afraid, or who simply want to do more.




  If you want to experience the glory of love for yourself, then this is your lucky book. If you have been looking for a wise, understanding, thoughtful, encouraging, experienced and very funny people-lover to talk you through the process of getting into people-loving yourself, then Margot Starbuck is your lucky friend. Here is a real woman of God who doesn’t pretend to have all the answers or to be especially holy or to be unbelievably sacrificial, but who has a unique and very helpful angle on getting better at the stuff that matters most. Margot is one of the up-and-coming leaders of a generation of Christians—the kind of people she and I call Red Letter Christians—who are taking seriously the red letters of the Bible and trying to live out what Jesus commanded his followers to do in his name. In this book, Margot deals with how to be a radical follower of Jesus while living what some might say are ordinary lives. Her insights make what is often ordinary living into something extraordinary, if the values of Jesus are implemented in the home and in the workplace.




  I am old enough to remember when a book like this wouldn’t have been possible, or very much in demand in any case, and when an incredible leader like Margot wouldn’t have been possible either. Thank God those days are over.




  




  Tony Campolo




  Preface




  Navigating This Adventure Book
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  There are three easy ways to move through this adventure book!




  For linear left-brainers:




  1. Read straight through.




  For creative-thinking right-brainers:




  2. At the end of each chapter, read the instructions and choose which chapter to read next. It’s pretty self-explanatory.




  3.Once you’ve hopped through the book as yourself, read it again as someone else. Choose the next leg of your adventure as if you were your grandpa. Or your boss. Be your fifth-grade teacher. Or your postal carrier. You won’t want to miss the relevant material in the chapters that aren’t tailor-written for your demographic.




  Introduction




  My Reluctance About Following Super-Jesus
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  Too often, I have failed to engage with a world in need.




  I’ve done it quite sincerely, especially when I’ve cloaked someone like Martin Luther King Jr. or Mother Teresa as a red-caped, neighbor-loving superhero. This convenient posturing inoculates me against actually doing anything. Rather, the unspoken assumption becomes that, since I’m just a regular gal, I obviously won’t be doing anything superhuman like demonstrating for garbage workers or touching the pus-filled wounds of a dying stranger. This way I’m able to feel warm and fuzzy inside, admiring my heroes without the complication of actually joining them. Don’t even get me started with Super-Jesus. Basically, if I make loving the poor a big thing, then I’m off the hook.




  I think Mother Teresa must have known how I’d try to weasel around Jesus’ clear invitation to engage with a world in need. So she said, “We cannot do great things, only small things with great love.” Small things happen when I learn the name of my daughter’s school bus driver. Small things happen when I listen to the dreams of a woman who lives in a group home on my block. Small things happen when I risk crossing a language barrier even though I look really stupid doing it. Small things, of course, put me back on the hook.




  My Friend Hugh




  So if engaging with a world in need feels overwhelming to you, I get that.




  Because managing laundry, a Visa bill, email and dinner are already unwieldy enough, entering into relationship with someone who is poor can feel more than a little daunting. This awareness is never more palpable than when I think of my friend Hugh, who shares life with folks who are homeless in nearby Raleigh, North Carolina. When I think of Hugh, I can start to feel guilty as I mentally scroll through all the ways I’m not engaged with the poor. This list is quite extensive.




  Recently Hugh had a chance to share with one local church that was filled with very well-meaning people. He challenged them to consider investing in relationships that cross boundaries of shelter and race and religion and income and class. One churchy guy there named Chuck was inspired by the vision. Like me, he’d bought into the big idea about Christians loving folks who live on the margins; at the same time, he wanted Hugh to hear what his life was like.




  “I commute at least one hour, each way, to my job,” explained Chuck. “I work at Research Triangle Park. I love what I do and I work hard at it. The one day of the week I do have at home with my family, I don’t want to go to the park and meet homeless people.”




  Often it’s best to just lay it out there.




  Hugh thought for a moment, and then asked Chuck, “Do you have an office?”




  “Yes . . .” Chuck replied, not sure where this was heading.




  Hugh continued, “Is there someone who cleans your office?”




  “Yes,” Chuck carefully answered again. “There’s a woman who cleans my office two or three times a week.”




  “What’s her name?” Hugh asked.




  “I don’t know her name,” Chuck admitted.




  Hugh pressed, “How long has she been cleaning your office?”




  “Seven or eight years,” Chuck estimated. By this point he was beginning to catch on.




  Several weeks later, Hugh answered his ringing phone and heard a voice blurt out, “Her name is Regina!” Chuck had taken the time to meet the woman who cleaned his office, and he had learned that Regina was working two jobs to provide for her children.




  “You know this has messed me up, right?” Chuck demanded of Hugh. By “messed up,” he meant that being in relationship with Regina had sort of ruffled the comfortable, insulated life he’d been enjoying.




  Smiling to himself, Hugh acknowledged, “I know.”




  You want to know just how messed up Chuck’s life got? Chuck’s family and Regina’s family spent Christmas together last year.




  It was a holy mess.




  But Wait, Wait . . .




  Before cuing the violin music, I want to say that I think Chuck made a pretty valid point about his regular responsibilities.




  The formative reality for many of us is that, at the end of the day, we’re too exhausted to get up off the couch after watching Modern Family, let alone garner the energy to go out and make new friends. Although we’re not proud of it, the daily reality of our lives is that lawn-mowing and grocery-shopping and oil-changing and laundry-folding really do demand our energy and attention. Faced with our own needs and the needs of the world, we attend to that which seems most urgent. Then, with whatever energy is left, we feel bad about it.




  For most of us, there just aren’t enough hours in the day to have a cookout with our families and feed the poor. We don’t have enough energy to do all our errands at Home Depot and Walmart and also care about adequate shelter and clothing for those in need. When we’ve got to choose between laying out two thousand bucks on car repairs or scraping together enough to buy a reliable used vehicle, we’re not exactly pining for the kinds of new friends who’ll inevitably ask us for rides. Though we certainly admire and applaud the modern saints like Hugh who engage in relationship with the poor professionally—in inner-city neighborhoods and on the foreign mission field—our daily lives are of a different order.




  Our lives are already full.




  They’re not full of bad stuff, either. No square on my calendar reminds me to commit a homicide or torture cute Dalmatian puppies. In fact, one reminder prompts me to coordinate the nursery volunteers at my church. A few more squares on my calendar remind me to take walks with friends. Several have me scheduled to take care of other people’s children after school. One means I get to eat a yummy dinner, cooked by my husband, with neighbors who are local grad students. I like that one a lot. Another has me meeting and praying with the church small group that meets in my home. A bunch of squares remind me to drive or fly places to talk about God, and even how much God loves the poor.




  No one would say that my life is not full of good stuff.




  The $100,000 Question




  Here’s the rub: a lot of us with rich, full lives do take seriously Jesus’ command to love our neighbors the way we love ourselves. We’re even willing to entertain the probability that his signature “good Samaritan” definition of neighbor calls us to befriend the unlikely and sometimes inconvenient type of person he describes in the story. And so the rich, full lives we lead, packed with important stuff—but without much margin left over to know those who live on the world’s margins—sort of begs an important question.




  Is God scowling in judgment because we’re changing the batteries in our smoke detectors instead of going door to door collecting eyeglasses to send to Haiti? Is God looking down from heaven feeling sort of resentful that we’re using the “look inside” function on Amazon.com instead of visiting prisoners? Isn’t God angry that Americans keep getting fatter while so many on the globe are starving? You’d think so, right? A world in which a God who loves the poor would be a little bent out of shape that the rest of us are so darn self-involved is pretty imaginable.




  And though it’s certainly easy to conjure up that kind of a heavenly dichotomy, I simply don’t think it’s the case. Here’s why: God’s love for you and God’s love for the larger world in need cannot be separated. God’s longing to see you liberated for life that really is life can’t be neatly pulled apart from God’s longing to see the poor liberated for life that really is life. The two are inextricable. God’s concern for the stuff of our lives, and God’s concern for the lives of those who live on the margins, can never be neatly parsed. Wess Stafford, president of Compassion International, sees this pretty clearly. Wess will be the first one to tell you, “Compassion’s work—releasing children from poverty in Jesus’ name—is releasing me from wealth in Jesus’ name.”




  That’s God’s big plan.




  If your life is anything like mine, God longs to set you free from addictions to pleasure, appearances, busyness, consumption, envy, greed and self-absorption. I don’t think it will come as a surprise that those sorts of miracles, until now, haven’t been happening while we’re at the mall or the movie theater or the nail parlor. Yet that’s exactly where they’re meant to happen.




  For example, I can’t say for certain that the good Samaritan, who helped the poor guy on the side of the road, wasn’t on his way to coffee at the Jericho Mall to discuss a possible business merger. It’s not like he produced a celebrity telethon or even launched a nonprofit to provide medical supports to mugging victims. He was just on his way somewhere—Target? Dentist appointment? Starbucks?—recognized someone in need and pulled over his donkey to check it out.




  Can you see what great news it is that this serendipitous double liberation isn’t something extra we do? We don’t have to add lots more overwhelming activity to what we’ve already got going. Rather, the regular stuff of our lives—the commute to work and the potlucks and home improvement projects and errands and play dates—are the exact places in which we express and experience God’s love for a world in need.




  For instance, a conviction that Jesus’ love crosses social and cultural boundaries informs which one of the parents in my daughter’s kindergarten class I telephone to arrange an afterschool play date. It influences my husband’s decision to direct his giving dollars toward a local ministry that’s reaching teens who are marginalized by poverty, violence and lack of opportunity. God’s heart for those on the world’s margins affects the way my friend Suzanna interacts with the friendly, slow-talking young man who bags her groceries.




  Who do you imagine when you think of those who live on the world’s margins? Close your eyes for a moment and visualize these precious ones that Jesus called “the poor.” Who do you see? What do they look like? If you are privileged—by race or status or income or gender—you may find that you think of non-white minorities. If this is true of you, own it.




  I only mention this because, if you’re anything at all like me, you’ll want to deny or minimize noticing this as quickly as possible.




  Can I help it if the folks I know who are poor just happen to be black and Latino? That’s just the way it is.




  When I look at the planet, many of those who do suffer poverty and oppression are people with lots of melanin.




  But Jesus crossed barriers of race and gender and ethnicity and religion. I’m just acting like Jesus.




  Right, right, right. I get all that stuff. And while it all may be technically true, it’s still sticky business since even my impulse to “serve” is tainted with my own twisty racialized motives. Despite the fact that I’m quick to invoke Jesus’ name, there can be a wily dynamic at work by which my “service” to “the poor” still allows me to feel superior to those I’m serving.




  It’s a mess, right?




  In my own heart, this devilish bind can precipitate one of two things. It can paralyze me so that, stuck, I stay trapped in my privilege-ghetto, segregated from so many that God loves. But acknowledging the mess can also drive me to prayer when I recognize that the tainted kind of power I do have—by virtue of race and education and affluence—only interferes with, rather than lubricates, authentic kingdom relationships. Then, to get unstuck, I cry out, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:13). This is pretty much how it goes.




  Come, Lord Jesus.




  Finally humbled, I realize that embracing the adventure of loving a world in need is—at its best—about giving Jesus, in us, access, through us, to the ones around us he already loves.




  It’s about doing small things with great love.




  Ready to do this thing? Keep reading.




  1
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  The Plan




  Biggest Loser Wins




  The biggest loser wins.




  That’s the whole premise of the popular weight-loss reality show featuring women and men who are hundreds of pounds overweight. Whoever loses the most, wins. Every week, as someone is voted off of the weight-loss ranch, a compassionate host must confirm, “You are not the biggest loser.” Dejected, the not-loser packs up his or her belongings and heads home.




  If the scene feels weirdly familiar, it’s because it’s a story that’s been told before. In Matthew 25, Jesus describes a divine host who gathers all the contestants and divides them up into two teams. Up until then, they’d all been living and dining and working out together in one big group. The host forms a red team on his right and a blue team on his left. And although the show’s producer knows how the cut was made, the participants aren’t yet privy to the behind-the-scenes priorities.




  Then the host turns to the red team and says, “You win! You’re the biggest losers! You lost your life, for me. You saw me hungry and shared your healthy snacks. When I was thirsty, you offered me your water bottle. When I was brand-new here, you welcomed me. When the airline lost my luggage, you shared your clothes. When I was sick, stuck in my room, you visited me. Even when I landed in jail, you visited.”




  The red team then looks at the host, feeling confused. “Um . . . did all that stuff even happen? We don’t really know you that well—probably because you’re the celebrity and we’re just regular people dressed in red T-shirts. We actually don’t remember doing any of that stuff.”




  “What you didn’t realize,” the host explains patiently, “is that my kid brother, Marquez, who suffered a brain injury when we were kids, is on the food service crew. So whatever you did for those guys, you did for me.”




  Slowly, the red team catches on. Thinking back, they recognize that they sort of had done all that the host had mentioned. That very morning, in fact, when local cops had mistakenly picked up his brother, they’d gone to bail him out at the police station.




  Then, the host turns to the blue team. “You’re finished, gang. I was famished while you feasted. I was thirsty while you drank your pricey flavored vitamin waters. I was in need and you ignored me.”




  Because a lot of the folks wearing blue had been sucking up to the show’s host all along, they were particularly confused.




  “Um,” they asked, “when did we see you have any of those needs and not help you?”




  The host explained, “Whatever you didn’t do for the folks who cleaned the rooms where you’ve been sleeping, the ones washing your dishes, the ones working in wardrobe—not to mention the undocumented ones living in trailers along the route where you jog who’d love to have any of those jobs—you didn’t do for me. I’m sorry to tell you, blue team, you are not the biggest losers.”




  In the weird kingdom reversal, those who gave their lives away kept them, and those who clung to their own lives lost them. The blue team, disappointed, packed up their belongings and headed off dejectedly to eternal damnation. The red team, now sharing the stage with the gracious host, started jumping up and down, waving their new friends—the camera operators and paper pushers and the wait staff and the cleaning crew—onto the stage to share in the shower of confetti.




  Not a Huge Loss




  Once you’ve grieved the disappointing ending for the blue team, you’re left with the gospel-driven men and women on the red team who are daily choosing to lose their own lives for the sake of the ones Jesus loves. In this kingdom reversal, whether a relationship elevates one’s own status or meets one’s own needs becomes less important than the ways it confirms the inherent worth of another and satisfies his or her needs. Giving one’s life away in relationship with those in need—according to Jesus—is the way to gain it. Whoever loses the most wins.




  That said, we’re not talking about huge losses here. We’re talking about grabbing two sub sandwiches from the grocery store and sharing one with someone you just met who is really hungry. It might be offering some cold lemonade to the recent immigrant who’s been mowing your lawn all morning. Inviting a stranger in might be as manageable as opening your dinner table once a quarter to foreign students attending a local university. Clothing the naked might just mean you quietly slip the athletic director at your kids’ school—or your school!—some extra cash for the players who can’t afford to pay for pricey uniforms. Visiting those in need could mean that you have coffee at the nursing home with an elderly woman from your church and then give her a ride to visit her son, who is doing time in prison for white-collar crime.




  This is how Kingdom Losers is played.




  If I were putting together an all-star team of kingdom players, it’s these kingdom losers in red who jump immediately to mind. I’m thinking of Coach D, who pours her life into students who did not succeed in traditional schools. I’m thinking about Wesley, whose kids miss naptimes because a friendship has developed with a family who recently emigrated from Syria. I’m thinking of Sarah, who gives her energy to women who are currently incarcerated. I’m thinking of all the folks who, like Jesus, see and know and love those on the world’s margins.




  Go Losers!




  Two Local Losers




  My sons are losers. They are. Specifically, they are losers of stuff. They don’t lose Legos or remote-control vehicles or action figures; somehow those stay permanently affixed to the floors of our home. Put a sweatshirt on one of my boys and send him out the door to be educated or play soccer, however, and that garment is as good as gone.




  I’ve tried all the things parents try. I wrote names and phone numbers with fat black pens. I nagged my boys. I reminded others to nag them. I threatened. Because none of these proved effective, we eventually ended up layering long-sleeved T-shirts and any sweater we could find. Now the sweaters are missing.




  On a particularly bad week, my youngest son lost three sweatshirts. Three. One had been a hand-me-down, one had been a gift and one my husband had foolishly purchased at an actual store. Each time I fly, I scour the Sky Mall catalog for some sweatshirt-locator device. I want there to be a discrete safety pin with a locator chip, like they put in dogs, so that we can track down these sweatshirts. Inevitably, the locator costs more than the sweatshirt.




  Clearly, I’m pretty driven to hold onto stuff. I’d rather keep my stuff than lose it. I’d rather keep my life than lose it. Unless you’re an eight-year-old boy, being okay with losing stuff can feel pretty counterintuitive. Jesus, though, has been pretty clear—both in word and deed—that losing your life, for the sake of others, is the way to go.




  Legitimate and Illegitimate Fear




  A few weeks ago, after a late-night flight, I had to walk through a dark parking structure at the airport to get to my car. As scenes from every scary movie I’ve ever seen flashed through my mind, I clutched my keys in my right palm, ready to scrape the face off of anyone who tried to mess with me. As I approached my car, a man was waiting for me in the shadows, holding jumper cables and asking me for a jump. A surge of fear and adrenaline shot through my veins. Noticing the man’s pilot hat and uniform, I quickly deduced that he was either a pilot or one very clever predator. After we spoke, however, I realized that he didn’t mean to be a creepy man waiting in the shadows; it’s just where his car had died while he was piloting other travelers across the country.




  Fear, in a poorly lit parking garage, was a very appropriate and life-preserving response to the unknown in this situation. Too often, though, we have the same reaction to folks out in broad daylight whom Jesus would love to get close to, through us. These are the ones who elicit in us—by their need or by their difference—the same fearful fight-or-flight response.




  In his Pulitzer Prize–winning The Denial of Death, Ernest Becker describes how human beings are moved in the most primal ways by fear—in particular, by our fear of death. If perchance you do not self-identify as someone who is afraid of death—either because you don’t have a terminal disease or are not pushing your ninth decade or simply because you don’t give death much thought on a daily basis—please keep reading.




  Whether or not we recognize it, this impulse—to protect ourselves from the threat of death—influences everything from where we buy a home, to why we stay in jobs we hate, to who we invite over for coffee, to why we suddenly stop scheduling flights that land at midnight. Naturally wired to preserve our own lives, we are moved by an almost imperceptible fear of death. Toward this end, we often pick neighborhoods that are “safe,” jobs that are “secure,” friends who are “similar” to us and travel plans that are “sound.” In choosing that which is familiar and promises to satisfy our needs, we fortify ourselves against dissonance, difference and, ultimately, death. Once we become alert to the impact of this fearful drive toward self-preservation, we begin to recognize it in all sorts of places.




  That impulse to protect ourselves from those who make us anxious is palpable when we cross paths with a stranger in a dark parking garage. We notice it when we slow our cars to a stop too close to a weathered woman holding a cardboard sign asking for food or cash. We become aware of it as we pay attention to our gut reaction to the Middle Eastern man boarding a 747 next to us. When approaching a gang of urban teenagers on the sidewalk who we have decided look like trouble, we feel our heart rate increase. Too often, to protect ourselves from the anxiety evoked by strangers, we insulate ourselves from interacting with those we identify by their difference.




  We do the same thing when we avoid folks whose needs—their explicit entanglement with the powers of death—evoke our anxiety. Though we have good intentions of visiting a neighbor in the hospital, time slips by before we ever do. Though we mean to care for a colleague who is grieving, we fill our schedules with other things. Though we long to support a friend going through a divorce, we remain at arm’s length. And though we know that Jesus has called us to visit a classmate who is recovering from an emotional breakdown, weeks limp along and we never quite get around to it. Wired to preserve our own lives, we’re moved—and unmoved—by fear.




  Having What It Takes




  I only mention this primal human tendency because of Jesus. Rather than being driven by the natural anxieties that propel so many of us, he moved through the world and into relationships pretty fearlessly. Instead of being repelled by those marked by difference or by need, he was attracted to them and gave little thought to his own comfort, reputation or security. Again and again in the Gospels, we see Jesus moving toward those who—by their gender or disability or pain or sin or religious preference—seem most unlikely.




  Today, as captain of the red-team losers, he invites those of us who want to play for his team to lose our lives instead of secure them. When we are no longer driven by self-preservation, Jesus moves in and through us to engage with others across natural barriers. What this means is that our lives—at work, at home, at school—start to look more like his. Instead of backing away from the kind of needy ones who can make the rest of us so uncomfortable—the deaf, the blind, the sick, the lepers, the demon- possessed—we make a point, like Jesus did, of moving toward them. At church, we step toward the brother in personal crisis. In our neighborhoods, we embrace the single mom struggling to feed and clothe her children. In our communities, we respond with assistance to a report in the local paper about the ones nearby whose home burned down.




  You might think that to live fearlessly like this you’d need a big old injection of courage. If you’ve ever seen The Wizard of Oz, you know that this would be a reasonable guess. To live fearlessly in relationship with others, however, doesn’t depend on courage. Fathers who rush into burning buildings to save their children, wives in accidents who lift automobiles off of their husbands and friends who keep one another alive in an air pocket under an avalanche of snow—such people aren’t moved by courage at all. They’re moved by love.




  So are those who try to pattern their lives after Jesus.




  That said, I’m delighted to announce that all this movement toward beloved strangers doesn’t depend on our love. If it depended on my love for someone I don’t even know, the stranger and I would both be up fear creek without a paddle. Instead, courageous self-giving love depends on God’s unshakable love for us and God’s unwavering love for those in need. Just as the Father’s love drove Jesus to be for you and me, his love is exactly what drives us from comfort to be for the ones God loves who are in need.




  Jesus invites those of us who are weary from our hectic schedules and harried commutes and the burden of taking care of so much stuff into an entirely new way of living. Whether we run an office or wipe runny noses, we whose plates are already full—literally and figuratively—experience real relief in yoking ourselves to Jesus by moving toward the ones he loves. As we extend small acts of self-giving love in the course of our normal daily routines, God’s kingdom comes on earth as it is in heaven.




  I can hear how it kind of sounds too good to be true, and almost magical, and sort of like wishful thinking. A healthy dose of skepticism is in good order. The kingdom reality, though, is that the same gospel that is good news for me and for you is inextricable from the one that is good news for the poor. His name is Jesus, and he’s inviting you into the upside-down, big-loser adventure of life that really is life.
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      	a. Already feeling overwhelmed by your life? If you’re in a season right now in which you’re caring for an elderly parent or very young children or a loved one with other special needs—and it’s a miracle that you even made it through the first chapter of this book
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      	CAREGIVER
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      	b. If you’re tracking right along and want to continue opening your heart to a world in need
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      	AWARENESS
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      	c. If you’re not even convinced that God cares so much about this stuff, and aren’t at all sure what this has to do with you or with your faith, keep reading
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      	BIBLE
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      	d. Want a companion Bible study, reflection questions and action steps to use as you read?



      	[image: ]



      	THE ADVENTURE CHALLENGE

    


  




  2
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  Bible




  Everyone Knows the Bible Is About Spiritual Things . . .




  Perhaps you’re thinking, I’m just not sure why I have to be in relationship with people who are poor. They’d probably prefer to be friends among themselves, anyway. Is it even in the Bible?




  I hear you. It’s just wack, right? I don’t even have time to get to know all the fantastic people at my own church! So I can hardly be expected to go traipsing off in search of new friends. People who are poor probably wouldn’t even like me, or my music, or my sense of humor, or my great shoes, or my grilled cheese sandwiches. I’ll bet they’d have way more fun with friends who live in their own neighborhoods and go to their own churches than they would with dopey old me anyway.




  The Case Against the Poor




  Besides, the Bible isn’t supposed to prescribe who to have coffee with or who you exercise with or who you invite to dinner. The Bible is about spiritual things. It’s about Jesus coming to earth, dying on the cross and saving people’s souls. Every good American Christian knows that. Oh sure, liberals will pull out a few verses to support their radical social agenda, but a lot of these passages shouldn’t be taken at face value. This is why we have Bible scholars—to help us interpret the more murky texts. These passages need to be filtered—like yucky tap water—to make sure they’re safe for consumption.




  For instance, what about the one in which God instructs people, repeatedly, to care for the orphan and the widow? I’m willing to concede that this was necessary in ancient Near Eastern culture, since they didn’t have Child Protective Services or Social Security back then. Which is probably why God included that important commandment. For them. These days, though, we don’t have to get involved with any actual widows or orphans ourselves.




  Or what about Mary’s unbridled explosion when she announces that God “has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:53)? That one has red flags all over it. Since women typically weren’t very educated back then, she might have just been spouting off the cuff and probably didn’t know for sure.




  Sometimes lefties will quote Jesus, saying, “Blessed are you who are poor.” What they don’t realize is that Jesus was talking about spiritual poverty, not the regular old kind. Matthew’s Gospel got Jesus right by saying, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3). I’m not trying to be judgmental. It’s very easy to imagine how maybe Luke stopped paying attention and just didn’t jot it all down right. Throughout his entire Gospel.




  As for Jesus spending time with the poor, that’s just because they were everywhere back then, like a plague of locusts. He probably couldn’t help it. If they’d had their own ghettos back then and hadn’t been scattered in with the rest of the general population, Jesus might not have had to bump into them on roads and next to wells and temples. Today he’d probably just frequent the same coffee shops and malls and bars that we do and then wouldn’t have to interact with the needy so much.




  Those of us with a high view of Scripture realize that some of these texts simply cannot be entrusted to the average reader. I’m not saying that the typical churchgoer can’t read any of Scripture. Not at all. In fact, I feel pretty comfortable letting allegorical and metaphoric texts stand on their own. Most folks can safely grasp that God is a rock or a king or a light. All of those broad, sweeping generalizations are pretty straightforward.




  Oddly, it’s those passages that have to do with the way Jesus talked about the poor and welcomed them and invited us to be with them that can be so easily misunderstood. Here’s a convenient rule of thumb I’ve discovered for the times when I feel painted into a corner by Scripture: the more straightforward Jesus is, the more plainly he speaks, the more wary we need to be. Right?




  For example, one of these stories that needs an awful lot of unpacking is the one Luke tells about Jesus encountering a rich young ruler. After asking Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life, the guy walks away sad because Jesus asked him to sell his stuff and give the money to the poor.




  I mean, what even is a rich young ruler? A twenty-eight-year-old senator? A child king? The ambiguity alone should probably disqualify the passage for serious inquiry from the get-go. The only thing I am clear about is that I’m not a rich young ruler.




  I am not rich, because I have relatives and neighbors and church friends who make a lot more than I do. Seriously, if you’re looking for rich, it’s not me. I’m not young. I used to be pretty young, for several entire decades, but alas, I am no longer. Now I’m sort of . . . well, middle-ish. And I promise you, I rule over nothing. If I wielded any authority whatsoever, I’d be able to get my kids to pick their dirty socks up off the floor. I feel certain that Jesus’ little tirade was meant for someone who actually has authority.
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