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Dedication


In Conformed to His Image, I wrote that private prayer consists of mental prayer (meditation and contemplation), colloquy (conversational prayer with God), and the prayer of recollection (practicing the presence of God). This recollection of God can be habitual or actual (see also here of this book). Habitual recollection is analogous to a man’s or a woman’s love for a spouse or children, and does not require an ongoing consciousness. Just as we can form a habitual identity as being a husband, wife, or parent, so we can ask for the grace to form a habitual state of mind as a follower of Jesus Christ. Actual recollection involves the developing habit of turning to God at regular times throughout the course of the day. This is more along the lines of what Brother Lawrence, Frank Laubach, and Thomas Kelly pursued in their quest for a more conscious awareness of God in the routines of everyday life.

As I reflected on this dedication for Life in the Presence of God, it became obvious to me that my clearest experience of life in the presence of another person has been with my beloved wife, Karen. Our five decades together has been such a rich and profoundly rewarding mutual journey. In a fallen but soul-forming world, this all-encompassing journey necessarily entails places of difficulty and misunderstanding. But the mutuality of covenant love and commitment has weathered these places and enriched our lives together in ways we could have never anticipated.

Our love story is Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Pigling Bland, and it ends with the poignant image of “over the hills and far away”—an evocative metaphor of our true home: “They ran, and they ran, and they ran down the hill, and across a short cut on level green turf at the bottom, between pebble beds and rushes. They came to the river, they came to the bridge—they crossed it hand in hand—then over the hills and far away she danced with Pigling Bland!”









  

    
      
        In Your presence is fullness of joy.

        PSALM 16:11 NASB

      

    

    
       

    

  





Introduction


Stop, take a deep breath, and read just long enough to see if this is worth considering. What I’m asking you to do will take no more than a second, but it will also take the rest of your life. It won’t require you to sign up for a Bible study or commit any block of time to a group of people. You don’t have to buy a study guide (unless you want to) or find a babysitter on a Tuesday night. It’ll be easy, but at first it may take a lot of discipline—until it becomes habit. Then, in many ways, it will be effortless, as natural as breathing. And it will be the most important, most fruitful, most enjoyable thing you do.

I’m talking about learning to live in God’s presence. It’s something I’ve been learning to do more of lately, so I’ve written this book as much for myself as for you. And my goal is simple: to learn with you how to practice the presence of God better in every facet of our lives. By practice, I mean discerning and developing habits of awareness of God’s presence—if not all day, every day, at least much more often than most of us typically do.

The Bible calls this “abiding,” “remaining” in Christ, “walking with God,” or “keeping in step with the Spirit.” Whatever you want to call it, God’s Word is clear that it’s important. Without abiding in him, Jesus said, we will accomplish nothing of lasting value (John 15:5); we won’t live like God wants us to live. We also won’t get what we want out of life.

Outside of this book is a great, big world all around you. It clamors for every bit of your attention, and usually, because it’s loud and incessant, it wins. Christians are often taught that our main line of defense against this clamorous, invasive world is a daily quiet time. If we’re disciplined enough to practice this, we usually “complete” it before leaving our homes in the morning. Then we head out into the rest of our day, having compartmentalized our God life, leaving our Bible and our relationship with Jesus on our desk or bedside table.

Sure, it’s good to give the first—or the last—moments of our day to God. But what about the rest of the day? It’s so easy for our hearts and heads to end up somewhere else. Is that how God really wants us to live? Is that what he really had in mind when he said he’d give us abundant life (John 10:10)?

I’m proposing that we take our life with God—and our awareness of his presence—with us everywhere, not just into our quiet times but into our noisy times too, incorporating practices into our lives that help us keep that awareness right in front of us, throughout the day, every day.

Anyone can do this. This book is for followers of Christ of every age and maturity level. It’s for those who consider themselves mature Christians but who, for whatever reason, have never learned how to abide in Christ. It’s for new believers who are just learning what it means to walk with Jesus. And it’s for those who want to rekindle an intimacy they once enjoyed with God that has since faded. It’s even for people who already feel close to God, because, really, none of us is ever finished drawing near to him—not in this life. As with a relationship with a good friend, there are always new ways of spending time with him, of drawing closer to him, no matter how mature we are.

I hope I can convince you that becoming more conscious of God’s moment-by-moment presence is something you need and can have. It’s not something just for “super-Christians” (a category of people that doesn’t exist). It’s not for the superspiritual or the ultramature. It’s actually an innate capacity that every true follower of Christ has and can cultivate. From the time a person first believes, God puts his Holy Spirit in every believer, and that Spirit is now available to us every second of every day (Romans 8:11; 1 Corinthians 3:16; Ephesians 1:13-14). Most of us live largely unaware of this divine presence, to our own detriment and impoverishment. More than that, we do so at risk of being disobedient to the commands of Jesus (John 15:4-8).

In many ways, this book is a sequel to my last book, Rewriting Your Broken Story.1 That book focused on the power of an eternal perspective. This book talks about how to develop that kind of perspective from a practical standpoint. While that book aimed to convince you of the value of an eternal perspective, I hope this book will teach you how to have that kind of perspective, so you can realize the eternal longing God has placed in your heart and in every human heart (Ecclesiastes 3:11).

We were made for more than this world, and only when we live with that understanding can we fulfill the true purpose for which God made us. In one sense, only God himself can give you this perspective, but we can do certain things to make ourselves more open to his working in us and to hearing what he wants to teach us. Those things are what this book is about.


Lord of All Pots and Pans and Things

For many people, one writer comes to mind when they hear the phrase “practicing the presence of God”: Brother Lawrence. Maybe you’ve heard of this well-known French man from the seventeenth century. A poor dishwasher and cook in a monastery kitchen, Brother Lawrence experienced so much peace and joy in God’s presence that people were drawn to him. He mentored many during his lifetime. He kept a record of his experiences, and after his death his thoughts were compiled into a book: The Practice of the Presence of God. This humble man had come to the point of “keeping [his] mind in His holy presence, and recalling it as often as [he] found it wandered from Him.”2 He developed “an habitual, silent, and secret conversation of the soul with God” as he went about his business—which he considered as sacred in as outside of the cathedral.3 Since his assigned work area was the monastery’s kitchen, he’s best known for this prayer:


Lord of all pots and pans and things . . .

Make me a saint by getting meals

And washing up the plates!4



Brother Lawrence’s deep but simple teaching echoes an earlier tradition of the Benedictine monks of the fifth and sixth centuries: ora et labora (“pray and work”). The idea is to work while praying and pray while working. In other words, everything matters to God, and every moment can be devoted to him; there’s no need to separate the sacred and the secular. In fact, we can’t separate them. Life simply isn’t bifurcated this way. The spiritual and the physical worlds overlap and are integrated. We live in both, and we have to stop thinking of them as two separate parts of our lives.

Brother Lawrence isn’t the only one who’s written on this theme. Thomas R. Kelly and Frank Laubach are two more recent examples that you’ll meet in this book. Reading writers like these, and studying their lives, can be extremely inspiring and helpful. I’ve studied many myself and drawn great inspiration and encouragement from them. But there’s something I’ve never really gotten from any of them, at least not in any detail. I’ve never found any satisfactory answer for this question: How did they do it? How did they maintain such a centered life, with Christ so daily at the center of everything they did? How did they offer their lives as a continual sacrifice of praise, seeming to radiate the presence of Christ—in mundane things as well as in the midst of huge trials, suffering, even persecution? Was there some secret to their success at being what Hannah Whitall Smith described as souls with “happy hearts” able to “walk in triumphant indifference through a sea of external trouble”?5

My desire through this book is to resurrect the spirit of Brother Lawrence, along with the spirit of other writers and practitioners of God’s presence over two millennia of church history, and to explore what it means to follow their example in our own context. My goal isn’t to leave you in awe of their lives but to discover their secrets with you. I want to take what may have been ineffable experiences to them and put words to them, and then learn how to put it into practice ourselves.

I hope I can show you how you can be more aware of his presence, no matter what your life is like. And as you become more aware, I hope you’ll also learn to respond to his voice and his leadings. I pray that this book will be a catalyst for you—to grow in intimacy with him yourself and lead others to do the same.




No Magic Formula

The fact is, it’s one thing to aspire to walk closely with God, but it’s another to actually do it. None of the saints of the past came to enjoy the abiding presence of God in their lives by default, accident, or magic. There’s no pill they took to suddenly develop the sense that Jesus was with them or to learn how to communicate with him regularly. You and I can just as easily discover what they understood. We can live in the presence of God every day too. And my goal in this book is to provide you with some intensely practical ways to cultivate that kind of life—some concrete steps, a suite of practices, to help you develop a closer life with Jesus.

I must emphasize one thing, though: There’s no formula for walking with God! If you’re looking for a five-step plan, you can set this book aside right now. (No such plan exists!) There are many ways to draw near to God—lots of practices and methods. They all have one thing in common: every single one goes through the person and work of Jesus Christ. Jesus calls himself the gate, the door, the way (John 10:7, 9; 14:6), and he makes very clear that a relationship with him is our only point of entry into this kind of life with God.

Some methods I give you may be helpful for you but not for others, and vice versa. And some may work for a season of your life but grow stale over time. The goal isn’t to find the way to practice God’s presence but to have a number of possible ways, and to keep in mind that they are only means to an end. The ultimate goal is communion with a very real and present God, something—Someone—we can enjoy in part on earth and will one day enjoy perfectly (1 Corinthians 13:12).

One of the greatest practitioners of the way of life I hope to show you was Watchman Nee. Nee was a brilliant young man and a church planter during Mao Zedong’s communist takeover of China. Being often sick and knowing he would either die from illness or in a communist “reeducation” camp, Nee felt the Lord calling him to write, so he did, getting as much on paper as he could before his arrest in 1952. Though he planned and organized his writings well, he knew that without the Holy Spirit, no one would really comprehend what living and abiding in Christ means. These words, which he wrote about his own books, speak somewhat prophetically to the way we’ve learned to scan and skim books in our quest for rapid answers:


God, I have discovered, does not do things [our] way, and much less does he let us do them. We human beings are not to produce “perfect” books. The danger of such perfection is that a man can understand without the help of the Holy Spirit. But if God gives us books they will ever be broken fragments, not always clear or consistent or logical, lacking conclusions, and yet coming to us in life and ministering life to us. We cannot dissect divine facts and outline and systematize them. It is only the immature Christian who demands always to have intellectually satisfying conclusions. The Word of God itself has this fundamental character, that it speaks always and essentially to our spirit and to our life.6



I hope you’ll read this book slowly enough to engage the power of the Holy Spirit. I pray that you find practices in it that speak to your spirit and bring you life.

In the first part of this book, we’ll explore what the Bible has to say about living in God’s presence—some of which might surprise you, even if you’re already familiar with Scripture. We’ll also take a look at some people whose lives were changed by the experience of God’s presence.

Then, in part two, we’ll discover some answers to the how and why of this practice by looking in some unusual places (like the worlds of neuroscience and sport), and through some real-life stories.

For additional practices, exercises, and resources, see the companion “A Guide to Practicing God’s Presence” available online at ivpress.com and kenboa.org.

As you read, I pray that you draw inspiration as well as conclusions, and that these pages spur you to find new life in the presence of Christ.
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[image: image]






1

The Secret


Abide in me, and I in you.

JOHN 15:4 ESV






Anne was ninety-seven years old and recovering from hip surgery. She had lived a beautiful life, but she was tired and ready to go home. She stared blankly at the ceiling. “Why Lord?” she pleaded. “Why am I still here? Isn’t it about that time?” She’d been in conversation with the Lord for decades, learning to hear his voice, and his response came quickly and clearly to her: “Anne, I still have something for you. Get out there and look around.”

Minutes later, Anne grabbed her walker and slowly made her way out of her room into the central gathering room of the senior living center where she was staying. She scanned the faces: mostly women, a few men. Almost all were nodding off to sleep while a sitcom played on the muted television they were circled around.

“This is ridiculous,” Anne muttered, still in the conversation that had led her here. “At least they could turn on the volume!” But then Anne noticed one lady, off to the side, who had gone into a coughing fit. Her hacking pierced the room, where the only other noises were some snoring and an occasional labored breath.

“All right, Lord, I get it,” Anne silently prayed. “There’s still more for me to do. Use me, even here.” Anne eased over to the coughing lady, touched her back gently, and began to sing an old tune. Soon, two voices were joined in song, belting out lyrics written when these ladies were in their twenties. When they finished every verse, the lady who had been coughing fell silent. A contented smile spread across her aged face. Anne told her about how much God loved her, then edged away.

Anne went to each person in the room in similar manner, placing her arm around them tenderly, sometimes just asking about their life stories, but always telling them about the One who loved them most, her Savior.

This is a true story. And Anne is a picture of what most of us would probably want to be like if we reach such a ripe old age. She’s a picture of the biblical “good life” described in Psalm 92:


The righteous will flourish like a palm tree,

they will grow like a cedar of Lebanon;

planted in the house of the LORD,

they will flourish in the courts of our God.

They will still bear fruit in old age,

they will stay fresh and green,

proclaiming, “The LORD is upright;

he is my Rock, and there is no wickedness in him.”

(Psalm 92:12-15, emphasis added)



I find Anne’s story remarkable, not only because she’s fulfilling the calling to continue to bear fruit as long as she draws breath, but because of the natural way she entertains an ongoing dialogue with the invisible God. Did you notice that? There’s no doubt she’s suffering from aches and pains, and is perhaps discouraged by her shrinking sphere of influence in life. But she’s still deeply connected to God, aware of his presence wherever she finds herself. She is never alone. Do you want a relationship like that? Would you like to talk to God honestly all day long, no matter where you are or what you’re going through? Did you know you can? That this is how a Christian life is supposed to be lived—always in his presence? Did you know that he wants that for you?

Look at how Anne struggled at first. Every bone in her body probably cried out against the effort. Her soul longed for home. But she looked up to God first, then outward, rather than succumbing to the temptation to give in to exhaustion or feelings of uselessness, which would be totally understandable at her age.

Anne has spent a lifetime learning, practicing God’s presence. She works to overcome distractions, to slow down enough to listen to him, to conquer the desire in herself to disobey when God calls her to do something. And this practice has led her to a peace that marks her, an ability to keep reaching out to people, and an assurance about her future. Jesus is drawing people to himself through Anne, loving people through her. She is a visible manifestation of God’s presence in others’ lives, just as God’s presence is manifest in her own.

Most of us aren’t ninety-seven. We have busy lives and too little margin of free time. Maybe we want more of God in our lives in theory, but we don’t see how it can happen; nor do we stop and take time to think about it much. Is there a way to have more of God now, instead of waiting until we’re retired or so overscheduled or exhausted that we’re forced to take a break? Do we even want more of him?


What Do You Want?

“Delight yourself in the LORD, and he will give you the desires of your heart” (Psalm 37:4 ESV). We all have to back up and start here. Ask yourself, What do I want? I mean, what do you really long for? Whatever your answer is, that’s what will shape you. The destination you choose will define your journey. Your intention defines your outcomes. The finish line you envision determines the course of your race. You get the picture. You’ve got to know what you want!

So, do you want more of God in your life? Do you want him to be involved in what you do every day? Or does the thought of that frighten you? Your answer depends on where you are in your relationship with God, what you think about him, and your level of commitment. We’re all in different places. But if the thought of God’s closeness makes you afraid—worried, maybe, that he’ll ask you to give up something you’re not ready to give up, or that he’ll see you for who you really are—that’s okay. Lots of people feel this way. And most of us, if we’re honest, are hiding some sins or fears in the recesses of our hearts. This can make the idea of total exposure to a perfect and holy God a little scary.

But these fears are unfounded if we’re believers. They’re based on a view of God that doesn’t take into account the magnitude of his goodness and love for us. Maybe we don’t exactly see him as an angry tyrant or an easily disappointed parent who’s ready to slap us for every wrong move. But most of us aren’t fully convinced he loves us that much. Thankfully, he is not all of the things we think he is!

God sent Jesus to bring us freedom, to live a full life, to experience joy, to live in his family. He’s a loving Father who wants us to curl up beside him, lean on him, rest in him, and realize he already knows all the things we’re hiding or holding back from him anyway. We are his pride and joy, and he wants to help us, to change us in good ways, to give us power to go out and live extraordinary, full, and satisfying lives.

Psalm 16:11 says, “In your presence there is fullness of joy . . . pleasures forevermore” (ESV). Do you believe this is true, and not just for later, after you die? Do you believe it’s possible to experience joy in being with God now, or have you not even thought to hope this could be true?

C. S. Lewis is well-known among Christian readers. In his book Surprised by Joy he detailed how, beginning at a young age, he noticed a longing in his life for something more than this world had to offer, “an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other satisfaction.”1 He explained how memorable these moments were, so much that he even found himself longing for the longing to return so he could try to put a name to it. He didn’t come to faith in Christ for a long time afterward. He was a smart loner, isolated by choice, and a devout atheist. But his biographer, Devin Brown, noted that people who knew him after his conversion said his whole life took on a tone of joy, the kind most of us reserve for Christmas and birthdays.2 In Christ, Lewis found real life, filled with a kind of joy that was different than he ever could have expected but which also had the familiar sense of those experiences so long before. Lewis explained how he came to understand the difference between what we often pursue and what we really want:


Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.3



In The Joyful Christian he explains, “Aim at Heaven and you will get Earth ‘thrown in’: aim at Earth and you will get neither.”4

See, we’re called to far more than what the world tells us to pursue. The ambitions of this world aren’t big enough for eternity; they’re not strong enough to sustain us for the long run. The poet George Herbert wrote:


If souls be made of earthly mould,

 Let them love gold;

 If born on high,

Let them unto their kindred fly:

For they can never be at rest,

Till they regain their ancient nest.

Then silly soul take heed; for earthly joy

Is but a bubble, and makes thee a boy.5



Here’s the point: the pleasures this world offers are just toys that make us fools and sell us short. We’re meant for more. Even our best imaginations of the good life are inadequate. Only God really knows what we’re meant for and what we’re made to do. Our identity and purpose are revealed in the Bible and understood in relationship with him. But most of us are so busy with our mud pies that we don’t see how much is promised to us in that Book. The whole Bible, and especially the teachings of Jesus, talk about the real purpose of life. And it’s only by engaging with God’s Word that we can begin to understand how to grow and thrive and prosper.

Jesus asked a couple of his followers this fundamental question: “What do you seek?” (John 1:38). He wanted to know, “What are you really after? Is it me or is it something you hope to get from me?” So let’s go back to the question I asked a moment ago: What do you want? What do you see as “the good life,” the ultimate, satisfying life? Whether you believe it or not, the truest satisfaction comes from finding out where Jesus is going, following him, and then staying with him there (John 1:39).




Steady the Pendulum!

In one of his most famous lines, St. Augustine of Hippo wrote, “Thou hast formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in Thee.”6 When your allegiance to God is split with your allegiance to your boyfriend or spouse, your boss or board of directors, or anyone or anything else, you’ll find yourself in constant inner turmoil. Restless. Like a pendulum, swinging between two extremes—worshiping God sometimes, with certain people, and devoted to the priorities and activities the world tells us are important at other times. You’ll focus on God in one moment and push him to the back of your mind most of the rest of the time.

The Bible talks a lot about an undivided heart, how one true allegiance makes you one whole person (see Psalm 86:11). You’re going to have to steady the pendulum and stop swinging if you want to find your center. It’s my goal to help you, because what you’ll find when you stop swinging is that you’ve gained more than you’ve given up.

The book of 2 Chronicles tells the story of the new king Solomon, of whom God asked: What do you really want? Realizing he didn’t have what it took to do the job God just gave him, Solomon asked God for wisdom. When he answered, it was like on a game show when all the bells go “ding, ding, ding, ding” and the lights flash. Solomon chose the right answer, and God was so pleased with him that he not only granted Solomon’s request, but he gave him everything he didn’t ask for too. In essence, God said,


Since this is your heart’s desire, and you didn’t ask for wealth, possessions, or honor (or for me to kill your enemies) or for long life, but instead you asked me for wisdom and knowledge to lead my people, you will get what you asked for. And I will give you everything you didn’t ask for too: wealth, possessions, honor, more than any king has ever had or will ever have again! (2 Chronicles 1:11-12, my paraphrase)



Under Solomon, the nation of Israel began to fulfill the promise God made to Abraham years before: a nation of people who served a good God in the land he’d given them. For a time, their king was so wise and their lives so good that news of Israel spread throughout the world.

I think we miss that we’re being made a similar offer. We may not be the king of Israel, but if we’re Christians, we’re supposed to be leading lives that attract others to Jesus. It’s like God is asking us, all the time, to choose what we really want: do we most want the life he offers, or do we want something else more? Today, there’s still only one answer that will make the bells ding and the lights flash.

God, in his Word, calls us to make a choice and steady the pendulum, to unite our life and world. No more dividing things between what is sacred and what is secular. God doesn’t divide the two, and when we try to, the result is a divided, restless, unhappy life. Jesus said we can’t serve the world and God too; we cannot serve two masters (Matthew 6:24). And he didn’t say it without reason. Attempting to serve two masters makes us miserable and unproductive, which is why God and the Bible don’t allow it.

But how do we pledge our allegiance to God while we’re still living in this world? How do we keep from dividing our hearts when we have a foot in two different worlds at once? And how can we commit to the invisible world when we still have responsibilities and plans here on earth?

There are people who have mastered this, or are in the middle of mastering it, and we can learn from them.




The Secret

Some people just seem good at being Christians. They’re “happy Christians,” people who seem to really know God personally, can talk to him like a close friend, and enjoy their relationship with God. Their lives and character seem infused with a supernatural quality. They’re more peaceful, steadier, kinder. They appear to get more accomplished with less work and worry. Have you known anyone like this?

We’re drawn to these kinds of people. They’re real, live people—not just the Christian “greats” like C. S. Lewis, Thomas Merton, A. W. Tozer, Billy Graham, Dwight Moody, Martin Luther King Jr., and Corrie ten Boom (the list could go on) that we read about in books—but people we’ve watched and been touched by firsthand: that older couple at church who invite you to their home and explain Scripture to you in ways you’ve never heard before; the friend who drops everything on a busy day just to come over and pray with you; the youth pastor whose front door was always open, so you could hang out with his family when you were going through a rough time with your own. There’s a sense of something very real and holy about all of these people.

But they’re just people, like you and me. There’s nothing particularly unique about them except one thing; they’ve learned a simple secret: the Christian life means life in Christ. The motions of these people’s lives may be similar to ours, but because they take Jesus seriously when he says to abide in him (John 15), there’s an entirely different and much sweeter quality to their lives. These people reflect what the extraordinary life of Jesus looks like in ordinary life. They’re fulfilling the Great Commandments: loving God with all their hearts, souls, minds, and strength; and allowing that love to overflow into the people around them. They’re living out these commands imperfectly but faithfully, here and now, one day at a time—not someday. And you and I can too.

The key is this: instead of just mentally believing in the gospel of Christ, we need to start living this in-Christ life now. We need to become practitioners, not following biblical laws to check a box but doing practical things to get close to God—like we do with anyone we want to be close to.

None of this happens by human effort alone. All of it requires the help of the Holy Spirit, who lives in every believer. As we offer our lives to God, through practices that draw us to him, it may feel less natural at first. Growing close to someone takes time. A relationship doesn’t deepen and mature overnight, and there are those awkward moments in the beginning. But if we keep practicing and don’t give up, we’ll find that time spent cultivating our life in God is worth more than anything else we’ve ever done.




First Things

If we want to take this secret and run with it, there are two things we have to do. The first is trust, and the second is train. After this chapter, we’ll focus a lot on training. So here we have to talk about trust.

Without trust, our training is in vain. Faith in Christ is always the starting line in the race of pursuing God. He’s the initiator. He pursues us before we ever begin to pursue him. But when we respond to him, surrendering our lives to him (like a lump of clay surrenders to the artisan at the potter’s wheel), then he uses our practice to change us. He does the work of bringing us into his good life, but he needs a willing participant. And in the Bible the first thing people do to participate with God is trust him.

This trust is nonnegotiable. The chance to live with God is a privilege reserved for his children, not something we deserve or can conjure up or control. So we start with trust. Without it, it’s impossible to please God or draw near to him (Hebrews 11:6). Any effort we make to enter God’s presence without faith in his Son will fail. But for those who put their trust in him, this promise is true: “You who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ,” and through him, “we . . . have access to the Father by one Spirit” (Ephesians 2:13, 18).

In the Gospels, Jesus tells us to “believe” in him. The Greek word he uses was pisteuō. It implies a transfer of trust and a mutual, personal reception. It means taking our trust off of ourselves (or someone else) and handing it over to Jesus. So to believe in Christ is to embrace him. This idea is radically different from the rest of the religions of the world. In Christianity, we don’t trust in our own work to attain, achieve, or merit favor in the next life (or this one either). It’s exactly the opposite: God working salvation on our behalf, even when we were still sinners (Romans 5:8). As soon as we transfer trust to Christ, God embarks on his mission to conform us to the image of Christ, making us able to experience life with him, now and forever. And he does this in the same way he saved us: by grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8).

So this secret of practicing God’s presence starts and ends with trust, and even the best spiritual training program in the world will fail if we don’t start there.




A Single-Minded Pursuit

Trusting God leads to single-mindedness over time. Jesus, especially in his parables, encouraged his followers to bet the farm on his character, to go for broke when it comes to seeking him. He can’t be the first priority among many. He is the priority, or he’s no priority at all. As C. S. Lewis said, “Christianity is a statement which, if false, is of no importance, and, if true, of infinite importance. The one thing it cannot be is moderately important.”7 Too many people see Jesus as moderately important. Especially in America, many who call themselves Christians attend church weekly (or less often) and view two hours on a Sunday morning as enough. Jesus, to them, is a component of their lives. But this mindset is a huge mistake. Jesus is the pearl of great price, the hidden treasure in a field. Real Christianity is throwing everything in for him, dying to self, and following him—every day. That’s what trust means. It means not just saying we believe the bridge will hold, but proving our trust to be true by stepping out and walking across it.

Fellowship with God, not our own satisfaction, has to be the primary goal we pursue. If we pursue satisfaction as an end, we’ll never obtain it—it will always elude us. But if we pursue God first, we’ll find satisfaction is often a byproduct. This is risky; and it’s not always easy, because it requires self-denial. But Jesus never invites anyone to give up something without offering something better. And he promises that if we lose our lives for his sake, we’ll find them. But if we try to save our lives, we’ll end up losing them—forever (Luke 9:24).

Loving and trusting God makes us worthy before him. Scottish theologian Henry Scougal said:


The worth and excellency of a soul is to be measured by the object of its love. He who loveth mean and sordid things doth thereby become base and vile, but a noble and well-placed affection doth advance and improve the spirit into a conformity with the perfections which it loves. . . . The true way to improve and ennoble our souls is by fixing our love on the divine perfections, that we may have them always before us, and derive an impression of them on ourselves.8



We can’t put our trust in Christ one time and stop. We have to go on, continually, single-mindedly trusting and coming and following him the rest of our lives. This commitment is radical and total. It’s an “absolute surrender,” as the South African author Andrew Murray called it. It demands our all. But this total commitment is an accumulation of many small commitments to practice his presence, to live in Christ, every moment. And making the most of those small moments is what this book is about.




Amphibious

Frank Laubach was an American missionary in the Philippines who learned by practice the value of making the most of small moments. He and his wife had moved to the Philippines early in their marriage, with a dream of working among the Moro—a people known as “the worst troublemakers American soldiers had ever faced.”9 The Moro people were Muslims with a four-century track record of resisting foreign rule, and their long, armed conflict with the American military had ended just a year before. The Laubachs felt called to reach these people—no mission field was ever so untrodden or so in need. But the military forbade it. Young, inexperienced preacher-teachers had no business there. So the Laubachs settled for work in other parts of the Philippines, even as they held on to their dream to reach the Moros.

After fourteen years in the Philippines, Frank was finally allowed to enter Dansalan, where the Moro lived. But he found them totally resistant to his teaching. One day, completely discouraged, he climbed a hill behind the cottage where he was staying. He sat and tearfully poured his heart out to God: “I hate myself. My plans have all gone to pieces.” Then he begged God to come and work through him. God showed him that he’d been acting like he was superior because he was a white, literate American. He immediately asked the Muslim religious leaders to teach him about what they believed, and his mission field opened up. Frank found ways to reach them that he’d never thought of before. The hill behind his home became Laubach’s place of ongoing conversation with God. Wanting even more, Laubach made a great experiment that year of first trying to think of God every fifteen minutes while he worked (or at least every half-hour), and eventually trying to think of God one second of every minute. It sounds impossible, but by the end of that year, it had become his habit, so much a habit that he continued it for the rest of his life. In his diary, which was later published as Letters by a Modern Mystic, Laubach explains how adjusting his thinking this way took some effort at first but became completely natural. And it empowered him, revolutionized his life and ministry, because he was, every single minute, with God.

Laubach said it was pretty clear that this was what Jesus was doing all day, every day. It’s also clear, he said, that it’s not what most of his followers have been doing. In his book The Game with Minutes, he said that people who practice these things experience the same world as the rest of us, yet they see “it has a new glorious color and a far deeper meaning.”10

Laubach was right that this is how Jesus lived. Christ was in constant communion with the Father, and he intended for us to learn this from him. The Bible makes clear we were designed to live in two worlds at once: the one we were born into and the one into which we’ve been born again (John 3). That world most of us rarely visit is more real than the one clamoring for our attention (2 Corinthians 4:18). It’s the world where he promised we’d be able to go in and out freely, and find good pasture (John 10:9). Jesus wasn’t speaking nonsense. He was talking about the very thing Laubach was doing.

In a letter to his father, Laubach wondered if everyone could actually do this:


Can a laboring man successfully attain this continuous surrender to God? Can a man working at a machine pray for people all day long, talk with God all day long, and at the same time do his task efficiently? Can a merchant do business, can an accountant keep books, ceaselessly surrendered to God? Can a mother wash dishes, care for the babies, continuously talking to God? . . . Can little children be taught to talk and listen to God inwardly all day long, and what is the effect upon them? Briefly, is this a thing which the entire human race might conceivably aspire to achieve?11



The answer is that everyone can become aware of God in this way. And if everyone did, the results would be evident and the life of Christ more visible in all of his followers. Why so few churches talk about this is a mystery to me. We seem to think we have to wait until we die to experience this invisible world. But Jesus clearly didn’t think so. Otherwise, why would he say, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock” (Revelation 3:20)? Jesus is no fool. He doesn’t stand at a door that won’t open until we die. He’s standing at your door, waiting for you now. The gate between these two worlds is Jesus, and if you’ve trusted your life to him, the gate is open.

Great Christians know this kind of living. C. S. Lewis said that humans are sort of “amphibious beings.” Frogs are amphibious because they can survive on land or in water. They’re able to live in the water, but they can also hop on land. We’re not amphibious from a biological standpoint, but we are from a spiritual one. Like frogs, we live in one world while belonging to another. We can be with the God of heaven while our feet are planted firmly on earth.

A lot of us live as if there’s a God world and a separate material world; we develop a sort of sacred-secular dichotomy, keeping the two worlds separate in our mind and practice. But we weren’t made to live like this! God hardwired us to grasp both worlds simultaneously. He “set eternity in the human heart” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). The visible and the invisible are both real, and they’re not separate. They’re integrated, and when our lives reflect this fact, we become more the people God intends for us to be.

We can train ourselves to embrace our amphibious nature. We can train our hearts and our minds to discern the eternal, invisible, transcendent things of God at the same time as we’re engaged in the immediate and visible world. As we bring the extraordinary into our ordinary lives, God’s splendor into our mundane routines, we thrive. And as in Laubach’s life, it will bring us a vitality we will surely notice in ourselves—and others will notice it too.

This is the practice of living in Christ. It’s how Christians have endured persecution and found joy in unlikely circumstances. It’s the difference between a happy Christian and one who doesn’t seem very much like Christ at all. It’s not an impossible life. It’s an imminently possible life, when Christ is in us. And it’s the life we all long for, whether we recognize it or not.


[image: image]

Listen to God in His Word

Read John 15:5 a few times through, and then write it down. Keep it with you in your pocket or your wallet or a place where you’ll see it all the time. Try to recall it throughout the day and say it as a prayer that you’ve personalized, something like this: “Without you, Lord, I can’t do anything. Please let me abide in you.”




[image: image]

Practice His Presence

Your Game with Minutes

Look back at this chapter to see what I said about the secret to life in the presence of God. Then look at how Frank Laubach brought himself more into the presence of God, at first every hour and then every minute. (Consider reading his Letters by a Modern Mystic, as it gives more detail than I have space for here.) Put your own spin on this. How often do you think you can bring the Lord to mind in a day? What sentence or sentences would you say to remember him? How would you check in with him? Set a realistic goal for yourself to try it out. If it’s not too distracting for you, consider setting an alert or reminder on your smartphone at several points in the day. (Over time, your check-ins should become habit, part of your ongoing dialogue with God. But at first, external prompts, as from a phone, can be helpful for instilling a new practice.) Then record your experiences in a journal or on a pad of paper.
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The Images


I am the vine; you are the branches. . . .

Apart from me you can do nothing.

JOHN 15:5






Jesus knew how human minds are wired. He knew that if his words painted a picture, it would be easier for people to remember the truths he taught. And he knew that just as we live in two worlds at once, our minds can comprehend two levels of meaning at the same time. That’s one reason he used a lot of metaphors, allegories, and Old Testament images that would have been well-known to his original audience. Such tangible, everyday scenarios and references—to things like fishing or farming or other familiar activities—helped give his hearers a gut-level understanding of deep spiritual truths.

The apostle Paul seems to have had a similar knack for words. Like Jesus, he also used familiar images, mostly to describe what life in Christ is like. The Bible is full of imagery about how to live in God’s presence. And we don’t have to dig too far into these images to discover that God is gently using them to show us that training for—and entering into—this life isn’t something only special, religious people strive for. Growing in God’s presence is a process ordinary Christians go through.

Watchman Nee called this the “normal Christian life,” which is summed up in Galatians 2:20: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”

We often gloss over these words in our Bibles because we don’t take them seriously, and we also breeze past them because we think they’re too high for us to understand. But Watchman Nee didn’t think so. Paul wasn’t talking about some higher level of Christianity; he was merely presenting “God’s normal for a Christian, which can be summarized in these words: I live no longer, but Christ lives his life in me.”1

Nee went on to say that God only has one answer for every human need. That answer is Jesus. Need salvation? Get Jesus. Need forgiveness? Get Jesus. Want a better, deeper, more meaningful life? Get Jesus. In fact, get Jesus, and get out of the way. Jesus wants to live his life through you. This isn’t life for an extraordinary Christian (although, in a very real sense, every Christian life is extraordinary) but life for every follower of Christ.

We’re going to look at some people who lived this way and who were used by God to do great things. But please don’t get the idea that I want you to sit and admire them. They wouldn’t want that. They’d want you to go out and allow him to live his life through you, so he can then reproduce it in others. God made each of us for this purpose.

It’s a process of becoming who Jesus has already made us. The Bible calls this growth “sanctification,” and it takes time and single-minded commitment. “Purity of heart is to will one thing,” Søren Kierkegaard said, and the Bible is clear that we can’t live a half-hearted, double-minded life (Psalm 119:113; James 1:8). At the same time, the apostle Paul experienced inward turmoil as he strived to bring his life into unity with Christ. We have this new nature in Christ (the “spirit”) alongside our fallen human nature (the “flesh”), which will never completely go away while we’re on earth. This is a function of our amphibious nature. Our sinful nature, officially, is dead and crucified with Christ, but it’s still kicking around while we’re in our earthly bodies. So, we practice walking in his presence day by day, becoming more and more led by the Spirit and indulging our flesh less, so that we can enjoy the freedom and joy he’s made available (Romans 8:13).

Practicing God’s presence isn’t about perfectionism, and it’s not about a product. It’s about a process of drawing nearer to a person who loves us and wants us to come close to him, to look to him in every circumstance of life as the eternal source of all goodness and truth. This is extremely important not to miss. As a young boy, I was very involved in my family’s church, taking part in all kinds of activities and even making a confession of faith as a teen. But in college, having totally overlooked the relational aspect of faith, I set my Bible on a shelf—literally—never intending to pick it up again. I was done, tired of all the activity and the religiosity. It wasn’t until God made himself personally known to that twenty-one-year-old hippie (who I was at the time) that I realized how wrong I’d been about him.




OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

    
      Sommaire


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Contents
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          Introduction
        


        		
          Part I: The Biblical Basis
          
            		
              1 The Secret
            


            		
              2 The Images
            


            		
              3 The Exemplar
            


            		
              4 The Walk
            


          


        


        		
          Part II: How to Practice His Presence
          
            		
              5 Training
            


            		
              6 Rewiring Your Mind
            


            		
              7 Reseeing the World
            


            		
              8 Reorganizing Your Time
            


            		
              9 Rejoicing amid Suffering
            


            		
              10 Repenting of Sin
            


            		
              11 Remaining in Community
            


            		
              12 Reimagining Life
            


          


        


        		
          Online Training Guide
        


        		
          Acknowledgments
        


        		
          Notes
        


        		
          Other Books by Kenneth Boa
        


        		
          Praise for Life in the Presence of God
        


        		
          About the Author
        


        		
          More Titles from InterVarsity Press
        


        		
          Copyright
        


      


    
    
      Pagination de l'édition papier


      
        		
          1
        


        		
          III
        


        		
          V
        


        		
          VI
        


        		
          VII
        


        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          3
        


        		
          4
        


        		
          5
        


        		
          6
        


        		
          7
        


        		
          8
        


        		
          9
        


        		
          11
        


        		
          12
        


        		
          13
        


        		
          14
        


        		
          15
        


        		
          16
        


        		
          17
        


        		
          18
        


        		
          19
        


        		
          20
        


        		
          21
        


        		
          22
        


        		
          23
        


        		
          24
        


        		
          25
        


        		
          26
        


        		
          27
        


        		
          28
        


        		
          29
        


        		
          30
        


        		
          31
        


        		
          32
        


        		
          33
        


        		
          34
        


        		
          35
        


        		
          36
        


        		
          37
        


        		
          38
        


        		
          39
        


        		
          40
        


        		
          41
        


        		
          42
        


        		
          43
        


        		
          44
        


        		
          45
        


        		
          46
        


        		
          47
        


        		
          48
        


        		
          49
        


        		
          50
        


        		
          51
        


        		
          52
        


        		
          53
        


        		
          54
        


        		
          55
        


        		
          56
        


        		
          57
        


        		
          58
        


        		
          59
        


        		
          60
        


        		
          61
        


        		
          62
        


        		
          63
        


        		
          64
        


        		
          65
        


        		
          66
        


        		
          67
        


        		
          68
        


        		
          69
        


        		
          70
        


        		
          71
        


        		
          72
        


        		
          73
        


        		
          74
        


        		
          75
        


        		
          76
        


        		
          77
        


        		
          78
        


        		
          79
        


        		
          80
        


        		
          81
        


        		
          82
        


        		
          83
        


        		
          84
        


        		
          85
        


        		
          87
        


        		
          88
        


        		
          89
        


        		
          90
        


        		
          91
        


        		
          92
        


        		
          93
        


        		
          94
        


        		
          95
        


        		
          96
        


        		
          97
        


        		
          98
        


        		
          99
        


        		
          100
        


        		
          101
        


        		
          102
        


        		
          103
        


        		
          104
        


        		
          105
        


        		
          106
        


        		
          107
        


        		
          108
        


        		
          109
        


        		
          110
        


        		
          111
        


        		
          112
        


        		
          113
        


        		
          114
        


        		
          115
        


        		
          116
        


        		
          117
        


        		
          118
        


        		
          119
        


        		
          120
        


        		
          121
        


        		
          122
        


        		
          123
        


        		
          124
        


        		
          125
        


        		
          126
        


        		
          127
        


        		
          128
        


        		
          129
        


        		
          130
        


        		
          131
        


        		
          132
        


        		
          133
        


        		
          134
        


        		
          135
        


        		
          136
        


        		
          137
        


        		
          138
        


        		
          139
        


        		
          140
        


        		
          141
        


        		
          142
        


        		
          143
        


        		
          144
        


        		
          145
        


        		
          146
        


        		
          147
        


        		
          148
        


        		
          149
        


        		
          150
        


        		
          151
        


        		
          152
        


        		
          153
        


        		
          154
        


        		
          155
        


        		
          156
        


        		
          157
        


        		
          158
        


        		
          159
        


        		
          160
        


        		
          161
        


        		
          162
        


        		
          163
        


        		
          164
        


        		
          165
        


        		
          166
        


        		
          167
        


        		
          168
        


        		
          169
        


        		
          170
        


        		
          171
        


        		
          172
        


        		
          173
        


        		
          174
        


        		
          175
        


        		
          176
        


        		
          177
        


        		
          178
        


        		
          179
        


        		
          180
        


        		
          181
        


        		
          182
        


        		
          183
        


        		
          184
        


        		
          185
        


        		
          186
        


        		
          187
        


        		
          188
        


        		
          189
        


        		
          190
        


        		
          191
        


        		
          192
        


        		
          193
        


        		
          194
        


        		
          195
        


        		
          196
        


        		
          197
        


        		
          198
        


        		
          199
        


        		
          200
        


        		
          201
        


        		
          202
        


        		
          203
        


        		
          204
        


        		
          205
        


        		
          206
        


        		
          207
        


        		
          208
        


        		
          209
        


        		
          210
        


        		
          211
        


        		
          212
        


        		
          213
        


        		
          214
        


        		
          215
        


        		
          216
        


        		
          217
        


        		
          218
        


        		
          219
        


        		
          220
        


        		
          221
        


        		
          222
        


        		
          223
        


        		
          224
        


        		
          225
        


        		
          226
        


        		
          227
        


        		
          228
        


        		
          229
        


        		
          230
        


        		
          231
        


        		
          232
        


        		
          233
        


        		
          234
        


        		
          235
        


        		
          236
        


        		
          237
        


        		
          238
        


        		
          239
        


        		
          240
        


        		
          241
        


        		
          242
        


        		
          243
        


        		
          244
        


        		
          245
        


        		
          246
        


        		
          247
        


        		
          248
        


        		
          249
        


        		
          250
        


        		
          251
        


        		
          252
        


        		
          253
        


        		
          255
        


        		
          257
        


        		
          258
        


        		
          259
        


        		
          260
        


        		
          261
        


        		
          262
        


        		
          263
        


        		
          264
        


        		
          265
        


        		
          266
        


        		
          267
        


       


    
    
      Guide


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Start of content
        


        		
          Contents
        


      


    


OEBPS/Images/Stone_Frame.jpg
in Light

of Eternity






OEBPS/Images/logo_books.jpg
W

IVP Books

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, Illinois





OEBPS/Images/Stone_Frame_1.jpg
AR

©

=
L)
o=
/M






OEBPS/Images/call-respond-icon_2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/call-respond-icon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
K EaNah\halalalan B0 A

Author of Rewriting Your Broken Story

Life in the
Presence of God

RFaciticeSHion

Living in Light

of Eternity






