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  Formatio books from InterVarsity Press follow the rich tradition of the church in the journey of spiritual formation. These books are not merely about being informed, but about being transformed by Christ and conformed to his image. Formatio stands in InterVarsity Press’s evangelical publishing tradition by integrating God’s Word with spiritual practice and by prompting readers to move from inward change to outward witness. InterVarsity Press uses the chambered nautilus for Formatio, a symbol of spiritual formation because of its continual spiral journey outward as it moves from its center. We believe that each of us is made with a deep desire to be in God’s presence. Formatio books help us to fulfill our deepest desires and to become our true selves in light of God’s grace.
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  So, what do you think?” is a question we are often asked. It may be about politics or global warming or handguns or prayer in schools. It may be about something someone has done or a project someone has run by you. People want to know what we think. I think this is good, because what we think is crucial. We live at the mercy of our ideas. What we think about things determines our actions.




  While politics and projects are important, there are more important things for which our ideas and images play an even greater role. For example, what we think about God—the nature of God, God’s character—is, I believe, the most important thing about us. How we answer that will determine our spiritual future, as well as how we live day by day. Jesus came to reveal the character of God and to reconcile the world. Two key concepts of the Christian faith are these: the kingdom of God and the cross. Jesus spoke over one hundred times about the kingdom, far more than any other subject. Surprisingly, we hear very little about the kingdom in our churches. The kingdom is a life lived under the care, rule and provision of God, and it is entered by surrender. The cross was the greatest act in all of history, God dying to reconcile the world to himself. The cross is the most recognized symbol in the world.




  So, what do you think about the kingdom? What do you think really happened on the cross? This little guide is meant to help expand your understanding of these two key concepts. I do not proclaim to have every answer about these subjects, nor do I assert that I have the best explanation of them. What I offer in this book are some of the ideas and images that have been helpful to me in my journey.




  Soul Training




  In addition to ideas, each chapter contains a soul training exercise. For those who have read other books in the Apprentice series, this will be very familiar to you. As a way of helping to embed the ideas and images in each chapter, I offer an exercise or activity that will help make the concepts clearer, and hopefully they will become more a part of our way of seeing and living. I must say, however, that the exercises in this guide are very different than the others in the Apprentice series. Here I wanted to focus a little more on using the “right side of the brain,” so to speak.




  Many of the exercises involve art, the use of icons and watching films. I believe that art is a great medium of communication, but I realize this is not true for everyone. A friend who is an engineer said of these kinds of exercises, “I get very little out of this stuff. My mind is analytical. I like to read and think about ideas. Looking at pictures and icons is not my cup of tea.” While that is true for some, I believe that we can gain a lot from art, icons and movies, so I offer them as new ways for people to find out what they think about God, the kingdom and the cross.




  Some Christians feel that icons, art and film border on idolatry (or maybe even are idolatrous). Catholics and Orthodox Christians are very comfortable with these mediums, but some Protestants have been raised to think that these activities are not only unhelpful but very dangerous. I understand that position, and I am wary of anyone who has reverence for an icon, a statue or a piece of art. Icons and art are at best windows to God. Windows are not for looking at but looking through. For me, icons and art are expressions of the character of God. They are theology in lines and colors. Still, if these things are hard for you to engage in, by all means do not do something that is uncomfortable for you.




  Reading in Community




  At the end of the book is a group guide designed to help you and others to engage the ideas of the book and to share what you experienced in the exercises. This might be helpful to people or groups looking for resources to use during Lent. It can be used by an individual but is much more helpful when used in the context of a small group.




  The concepts and ideas in this guide have been instrumental in helping me understand the nature of God, the kingdom and the cross. I hope in some way it will be helpful to you, and if you are in a group, to those who journey through it with you.




  One
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  The Economy of the Kingdom




  Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be yours as well.




  Matthew 6:33 NIV
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  I was riding in a car with Dallas Willard somewhere between Colorado Springs and Denver. At one point I said, “Hey, could I get your advice on something?” He said sure.




  I told him the following story: “Three years ago I invited a young man to speak at our chapel service. About the time I expected him to arrive he called me from a nearby town and told me his car had broken down. So I drove out to meet him and helped him get his car to a repair shop. The next day he spoke in chapel, and then I drove him to get his car. He spoke to the mechanic, who told him it was done, and then presented him with a bill. The young man came to me and said, ‘Um, I am really embarrassed, but I don’t have enough money to pay the bill. In fact, I don’t have any money at all. Could you loan me the money, and I will pay you back in a week or so?’




  “So I said I would. The bill turned out to be $400. I called my wife to let her know what I was doing, and she thought it was a good thing to do, helping someone out and all. So I paid the bill, and he took off for home. Several weeks passed and I never heard from him. Several weeks turned into several months, and still I heard nothing. Then, about a year later he left a message at work that said, ‘Hey, I am really sorry, things are still really tight for me, but I want you to know that I haven’t forgotten about the money I owe you. I should have it in a few weeks.’ Once again, a few weeks turned into months, and now, two years later, I still have heard nothing from him. I am just wondering if it would all right if I called him, and if so, what should I say. What do you think, Dallas?”
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