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      Foreword

      Do we treat God as real, or do we treat God as hypothetical? Is God, to us, our living and glorious helper moment by moment? Or is God, to us, an orthodox concept that simply exists while we keep making the important things happen in our own ways? This is a searching, unsettling question. Let’s not answer it easily. Let’s answer it honestly. Everything else in Christianity, everything else in the whole of our lives, hangs on our personal reality with the living God.

      Francis Schaeffer knew that. He was gripped by that. He spoke about it persuasively. For example, in “The Lord’s Work in the Lord’s Way” he said:

      The central problem of our age is not liberalism or modernism, nor the old Roman Catholicism or the new Roman Catholicism, nor the threat of communism, nor even the threat of rationalism and the monolithic consensus that surrounds us [nor, I would add today, postmodernism or materialistic consumerism or visceral sensualism]. All these are dangerous but not the primary threat. The real problem is this: the church of the Lord Jesus Christ, individually or corporately, tending to do the Lord’s work in the power of the flesh rather than of the Spirit. The central problem is always in the midst of the people of God, not in the circumstances surrounding them.

      Who else is telling us where our central problem really lies—not out there with them but in here among us? Schaeffer also said in his “No Little People, No Little Places”:

      The Scripture emphasizes that much can come from little, if the little is truly consecrated to God. There are no little people and no big people in the true spiritual sense, but only consecrated and unconsecrated people. . . . We are talking about quietness before God as we are in his place for us. The size of the place is not important, but the consecration in that place is.

      Who else is telling us where our longing for significance can really be satisfied—not in prominence that human eyes can admire but in dedication that God alone can honor?

      Francis Schaeffer compelled the attention of my generation by walking forward in the conviction that God was present right then and there. And that is why reading Schaeffer can energize us today. He brings us back to God as real, not hypothetical.

      We Christians believe in God. But it is still possible for us to treat him as distant, in the background. At a practical level, we can treat God the same way the world treats him—as if he’s not here in ways that actually help us. And if we Christians do treat God in so insulting and worldly a manner, can we then be surprised if our world doesn’t find us compelling? The reason for their indifference toward us might be that we are treating our Savior with the same indifference.

      But God has not forsaken us. We are living in a time of doctrinal rediscovery, and it looks like the beginnings of revival. In late twentieth-century America, our atheological pragmatism was building our own mega-churches by our own mega-methods for our own mega-glory. But now we are getting back to building healthy churches of all sizes by the power of the gospel message itself. Consider these evidences of God’s grace, all of which have either been created or renewed in recent years: The Gospel Coalition, Together for the Gospel, the Acts 29 Network, Reformed hip-hop and spoken word poetry, The Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, and more, all surging forward by the power of theological clarity and conviction. All of this is good—very good.

      But doctrinal faithfulness alone is not enough. Even more, doctrinal faithfulness with moral integrity is not enough, because Christianity is more than lofty ideas with upright conduct. It is not less, but it is more. We can have both right doctrine and right living and still keep our proud superiority unhumbled, our hidden sins unconfessed, our selfish agendas undisturbed. But real Christianity is looking away from ourselves to Christ as if everything vital depends on him, because it does:

      The life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. (Gal. 2:20 ESV)

      The same holds for every church, bound together as a community not only by their beliefs and their behavior but also by their shared experience of our Lord himself:

      We are the temple of the living God; as God said, “I will make my dwelling among them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.” (2 Cor. 6:16 ESV)

      And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness. (Acts 4:31 ESV)

      There was a time, early in his ministry, when Francis Schaeffer saw how Christians can drift away from the Lord, even while aligning with doctrinal and behavioral expectations. The shock of the ugliness and hypocrisy and posturing he saw in his denomination nearly destroyed Schaeffer’s own faith in Christ. He was so shaken around 1951 that he felt, in all honesty, he had to go back and rethink everything from the ground up. Gradually, he found his way back to honesty and beauty with the Lord. Out of his crisis came new insights into authentic Christianity that eventually took the form of sermons like “The Lord’s Work in the Lord’s Way” and “No Little People, No Little Places.” He lived daring to believe that God was the primary reality at L’Abri in Switzerland and wherever his ministry took him around the world. And my generation, at that time in college, was captivated. His lectures were brilliant and his persona magnetic. But it was all traceable to his life with Christ in prayer, in faith, in repentance, leaning into the Lord for whatever each moment required.
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