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Foreword

SAVANNAH KIMBERLIN

Director of Research Solutions, Barna Group


As I sat through the first planning workshop for this initiative with Lutheran Hour Ministries (LHM) two years ago, I quickly realized that researching the topic of giftedness was going to stretch me.

Considering my journey as a Christian to this point, I think it’s fair to say I’ve invested significant energy in growing my faith over the years. However, at the start of this project, I soon realized I had a pretty big knowledge gap when it came to the topic of giftedness. To put it simply, I started with a limited understanding of the ways people can be called and designed for God’s purposes. I remember being so moved by LHM’s passion to see communities transformed through unleashed gifts that I jotted in my notebook, “Is my definition of calling too small? Of giftedness? Of vocation?”

Over the course of the next two years, this research took a jackhammer to my narrow definitions surrounding giftedness. I learned about my own gifts and about the collective power gifts can bring to a community when they’re truly understood, activated, and celebrated.

I am thrilled that you have chosen to pick up this book and begin your own discovery journey. Here at the start, I would encourage you to pause for some self-evaluation, just as I did. Perhaps you also find yourself wondering if your definitions are too small, or maybe you’re noticing you need to reevaluate how you view your own calling, giftedness, and vocation.

Our research suggests that many people are unsure of themselves when it comes to their gifts, skills, and abilities. Today, only half of US adults (46 percent) say they know or understand their own giftings well. Furthermore, among those who do understand their gifts, only 24 percent agree strongly that they are able to make good use of their giftings.

With this reality in mind, I invite you to allow this conversation to stretch your understanding of what giftedness really is—and what it means for your own life and community. I am so grateful for the ways it has stretched me. Indeed, everyone is a gift, everyone has gifts, everyone is called, and everyone can grow.






Introduction

SEEING BUZZ CLEARLY


I believe God made you and everyone you know as a gift with gifts to share.

Even though that’s what the Bible says about us, I know it can be tempting to see ourselves and others very differently. And that’s a problem. The reality is that the way we see ourselves and others directly affects how we feel and live life and treat each other. And that’s why I’ve written this small book: to help us reckon with what the Bible says about how God made us and what he made us for.

I’ve also written this book to help us discover the unique gifts God has entrusted to each of us and to prayerfully consider how God might be calling us to use those gifts for his purposes in this world. It’s incredible how so many hopeful paths open for us in life when we learn to see ourselves and others as God does: gifts with gifts to share. My stepfather, Buzz, helped me learn this in a way I’ll never forget.

You should know I had a hard time loving Buzz when we first met. I tend to be a fairly loving person (I’m told), but from the beginning I found myself feeling stingy and annoyed, and acting a little mean toward Buzz.

Why? Well, by the time we met, Buzz was already married to my mom. And I can be a little protective when it comes to my mom. My mom is a saint; her small stature and humble demeanor and servant posture render her, in my eyes, a true gem. Buzz? When I first met Buzz, I’m not sure what surprised me more: his tattoos, his studded leather accessories, his nonstop corny jokes and smoking, or the fact that half of his body was paralyzed. Come to think of it, I was probably most surprised that he was married to my mom.

Would you think less of me if I told you that during our first time at a restaurant together, in Boulder, Colorado, I got so frustrated with Buzz’s unending stream of unfiltered comments to people seated near us that I hid in the bathroom for over ten minutes just to collect myself? Well, there you have it. I had a hard time loving Buzz from the beginning.

Every single time I saw Buzz and his studded suspenders and gray goatee and crooked walk, I clenched up inside. My perspective on Buzz began to change, however, when he moved in with us.


REALLY SEEING BUZZ

A few years ago, my wife (Wendy) and I felt called by God to transform our garage into an apartment and invite Mom and Buzz and their cat, Winston, to move in with us and our three young kids. (I tell this story more fully in my book The Spiritually Vibrant Home.1) Looking back, I realize how much this move transformed my view of Buzz.

Don’t get me wrong, Buzz was still Buzz—those of you who met him know what I’m talking about. Quirky is something of an understatement. And I was still me—stingy and annoyed and a little mean to Buzz from time to time. But living together 24-7 gave me these moments, these important windows of time, in which I was able to see Buzz differently.

One afternoon I was on the couch watching sports when I heard Buzz and my youngest, Victor, talking at the kitchen table. As I listened in to their conversation, I realized Victor had asked Buzz to read him one of his picture books, and Buzz was not reading the actual words but narrating a hilarious story based loosely on the pictures on each page. Victor smiled and giggled. And I realized how unique and creative Buzz’s gift of gab could be. Weeks later, when Wendy and Buzz recorded an impromptu comedy show sitting at the same table, I laughed and laughed and began to realize that maybe I had misread Buzz.

The first time we had guests over after Mom and Buzz had moved in with us, Buzz insisted on showing them his collection of handmade jewelry, watches, and belt buckles before they left. He wanted them to choose one item to take with them as a gift. Initially these art pieces seemed bizarre to me, but our guests over the years loved them. I had to just smile and nod when I saw a new guest look surprised and honored to choose one.

Whether working on a home remodeling project or trying to fix something on my car, I found Buzz’s unique suggestions for “MacGyver-ing” a solution to be pretty inspired and helpful.

Moment after moment, I was forced to reframe the way I saw Buzz. I had been so focused on his deficits that my view of him was wholly colored by what Buzz lacked, what Buzz couldn’t do, and what Buzz did that inconvenienced me.

But then one of these moments would come along, and I could see that Buzz (for all his quirkiness) was actually delightful. Beautiful even. And considerably gifted. Over time I began to realize, in spite of my frustrations, that Buzz was actually a gift with gifts to share. It’s difficult to overstate what a transformation in vision this was for me. It took living with Buzz to see this clearly. And what I saw surprised me.

The thing is, though, I shouldn’t have been surprised at all. As we’ll see in the coming pages, God’s Word is clear on this matter: we are all wonderfully crafted by God. This is true of Buzz and me and you and everyone we know or will ever meet. We are all created as gifts with gifts to share.

In a sense, living with Buzz confronted me with an important aspect of biblical anthropology—what the Bible says about “the origin, nature, and destiny of human beings.”2 My view of Buzz (and everyone else, really) was transformed because I began to pay attention in a new way to an old truth: God made all of us fearfully and wonderfully. Sometimes returning to ancient, core truths like this can make all the difference in the world.




PUTTING FIRST ARTICLES FIRST

When I was going through confirmation in church as a young teenager, I had a lot of memorizing to do. Among the various verses of Scripture and formulations of doctrine I memorized were the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed. Both are important theological summaries penned in the early generations of the Christian church.

These creeds follow a three-part trinitarian outline (what Christians believe about God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit), but as an eighth grader my favorite part of each creed was unquestionably the first “article” about God the Father. This was not for deep or theological reasons but simply because the first article was the shortest. Let me show you what I mean. Here’s the first article of the Apostles’ Creed:


We believe in God, the Father Almighty,

Maker of heaven and earth.



And the corresponding article from the Nicene Creed:


We believe in one God, the Father Almighty,

maker of heaven and earth

and of all things visible and invisible.



And that’s it. Easy enough to memorize but, as it turns out, not so easy to believe or allow to affect our everyday lives. When I first met Buzz, for example, the last thing on my mind was that he had been made by God. I was focused instead on what I perceived to be his faults, and that directly affected how I treated him—stingy and annoyed and a little mean, remember? Living with Buzz, though, taught me that how we see people directly affects how we treat them. This is part of why the first article is so important.

You see, there is life-changing, relevant good news in this first article. Not good news about Jesus the Son (that’s covered in the second article) but good news about God the Father. Good news that can prove to be just as liberating and life-enhancing for Christians today as it was when Martin Luther reacquainted the medieval church with this truth some five hundred years ago.

Luther was a Catholic monk whose studies kept pushing him further back in time to the original, core sources of Christianity. As he sought to go ad fontes (literally, “to the sources”), he encountered ancient, foundational truths that transformed his life. For example, consider how he reflected on the implications of the first article of the Apostles’ Creed.

I believe that God has made me and all creatures; that He has given me my body and soul, eyes, ears, and all my members, my reason and all my senses, and still takes care of them. He also gives me clothing and shoes, food and drink, house and home, wife and children, land, animals, and all I have. He richly and daily provides me with all that I need to support this body and life. He defends me against all danger and guards and protects me from all evil. All this He does only out of fatherly, divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me. For all this it is my duty to thank and praise, serve and obey Him. This is most certainly true.3


The first article is easy enough to memorize, but, as Luther’s words remind us, its implications are deep and far reaching. It corrects our vision, helping us see ourselves differently and helping us see others differently too. It tells us that God made everyone (even Buzz) out of fatherly love, that “each person, no matter how wounded, has great dignity and the capacity to enrich others.”4

Back in his day, Martin Luther knew that his contemporaries needed this kind of correction in vision. Luther lived in a medieval world where the religious (priests, nuns, and monks) were esteemed and all other Christians were looked down on as second-class citizens. And the way they saw each other affected how they treated each other. So Luther pointed the church back to their first-article beliefs.

In general, this was Luther’s approach: he didn’t suggest new ideas; instead, he invited Christians to reflect deeply on their core beliefs, including what they believed about how God made everyone. In practice this looked like Luther and his fellow Reformers reading afresh the good news in the Bible and helping the church gasp in delight. In this way Luther reintroduced liberating, life-enhancing doctrines to the church, one by one, helping Christians understand their everyday lives in light of God’s Word.5 As a result, Luther breathed new life and hope into Christians in Europe and, eventually, around the world.

Sometimes returning to ancient, core truths can make all the difference.




DISCOVERING YOUR GIFTS

In a small way, this sort of return is what happened to me when Buzz moved in. Living with Buzz not only allowed me to see him in a new (well, really old) first-article light, but it also challenged and refreshed how I look at everyone around me, including myself. I was confronted with the Bible’s clear teaching, which we’ll consider in the chapters ahead, that everyone is a gift with important gifts to share. These old first-article truths turned out to be as powerful as they are simple.

I entered into a new season of this journey recently as I began to work with colleagues at Lutheran Hour Ministries on a new gift inventory called EveryGift. While I’m used to narrowly focusing on spiritual gifts entrusted to Christians, EveryGift Inventory looks at the gifts God has entrusted to all humans. It has helped me to better see and appreciate a much wider range of gifts.

This work on EveryGift eventually led to a new collaborative research project, conducted by Lutheran Hour Ministries and the Barna Group, focused on this richer, broader perspective of gifts. The findings from this nationwide study suggest that our postmodern moment is the perfect time to reengage with and reestablish these ancient, core, first-article truths about how God made us and entrusted us all with gifts (see this book’s appendixes). As you’ll see, we believe reclaiming a biblical view of ourselves and each other could have ten beautiful implications for us and our churches.

At the end of the day, reembracing a biblical anthropology carries with it an implicitly hopeful invitation to discover our gifts and share them with the world. As Paul wrote in his letter to the believers in Rome, “Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them” (Romans 12:6).

The reality is, you are a gift with gifts to share. James reminds us in his epistle that “every good gift” is given to us by our heavenly Father, a reality that ought to make us take these gifts seriously. God has given you gifts so you will use them. Kind of makes you want to discover all your gifts, doesn’t it?

I invite you to join me in taking a look at what the Bible has to say about these gifts, specifically that


	■ God creates everyone as a gift imbued with dignity and worth.


	■ God entrusts everyone with important gifts.


	■ God calls everyone to use their gifts with purpose.


	■ God expects everyone to grow and develop their gifts.


	■ God calls every church to equip people to use their gifts.




I also invite you to explore what the EveryGift Inventory can help you discover (or remember) about yourself and those in your life. As I’ve experienced, hopeful paths open when you allow your inattentiveness to gifts or your narrow focus on spiritual gifts to be broadened by a comprehensive look at every gift God has entrusted to you and to those around you. But fair warning: this type of discovery can get personal, because it involves being honest about how we truly see ourselves and the people around us.

We will also consider the research findings in some detail and learn what unique obstacles and opportunities we face today when it comes to discovering our gifts. What specific barriers are keeping us from discovering, growing, and sharing our God-given gifts? And in what ways are we uniquely primed to discover our gifts and reap surprising fruits?

My own journey has convinced me that one of the most powerful works in any human’s life is when they get more in touch with the good news that they are a gift with gifts to share, and so is everyone around them. Healthy self-esteem, a sense of purpose, genuine empathy, increased trust, growing power, recovered relevance, and fruitful engagement with our communities are just a few of the fruits that lie on the other side of that realization.

The good news is this: you are a gift with gifts to share. And so is everyone else you know. Let’s spend some time discovering these gifts.












  


  

    

      For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; my soul knows it very well.


      KING DAVID, CIRCA 1000 BC


        PSALM 139:13-14


    


    

      In a summer season when the sun was mild I clad myself in clothes . . . Walked wide in this world, watching for wonders. A fair field full of folk I found . . . Of human beings of all sorts, the high and the low, Working and wandering as the world requires.


      WILLIAM LANGLAND, CIRCA 1370


        PIERS PLOWMAN


    


    

      There are no ordinary people.


      C. S. LEWIS, 1942


        THE WEIGHT OF GLORY
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Everyone Is a Gift

THE POWER OF SEEING PEOPLE AS GOD SEES THEM


King David was writing psalms of prayer and praise three millennia before Lewis began writing his thoughtful Christian prose. And the poet William Langland was writing his influential masterpiece in the Middle Ages. But all three were profoundly struck when God allowed them to see people as he sees them.

David was offered a soul-altering vision of how God saw him as “fearfully and wonderfully made.” Langland’s protagonist wandered a medieval landscape looking for wonders, and his eyes were struck by humanity, a “fair field full of folk.” And Lewis’s awe-filled contemplation of humanity’s immortal nature led him to the overwhelming conclusion that none of us will ever meet an “ordinary” human.

All three authors give testament to the fact that God sees every human he creates as a gift—a precious wonder imbued at their creation with dignity and worth. All three are reckoning with “the sacredness and dignity of the human person.”1 And all three point to the inevitable and beautiful implications of seeing ourselves and the people around us as God sees us.

How can you and I tap into the power that comes from seeing people as God sees them? And what are the practical implications that we will notice in our everyday lives if we do?


MY SOUL KNOWS IT VERY WELL

In Psalm 139 we get a sort of play-by-play of a conversation between David and God (we call this prayer) and, in a way, between David and himself (we call this thinking). David is wrestling with how God sees him, how God pursues him, and how God made him. David’s words in the psalm reveal that he is not simply checking off a list of doctrines but is, instead, honestly reckoning with those truths. This includes the truth that God made David fearfully and wonderfully, knitting him together in his mother’s womb.

These verses read not only like insightful anthropology but also like soulful autobiography. David is letting the reality that God sees him as a gift sink into his heart and his very soul.

“Wonderful are your works; my soul knows it very well” (Psalm 139:14).

The proclamation that his soul knows “very well” that he’s a gift implies that there are different levels of knowing such a truth. Is it possible for our souls to know the truth of how “wonderful” God’s works are not very well or meagerly or incompletely? If my soul is any indication, the answer is yes.

Before Buzz moved in with us, if you had asked me whether God loved and valued every human he’d ever created, I probably would have said yes. I may have even been tempted to back up that knowledge with Scripture (“For God so loved the world”). I knew that God loved his creation. I knew that he had formed every human who had ever lived. I had even read and treasured David’s words in Psalm 139. But I’m not sure my soul knew that very well until Buzz moved in.

Living with Buzz caused this clear biblical anthropology to sink deeper into my heart. It confronted how meagerly and sporadically I believed this biblical view of humans, which David expressed so beautifully and which his heart “knew very well.” I knew God loved people. But there was something about living with Buzz that helped me experience this truth at a deeper level. Michael Downey describes a similar lesson learned by those who work with adults with developmental or intellectual disabilities: “All theories of personality development and all philosophical explanations of human nature fade into an embarrassed silence when confronted with the stunning truth about the person that is learned from experience.”2

My view of Buzz faded into embarrassed silence when confronted with God’s view of him. And I’ve never forgotten, or quite recovered from, that lesson.

Just as David marveled that his frame was not hidden from God when he was being woven together in the womb, so I have learned to marvel that Buzz was not hidden from God either. God saw him as a gift, imbued with dignity and worth. And this, it turns out, is an important part of the anthropology the Bible reveals: every single human ever created is a gift.
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