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First, many of the stories and anecdotes have come from Nicky and Pippa Gumbel, who have been kind, loyal friends through so much of my journey.


Likewise, so much friendship and inspiration for the book has come from my best buddy, Charlie Mackesy, who has always lived with freedom, courage and kindness.


To Jim Hawkins, whom I continue to do a daily reading with every morning by email, and who is such a loyal, fun, wise human being that I love very much.


And to Chris Stanley-Smith, who led me to faith as a nervous, awkward and struggling teenager. What an incredible example of a man you have always been.


And finally to Shara and our three boys, who continue to show me day by day how to do faith in action – with love, kindness, generosity, fun and loyalty.




INTRODUCTION


SOMETIMES PEOPLE ASK ME about stuff I’ve done. They’ll mention my reaching the top of Everest or surviving a jungle or crossing an ocean − things that they think are successes. But to me these are the least interesting part of my story. And the truth is that behind every summit, every award or achievement that makes it into a neat headline, there is a string of failures. My life is much more of a collection of struggles, doubts and fears, some of which I overcome, some I don’t.


A more relevant question might be, where does my strength come from?


The honest answer is that I often don’t feel very strong. Life can be a battle. We all feel that from time to time. But any strength I do have seems to come in the quiet moments at the start of my day. It comes when I am on my own, on my knees. It comes from taking time to be still with God.


God. For many of us, that’s a difficult word. So might be the words ‘church’ or ‘Father’. To some they might even be painful or negative. But let’s try to see beyond the words to the force behind them. That force is love. Let’s remember that if our Creator really is who He says He is, then He is good. He is calling us home, in a way that is powerfully unique to each of us. He’s on our side, your side. He is holding out a hand, no matter how far we think we’ve fallen.


So God is love? I think so. I mean, that is all that Jesus ever wanted to share, isn’t it? Love. The force He brought was goodness personified. This love is there to hold us, guide us, strengthen and rescue us. It’s a power that I know I can turn to, however far away I feel.


I don’t turn to God to be religious. In fact, I really battle with religion as such. It seems so divisive and full of rules. Both those things turn me off. Church often portrays itself as so neat and perfect. Life is neither of those things. I kneel simply because it is where I find strength. This book will reveal that. The whole notion of strength through weakness, connection through honesty, and power through humility is a journey, and I am not very far along the road. But I stay on it, as best I can, because my heart feels it is good.


Even with a lifetime of faith behind me, I find the journey hard. I often mess up. I find myself teetering on the edge more often than you would imagine. So for me, starting my day with God really helps. It is like food. Like good fuel for the soul.


That’s what Soul Fuel is about. It’s the chance to share with you the kind of fuel I rely on every day to try to keep my life on track. Like a firesteel or a length of good rope, my faith is another essential in my arsenal for survival. But it is so much more. It’s my backbone, the heart of it all − the greatest source of any strength I have.


There are intentionally no formal dates on the entries in this book and no reading plan for you to struggle to follow. Soul Fuel is simply 360 separate entries, grouped around the themes that I find myself returning to again and again − hope, purpose, determination, relationships, vision, wisdom, faithfulness, courage, forgiveness, freedom and risk. And while this book no doubt has flaws, and there’s so much more to say, it’s a start. I really hope it can encourage you to stand strong and tackle life with courage and kindness, secure in the knowledge that you are truly loved and set free in Christ.


There will be days when you can’t open this book. You might not visit it for weeks, months − years even. This cover’s probably going to get a bit dusty, and that’s okay. Soul Fuel is here only to help you, and there is no condemnation in these pages. We are all in the gutter more than we imagine, but we are also looking up at the Star. And He is good.


What matters most is that we find the courage to reach out and take the hand that’s stretching towards us. That we keep on moving towards the light, inch by inch. And that we never give up.


Faith is a journey, and like all great journeys it is made up of small, faithful steps taken every day.


This book has fuel for your journey in its pages. Don’t underestimate the power of the words of the Bible. So often they have been light to a dark path for me and strength to a failing body. Immanuel Kant said, ‘The Bible is an inexhaustible fountain of all truths. The existence of the Bible is the greatest blessing which humanity ever experienced.’1


Your word is a lamp for my feet,


a light on my path. 


Psalm 119:105


I truly hope this book blesses, enriches and empowers you every day.


	

WHERE IT ALL STARTED


	

I WAS SIXTEEN WHEN it happened. It was the end of an ordinary school day, and as the last of the lights in our house were turned off and the darkness finally settled, I quietly slipped out of the ground-floor window.


There was enough moonlight to walk by, but I could easily have made the short walk in pitch black or a full-scale blizzard. I had done this a hundred times before. But that night was different. I knew where I was going. To my favourite tree and my secret hideaway. I had always loved climbing high up into the sky, into her arms, hidden from view below by all the limbs and leaves beneath me.


The news that my godfather, Stephen, had died suddenly and without warning of a heart attack had hit me so hard. Stephen had been my father’s best friend in the world, and he was like a second father to me. He came on all our family holidays. He’d helped me learn to do so much and always laughed and cheered me on. His death felt like someone had ripped my heart out.


The shock of his sudden passing had made me feel angry, confused and lonely, all at the same time. It just felt so cruel and way too soon. In fact, I didn’t even know what to feel any more. I just needed some space and time − alone. That was why I was out that night, making my way towards that lone tree.


I climbed quickly. The feel of the bark, the angle of the branches, the way the tree started to move with my weight the higher I got − it all felt familiar. And when I was forty feet up and had reached the last limb that I knew could hold me, I stopped.


And then the tears came. And the anger. I held my head in my hands. I sobbed and hit the tree. Some would call it prayer.


I’d been silent on God for years. When I was younger, faith had felt so natural, as if somehow there was this thing inside and it was there just for me. Like a simple presence: quiet, non-judgemental, strong and always good.


But when I started going away to school as a teenager, I was forced to sit through endless religious services in chapel. Faith died a slow death. Death by boredom. Death by religion. Death by irrelevance. I assumed that belief belonged in the past, that growing up meant leaving any sense of the supernatural behind me. That was all kids’ stuff.


Stephen’s death had stirred up some deep coals of emotion in me, the flickering of an ember inside, like the pain was shaking everything up. And through it all, the quiet, calming presence of God was gently fanning that black ember of faith. That Presence was all I wanted again while I was up that tree. And then that ember gave the tiniest of flickers.


As the anger subsided for a few moments and the tears dried for a little while, I prayed the only prayer that ever really matters to the human heart: ‘Jesus, if You are real, if You are there, please be beside me this night.’




1	FRIEND INDEED


DOES GOD NEED US to be strong? No. Does He need us to be impressive? Definitely not. God is not wowed by our abilities. He goes where He is welcome and needed. He’s looking for people who say a quiet yes to Him in their hearts. Those who understand that alone we are so limited. When we are empty, He can fill us and work through us.


When we think we have it all in hand ourselves, there is no room in our hearts for Him to work His miracles.


Jesus said: 


You are my friends … I no longer call you servants … I have called you friends.


John 15:14–15


There is nothing more empowering – and no greater privilege in life − than to be called a friend of the Almighty. We are loved regardless, forgiven, restored and befriended.


2	WHO JESUS IS


‘WHEN I WAS GROWING up,’ Madonna once said, ‘Jesus Christ was like a movie star, my favorite idol of all.’1


Napoleon Bonaparte went further: ‘I know men, and I tell you Jesus Christ was not a man. Superficial minds see a resemblance between Christ and the founders of empires and the gods of other religions. That resemblance does not exist. There is between Christianity and other religions the distance of infinity.’2


And then there was novelist H.G. Wells: ‘I am an historian, I am not a believer. But, this penniless preacher from Galilee is irresistibly the centre of history.’3


There has never been a human quite like Jesus. He towers above us all in goodness and courage, in impact and influence. The greatest artists, leaders and thinkers, all put together, are dwarfed by Him.


Yet Jesus did not come to impress us. He said He had come to save us, in total humility, as God come down among us. If He is who He says He is, and the gospel is real, then this is very good news. He simply wants us to learn to reach out and trust Him to help and calm us, to forgive and restore us. If we are to live fully and empowered, then this has to be the first step.


So wherever you are with God − whether you are searching, are wanting more, or have turned your back and are walking away – this verse is truth:


The Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.


Luke 19:10


Remember – or discover for the first time – that we can trust Him and that He has the power to change our lives for the better. I am slowly learning that He is the key to everything.


3	IT’S GOOD TO BE REMINDED


I HAVE TO WALK through the door of fear regularly in my life. We all do if we are to get anywhere meaningful. But I have learned to pray quietly in my heart in those moments and to draw on Someone bigger, braver and stronger than I am. That’s been the key. Don’t go alone. Put your hand in the hand of the Almighty. He’s there for us.


That’s what great fathers do. They hold their children’s hands.


The prayers I say when I’m afraid are raw. (They are maybe not prayers in the sense I was taught at school. But they are real prayers.) I’m showing God my deepest fears and asking Him to be beside me. I’m asking Him for His help to keep me moving forward.


A lot of us try to keep our fears secret, but burying them is how they grow. When we bring them into the light, they often start to wither. But to bring them out and share them with God or loved ones takes courage.


See what the Bible says:


Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous! Do not be terrified or dismayed. 


Joshua 1:9 AMP


But how do we find that courage?


For the LORD your God is with you wherever you go. 


v.9 AMP


Whatever fear we’re facing, remember this: we do not face it alone. The Creator of the universe is good; He is beside us, within us and for us.


4	THE LESSONS WE LEARN WHEN WE’RE ON OUR KNEES


Life can be hard, even brutal. It can so often be marked by pain, loss, grief, broken relationships and ill health. No one can avoid all of these things, because they are part of the journey. And we wouldn’t be human if we didn’t at times feel desperate for help.


But the wonder of our faith is that those moments aren’t times when we are hopeless or helpless. In fact, it is the opposite. They are our times of maximum power. We just don’t always know it or feel it. But read this:


You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less of you there is more of God and his rule. 


Matthew 5:3 MSG


When we can no longer stumble on in our own ‘strength’, we have no choice but to kneel down and cry out. And as people of faith, we are never taller than when we kneel down. Less of us. More of Him.


Remember the poem about the footprints in the sand, when the writer was wondering why she only saw one set of footprints when she needed Jesus most? He replied, ‘Because it was then that I carried you.’4


In those times when we’re aware of how desperately we need God, He is there. Right beside us. He is the closest He can be when we really need Him.


5	BE THANKFUL


Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you. 


1 Thessalonians 5:18


THIS VERSE IS INTERESTING and challenging because it isn’t what we first think of when the worst happens! Our default all too often can be to fall down and give up when things go badly wrong. But God has a better, smarter way. He asks us to be grateful in all circumstances. Instead of blaming and wailing, give thanks for all the good in your life. That’s radical living.


At its most basic, that good is the truth that we are loved by God and given a future with Him for eternity. That in itself is crazy good news.


When it comes to living life on earth with power and purpose, it is scientifically proven that gratitude changes our state for the better. So let’s make this a daily attitude and way to live: always in gratitude for our blessings, whether it be food, health, fortune, relationships, fun, family or simply His promises for our future.


Paul knew all about this too:


Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable − if anything is excellent or praiseworthy − think about such things. 


Philippians 4:8


In other words, look for the positive and choose to be grateful.


He was right. When we look around us and focus on all that is good, it helps us see God in so many of the little things that we often overlook, whether it be the leap of a dog in delight at seeing us, or the smile and kindness of someone serving us a coffee. Christ is in it all. When we live like this, it is as though our eyes are being opened. And it starts with gratitude.


6	WORDS OF LIFE


GIVEN ENOUGH TIME AND the right conditions, a river can slice through rock, leaving canyons that are thousands of feet deep. It’s not because the river is powerful but because the river is persistent. It’s the same way with the Bible. If we take time to read and reflect on it, it’ll make an impact on our lives, almost without us knowing it.


David’s Psalm 19 outlines some of the life-changing effects of Scripture. He explained how it:




• pulls our lives together;


• points out the right road;


• shows the way to joy; and,


• warns us of danger (vv. 7, 8, 11 MSG).





It all points to a powerful truth: God loves you and promises to reveal Himself to you when you seek Him. But like the river working on the rock, there’s got to be a point of contact. If we don’t ask, He won’t force Himself into our lives. So ask. Seek. Let the river water flow over you, carve you and shape you into His likeness.


For those who find me find life 


and receive favour from the LORD. 


Proverbs 8:35


Finding both life and favour from the Almighty − that’s an amazing promise to claim on our lives today. So let’s stay with our hearts wide open to His presence in our lives. And let’s do it every day. It is the way to all good things.


7	WHAT DOES GOD REQUIRE?


ANY BIG JOURNEY OFTEN brings out mixed emotions at the start. A lot of the time we just want to hurry on and make it to our destination as quickly as possible. On the journey of faith, things are a little different. The destination is so far off that we won’t even reach it in this lifetime. And the journey we take to get there is full of challenges. And it’s long − so long that it will last beyond our final breath.


But here’s the truth: we don’t travel alone. God is both our destination and our guide, and He has promised to be with us every step of the way.


And what should those steps look like? The answer is beautifully clear:


What does the LORD require of you? 


To act justly and to love mercy 


and to walk humbly with your God. 


Micah 6:8


You and I are definitely going to stumble from time to time, but when we do, let’s not lose heart. Let’s look up and see His hand outstretched above us, helping us back to our feet.


Act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with our God.


8 	WHO WAS JESUS?


WHO WAS JESUS? AT some point in life, most people find themselves asking this simple question. We all have to make up our minds, just as people did back when He was walking on earth. For them − and us too − there seems to be only three credible, possible answers:




• he is out of his mind (Mark 3:21),


• he is possessed by Beelzebul! (v. 22) or


• [he is] the Son of God (v. 11).





In other words, He was either insane, evil or God.


I used to think, Couldn’t He simply have been a good teacher and good guy? But then I looked at His life and words. Do good teachers repeatedly claim to be God? Do they claim to be one with the Father? Do they say they have come to die for all of humankind? Do they raise people from the dead and walk on water and calm storms? Those are strong claims and strong deeds.


C.S. Lewis reasoned that ‘a man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be [insane] … or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice … But, let us not come up with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.’5


Who we decide Jesus is to us is a big question with big implications for our lives. But if we study the overwhelming and compelling evidence and then choose to believe that He is who He said He is − if we can take that leap of faith and ask, ‘Are You really there, and are You really good?’ − it can be the start of an incredible journey and adventure. An adventure into life.


That’s why the offer He made two thousand years ago still stands for us today:


Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.


Matthew 11:28


Even today, for you and me, right now − that invitation has the power to change everything. If we let Him, He seeks us, saves us, strengthens us, supports us, and shows us how to live every day.


9	THE ROUTE


THERE ARE PLENTY OF good things that come with age. I like to say that any skills and experience I have are the sum of all my near misses. Experience becomes wisdom, the things we’ve failed at make us stronger, and all the learning we rack up can give us a solid footing in life.


Sadly, ‘wisdom’ and ‘learning’ are words whose worth has been badly eroded these days. We often see leaders being hypocrites. We’re told we can be happy if we keep on buying more stuff. We can become so inward looking that we are blind to the power of God around us.


So how should we live?


Jesus gives us a perfect example to follow. His words are the best sort of wisdom and learning for us to follow:


‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ 


Matthew 22:37–9


It’s so simple yet so hard. But it is all we truly need.


10	WHOM JESUS CHOSE


I LOVE HOW JESUS interacted with women. He was such a revolutionary and visionary and so ahead of His time. (But then again, I guess that’s to be expected if you are God!) Just look at the way Jesus interacted with Mary Magdalene when He found her weeping outside His empty tomb:


He asked her, ‘Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?’ Thinking he was the gardener, she said, ‘Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Mary.’ She turned towards him and cried out in Aramaic, ‘Rabboni!’ (which means ‘Teacher’). 


John 20:15–16


Of all the people He could have picked, Jesus appeared first to Mary Magdalene. Not a senior disciple, a leading Pharisee, or even His mother. He chose to make His first appearance to a woman whom no one in the world rated as important.


In the culture of the day, a woman’s testimony would not have been considered as weighty as a man’s. Or, to put it another way, if the disciples had been making the whole thing up, there’s no way they would have said the first appearance of the risen Messiah was to Mary Magdalene.


But Jesus chose Mary − the loved one, the forgiven one − alone in a garden, with gentle love. Why? Because Jesus rewrote the rules about equality, justice and love. He chose someone whom the world considered unqualified for the task, because that’s what love does.


Today, let’s be open to Christ surprising us, inspiring us, showing us how to live and love radically and kindly, and, above all, to treat women as Jesus did: with respect, gentleness and favour.


11	NEVER ALONE


THE BIBLE USES MANY names for Jesus, but ‘Immanuel’ is one of my favourites. It means ‘God with us’, and it’s a statement of truth that you can build your life on.


Through His Spirit, Jesus is always with us. Think about it for a moment: the same God who created the universe is with us right now. That’s life changing, and it’s not something to be taken lightly.


What it doesn’t mean is that we get a free pass to miss all of life’s hard times. A life of faith will not mean you avoid trouble. God doesn’t ever promise a trouble-free life. Life is a series of battles. But He does offer something even better: He promises to be with us.


‘Because he loves me,’ says the LORD, ‘I will rescue him;


I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.


He will call on me, and I will answer him;


I will be with him in trouble.’ 


Psalm 91:14–15


This is what makes all the difference in life. Even in the darkest times, God is with us. Even when everything else appears lost, you are never alone. Ever.


12	KNOWN BY GOD


A LIFE OF FAITH can be tough. You’ll have moments when you feel as if you’re at the end of your rope. Doubt and obstacles can come thick and fast. Faith is a journey with many steep hills.


But if you want an enriched life − the sort that you were created to live − Christ leads us into a fullness of life that is unparalleled. How do we find the way? The trail is clearly marked:


Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment … So that they may take hold of the life that is truly life. 


1 Timothy 6:17, 19


It all starts in our heart, with trust. We were created for one thing − to be known by God. He longs to be beside us. He truly loves us in a way that is hard to put into words. Beyond convention, religion and reason. Love. Love. Love.


Stop and take a moment to let it wash over you. Wash away the hurt and the pain and the fear. It is good. It is fuel. He asks nothing in return. Just receive. That’s the place of power.


13	THE REAL DAVID


ONE OF MY HEROES is a man who went through every sort of human angst and emotion. He sank to the depths of despair yet soared to incredible heights. He was a true wilderness survivor, taking on the very worst that the elements could throw at him while he was still a boy. And as a scrawny kid standing in front of a violent, jeering crowd, he struck down a giant and won the freedom of his people. He went on to be king and a hero.


But there’s another side to his story. He was a liar and a cheat. He was the kind of weak-willed man who conspired to send an innocent man to his death just so that he could satisfy his heart’s desire.


King David had every reason to hate himself. He could have spent so much of his adult life as a prisoner to guilt, self-doubt and remorse. Yet today he’s still seen as one of the true heroes of the Bible.


Despite all his ups and downs, everything that he did well, and everything that he did wrong, the reason for David’s greatness was simple. He knew he couldn’t do it all alone. So King David looked beyond himself, putting his confidence in God, the only one who would never let him down.


The LORD is my light and my salvation − 


whom shall I fear?


The LORD is the stronghold of my life − 


of whom shall I be afraid? 


Psalm 27:1


I don’t want to copy his mistakes, but I certainly want to love God the way David did. I want to start my days with his words on my heart: ‘Oh, let me rise in the morning and live always with you!’ (Psalm 139:18 MSG). 


14	COME AND DRINK


FROM ALL MY EXPERIENCES of cultures and people, I have learned one certain thing about human nature: we’re all hungry and thirsty for purpose and satisfaction. But history shows us that when we try to find that purpose and satisfaction in ourselves, we rarely reach it. The way Jesus lived showed that only His presence can truly satisfy the hunger and thirst in our hearts.


Hey there! All who are thirsty,


come to the water!


Isaiah 55:1 MSG


The amazing truth is that this gift Jesus offers us is free. We cannot earn this spiritual food and water. We cannot buy our way into the presence of God. We will never be worthy of it. It’s a gift Jesus earned the hard way for us, His children.


Come anyway − buy and eat!


Come, buy your drinks, buy wine and milk.


Buy without money − everything’s free! 


Isaiah 55:1 MSG


The whole journey of faith is an awakening to the truth that God’s love for us, His children, is extravagant. A life of faith in Christ should never be ‘religious’ or somber. It is joyous, light, free and empowering. Jesus’ love and mercy are the greatest forces ever to have touched the earth, and they continue to transform lives today.


Whoever accepts and trusts the Son gets in on everything, life complete and forever! 


John 3:34 MSG


15	WHERE TO FIND GOD


FOR SOME OF US, church can get in the way. We can assume that if the Sunday services are dull, loveless and irrelevant, then God must also be dull, loveless and irrelevant.


It can take a while before we begin to see things clearly. It takes time to understand that life with Jesus isn’t a matter of dressing a certain way, singing a certain song or telling people to behave better!


As C.S. Lewis put it, being a Christian ‘means to forgive the inexcusable, because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you’.6


Church matters, that much is true. But being a Christian is not really about the quantity or quality of services we sit through. It’s about the way that we live.


Whoever claims to live in him must live as Jesus did. 


John 2:6


Today, let’s try to live in the knowledge that we are loved, and show love to others. Let’s try to live in the knowledge that we are forgiven and show forgiveness to others. And let’s try to live in the knowledge that Christ helps us have a right relationship with God.


If we give our all in trying to get closer to God, these next twenty-four hours are going to be special.


16	HOW TO LIVE


CENTURIES AGO, WHEN THE people of God were in exile and despair, they cried out, ‘How then can we live?’ (Ezekiel 33:10). It’s a good question, and one that still needs asking today.


What does it mean to live a life that pleases God and keeps us close to Christ? How should our choices be different? Psalm 128 is one of the very best places we can go searching for answers: 


All you who fear GOD, how blessed you are! …


Enjoy the blessing! Revel in the goodness! … 


Stand in awe of GOD’s Yes. 


Oh, how he blesses the one who fears GOD! 


Enjoy the good life. 


vv. 1–6 MSG


Fearing God is about simply knowing our place and understanding that we are flawed, far from God and in need of restoration. Fear is knowing our brokenness. Fear is respect. We all make mistakes, and we all fall short, yet God offers every single one of us that same life-changing, hope-giving grace. Christ turns our fear into dancing.


It starts with knowing our need for forgiveness, and it leads us to a place of joy. That’s how to live. When we reach up to Christ, He blesses us and restores us. We can stand in awe and revel in His goodness and truly begin to enjoy life.


17	TAKE TIME


WE CAN GO ROUGHLY three weeks without food, three days without water and three minutes without oxygen. How long can we live effectively without refuelling our faith?


Jesus never went long without praying. There was a time when the crowds were so desperate to get a piece of Him that there was no time to eat. People were running towards Him, predicting where He might be going next and waiting there. It was the busiest season in His life, but Jesus knew that He needed time alone in prayer, even more so when it was busy. Jesus always seemed to stick to this routine as a clear source of power for the day ahead.


Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.


Mark 6:31


Jesus’ words to His disciples are also words to us today. That’s why I try my best to start every day in a quiet place, getting my soul fuel in, even if for just a few minutes. And do you know what? He’s always ready and waiting for me, and He’s never late.


So make that little time and protect it, even if it is with your eyes closed while you are on the train into work. Breathe it in; know His presence around you. Let His words soak in; let His strength empower you. Know you are forgiven, healed, restored. Ask for those things afresh, and be thankful and pray for the day ahead. Be still and know that He is with you.


Be still, and know that I am God. 


Psalm 46:10


Now we are ready to hit the day.


18	JOY, NOT RELIGION


WILLIAM WILBERFORCE WAS LOVED as much as he was respected. Driven by his faith, he joined with others and campaigned to end the slave trade. It was a long, wild ride, and at times he was said to be both the most admired and the most hated man in England.


Jesus was both admired and hated too. And those of us who are trying to live with Christ inside us can expect to face moments of negative reaction. But when we’re properly rooted and looking to Him, those extremes won’t matter so much. We have something greater inside ourselves than the opinions of others. We hold the keys to life and freedom in our hearts. Christ brings that to us, quietly and with love. He brings joy, never religion.


When I was growing up, church services so often were lacking in joy. They seemed to be about rules and solemn voices − no wonder I assumed that God was cold and impersonal.


But Jesus wants to show us the truth about what it means to live with Him.


I have come that [you] may have life, and have it to the full.


John 10:10


When we try to live in Jesus’ footsteps, things get put into perspective. The highs and lows that used to turn our heads can begin to lose their power. And the quiet, still, unsung moments can excite our hearts. The joy of Jesus creeps up on us. Finally − perhaps for the first time in our lives − we begin to discover what true freedom really looks like.


19	THE FOOT OF THE CROSS


SOME PEOPLE DOUBT WHETHER Jesus actually died on the cross. They say it was a hoax, a conspiracy to fool the world. Even the Qur’an has bought the myth, stating, ‘They did not kill him, neither did they crucify him; it only seemed to be so’ (Sura 4:157). But John is careful to provide detailed evidence of Jesus’ death.


We know that death by crucifixion could be sped up by breaking the person’s legs. In Jesus’ case this was not necessary, because He was already dead. ‘Instead, one of the soldiers pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, bringing a sudden flow of blood and water’ (John 19:34). At death the clot and serum of the blood separates, which would look like blood and water.


For some people, this isn’t enough. Why? Because if Jesus really was who He said He was, and if He really did do what He said He was going to do – including rising from the dead − the implications for our lives are massive.


Can we acknowledge that our mistakes have a cost? Can we accept that Jesus paid for them on our behalf? Will we decide to ignore Him or to follow where He leads us?


Wherever we all are on our journey of faith right now, these are strong questions to ask. Be relentless; be persistent; don’t be afraid to search for answers. We are following in the footsteps of some of the greatest minds ever to have walked this earth. And so often those footsteps have led those souls to the foot of the cross of Christ, where they have found love and mercy flowing down.


20	NEVER ALONE


BEFORE HE WAS ARRESTED, tried and crucified, Jesus used some of His final moments with His followers to reaffirm and strengthen them:


The Friend, the Holy Spirit whom the Father will send at my request, will make everything plain to you. 


John 14:26 MSG


The Greek word used for the Holy Spirit (parakletos) literally means ‘one called alongside’. It has a multifaceted meaning: counsellor, advocate, comforter, encourager, helper, someone to stand by and support us. For example, a mother is a paraclete for her child. She takes away the anguish of loneliness. She brings presence, security, peace and love. She guides, especially when there is trouble around.


That’s the promise of Christ, that the Holy Spirit will always be around and within us, including the times when we feel overwhelmed and tempted to do things that hurt us or others.


God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can endure it. 


1 Corinthians 10:13


When we’re facing temptation, the Holy Spirit is always there to guide us to a way out. And God always provides an exit.


*


GOD ALWAYS PROVIDES AN EXIT.


*


21	WHY SO SERIOUS?


THE WHOLE WORLD IS seeking happiness. Happiness is a good thing to pursue, but like a butterfly, often when we chase it, it flies away. So how do we find happiness?


The Bible shows us how both laughter and joy lead to an enriched life. Where laughter and joy are, so also there will be happiness. And the Bible reminds us that ‘a cheerful heart is good medicine’ (Proverbs 17:22).


Let’s not take ourselves too seriously. We need to laugh at situations − and ourselves. Laughter is like an internal workout. It exercises our spirit and helps keep our hearts and minds healthy. (By the way, my mum and dad used to say ‘Laugh with people, not at people.’ That was good advice.)


And what about joy? What is it? Joy runs deep and is less transient than just happiness. Joy goes beyond simply a pleasing emotion − joy brings peace, strength and light. Joy goes right down to the heart of our very being.


The joy of the LORD is your strength. 


Nehemiah 8:10


Laughter, happiness and joy. These might sound like simple things, but don’t underestimate their power to bring life and light to all around you. These qualities should be hallmarks of ours as men and women of faith. No doubt Jesus laughed a lot, and happiness and joy were at the heart of how He lived.


Jesus knew great sorrow and great pain, but I often think that if we were to meet Him in the flesh, part of what we would remember most would be His sense of fun and laughter. I like that.


22	TURNING ON THE LIGHTS


I ALWAYS THINK THAT when we read the Old Testament it’s a little bit like going into a dark room full of old furniture.


We stumble around a bit and have to feel our way. Gradually, as our hands pass over the sofas, chairs and ornaments, we get a fuller sense of what’s in the room. But it’s still a bit vague, and it’s only when the lights get turned on that we finally see exactly what’s inside.


The New Testament is that light switch. Jesus reveals the Old Testament in ways we cannot understand when reading it by itself. To paraphrase Saint Augustine, ‘In the Old the New is concealed, in the New the Old is revealed.’7


Jesus is the climax of God’s great plan for the world. That’s why Paul wrote: 


My task is to bring out in the open and make plain what God, who created all this in the first place, has been doing in secret and behind the scenes all along. 


Ephesians 3:8–9 MSG


In the Greek, Paul used the word photisai, which means ‘to turn the light on so that people can see’.


Jesus changes everything. Now not only can we approach God but we are also united with each other in new ways. We are ‘members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus’ (Ephesians 3:6).


You’ve got questions about God? We all have. You’re unsure about things, feeling a little in the dark? Join the club. That’s all okay. Just keep reaching for the light. Christ is with us and is here to deliver us. That’s what His name actually means.


23	THE POWER OF THE POOR


MOTHER TERESA WAS SO right when she said, ‘The poor people are very great people. They can teach us so many beautiful things. We must know them, there are very loveable people, they are great people, they are Jesus in the distressing disguise.’8


Love for the poor is not optional. It is at the heart of what it means to know Christ.


‘Blessed are the merciful,’ said Jesus, ‘for they will be shown mercy’ (Matthew 5:7). When we allow our compassion to move us and show love to others, we’re on the right track. And when we spot someone showing love to others who are on the outside − like Mother Teresa did − it’s evidence of living faith.


Her words echo Jesus in Matthew 25 when He said: 


Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.


v. 40


When you read the stories about Jesus, it’s good to notice where He is and who He’s with. There are a few temples and religious leaders in there, but much of the time He’s with the outcasts, the poor, the overlooked and the downtrodden. He’s with the people everybody knows are messing up.


If you want to see Him at work today, go and join with others who are showing His love to ones the rest of the world so often overlook.


24	LOVE WILL TRIUMPH


IT WAS A CRIME to practise Christianity in 1950s communist China. That’s why Revd Fang-Cheng was in jail. He had been horrifically tortured, but he refused to tell the authorities the names of his fellow believers. One day he was taken for yet more questioning and shown his mother − beaten, chained and weak.


‘I have heard’, said the officer, ‘that you Christians have Ten Commandments, given by God. Would you be so kind as to recite them?’


Gripped by fear, Cheng recited the commandments, but the officer stopped him when he got to ‘honour your father and mother’.


‘I want to give you the chance to honour your mother right now. Tell me who your fellow Christians are, and I promise you that tonight you and your mother will be free. You will be able to give her care and honour. Show me how much you really believe in God and want to follow His commandments.’


It was an impossible decision to make. ‘What shall I do?’ Cheng cried out to his mother.


‘I have taught you from childhood to love Christ and His holy church. Don’t mind my suffering. Stay faithful to the Saviour and His followers. If you betray them, you are no more my son.’


Cheng never saw his mother again. But her faith and trust in God left a lasting impression on him.9


The fire of love stops at nothing − 


it sweeps everything before it.


Flood waters can’t drown love,


torrents of rain can’t put it out. 


Song of Solomon 8:6–7 MSG


This is the truth about God’s love. Nothing can put it out. It casts out fear. It trumps hatred. It lives forever. And in every situation Christ can be found. The Lord will not call you to do anything that He has not prepared you for; neither will He lead you to a place where He is not present (1 Thessalonians 5:24).


Those two brave souls are among many millions who have stood firm in their faith against terrifying situations − and I am certain their joy is now complete.


25	LIVE WITHIN HIS LOVE


JESUS REALLY WAS SUCH an amazing man.


Time magazine called Him ‘the most persistent symbol of purity, selflessness and love in the history of western humanity’.10 His life is the supreme example of love, and it was said of His time on earth that ‘all who touched [him] were healed’ (Mark 6:56).


There’s nothing we need that Jesus can’t provide, no wound so deep that His love won’t heal.


As the Holocaust survivor Corrie ten Boom said, ‘There is no pit so deep that God’s love is not deeper still.’11 This statement from her is so powerful. This incredible lady, who lost everything in the Holocaust, who saw horrors beyond horrors, somehow knew the love of Christ was within her.


I have loved you even as the Father has loved me. Live within my love.


John 15:9 TLB


This is the invitation that Jesus always shared: to live within His love − to soak it in, to share it with others the way it has been offered to us: freely without being forced, full of grace.


26	RISK MORE


FOR CANON ANDREW WHITE, taking risks and facing danger is a way of life. Known by many as the Vicar of Baghdad, he has devoted himself to serving the people of the Iraqi capital.


Even when ISIS threatened to overtake the city and Andrew was forced by his clergy boss as well as the security forces to leave, he went only as far as Jordan, in order to be able to continue to serve those Iraqis living as refugees.


A medic by training, Andrew’s initial career plans did not involve bulletproof vests and security details. But once he started out on this journey of faith and love, everything about his attitude to life changed.


‘I tell people not to take care but to take risks,’ he said. ‘It is difficult to learn how to do it though, and it is not something people gain overnight. It has to be an ongoing process.’12


That process of embracing risk and finding courage relies on our making a daily choice to say yes to the opportunities God places in front of us. It’s about taking small steps as we learn to listen to, and trust, God’s voice.


Paul knew all about a life of risk and danger as well.


What, then, shall we say in response to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? 


Romans 8:31


The only real risk is refusing to be held by Christ. That’s where we become weak and in danger. But under His wing, our lives and futures will always be assured.


27	GOD MADE US ALL


KOKO WAS FORTY-SIX WHEN she died in her sleep. It was not a dramatic death, but it was reported around the world. You see, Koko was a gorilla − and a very unusual one at that.


When Penny Patterson, a PhD student, told her tutor that she wanted to see whether gorillas could learn sign language, she was told that it was unlikely. She decided to try anyway.


Even though Koko started slowly, learning just three words in four years, she finally got going. Eventually she learned more than one thousand words of sign language and could understand almost two thousand spoken words. She combined words when she needed to – calling a ring a ‘finger bracelet’ and nectarine yogurt ‘orange flower sauce’.


But the best signing she ever did was when a journalist asked her for the meaning of life.


‘People be polite,’ she signed. ‘People have goodness.’13


I love Koko’s explanation of the meaning of life – and it seems a lot like the greatest commandment Jesus gave us: to love the Lord your God with all your heart and to love your neighbour as yourself (Matthew 22:36–9). Be polite. Have goodness. It’s funny how so much of science and the natural world is intertwined with humanity, instinctively working in harmony.


Look at what the Bible says:


But ask the animals, and they will teach you,


or the birds in the sky, and they will tell you … 


In his hand is the life of every creature


and the breath of all mankind. 


Job 12:7–10


We’re not alone in this universe. We’re not on some pointless mission that makes no sense and has no destination. We’re known and loved and invited into a relationship with the very Creator of the universe.


God made us all. The animals, the stars, the whole world. But we humans, His children, have always been the apple of His eye.


28	THE WAY BACK TO LIFE


SOMETIMES, WHEN WE FEEL lost, it takes something truly dramatic to bring us back. But it’s not the only way. Sometimes it is the quiet whisper in our hearts that leads us home.


Jesus says He is the way back to life, and we read in the Bible that Jesus ‘brings us right into the presence of God’ (Hebrews 7:19 MSG). He says He is the One through which all life’s true essentials − forgiveness, love and power − are made possible.


So keep on seeking, keep on asking, keep on reaching out in your heart. He will be there. That’s His promise. That’s grace.


Do that, and ‘we see it taking shape day after day – a holy temple built by God, all of us built into it, a temple in which God is quite at home’ (Ephesians 2:19–22 MSG).


A temple built on solid foundations. Built by Him, in you.


*


SOMETIMES IT IS THE QUIET WHISPER IN OUR HEARTS THAT LEADS US HOME.


*


29	I HAVE DECIDED


INDIA IN THE NINETEENTH century was a dangerous place to travel. But that didn’t put off the many missionaries who left the valleys of Wales with the goal of introducing people to faith. As they started preaching throughout Assam, India, many of them caused and got into serious trouble.


When one particular Indian family turned its back on the traditional religion and decided to follow Christ, the local chief went into a rage.


But however much the chief ranted, the family wouldn’t take it back. They had found something special. Instead, the father carried on sharing the good news about this relationship he had found with the living God. Even more people in the community started to seek God’s presence in their lives.


The chief went so far as to threaten to kill the family members if they wouldn’t repent. But none of them would. Instead, the father poured out these simple words: ‘I have decided to follow Jesus. No turning back, no turning back.’ Eventually all the family members were tragically killed.


The chief was troubled, though. How had they shown such courage? What was it about this Christ that was worth laying down their lives for? What power was found in this strange God? The chief had seen so much death in his life − but never deaths like these. It broke him, and he fell to his knees. The chief, and the rest of the village too, started to follow Christ.14


If you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.


1 Peter 4:16


So much bad stuff went on in those days, and I am not saying we should be forcefully converting foreign lands left, right and centre. Likewise, let’s hope that you and I never have to pay the kind of price that those brave martyrs endured.


But what if we lived with the strength that comes from knowing that Christ is always beside us, however hard the road of life becomes? What if we loved with the courage that comes from knowing that God will never leave us?


30	THE INVISIBLE PRESENCE


IT IS HARD TO believe in something we cannot see. And to believe in a God of love is a big statement – unless the evidence is beyond compelling.


Like the wind and electricity, just because we can’t see God, it doesn’t mean He doesn’t exist. And like the wind and electricity, when we see the effects of God on human lives, it can knock us clean off our feet. Jesus described this as ‘the invisible moving the visible’ (John 3:5–6 MSG).


God makes a clear promise to everyone who chooses to trust Him: ‘If we believe … we’ll experience that state of resting’ (Hebrews 4:3 MSG). It’s a great place to be, that state of resting, but like many of God’s gifts, it’s internal. We don’t physically see it. It’s deep within us that God restores, renews and revives.


God promises that His presence won’t always be invisible. He says that there’s a day coming when … 


… the mountains will drip new wine, 


and the hills will flow with milk; 


all the ravines of Judah will run with water. 


A fountain will flow out of the LORD’S house. 


Joel 3:18 


That time will be amazing. No pain, fear, evil, or illness. Heaven will be full of love and goodness and plenty of laughter.


Until then, let’s stand tall and believe. Know His invisible presence with you. Trust God and allow your soul and spirit to be refreshed by Him today as you go about your business. That’s faith.


	

HOPE


	

IN THE SUMMER OF 1996, I spent a month helping out on a game farm in the northern Transvaal in South Africa, advising on how to keep poachers at bay. I decided to head north to Zimbabwe for some fun before heading home to the UK. For me back then, fun meant skydiving with good friends, with cool drinks in the evening.


Life was all good.


The flight to fifteen thousand feet was uneventful. Soon I stood in the cargo area of the plane and looked down. I took a familiar deep breath, then slid off the step. The clouds felt damp on my face as I fell through them. How I loved that feeling of falling through whiteout. At four thousand feet I pulled the ripcord and heard the canopy open with a reassuring crack. My 130-mph free fall quickly slowed down to 25 mph, just as it always did.


But when I looked up I realised something was wrong − very wrong. Instead of a smooth rectangular shape above me, I had a very deformed-looking tangle of chute, which meant the whole parachute would be a nightmare to try to control. I pulled hard on both steering toggles to see if that would help me.


It didn’t.


I kept trying to control it, but I was burning through time and altitude fast. It wasn’t getting any better. Within seconds I was too low to use my reserve chute, and the ground was coming up fast. I flared the chute too high and too hard. This jerked my body up horizontally, then I dropped away and smashed into the desert floor, landing on my back, right on top of the tightly packed reserve chute that formed a rock-hard square shape in the middle of the pack.


I couldn’t stand up; I could only roll over and moan on the dusty earth. I was biting the ground in agony.


I didn’t know the extent of the damage at the time, that I had shattered three key vertebrae in my back and would go on to spend months in and out of military rehabilitation back in the UK, strapped into braces and unable to move freely. But in those first few minutes as I lay there, one thing I did know was that my life had just changed forever.


Sometimes it isn’t until we get knocked down that we find which way is up. Sometimes it isn’t until the sky clouds over that we notice the light. And sometimes it isn’t until we lie in the gutter that we begin to see the stars.


The light of God has been the greatest source of hope this world has ever known. We can never be so far away that the light won’t reach us. Sometimes it is good to be reminded of that. Hope will always win and the light of Christ reaches everywhere.


	

1	HEART AND EYES


JESUS OFTEN TOLD US that what goes on in our hearts is what really matters. And our eyes are one of the gatekeepers to our hearts, to the inner life. That is why what you look at matters so much.


Your eye is a lamp, lighting up your whole body. If you live wide-eyed in wonder and belief, your body fills up with light. If you live squinty-eyed in greed and distrust, your body is a dank cellar. Keep your eyes open, your lamp burning, so you don’t get musty and murky. Keep your life as well-lighted as your best-lighted room.


Luke 11:34–6 MSG


Today, let’s ask God to forgive when we have looked at things that we know and feel instinctively are wrong and to forgive the parts of us that are unkind or selfish. Let’s guard what we look at and let into our hearts. Let’s look to Christ to fill our hearts with His love, that our eyes would shine His light, mercy and goodness.


2	FOUND IN CHRIST

WE ALL WANT TO find our purpose in something. It’s just the way we’re made. Look around and you can see the different places that people go searching for meaning for their lives. Some hunt down more wealth; others crave power or influence.


But our real nature is never determined by this kind of ‘success’. The only way we truly know why we’re here (and the only true source of real and lasting hope in this life) is in knowing to whom we belong and how precious we are to the Almighty.


Those who put their hope in Jesus ‘can no longer die; for they are like the angels’. 


They are God’s children, since they are children of the resurrection. 


Luke 20:36


I have experienced that incredible sense of purpose of being found in Christ, and it changes everything. We know we are truly loved; we find home, peace and strength; we draw on His resources; and we reach out in love to all those we come into contact with.
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