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FOREWORD


[image: image]


Rich Mullins introduced me to an experience with God in the context of music that I had never known.


In 1981, I was attending college at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. A cassette tape of a song Rich had written landed on a desk at my management company. During a meeting with the team, I remember sitting around a Formica-top conference table, listening to songs I might record for a new album, when Rich’s song started playing. By the end of “Sing Your Praise to the Lord,” I was standing on that conference table, arms up in the air, whooping and hollering. I have been moved by a lot of songs, but when that song reached its iconic release point, I was levitating.


I ended up recording “Sing Your Praise to the Lord” on Age to Age. That was my first introduction to Rich. I think Rich and I both spent way too much time in our heads—I still do—so our friendship just clicked. He was disarmingly honest about his life and the things that he struggled with, and he came at things from a different angle, a different perspective. Many times in our conversations I would think, I hadn’t thought about it that way. He made lofty ideas about God so earthy. He humanized God. He humanized Jesus for me.


Rich didn’t waste any time trying to be good, or at least trying to appear good. There’s a little bit of good and bad in every one of us. But what Rich wanted to know, what we all want to know, is that we are loved.


For love to make the difference in any of our lives, much less in the world, we have to learn to receive it for ourselves. That learning is not a one-time thing, it is a daily thing, and it is in light of and in spite of all the things we grind on in our heads—all the chatter, all the old data that we allow to play over and over. Until we get quiet enough and still enough to receive love, or rather, when we get still and receive it, along with the experience of receiving love comes the absolute awareness that we are all connected equally to love. Equally. Then it makes sense when Jesus says, “If you have done it to the least of these, you have done it to me.”2


We have made our wild, unique, overwhelming relationship with our Maker into a study. We go to Sunday school. Maybe we get a master’s degree in theology. Rich was very smart, but he blew in the face of all that. The reality of a relationship with God is something completely different, and “other,” and untouched by the study of God. While I love reading and studying the Bible and believe it is a life-giving pursuit of its own, it is not required for a relationship with Him. That’s how Rich introduced people to God. He was always saying, Here He is. Just open your eyes. He’s right there. Give in. Lean in. Fall into Jesus.


This is how he lived his life, and he made the rest of us curious.
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The wind blows all around us as if it has a will of its own; we feel and hear it, but we do not understand where it has come from or where it will end up. Life in the Spirit is as if it were the wind of God.


JOHN 3:8


AMY GRANT
Nashville, Tennessee
March 2017
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I am thinking now of old Moses: sitting on a mountain—sitting with God. I am thinking of the lump in his throat, that weary ache in his heart, that nearly bitter longing sweetened by the company of God….


Of God, on whose breast old Moses lays His head like John the beloved would lay his on the Christ’s. And God sits there quietly with Moses, for Moses, and lets His little man cry out his last moments of life.


And then God—the great eternal God—takes Moses’s thin-worn, threadbare little body into His hands—hands into whose breath marked off the heavens—and with these enormous and enormously gentle hands, God folds Moses’s pale, lifeless arms across his chest for burial.


I don’t know if God wept at Moses’s funeral. I don’t know if He cried when He killed the first of His creatures, to take its skins to clothe this man’s earliest ancestors. I don’t know who will bury me….


But I look back over the moments of my life and see the hands that carried Moses to his grave lifting me out of mine. In remembering, I go back to these places where God met me and I met Him again and I lay my head on His breast, and He shows me the land beyond the Jordan and I suck into my lungs the fragrance of His breath, the power of His presence.


Rich Mullins3
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INTRODUCTION
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Richard Wayne Mullins died September 19, 1997. He was one month shy of his forty-second birthday. A tragic auto accident along Illinois Interstate 39 took his life and abruptly ended a provocative musical career. The prophetic poet had been silenced. We felt the void and we grieved our loss.


Like many culture influences whose lives are cut short, seemingly overnight Rich Mullins’s life and work became a focal point of a tribe of followers seeking authentic communion within the conversations he perpetuated. Rich’s conversations were centered by Jesus’s practices and heaven’s perspectives rather than man-made religions and church-created expectations. And because he began his conversations with music, they felt safer.


Growing up in a Baptist congregation on the rural eastern edge of West Texas, I knew the poetry of his music. Songs like “Awesome God,” “Sometimes by Step,” and “Hold Me Jesus”—forerunners of the modern worship music movement—were staples on our radios, in our homes, and worship services. Rich’s unparalleled songwriting prose housed the most tender prayers inside accessible melodic sensibilities. And it was within the musical breadth of A Liturgy, a Legacy, and a Ragamuffin Band that I first learned honest-to-God songwriting was not exclusive to music in the mainstream, but was also available to spiritual seekers inside the church.


But it wasn’t Rich’s legend, his musicality, or even his lyrics that got to me. It was Rich himself who moved me.


He asked lots of questions. Whether in a discourse with close friends or fellow artists, with concert audiences, or within the confines of a narrow music industry, Rich punctuated his exchanges with question marks. He urged conversations forward through illustrations of his own vulnerable search for God and inner peace—for some permanent solution to this so obviously temporal human condition.


He was unafraid and unashamed to love people, especially those lingering on the outskirts of society, popularity, and success. His generous lifestyle and provocative dialogue bolstered the notion that God loves us “as we are, not as we should be”—as phrased by his beloved confidant, Brennan Manning.


He was indifferent to the rules of an impersonal religion and unimpressed by America’s twentieth-century corporate church concoctions. Yet he remained ensconced in Scripture, and he was captivated by the relational power of communion.


In his persistent search for that seemingly impossible but Jesus-like balance of truth and grace, Rich was absolutely and totally enamored by eternal matters. His incessant hunt for eternity that ensued has caused more than one of his close companions to wonder if his tragic auto accident, now twenty years since, was a result of this fiery urge to embody the fullness of forever as soon as was earthly possible.


He was truly haunted by home.


Still, twenty years after his unexpected death, it remains a mystery as to how Rich’s honest songwriting would have fared inside an industry narrowed by the confines of “modern worship” music’s commercialism. But regardless of the industry’s fashions and trends, the inspiration of his lyrics and his life continue to surge through the lives and work of many voices who are influencing culture today. My hope is that this book has offered a gracious space for some of those people to share their experiences of faith and doubt as inspired by Rich’s life—a life full of faith and doubt.


More than a tribute to his music, or a biography of his life, this discourse has been drafted for those of us who, like Rich, courageously maneuver through the enigma of faith in the hopes of surrendering to Jesus, one day, completely.


I never expected to connect so deeply with the person of Rich. And I suspect, after perusing these pages, you might relate to him too. Consider these conversations, from Rich … for you.


In the ragamuffin spirit,
Andrew Greer
Franklin, Tennessee
March 2017
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Rich Mullins with the Amy Grant Unguarded Encore Tour, 1986.
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Rich’s house in Bellsburg, Tennessee, formerly served as the parsonage for this church, Bethel Methodist.
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The church’s doors were always open and Rich would play this piano and sing hymns with his guests.







PART 1  


LOVE ALONE


The Gospel of Belonging




And while reasons may be found within His love, no reason would be able to contain His love…. It is possible that the evidence of His divinity lies in that love—that in light of love, miracles seem sort of unremarkable. If God can love me, the rest will follow.


RICH MULLINS1
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The Amy Grant Unguarded Encore Tour, 1986.





LOVE ALONE
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The song was broken on the silence.


The day fell deep into the shadows.


Torn from His heart the music echoed,


I love you.


The prayer went out and then the candle.


The grave was sealed, the promise sleeping,


And through the dark the quiet whispered,


I love you.


And broader still than time and space,


His love alone, through heaven’s grace,


One sacrifice for every life.


Our sin atoned


By love alone


The stone was moved and eyes were opened


And joy came walking from the sadness.


Now in our hearts still His voice lingers.


I love you.…


UNPUBLISHED LYRICS BY RICH MULLINS, PHIL NAISH, AND LOWELL ALEXANDER2
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Rich on the road with good friends David McCracken and Marita Meinerts Albinson, 1990.








Part 1


INTRODUCTION
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The more I uncover about Rich Mullins’s interior life, the more I connect to the tenacious tension he let us see between his mind, heart, and soul in the knowing about God’s love, believing in God’s love, and, ultimately, receiving God’s love. Perhaps his relentless struggle to care for and love himself decently compelled him to care for and love others wholly.


He seemed to have an almost unrelieved longing to be invited, to be included. Long before “inclusivity” became a culturally correct term, Rich embodied it. The unconditional character of his love, the equality (and therefore quality) of his acceptance for all people, and his genuine service to his neighbors (especially for those who were poor and broken—which in some way defines us all), compelled others to participate in his conversation—some to criticize, some to confirm, but drawn in nonetheless.


Compelled by compassion, Rich limited his salary to an “everyman’s wage” so that he could share his financial good fortune with his “Ragamuffin” musical family and with organizations and individuals who invested in partnering with the disenfranchised and those relegated to the fringes of society. During the last few years of his life, he fashioned his professional life to provide the infrastructure for his growing kinship with the Navajo and his fervor for teaching music to children in the reservation schools.


Very practically, Rich’s life was inspired by love, and by love alone


The origin of love begins with the Creator’s own tender pronouncement: “God looked over everything he had made; it was so good, so very good!” Genesis 1:31 (MSG). This inborn truth—that He created us and created us well—elevates our existence from some scientific experiment conjured up by a distant deity to purposeful people instilled with the essence of eternity by the imagination of a Creator whose perfect presence we reflect. To risk scattering His image across the cosmos via free-willed creatures … He must be crazy. Or, in love.


Rich understood the Fall is in us all and he was keenly aware of his own transgressions. But he had a way of turning our focus from the despair of sin to the hope of Jesus, who is persistently wooing us back to the table of grace through love. He insisted that with all of our darkness, not in spite of it, we belong in the company of God’s light. Or more succinctly, we are loved by God, therefore we belong.


Through Rich’s life and songs, he perpetuated this dialogue that began when God created you and me, and created us “so very good.” Love, as it was in the beginning …
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A barefooted Rich with his dog, Curry, on the front porch of his home in Bellsburg, Tennessee.







CHAPTER 1  


BARE


Cindy Morgan
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Humility is not thinking less of yourself: it is thinking of yourself less.


C. S. LEWIS


He was barefoot.


The meeting ground between something sacred and something raw and human is written throughout the pages of history.


God speaks to Moses through a burning bush: “Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground” (Exodus 3:5 NIV). Adam and Eve, covered in fig leaves in the garden, when God asks, “Who told you that you were naked?” (Genesis 3:11 NIV). Jesus hanging on the cross, depicted with only a loincloth over His battered figure, His bloody feet pierced by a large nail.


Leading up to His crucifixion, I wonder if Jesus was stripped of His sandals, wilting under the weight of the beam of wood that would become His cross as He carried it down the narrow street of the “Via Dolorosa” (which translated means the “Painful Way”), His bare feet digging into sharp rocks and gravel with each agonizing step.


Bare.


It is the state in which we arrive to life, without any protection or disguise to cover our nakedness, our shame, who we are in our most raw and vulnerable form. We learn to present ourselves, to put our best foot forward. We wear our finest clothes, our most stylish statement, hiding what truly is for fear of falling short. We are afraid there isn’t enough grace to cover our sin, so we desperately try to cover it up.


The last time I saw Rich Mullins we were performing an event—strangely enough, called “The Spectacular”—at Nashville’s historic Ryman Auditorium. The concert was hosted during the week of the Dove Awards, Gospel music’s annual awards show, as a kind of holy spectacle showcasing Christian music’s brightest talent. I had been a part of the event for many years, but that year—that night—it would be different.


From the moment Rich stepped onto the stage, the atmosphere changed in that old church. While all of the rest of us donned our most expensive clothes, Rich walked out wearing a crumpled black T-shirt and jeans faded not from an artificial processing to make them look just so, but faded from real wear and real tear. His hair hung down in an unkempt, unintentional bob, the result of not giving much thought to a haircut. Then I looked down and saw the thing that made me the most surprised …


No shoes.


His brown bare feet padded across the wood floor of the Ryman stage, and as he sat down at a nine-foot Steinway piano, I imagined him pressing down the sustain pedal, how it must have been cold and slippery. But it didn’t faze Rich in the slightest. He began to play “Our God Is an Awesome God.” The air in the auditorium was electrified by his voice and his musicianship. By his vulnerability, his inability to care what others thought, his rawness before God and before us. It is a moment I will never forget.


At the end of the song, the audience erupted with a standing ovation, begging Rich for another song. He looked at the crowd in a sort of bewilderment and walked off the stage, never to return. I wonder if Rich was thinking that we had missed the whole point of the song … “Our God is an awesome God,” not “Rich is an awesome artist.”


God is the point of our existence, not success, or fame, or looking the part, or covering up that which is unseemly or sinful or embarrassing.


Let us lay bare that which we are, the things we struggle with, all that we cannot hide anyway, and place them at the holy, bare feet of Jesus, or we may never experience the true grace and mercy of an awesome and loving God. Where the struggler meets the sacred. Where our humanity meets holiness.
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Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.


HEBREWS 4:13 NIV




CHAPTER 2


FLAWS AND ALL
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Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.


IAN MACLAREN


This affective, widely cited quote is most commonly attributed to Ian MacLaren, the pen name for nineteenth-century Scottish author and theologian Reverend John Watson. Though the phraseology is charming, the admonition within is penetrating.


We all carry baggage, don’t we? Some of us are weighted down with particularly dense issues. Rich certainly was. We press through difficult relationships, commit ourselves to recovery from addictions, and fight against low self-esteem and low-grade depressions. Life requires much of many of us, and so we discipline our lives, attempting to work through and around all that we lug mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. And yet, these issues persist in possessing our attention and affection.


Though the details of our lives storybook very differently, at some point, we all understand hardship.


In becoming aware of our shortcomings, we often become critical of ourselves, and of others. But when we allow our hearts to be purged of what feels temporarily good by what is eternally best, we become more gracious to ourselves, and to others. And grace makes the world go ’round.


We will never fully know what it cost the person sitting next to us on Sunday to slip out of bed, slide into that pew, and pray that prayer. I would venture to say most of us don’t know what it takes for any of us to get to the sanctuary. All the beds lain in. All the nitty-gritty we try to surrender but struggle to forfeit. We keep working for Jesus’s attention, rather than simply accepting His friendship.


It’s impossible for us to live blameless lives. But we can share our battle scars as an invitation to dive into the deep end of redemption—where fear is washed out by forgiveness, guilt is drowned by grace, and heartache is plunged beneath waves of healing, over and over again.


“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.”


This is our story. This was Rich’s song. Flaws and all.
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Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. The one who is victorious will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out the name of that person from the book of life, but will acknowledge that name before my Father and his angels.


REVELATION 3:4–5 NIV




I am a Christian because I have seen the love of God lived out in the lives of people who know Him. The Word has become flesh and I have encountered God in the people who have manifested (in many “unreasonable” ways) His Presence; a Presence that is more than convincing—it is a Presence that is compelling.


RICH MULLINS







CHAPTER 3  


THE RAGAMUFFIN TRUTH3


Brennan Manning
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Next to Jesus, maybe all the heavens and the hills of the earth, all the music and works of art, all the rainbows and wines and burning bushes and boars seem like tiny tokens—great as they are—and maybe the issue is not so much about how and through what God swears His love, as it is about whether or not God does love.


RICH MULLINS


I consider meeting Rich Mullins one of the most truthful times in my life. We met the first time in Colorado Springs. I was out there doing a short, three-day preaching mission and Rich was also visiting. He asked me [if he] could do an interview. Rich talked about the grace of God rather than personal performance, and that was a track I was locked into—personal performance, which, by the way, never works.
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