



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2025 by Zachary Meerkreebs


Cover design by Whitney J. Hicks. Cover image by CSA Images; Getty Images. Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The author is represented by Tom Dean, Literary Agent with A Drop of Ink Literary, www.adropofink.pub.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


FaithWords


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


faithwords.com


@FaithWords / @FaithWordsBooks


First Edition: January 2025


FaithWords is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The FaithWords name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™ | Scripture quotations marked (NASB) are taken from the New American Standard Bible®, copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1972, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. | Scripture quotations marked (ESV) are from The ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®). ESV® Permanent Text Edition® (2016). Copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. The ESV® text has been reproduced in cooperation with and by permission of Good News Publishers. Unauthorized reproduction of this publication is prohibited. All rights reserved. | Scripture quotations marked (MSG) are taken from The Message. Copyright © 1993, 2002 by Eugene H. Peterson. Used by permission. | Scripture quotations marked (NLT) are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2007 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved. | Scripture quotations marked (TLB) are taken from The Living Bible copyright © 1971 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved. The Living Bible, TLB, and the The Living Bible logo are registered trademarks of Tyndale House Publishers. | Scripture quotations marked (AMP) are taken from the Amplified Bible, Copyright © 1954, 1958, 1962, 1964, 1965, 1987 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. Scripture quotations marked (KJV) are from the Holy Bible, King James Version.


All art is courtesy of the author.


FaithWords books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Print book interior design by Bart Dawson.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Meerkreebs, Zach, author.


Title: Lower : igniting spiritual awakening through radical humility / Zach Meerkreebs.


Description: First edition. | New York : Faith Words, 2025.


Identifiers: LCCN 2024031692 | ISBN 9781546007517 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781546007531 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Revivals—Kentucky. | Asbury University. | Religious awakening—Christianity. | Humility—Religious aspects—Christianity.


Classification: LCC BV3774.K4 M33 2025 | DDC 269/.2409769—dc23/eng/20240903


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024031692


ISBNs: 9781546007517 (hardcover), 9781546007531 (ebook)


E3-20241112-JV-NF-ORI














To my sweet Kristin Joy… 
and all of the other hidden and humble heroes 
who have changed my life.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: FaithWords logo]















Foreword



“We should go to Asbury,” my friend Freddy said as we were visiting Nashville. I was tired and didn’t feel the need to go, despite the buzz about a revival, an awakening, or an outpouring happening there. (No one knew what to call it!) I was speaking at a conference and had a podcast recording nearby. Freddy, one of our church’s worship leaders, was also leading worship at the conference. Did I mention I was tired? I took a nap in our hotel room and woke up fifteen minutes later with a clear prompting from the Holy Spirit: “Go to Asbury.”


I asked Freddy, “Are you ready?”


Without hesitation, he shouted, “Let’s go!”


We started the four-hour trek and arrived after dark. The campus of Asbury University was crowded, so we parked on a lawn, then walked to a line of people wrapped around the chapel. When we finally made it in, I headed to the balcony. It was standing room only. The aisles and every square inch of the room were filled with people. On the stage, a group of students led worship in a stripped-down, basic, humble, meek, and unassuming kind of way. It wasn’t “excellent” in a polished, professional sense.


With skepticism in my heart, I found a spot up high and noticed an old projector in the corner, seemingly untouched since 1992. I took a picture of it with my phone. Then I opened my Bible and started reading in the midst of the singing. I didn’t know what to expect, but I wanted to encounter God. And encounter Him, I did.


As the crowd took over singing “Agnus Dei,” the Holy Spirit moved powerfully. “Holy… Holy… Are You Lord God Almighty… Worthy is the Lamb… Worthy is the Lamb… For You are HOLY…” I can still hear it. I stood up, swayed, and sang at the top of my lungs. Time stood still. It felt like only twenty minutes, but hours passed by.


I eventually met Zach Meerkreebs, the preacher whose message sparked all of this. He was a little stripped down, basic, humble, meek, and unassuming. With a round face, curly hair, glasses, and a soft smile, he exuded kindness and a deep love for Jesus. He wasn’t surprised by what God was doing, more grateful. “I just preached a stinker,” he told me he had texted his wife after his sermon. But the students stayed. Then their friends came, and soon people from all over the country and the world followed.


I took off my sweater and gave it to Zach, sensing he’d be there for a while. He thought I was as weird as I thought he was. After all, who says “stinker”?! I found Freddy, and we left. But a part of me stayed in that chapel, and a part of that chapel stays with me.


Since that day, I’ve gotten to know Zach better. His life is marked by a deep, rare sense of humility. He is a man of prayer who loves to talk about his wife and their daughter in heaven. He’s a wounded man whose faith has been tested by fire. It’s no surprise that God has used him as He has.


Paired with the Gospel of Jesus Christ, I believe Christ-like humility is the most important message for the United States right now. In fact, the whole world so desperately needs this message. Humility is the missing virtue and that has created so much division in our land. What if we started pursuing and reclaiming it?


I pray that I would walk with a greater humility, and I know all who read this book will shed pride with every page turn.


As we seek to go lower, who better to lead us than the man God used to lift us all up once upon a time? After all, Jesus was a little stripped down, basic, humble, meek, and unassuming. Zach will show us how to be more like Him.


Jonathan Pokluda 
Pastor, author, and friend















Introduction



An Ordinary & Unremarkable Chapel Service


“Laid a stinker. Be home soon.”


“They aren’t leaving… maybe I’ll still be able to make it home to take a nap.”


*insert GIF shared only between a post-preaching husband and a gracious wife… *


“Babe, something is happening. Please pray.”


“KP… I won’t be home for dinner. Bring the girls to Asbury asap.”


Fast-forward sixteen days, and the world had been shaken by God pouring out His love and meeting tens of thousands with His peaceful power. Sixteen days of unending worship coupled with moments of testimony, the reading of Scripture, preaching, healing, miracles, teaching, and silence. This experience had been in a beautiful and fragile auditorium of a faithful Christian liberal arts university in small-town USA.


*Camera pans through rolling green hills, past horses grazing, to Wilmore, Kentucky… traveling up the steps of Hughes Auditorium, the chapel of Asbury University. Go Eagles!*


On February 7, 2023, I had been given the gift of facilitating a day of soul care and spiritual formation for youth ministers in Columbus, Ohio. For my dear friend Ciro and me, the day was full of honesty, hunger for a deeper relationship with God, and practices that could possibly serve those in the room. After a day of ministry, marked by sweet teaching moments and soft hearts to receive, I jumped into my car and embarked on my three-hour drive home. I needed to get home, though it would be very late, so that I could complete my two-part sermon out of Romans 12 to preach at Asbury University the next day.


Of course I prayed and listened to sermons during my drive home while simultaneously receiving prophetic visions…


Not.


I listened to a true crime podcast, called a friend, and ate Twizzlers to stay awake.


The next morning, I woke up relatively early and drove to a wonderful coffee shop near Asbury where I created slides based on the preparation I had done. Romans 12:9–21 only includes thirteen verses, but on the topic of loving others, it includes twenty-eight commands that set the bar pretty high.


How will I preach this message?


How can I get this all in in the time allotted?


This was my last of fourteen sermons preached within two and a half weeks, and I was wiped. This is not to impress (small flex), but a public confession that I need to learn the word no. I would talk to my counselor again and again about pace in the coming weeks.


When will I get a nap?


As I prayed and prepared for the coming chapel service, I felt God invite me to present a challenge to the students: that they could not love others based on the standards laid out in this passage. Not only did the number of directives I’d need to cover make me nervous, but the idea of preaching that kind of sermon to these kinds of students when I am not usually that kind of chapel speaker made me a bit uneasy.


I wandered up to the balcony, took a picture of the empty auditorium, and posted it on Instagram, asking for prayer for this place and the students who would soon fill those seats. If I’d only known…


The gospel choir arrived. Several of them described the prior night’s worship and prayer, testifying to feeling that God was going to move in the chapel that day. If we’d only known.


Their faith and willingness to lean into the service encouraged me, but I’m sad to say I placed their comments in my back pocket instead of letting them sink into my heart. I was tired and a bit nervous for my sermon.


The student chaplain prayed for our service, and the choir began. Benjamin Black, the choir director, led the students through persistent, faith-filled, God-honoring songs. His energy contrasted with the sleepy voices of students in sweatpants, some of them wearing earbuds and scrolling through their phones. Then I came up to preach.


Did I feel the wind at my back or have an open vision of me stepping into the throne room? No… I asked the students to open their Bibles to Romans 12 and began.


“I hope you guys forget me but that anything from the Holy Spirit and God’s Word would find fertile ground in your hearts and produce fruit.”


Had two cherubim given me high fives on my way up onstage or massaged my shoulders when I thought I’d forgotten my clicker? No. I began reading the Scripture about becoming “Love in Action.”


The week before, I’d given a sermon to these same students that I was much more confident in on the cost of pride, competition, and comparison. I’d challenged the students to lean into greater gratitude, understanding that everything we have are gifts, and to gaze upon Jesus… no one else.


But I dove into the verses that were set for February 8: Romans 12:9–21.


“Do you love me?” I asked. I invited them to look at their neighbor, whom they were assigned to sit by, and ask the same question. After hearing some awkward giggles, I spoke about three of my favorite places in my town that I love. A favorite restaurant where my wife and I do date nights, a coffee shop where I sip cappuccinos, and a gelateria my seven-year-old specifically loves. But these places, though remarkable, could not stand up to the people I introduced next whom I have genuine love for: Kristin, my wife; and our daughters, Eden, Esther, and Mercy. I wanted my love for them to be without hypocrisy… love that was not fake, nor selfish nor violent.


Hypocritical love in this day and age is a point of pain for many, especially those who sit on our college campuses. These students leaned in as I read the verses describing real love and calling out fake and selfish love. Our souls, I explained, are designed to be loved and to love. When that love is a counterfeit, though, it only fills the space temporarily, possibly to meet an immediate need, and quickly disappears like hands full of sand running through our fingers. We are, as Christ followers, invited to be both the object and the agent of God’s love, His affection and mission.


This real love is hard for us to just muster up. We cannot white-knuckle godly love. We have to experience it. We need to realize that “we love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19).


To truly love those around us and expand that love to the ends of the earth, we must experience God’s love in an authentic and personal way. As my friend Ciro often says, we will need to sit as the object of His affection and love before being the agent of it. And we must always return to it to continue being a representative of God’s love. If all it took was just knowing everything about God’s love, the Sadducees would have gotten it. If we only needed to do all the perfect things, or do all the things perfectly, to love God and others, the Pharisees would have had this down. No, we have to experience the love of God for ourselves, truly be saturated in it, before we can spill out that love toward others. This love is what the students and staff at Asbury University would encounter in profound ways for the following sixteen days.


My time was running out, so I clicked through my slides to the last one that had three questions:




What is the source of your love?


What is the purpose of your love?


Who are you becoming through this expression of love?





When I finished, I invited the students and staff to stay if they wanted to talk and pray or come to the altar to experience God’s love firsthand through the Spirit. Then I offered more encouragement before leaving:


“Do not leave here until you experience the love of God so that you can pour it out.”


“The world needs these kinds of Christians. People that have experienced the love of God.”


“I pray that this sits on you like an itchy sweater… that you have to itch. That you would need to do something about it.”


“Jesus, do a new thing in our midst. Revive us by your love.”


I sat down in the creaky wooden chair in the front row, sighed, texted my wife about “the stinker” sermon, and began to pray. Insecurity set in, as it often did directly after preaching, but I watched as students stayed. I watched Georges, a volunteer in the choir who soon would become a teammate during the wild sixteen days, sing along with passion. I’d planned a coffee meeting with an amazing young leader, Wes, but when the time to meet came, I texted him to grab his guitar and come to Hughes.


We stayed in Hughes, like a beautiful incubator for what God was doing, for hours and hours. Within hours, my phone began to blow up and I tried to respond…


“What is God doing?”


“We are still worshiping…” I texted back.


“Zach, have you heard about what’s going down at Asbury?”


“Ha… well… yes. You need to get down here…” I sheepishly typed and pressed send.


Throughout the day, more students came. Faculty and leadership would come into Hughes with eyes wide, smiles on their faces, and start discussing the next steps. Pastors and friends from around the area came to see. My consistent reaction was a quiet giggle, a shrug of my shoulders, and usually a hug. I remember running into one campus leader I greatly respect and love, and I told him, “It’s time to be bold, Mark. Be bold.” Over the next sixteen days, Mark would become a dear comrade, a humble servant, and a secret weapon as he coordinated media, security, and really just about anything that was needed behind the scenes.


I had texted my mentor and dear friend Dr. David Thomas, whose research and writing is on the very subject of prayer that precedes revival and awakening. He lived just up the road, so he arrived a bit after dinner. I then found myself with him and some university leaders in the humble basement of Hughes Auditorium, where David said in his sweet and confident voice, “I think you might have something here. Might you consider keeping Hughes open through the night?”


I had absolutely no clue that the sermon I’d given earlier that morning, the one that felt quite lacking, would be the first sermon of sixteen days of a beautiful encounter with Jesus. I had no idea that that meeting in the Hughes basement would mean so much. There was no thought that these sixteen days would spur on moments and movements around college campuses, churches around the United States and abroad, igniting hearts to truly follow Jesus, experiencing His love and pouring it out on others. My life and my family would never be the same…


Later, a dear friend was asked to describe the chapel service that “launched” this supernatural experience and he replied, “It was ordinary and unremarkable… not bad but…”


How does it feel going viral for being ordinary and unremarkable? How do I feel being the one who preached a stinker that was a part of a move of God?


Humbling.


A HEADS-UP


If you’ve picked up this book to read my firsthand accounts of the Asbury Outpouring, you’ll find much more than that. You’ll find my thoughts, prayers, and ideas that were distilled for many years before February 8, 2023, and have been continuing since those wonderful sixteen days. You’ll hear about this concept of spiritual formation, woven throughout each chapter, which is the journey of a Christ follower being shaped, transformed, and more and more reliant on the Spirit of God to resemble and represent Jesus Christ and His teaching. In Invitation to a Journey, M. Robert Mulholland Jr. beautifully defines it as “a process of being formed in the image of Christ for the sake of others.”1 This transformative process may be initiated by the Holy Spirit, Scripture, a sermon you hear, a conversation over coffee, or maybe (I earnestly pray) even this book. In the following pages, I hope you’ll experience vulnerability and honesty in ways I have been—and am still being—formed, through the power of the Holy Spirit, into living more like Jesus Christ on a daily basis.


If there was a book of prescriptive steps to experience what happened on Asbury’s campus, I would warn you to stay away from it. If there were an eloquently written book describing the 384 hours of continual prayer and worship during that time, it would probably be written by one of my gifted and anointed teammates… and I would cheer you on as you read it. But the book you’ve picked up is a vulnerable look at what I observed, what I have been exploring and pursuing and sharing with pretty much everyone since. It presents a way of pursuing and preparing for a fresh outpouring of God’s spirit through an essential posture of humility.


My hope and prayer is that through these stories and the unpacking of ideas, the Spirit would confront pride in our lives and mold us into entrustable vessels for a fresh outpouring of His Spirit. A prideful disciple is a difficult tool for God to use and a sparkly church is not winning the next generation back to Christ. These truths also existed during Jesus’ ministry and the early church too. But the sauce of Jesus and His ministry was His humility and His very real outworking of it.


You and I follow a God who radically humbled Himself for our sake. Yet for some reason, very few of us feel compelled to seek that same humility. Instead, we’d rather pursue other things deemed more winsome or effective like followers, platform, or washboard abs. Why don’t we put all those things on the table, like we did for sixteen days at Asbury, and let God address them?


Are you up for doing the work that leads to looking more like Jesus by the end of this book? If being marked by Christ-like humility is on the table, I am raising my hand and saying yes to the hard work of chasing after Christ and His humility.


Would you say yes with me?















Chapter 1



Going Lower


“Humility is too wonderful a thing for us 
not to consider and pursue. It is like oxygen. 
Humility is restorative, normalizing. It is for your 
soul what a good night’s sleep is for your body.”


GAVIN ORTLUND


“You know that those who are regarded as rulers of 
the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials 
exercise authority over them. Not so with you. 
Instead, whoever wants to become great among you 
must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first 
must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man 
did not come to be served, but to serve, 
and to give his life as a ransom for many.”


JESUS, IN MARK 10:42–45


I can be a prideful man, but I’m writing on humility.


You’re asking, “Who is this guy? Who does he think he is to write a book on humility?”


I hear you, and I’ve asked the same questions. I feel uncomfortable… but compelled as well.


This is a bit awkward. If I had to guess, I’d guess you might be a wee bit prideful too.


But it’s okay, it’s okay. Let’s stay at “the table,” prayerfully in the conversation.


I know there are many aspects of this journey that will surprise us, like the beautiful lowliness of Jesus but also the icky, subtle, and religiously acceptable ways pride shows up in our lives. As we dive into this conversation, we must stay malleable and submitted… like clay on the potter’s wheel (Isaiah 64:8).


Tim Keller wrote, “Humility is so shy, if you begin talking about it, it leaves.” I read that with a bit of fear and trembling. I read that as a fragile jar of clay… a bit intimidated.


But we need to talk about humility… and we need to prioritize the pursuit of it.


During the Outpouring, I felt like a fragile jar of clay standing on that small, Christian university campus. I felt wrecked by the humility of God and His profound gentleness. His kindness, gentleness, simplicity, and humility fell on all of us who were present. We had no choice but to respond.


I may be an unlikely author for this book. Pride is something the Lord has convicted me of before, and has since the Outpouring, but I am captivated by Christ’s loving humility and would love to invite you to chase Jesus and His humility with me. As we look toward this journey, I would like to share with you a definition for humility that we can unpack and discuss through this book: Humility is the simple and freeing agreement of the biblical assessment of who God is and who I am. It is rooted in our belovedness and adoption of the Father1 so we aren’t tricked into timidity or start feeling like a worm. This humility is walked out in friendship with Jesus,2 relying on His example and grace when we falter and initiated and empowered by the Holy Spirit3 because we could not do this by pure will or our own hard work.


BASE CAMP


When you set your mind on the peak of a mighty mountain, let’s say Everest or K2, there is a season of preparation, study, and training. Not only do you prepare your lungs, legs, and mind to make the trek, you also gather a team of guides and comrades for the journey.


There are moments, amid the adventure preparation, when you decide the starting place, where you rest, regroup, and strategize for the next stretch. The base camp, where this all gets started, is a really significant place in the story of a mountaineer. This is the launch pad for the expedition upward.


We are now at a base camp, but before ascending, would we consider what might be waiting for us in the lower places, lower with Jesus? Culture, inside and outside of the Church, uses words like ascend, climb, conquer. Culture can cast a vision of trekking up your leadership mountain and planting that flag victoriously on the summit, like a boss. In Christendom, I have heard a disproportionate amount of teaching about going higher and higher with Jesus in worship, preaching, or prayer. It feeds our desire to win, conquer, and so on, but we are invited as followers of Christ to go lower. Lower gets a bad rap… like we are going to lose character or morals. Descending makes me think of a sketchy basement or even hell.


One of my favorite places on earth is my sweet KP and my college friends’ lake house. You have to climb a little hill and then after a gasp and pause to take in the beauty, you descend carefully down steep steps to one of the most beautiful and precious beaches I’ve ever enjoyed. So, instead of looking down creaky steps with a flickering light into an unfinished basement in a horror film, what if you see going lower as the careful walk lower into beauty. What if Jesus is waiting for us when we are going lower in humility?


Jesus challenges us to consider the concept of lower and all it entails in a short teaching in Luke 14, verses 7–11. Christ, in the home of a well-known religious leader, saw guests taking seats of honor possibly out of prideful ambition or posturing. Jesus confronts this with a parable about a wedding feast. At the feast, instead of calculating and posturing to get the best seat, which could result in being called out and embarrassed, He says to take the lowest seat at the table. Take the lowest seat and wait for the host to invite you to a more distinguished seat.


Jesus even uses the world recline or in some translations lay back when talking about the lowest seat. So many times (confession here), I might take the lowest seat but in no way is my posture or priority in those moments focused on reclining and lying back. I might be at the lowest seat, but I’m on the edge of my chair, eager to get invited “higher,” eager to be noticed and thanked. I’m not settled and resting in the lowest seat totally confident in who I am and trusting the master to put me in the seat I need to be sitting in. How could we, while at “base camp,” consider going to the lowest seat and rely on the master to invite us to a seat of honor? What if this sort of humility, straight out of the mouth of Jesus, was reclaimed by the Church today? This is a radical humility, or better defined, biblical humility.


What will it take to go lower? To enter the sweet depth of Jesus and all of who He is? Enduring surrender, humble hunger, and vulnerable participation will be tested. In Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis speaks of these first steps: “If anyone would like to acquire humility, I can, I think, tell him the first step. The first step is to realize that one is proud. And a biggish step, too. At least, nothing whatever can be done before it. If you think you are not conceited, it means you are very conceited indeed.”4


In the coming conversations we will need to take “biggish steps,” beginning with how Christ’s humility confronts us and reveals places in our lives that do not line up. We must go there first to start the journey toward lower. We then will explore the crucible journey of leading as Christians and share our wounds and discuss suffering in the crushing. Just like beginning a journey up Everest, we have to prepare, be ready, and then go. Let’s dive into the first chapters with that same sort of intensity like the first steps up a peak.




Lord, give us enduring surrender… keep us on the potter’s wheel, keep our egos on the altar, help us keep our minds and hearts surrendered during the hard, humbling work we are stepping into.


Lord, give us humble hunger… hunger to look more like You and fullness, not to claim it and flex how humble we have become (and negating our work) but a humble hunger for all that You have for us.


Jesus, we want to experience Your kindness, humility, and gentleness as we say “yes” to vulnerability, fragility, and a ready yes for what You want for us. Help us not self-protect but vulnerably participate in Your deep formation.





RADICAL HUMILITY


When Asbury University chapel did not end on February 8, I was not immediately concerned about being prideful. I was in awe of Jesus’ tangible and gently powerful presence in the auditorium and did not want to be distracted. Jesus had met many of us in a profound way. The last words of my sermon flowed into honest worship. That authentic worship became hours of lingering, prayer, testimony, and much more. God’s presence was in the auditorium in a powerful and sweetly simple way.


Early on, I was afraid this experience was going to be centered around a personality and move into pride. It took up a large amount of my thought life, and sadly, on one of the first nights of those days at Asbury, I decided to check social media to see if anyone was talking about Asbury. Before I knew it, the sun was rising… I had wandered down the tempting rabbit hole of social media posts, hashtags, shout-outs, and more. That night, the power and presence of God collided with my humanity, hubris, and hunger for affirmation from man. (Welcome to an authentic book from a fragile and hopeful man; I hope you don’t put it down now.)


After that “all-nighter,” I deleted multiple apps and asked my wonderful wife to handle much of what was going on with my phone. I repostured and refocused on what God was doing. But I will never forget the moment when someone casually mentioned that the sermon I preached had gone viral and millions of people had viewed the video from February 8. My stomach sank, my brain got tangled up, and concern rushed in. I will not lie… there were many times in my years of ministry when I had thought that “viral” would be pretty cool. But what God was doing in our midst was so antithetical to what was peeking its head over a horizon of going lower in my life. It was too special and too holy to be experienced on an app or a website. It was a moment of deep spiritual formation for me.


As the crowds grew, Asbury’s administration warned us not to step outside without security or a friend, which felt so strange and uncomfortable… quite contradictory to some of my convictions about spiritual leadership. “Nameless and faceless” was what we said we wanted to be… but my name was “out there” and many people recognized my face. Our focus on “anti-celebrity culture” and the regular reminder that we were here for Jesus, the only “celebrity in the room,” was prevalent. But at the same time, I started getting requests for interviews by big media outlets, and I was being offered opportunities to meet spiritual heroes who had come to see what God was doing. Had I become a celebrity of an “anti-celebrity movement”?


Pride puts our eyes on ourselves. During the days of the Asbury Outpouring, pride could sneak up and strike at any moment. Some moments meant wrangling with self and pride while intentionally submitting to Jesus. The Spirit’s generosity, and the voice of many friends, would remind me of what walking in humility looks like. Those of us overseeing the Outpouring decided that we would hold no offense and would hold things open-handed. We would release every prerogative and agenda we might have for the sake of others and to the glory of God. We were experiencing the fragility of following Jesus in ministry. I felt fragile; my ego and character felt fragile.


The Outpouring showed me that I have to intentionally pursue humility. It doesn’t simply happen. Chasing the alternative, of self and pride, leads to dark and empty places.


It also showed me that my formation of humility and death to pride had started long before the Outpouring… when I felt broken, disappointed, and like unwanted rubbish.


GOOD SOIL


Do you know there is a difference between dirt and soil? Soil is what supports the growth of plants, while dirt—dirt collects by your front door or under your nails. Most of the time, when I see dirt, I brush it away because I see no need for it. We do this often with elements of our stories… brush them away, set them aside, and pay no attention because we see no possibility or potential in them. Dirt does not have potential. It cannot grow plants. But soil can. Our stories, your story, the specific moments and circumstances of story, are not dirt to brush away but, if cared for well, are soil for growth. If stewarded well, it’s brimming with potential and possibility.


So how do you make really good soil? By adding a little compost.


Compost is a mixture of ingredients, usually organic kitchen scraps, yard waste, manure, and other discardable, organic things that when stewarded correctly cultivate nutrient-rich soil. This process can take as little as two weeks or possibly up to two years before the peak performing soil arrives. Ultimately, some of the richest soil that is the most poised for growth and brimming with potential could be made up of trash… or at least what we perceive as trash. Stinky, rotten, bothersome yuck. When I looked up compost bins on the internet, there was a wide range of types and prices; one even marketed itself as “transforming pretty much whatever you eat into nutrient-rich plant food with little to no smell or flies!” Who knew there was such a booming compost industry? To be honest, I did. I did because of my stepdad, Greg.


Greg was a garage door salesman from Texas who would pick me up most days after school (or at least I remember it this way) with a slightly frozen Dr Pepper. He also was the ultimate amateur gardener. He loved working in our backyard in Colorado Springs, Colorado. He made it an oasis with multiple trails, man-made ponds and streams, a hammock, a “bowling ball garden,” and a beloved fire pit. Imagine being a third grader with your own log bridge over a creek or being a sixth grader with a sweet outdoor fireplace you can invite your friends over to sit around. The plants were lush, the garden was successful, and the architecture and style were funky and cool. The reality was that as we swayed in the hammock or got warm by the fire pit, we were experiencing the benefits of trash. Trash being repurposed and stewarded strategically by an intentional gardener. The flower beds had compost soil and the beloved fire pit had walls made of crumpled aluminum cans covered in stucco.


My mom and Greg had made multiple compost bins that sat on the side of the house. They provided unbelievable soil for their gardens. Those bins held high-growing-potential soil, but to me, they were full of my trash. Mom and Greg were pretty ruthless about not throwing away scraps, to the point that where I saw a banana peel, they saw soil, and when I made eggs and tossed shells away, they took them out of the trash can and put the shells into a bucket. Where I saw trash, they saw potential. Nothing would be wasted because everything had potential.


Scraps placed in the trash are just trash in a bin. But that trash, when handled with care and intentionality, can compost into something fertile and favored for growth. That lesson taught me that what I considered to be unworthy trash in my life could be turned into compost piles of good and bad stewarded by Jesus. It gave me a way to see who I was and who He is.


Perspective lets us accurately assess our good and bad. What we bring in brokenness and in our best, and through greater perspective our stories, we continue to contend for humility in our lives. Our stories, the good and bad, handled by the Great Gardener, can become some of the richest soil for the growth of Christ-likeness, which is a great place to begin our journey toward lower.


Our weakness, brokenness, hurts, and small offerings can all be stewarded by the Spirit to become compost in the richest soil where our humility can take root and grow. The key, as with many things, is in who is doing the gardening. Possibly you read this and rolled your eyes or are already tempted to skip ahead because you’ve heard this before or, praise God, your story does not seemingly resemble a trash heap. But each of our stories includes limits, experiences, and memories that can act as elements for good compost. Our stories, if submitted to the Lord, can be a place where greater humility can grow. Engaging our story with open eyes and hands can aid in the chase for humility.



THE POWER OF OUR STORY


On February 8, following a seemingly typical chapel service at Asbury University, we could tell God was meeting us in a unique way. My sermon had ended, somewhat abruptly, and I watched Gen Z students stay and worship and pray as the gospel choir led us in worship. As I was taking videos on my phone and processing the events via text with my wife, saying prayers and singing in between, others were beginning to stir. I will never forget the moments when college students sang out “I got joy down deep in my soul” and my friend Georges danced and sang with his guitar. Georges would lead worship for approximately twelve hours straight on the first day.


In these hours of worship, often with no lyrics but with lively participation, Asbury’s chaplain and I were approached by a student leader on campus named Charlie. I was a guest speaker, so I did not know Charlie well or his story but would soon hear it, feel it, and have the chance to pray and cheer him on in sharing it. It was one of the first “formalized” moments after I left the stage that day.


Charlie told a raw and authentic story that pointed to Christ with vulnerability, almost like a gentle invite to his peers to “go ahead… tell your story… let’s go there.” Charlie’s story began a cascading effect of testimonies that seemed to truly be fertilizer to what God was planting and growing. Vulnerability and honesty were mixed with hope and vision. Stories became not only a regular practice during our sixteen days at Asbury but a necessity to participate with what God was doing in our midst.


The stories of many Gen Z men and women rang out often from the stage—from suicidal ideation, abuse, porn addiction, and grief over death to experiencing provision and healing. A breathtaking moment early in the Outpouring happened when a student yelled out, “NO ONE SEES ME!” Almost immediately, like a guard dog that would not allow Satan to lie to this girl, another woman yelled back, with almost equal fervor, “WE SEE YOU!” Women from all over the chapel got up and surrounded this brave young testifier, praying and being present with her. I can’t write about this moment without crying.


This story, and many others, oriented individuals and the community to Jesus. Our stories can do the same. All of these things were shared and became the compost for God to move. God moved through all of these elements, good and bad, to give us rich soil. Rich soil was not made by the efforts and heroism of the ones telling them but of the God they were testifying about. Radical humility and stories became tied together. We knew who we were, where we came from, what we were longing for, and who would be the provider. The story became our reorienting tool to remind us that there was only one hero of this story, only one celebrity of the moment, and that person was Jesus.


MY COMPOST STORY


My desire is to be one of the most grateful people you’ve ever met. I have already given up being the brightest or most poetic author you’ve ever read, the most captivating preacher, the most strategic and impressive leader, and other things I strove for and desired for sadly too long in my own journey. I do believe that if I pursue gratitude, humility expressed outwardly, it’ll keep me in the sweet spot. I am fully aware of my brokenness, failures, and trauma. I have become strangely comfortable with grief. In all of these circumstances, though, I am very aware of where I could be, what I deserve, and what I am capable of, and how generous and gracious Jesus is. As I type this sentence (literally the last nineteen letters), I am shocked that I get to write a book. Here is why…


I grew up Jewish and had never heard of the Gospel. I had once watched the musical Jesus Christ Superstar and had dabbled in a couple VeggieTales movies but only at a certain family’s home. My family lived out our faith to the best of our ability: going to synagogue, celebrating most of the festivals and holidays, training and participating in Bar Mitzvahs, and my mom even came and taught our elementary school classes about Hanukkah when all my friends just could not wait for winter (some would call it Christmas) break. It became more difficult when we moved west, away from our family on the East Coast, to Colorado Springs.


Along this faith journey, I was also introduced to sexual brokenness. Some of my earliest memories are of my perpetrator and me. Those memories and the immense shame and guilt tied to those experiences are still topics of conversation in counseling and with my gentle yet fierce wife.


Brokenness, disappointments, divorces, and splintered relationships complicated things for me and I began to wonder a lot about manhood, identity, my sexuality, and more. I wrestled with the simple questions, “Do I have what it takes?” and “Am I uniquely delighted in and loved?” These were two key questions that I asked then and continued to wrestle with over the years. The “trash” was piling up. Yet I hadn’t heard a hint toward the composting work of the Gospel. I hadn’t ever met the Great Composter of my yuck, Jesus. I covered up my confusion and brokenness with overachieving, extraversion, and the thought that my religion would ultimately cover that pain somehow (although I was not very faithful to Hebrew school).


My rabbi had cast a vision that things would improve at my Bar Mitzvah. My story did pivot at my Bar Mitzvah, or at least I thought it did, but in ways much different than expected. I’d worked hard, crying the week before over fear that I would not remember my Torah portion for my big day. When the day arrived, I received tons of gifts and had a lavish party with a DJ, a caricature artist, and good food… but I did not feel better. I did not feel whole. It just felt like a religious event layered upon some immense hurt and brokenness. I don’t think I ever returned to synagogue after my Bar Mitzvah. And after thirteen or so years of covering my hurt, I found something else to help—drugs, alcohol, and girls. My coping mechanisms only led to other types of hurt, but there was one thing that felt like a relief in a substantial way: soccer.


I was not really all that good, but in that game, I found a place of belonging. Not only had I found a place of belonging, but I also started to take notice of some of the relationships off the field between fathers and their sons. I noticed families leaning in and loving my mom and me by helping me with rides, meals, and more. Through this, I got a glimpse into how these fathers loved their sons and served their families. I would just watch and watch these fathers like I was paparazzi. Doug, Jeff, Jim, Dave, Ralph, and Ken were dads who embodied the Gospel to me through their love for their families. I noticed that the common theme in all of these men’s lives was that they prayed before dinner. Now, I did not grow up praying before dinner, but I had heard of this before. Some of these dads would even say, “In Jesus’ name, amen.” These men who loved so well were all Christians. I especially noticed their love for their sons on my teams, and their sons played soccer differently. They weren’t exceptionally better than all the others, but they exuded something I didn’t. This led to me saying yes to an invitation to a teammate’s basement for what I thought was a party one night.


I walked down into Mason’s basement to find myself at my high school’s Fellowship of Christian Athletes (FCA). To my surprise, there was no weed or alcohol at this party, just a guitar, djembe, singing, and a short testimony shared by a man named Dave. Dave shared many things, I am sure, but I remember basically only one thing: He is a Father to the fatherless and He puts lonely people in families. This one verse, from Psalm 68, captivated and convicted me. I cried. Hard. I hid in the corner as I listened and got real snotty. And then I came to my secular senses…


“I can’t believe this junk! They’ve tricked me. I need to leave.”


I spooked and left. But I was so curious that I asked my friend Jeff for a Bible and to meet me at Starbucks to process. I asked hard questions about hell, hurt, and Hitler (the trifecta), and Jeff was courageous and clear. I heard the Gospel again, clearly. I then dove into several Bible studies and went to services on Sundays at a new church plant. FCA, that meeting at Starbucks, and diving into these communities and experiences began my journey of meeting Jesus. A year later, I gave my life to Jesus and asked Him to lead me for the rest of my life. There were many things that I would have to work on and pursue healing for, but I was adopted. I was His. I had experienced Him and knew the best news ever. For that, I would be forever grateful, and to the best of my ability, would chase after Him for the rest of my life.


Since surrendering my life to Jesus when I was sixteen years old, I have experienced tremendous brokenness and deep disappointment. I’ve also experienced extravagant grace and life-changing encounters with God. For that, I am deeply thankful… I am confident that He makes flower beds from my trash. Some of the best fruit and growth in my life has sprouted from the soil of my suffering and failures. He is the Master Gardener and artful at compost.


THOUGH FORMERLY I WAS A ___________


Possibly no man, other than Jesus, has had a greater impact on the Christian faith than the apostle Paul. He is the ultimate example of God cultivating trash into fertile soil. Paul was confronted by Christ and realized quickly that Christ would use all of Paul’s life, messes and mastery, for His own formation and leading the Church. Stories of redemption from Saul’s murderous threats to becoming a radical church planter and teacher not only rippled through churches and conversations of the early Church but in our preaching and conversations today. The fruit from Paul’s compost is still planting seeds today.


Later in Paul’s ministry, he radically invested himself in an apprentice named Timothy to whom he entrusted a group of churches in Ephesus (modern-day Turkey). In a letter to his apprentice Timothy, Paul shares how his own story has been used by the Spirit for forming him into a man who is grateful and humbly aware.




Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.


Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him and receive eternal life. (1 Timothy 1:13–16)





How often do we utilize our story to capture a room or woo an individual, all as a humblebrag on what we’ve accomplished? Because of Paul’s profound awareness of where he had been and where he was headed, his story can be used in more poignant ways. Paul’s life was compost that God used for transformation: Saul, trash, to Paul, growth and humble apostolic leadership.


Paul shared things that many of us would want to hide or toss out, but he shared them as a profound witness to the power of Christ’s mercy and love. This is not worm theology, self-deprecation to get a giggle, but a step of radical humility for Christ’s glory. Paul would tell his story often and point to the harm he had done as a Pharisee, both of which were used as compost for His new calling and platform.


Let’s pause before we move ahead and try a practice that allows Scripture to address us, possibly confronting and revealing new things for us to consider, rest in, and possibly celebrate:




• Though formerly I was a ___________________


• I was shown (what did you experience from Jesus?) _______________


• Because I (what were you caught in? Living in?) _______________


• The grace of the Lord was poured out abundantly upon me, along with (what else did you experience?) _________________
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