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DEDICATED TO AMERICA’S
PASTORS AND CHURCH LEADERS


I dedicate this book to the most underpaid, underappreciated, under-celebrated group in this country—America’s pastors.

You are our visionaries, missionaries, and leaders. You are the benchmark by which authentic Christianity is measured. You are our renegades for God, keeping dead religion from squeezing Jesus out of our churches and eventually our lives.

When we go astray, you welcome us back. When we slander your name, you refuse to attack. When we take without giving, you keep giving your best. When we listen without responding, you still lift us up.

When we take you for granted, you still come to our aid. When we treat you with contempt, you turn the other cheek. And when we treat you as a hireling, you refuse to complain.

When we trade churches faster than we trade cars, you remain to keep the church fires burning. As God’s first responders, you hold back the rush of evil that longs to ruin us. And though we’re stupid sheep who refuse to thank you, never forget—you are God’s anointed among us and you’ve never needed our approval anyway.

You are a special class of warrior the likes of which we are not worthy. On your broad shoulders rests the future of the American church. You are our heroes and champions of hope. Forgive us for our sins against you for they are many. May there come a day in this land when we, the church of Jesus, rise up with one voice and call you blessed.
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INTRODUCTION:
CONFESSIONS OF A
CLOSET RENEGADE



I believe a very large majority of churchgoers are merely unthinking, slumbering worshipers of an unknown God.

—Charles H. Spurgeon




You can safely assume you’ve created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.

—Anne Lamott



I’m not into the God thing and I hated being drug to church as a kid, so don’t even start trying to shove your religion down my throat,” said the young Brooks Brothers clad CEO in an uncomfortably loud voice. His sudden outburst was in response to my answer to the question he’d just asked me. We were standing in line together at Chicago’s O’Hare airport waiting to board a flight to LA. To pass the time, I asked what he did for a living and of course he in turn asked me my line of work. It’s a question I always dread hearing and try to avoid answering at all costs. But for the shock value alone, the renegade inside me wanted to blurt out, “My name is Dave and I’m a professional Christian who handles holy things for a living.” But of course, I didn’t. I’m too chicken and too civilized.

Tell anyone, anywhere you’re a “preacher” and they treat you like you have leprosy. So to avoid the “big freeze,” I told him I was an author and a life coach. That usually satisfies most people, but no such luck with this guy. My cryptic response just piqued his interest. “What kind of books do you write and what does a life coach do?” he asked. I answered his questions in the broadest, most generic way possible. But this thirty-one-year-old, self-made millionaire didn’t get that way by being slow on the uptake. He put two and two together and declared, “I know what you are, you’re a preacher, aren’t you?” My heart sank. I was busted.

My first response was to just lie. I thought, “I’m never going to see this guy again.” But there is a fine line between avoiding confrontation and being just plain embarrassed by what you do. Outright lying would mean I’m secretly ashamed of my life’s calling. So, since I’m not, I said, “Yes, I’m a pastor.” I thought using the word “pastor” might make me sound a bit more humane. With my next breath I said, “What I really am is a Renegade for God.” That caught him a bit off guard. His boyish grin reappeared across his face. If he was interested before, now he was downright intrigued.

“How can you be a preacher and a renegade at the same time?” he asked.

I looked at him. “To explain what I mean, I need to ask you a couple of questions.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you have an inner yearning to live a free, untamed, bold, adventurous life? One that is exciting, fulfilling and fun?”

He said, “Sure I do.”

I continued. “Do you resist being told what to do and how to think? Do you resent being defined by what you do? And do you gag when people try to force their religion down your throat?”

He said, “I sure do and that is why I can’t stand all these self-righteous, goody-goody, gotta-go-to-church people.” The man then spewed out his own story of abuse and boredom with church and all the goofy stuff he’d seen on TV posing as Christianity. It is a story I’ve heard a thousand times and it is the reason I felt compelled to write this book.

I’m fed up with boring speakers using the Bible as a brickbat with which to beat you and me into submission. We have tolerated their gross mishandling of the gospel long enough. It is way past time we canceled their contract and sent them back to wherever it is these weird religious know-it-alls come from.

Before I became a speaker for God, I was a full-bore, angry, get the hell out of my way, allergic-to-all-things-religious rebel. I was raised in a typical county seat church in the south whose mission centered on fear, guilt, and manipulation. Like most guys my age, I viewed the whole church thing with a jaundiced eye. Church was little more than an obligatory nod to God every seven days. It was a cheap form of fire insurance against burning forever in the fiery flames of a devil’s hell. So I went to church, lied about reading my Bible, made a “decision” for Jesus, endured boring sermons, and got with the program like all the other good little religious robots. After all, acquiescing to the church-thing one hour a week seemed like a small price to pay for an eternity of bliss and happiness in heaven, especially since death seems pretty much unavoidable.

The religious side of me was easy to manage, but the little rebel inside kept getting me in trouble, especially when I dared ask questions. Everything my pastor said was infallible and, man, did he have a lot to say! He was an expert on everything from the apostle Paul, to politics, to the proper time to plant my garden. According to him, all God required of me was to walk down to the front of the church and sign a “decision” card. This qualified me for a one-time dip in the church’s new wading pool and I’d be good to go to heaven. It all seemed as fine as wine to me except the weekly sermonizing. The rebel side of me resisted being “preached at.” I’ve always loathed being talked down to. I wasn’t interested in being named, shamed, or tamed. I wanted to have fun, go fast, party hard, run with my friends and make a lot of money. All of this, I was told, was bad for my little robot brain to think about and would certainly incur the wrath of God—eventually.

This little “ticket-to-ride” arrangement was blown to “heaven in a hand-basket,” so to speak, the night I was abducted by Jesus in an out-of-church conversion experience. I was a seventeen-year-old college freshman the night the ever-living, wild-loving, revolutionary Jesus entered my room, my heart, and my life. The command I heard that night was “follow Me.” It wasn’t “decide for Me” or “accept Me” as a part of your world and life view. He dared me to move to Him. I said “yes” and nothing has been the same since. I’m still not quite sure what happened, but I am so glad it did.

That night, my religious understanding morphed into a mysterious, radical, relationship with the real Jesus. It was like walking out of a stale, stuffy, self-absorbed existence into a bright, brand new world of freedom, fun, and great adventure. That night rebellious Dave died and I became an R4G (Renegade for God). I was reborn with purpose, direction, and the sheer joy of being alive. Great anticipation for the future replaced my rage and rebellious swagger. Almost instantly I knew things would never be the same. I felt freer and more alive than I ever thought possible. I traded my cold, dead, rule-based religion for an untamed, unpredictable relationship with the ultimate renegade of all time—Jesus The Christ.

For all the Sundays I was drug to church and force-fed religion, it was a Friday night in a one-bedroom apartment in Bowling Green, Kentucky, where God broke in and took over. That night I became a missionary in a worldwide revolutionary movement, aimed at the radical renovation of the human heart. The reality of that night is still as real to me as the keyboard I’m typing on right this minute.


RENEGADES COME FORTH

God is too good and life is too short to allow rigid, self-righteous, do-gooders with a religious agenda keep you from Him. So if you’re done worrying about what “they” say or do, then join the club. If you’re weary of the morality police and their cellophane sainthood, then lean in and let’s talk. If you’re repelled by the pointless, prosaic preaching of self-appointed prophets with a Messiah complex, then you, my friend, might just be a closet renegade and today could be your coming-out party.

I’m calling for the creation of a renegade nation where love is the ethic and freedom is the goal. Declare your independence from lazy legalism, feeble faith, and domesticated religion. If you suspect that deep down inside you lives a vibrant, vital, virtuous soul ready to rid itself of shame-bound religion, then you’re a renegade ready to step forth free and fully engaged in the art of the J-life. You can love God passionately and with deep conviction without becoming an arrogant, self-righteous, know-it-all.

I have been a professional Christian for my entire adult life. I make my living talking for God to people. This, I believe, is a noble calling. But something happens along the way to people like me. We start out honestly wanting to help people. We begin by speaking to God, then for God, but somewhere along the way we start speaking “as a god.” It is this group I refer to when I say “they.” Somewhere along the line we forget we’re only “newspaper boys” for God. We don’t publish the paper or create its content. We deliver it and get out of the way—period. And as I learned delivering the Courier Journal as a kid, you don’t throw it on the roof over people’s heads. You don’t throw it in the dirt under their feet. My job is to place the unabridged and undiluted good news right in front of the door within easy reach.

It’s way past time to blow the lid off the whole myth of “they.” I have bitten my tongue and held my peace long enough. It’s time to charge out of the closet and into the sunlight to dethrone the lies. My charge is to set you free, not make you more dependent on me. I am always only a messenger and never, never, never the message. I am not an adversary, an artist, or an academic speaking ex cathedra. I am always and at all times an advocate standing in the middle between God and people, helping the two get together.

God created you with the heart of a lion, not a mouse. He desires you so much He became a man and died on a cross for the privilege of loving you. He doesn’t seek and won’t accept brainless, heartless, robotic compliance. His joy of being alive and free bridges the great divide between you and Him. He doesn’t aim to shame or tame you. He specializes in setting renegades free to live the freed-up, joy-filled life He had in mind when He created you.

An R4G dares to question the conventional wisdom and spiritual infallibility of the religious elite. “They” fear your freedom and at the same time display little confidence in the gospel’s power to renovate the human heart, renew the mind, and redirect the renegade spirit within toward the epic, ethical purposes of God. “They” want only mindless, spineless adherents who spout out an endless stream of “praise the Lords” as you pack their pews and fill their offering plates.



A GUIDEBOOK NOT A RULEBOOK

This is a guidebook, not a rulebook and there is a big difference. R4G’s run from rules. The following pages are filled with firsthand discoveries. I did not come to them in seminary (though I spent ten years in formal academic training trying to fit in), nor did I read them in a book. I’ve learned them over a lifetime of living in the real world. My conclusions will place me at odds with some of my peers, but the stakes are just too high for me to be silent any longer. I am through doing things “their” way while waiting for change. I have decided to be the change I want to see in this world. So this is a guidebook of discoveries I’ve made about authentic Christ-centered spirituality. It is one renegade telling other renegades where he has found bread that’s satisfying, free, and abundant!

I am a renegade for God, which means I am an unashamed follower of Jesus Christ. He died that I might live forever free. He has called me to set the captives free and serve those whom “they” have classified as unworthy, unwanted, or uncivilized.

This guidebook will expose a few of the most common myths, which distort the message of authentic Christ-centered spirituality. It will free you from the half-truths and hollow promises propagated by the religious elite. It will be my glad privilege throughout the pages of this guidebook to reinforce the truth: “God loves you as you are, not as you ought to be.” He wants more for you than you’ve ever dared hope for yourself. He asks only for your whole heart and He will accept nothing less. My goal is to lift you up, not weigh you down. My reward will come when you fall fully and freely into the wild, devastating embrace of renegade Jesus; the one who loves you without regret, reserve, limitation, boundary, or breaking point. Life is too short to waste it wallowing in guilt and shame and it is too precious to spend it gagging on the gospel of good works or religious compliance.



WHAT “THEY” DON’T WANT YOU TO KNOW

One of my favorite songs of recent days is simply titled “They” by the artist Jem. It is a beautiful, lilting melody which gives expression to the questions which haunt me. The lyrics ask, “who are they, where are they, and how can they possibly know all this?” I too want to know who “they” are and why “they” are so bent out of shape. You’ve heard of the dreaded “they” group, haven’t you? For our purposes, it is enough to identify “they” as the massive amalgamation of religious elitism who speak and act as though they have a direct phone line into the throne room of God. They speak in high-sounding hyperbole and are fluent in all forms of cryptic Christianese. They act as though God left the planet and threw them the keys to the kingdom on His way out. And they are more than willing to use them to lock anyone out who dares challenge their god-like authority.

This book covers the core issues that can make knowing and loving God in the real world a reality. Each chapter addresses the most common and chronic lies and illusions “they” pass off as Christianity. Everywhere I go people say, “I dig Jesus, but I’m not into organized religion.” I try to assure them it’s not all that organized. I must admit “they” have been so effective in their mission of misery you might be a bit taken back by what you read at first. But trust me, the renegade side of you will want to know more—much more.

For example, would you be surprised to hear God and religion are like oil and water—they won’t mix? Religion is man’s pursuit of God while Christ-centered Christianity is the story of God’s pursuit of you. Would you be shocked to learn God isn’t interested in your moral makeover? And even though way too many sermons demand you be more like Moses, Joseph, David, Joshua, Peter, James, John, Paul, or even Jesus, God isn’t interested in you being a better version of the old you. Are you aware Jesus never asked anyone to “accept” Him or make a “decision” for Him? He dared demand that people reorient their lives around Him. That’s what He meant when He called people to take up the cross and follow Him. And Jesus never taught that Christians would be known by their arrogant, self-righteous, know-it-all swagger and rhetoric, but solely by their unconditional love and acceptance. Jesus bids you and me to travel the non-religious road to real.

Contrary to what “they” teach, trying to be good enough for God is futile. According to Jesus, there is nothing you can do to fix yourself. Why would God come down out of heaven and dwell among us if there were any other way to save us? When did we exchange blockbuster events like virgin births and empty tombs for boring, long-winded sermons bloated with religious trivia?

Calling people to be more like their favorite biblical character falls far short of God’s goal—the radical renovation of your heart. Jesus didn’t die for a denomination or a certain school of theological thinking. He died for the privilege of loving you as you are, where you are. Obviously, we have a lot to discuss, my renegade friend, and I can’t wait to get started.



THE PRICE OF AN R4G LIFE

As appealing as it is to live renegade real, let me warn you there is a price to pay. Not everybody is going to like your newfound freedom and fire. The “people-pleaser” in you must be silenced because you’re surely going to hack some people off—big time. You might even be forced to find a new crowd to hang with. It’s even possible you will be forced to change churches or maybe (hold onto your hat, Hanna!) find one for the first time. Family members may not understand it (mine didn’t), friends may not go along with it (mine wouldn’t), but there is a renegade nation forming out there and you need to be a part of it.

As an R4G, get intentional about your one and only life. Don’t be afraid to express the outrageous joy of your newfound freedom in Christ. Dare to be rowdy, to run, jump, skip, make some noise. You are not here to fit in, but to stand out, play hard, dream big, and struggle mightily. Right here, right now is your time to roar. God, who makes no mistakes, made you the way you are for a reason. And it wasn’t to let me or anyone else stuff your soul into a tiny “god box,” nor stifle your spirit by allowing you to settle for a safe life built on the illusion that God is absent and we are on our own.

To an R4G, life yields its best gifts, its most noble rewards. The only questions which remain are:


What will you do with what you discover on this adventure?

What wrongs will you right on your quest?

What hurts will you heal?

What loads will you lift?

What dreams will you pursue to the summit of glorious victories?

What adversities will you overcome?

What discoveries will you make?

What demons will you defy and what defeats will you risk in the quest to be fully and creatively alive?

Who will you rescue?

Who will you oppose?

Will your life be a cautionary tale or an adventure of daring deeds done and bold actions taken?

Will you be renegade real, or a religious robot?



Hear me when I say that Satan hates your freedom. To him, your joy is like the screeching of a googolplex of fingernails dragging across a cosmic chalkboard. He will not let you go without a fight, but fight you must, because your future hangs in the balance. I invite you out of the closet and into the sunlight and sweet glow of God’s radical grace. Dare to be what you were made to be—a renegade for God.

By the time we parted ways in LA, my new “allergic to all things religious” friend promised he would give God another go. In a moment of rare honesty he confessed much of what he had achieved seemed hollow and unfulfilling. He bemoaned the fact that he felt stuck on the treadmill of more, chasing after God knows what. He was tired of trying to be good enough for God. Like me, he longed to be different; not just better. I prayed for him then and I pray for him still. I wonder, is this splendid young man on the renegade road to real? Is he today living the life for which he was created? I hope he is and I pray you will be too. Welcome to the revolution that Renegade Jesus birthed over two millennia ago!!
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YOU MIGHT BE A RENEGADE IF…

FOUR REAL REASONS RENEGADES ARE ALLERGIC TO ALL THINGS RELIGIOUS


Paradoxically, what propels people toward atheism is above all a sense of revulsion against the excesses and failures of organized religion.

—Alister McGrath



Steve was my big brother and though he was shorter than me, I still looked up to him. I wanted, no I craved, his approval. I would do almost anything to make him think I was cool, so talking to him about my newfound faith was about the most uncool thing I could think of doing.

Religion was a touchy subject for us both. We swore once we got old enough we would never darken the door of a church again. But, I had just experienced a radical conversion. Today, we might call it a “total spiritual makeover.” Without intending to, I became an all out, full-bore follower of Jesus. All I wanted was a chance to break the news to him gently, face to face, in my own words. Knowing his aversion to all things religious, it was going to take a careful, sensible explanation to convince him I had not gone “religious weirdo” on him. I wanted him to see “it’s still” me, only it was a different me.

We decided to meet at Gary Force Ford in Bowling Green, Kentucky—the town where he lived and where I was going to college. We both liked cars and since the new Mustangs were out, it seemed like a perfect place to spill the beans. As we walked to the new car lot, I looked for a way to begin the conversation. I started by talking about religion, something we both disliked. As carefully as I could, I told him the Jesus we heard about had become real to me. I poured out my heart about how Jesus changed my entire outlook on life. Because of this experience, I felt more alive and excited about my future. Every day was different than the one before. I faced each day full of energy. I sensed my life mattered. I assured him this wasn’t a religious phase and I wasn’t going to turn into the kind of “goody-goody” guy we’d always made fun of. As I shared my faith as sanely as I possibly could, I could see the disapproval moving across his face like dark clouds advancing a storm. The tension thickened. He’d stopped listening and started waiting for me to breathe. And when I did, he leaned in and with fire in his eyes said, “Why in the hell would you want to waste your life being a G___ D____ preacher?” My heart sank. Man, I’d messed up big time. If I had known this would be our last conversation on the subject, I’d have lingered longer. But I was mortified.

This was not the response I prayed for. But instead of being angry or hurt, all I could think about was, “You know, he’s got a point. Why would I want to spend my one and only life talking about a dead guy who lived 2,000 years ago?” Without thinking through what I was about to say, and as he climbed into his flaming red GTO to leave, I blurted out, “You gotta waste your life doing something. It might as well be about something big.” What I blurted out as a seventeen-year-old nobody from Barren County, has stuck with me from that day to this. Little did I know I’d stumbled onto something that would become the prevailing principle of my life. I believed then as I do today: Jesus is the key to everything about the life worth living.


THE RENEGADE SPIRIT

Everyone I’ve ever known is looking for a way to fit in and stand out all at the same time. Reputation and persona are important. No one sets out on a bland, boring, meaningless march to the mediocre middle. That’s why we dress cool and drive cars with image. We want to be the person people want to be with and like. I saw a great example of this in a recent TV ad for the new Hummer 2. It opens with a bunch of kids racing homemade go-carts. The commercial has a rugged retro feel to it, harkening back to a simpler place and time. The kids are hunched over the steering wheels of their slick formula-one racers high-tailing it down the hill. But there’s the one lone-wolf kid who defies convention in his homemade, rough-hewn Hummer go-cart screaming straight down the hill, oblivious to the winding, gradual course set out for the normal people.

He loves knowing that his is the most unique machine in the race. This kid has guts. He’s cutting his own way through the great outdoors, blazing his own trail, and to everyone’s utter chagrin he glides across the finish line in first place and wins the race—all to the accompaniment of the Who’s “Happy Jack”: a song about a boy who dares go his own way. After he wins the race you hear playing in the background, “But they couldn’t stop Jack with the waters lapping and they couldn’t prevent Jack from feeling happy.”

Each time I watch it, it stirs something deep inside me. What are the Hummer people trying to tell us? A Hummer 2 isn’t for the average person with prosaic aspirations. It’s a machine with personality, crafted solely to inspire the soul of those who love kicking back against the encroaching boundaries of convention. Hummer people revel in the rockier road less traveled. They pride themselves on having a bigger and better machine and they are very pleased to outsmart all the others. They’re unafraid of unrutted roads or unfamiliar territory. They live for it.

God created you with a stalwart spirit. It’s the part of you that longs to live a free, fun, fulfilling life, brimming over with purpose, place, and meaning. And of all the fears we face and for all the demons who snipe at our souls, they can all be reduced to one common, core obsession. The number one fear of every man and woman I have counseled, coached, or conversed with is the fear of living a wasted life. And it’s this constant craving to live a free, fun, fulfilling life which best identifies the renegade spirit.

Let’s get this straight right here, right now; R4G’s aren’t rednecks. They weren’t born with a proclivity to whine or wring their hands. They can’t be identified by an outward appearance. They can’t be pigeonholed as conservative, liberal, democrat, republican, or independent. They may or may not ride motorcycles. They might or might not have tattoos. They are as apt to wear Brooks Brothers’ suits as Bermuda shorts or a Tommy Bahama shirt. They work in high-rise office buildings and on construction sites. They are teachers, lawyers, salesmen, statesmen, artists, painters, blue-collar workers, and ditch-diggers. They come from all races, creeds, and colors. They spill over into every social stratum. Many are highly educated while others are not. Their faith is neither cosmetic nor cultural. Hot-wired into their motivations is the drive to live life to the max. But they’re not stressed out, over-reaching, success hounds.

Let’s dispel another myth—Renegades are not rebels. They’re not angry anti-socials. The sacred Scriptures say, “A rebel doesn’t care about the facts. All he wants to do is yell” (Prov. 18:2, LB). Rebels are angry people. They use anger as a mask to cover up their hurt and disappointment. Rebels look for someone to blame, something to hit, and something to run from or over. Renegades aren’t angry people. They are simply people who will not settle for less than the free, fun, fulfilling life for which they somehow know they were meant.

From the cradle to the grave, life comes at you hard and fast. Easy is not an option. If you are a bum, life is hard. If you’re a businessman, life is hard. If you’re a mother, life is hard. But it’s never easy we’re after. As a matter of fact, renegades avoid easy because we bore easily. It’s not easy we crave, but worth it. To be who God created you to be and to do what God has called you to do is never easy, but it is what we won’t live without, if we can help it.

Renegade real is an inner quest for authenticity, not a particular temperament or style. Renegades know they were created to be unique, distinctive people. As a matter of fact, the renegade spirit can be understood with these three words—energy, individuality, and significance. It’s a desire, a passion to be an individual who lives a significant life. Like the hippies of the sixties, we want our chance at revolution. We look around us at the pain and we dare to do more than wring our hands and say our prayers. We want to get our hands dirty in the act of making this a better world because we lived.

A renegade is a live wire, someone who gets up with a positive outlook every day. They savor the moments by understanding that every breath is a miracle, every sandwich is like manna, and every person met is a priority. It doesn’t mean they don’t get down, it doesn’t mean they don’t go through hard times of hurt and pain, but they are resilient and resourceful. Give them enough time and opportunity and they’ll find a way to make life great. They choose to live—not to lose. They are winners, not whiners. They are truth-seekers, not agenda pushers.

Renegades are mavericks. We don’t necessarily mean to be, but we have a low B.S. quotient. As such, we resist second-hand faith and hand-me-down rules. Orphaned obligations feel as distant and plastic as disco. Second-hand faith, second-hand experiences, second-hand rules chafe at the soul and the spirit of the renegade on the road to real.

At the core of the renegade spirit is an insatiable curiosity. They want to know why things are the way they are. We ask lots of questions. That’s why for us, rule-based religion is a stodgy, staid, and provincial way to live. Renegades surmise if God can be known, it should be through a relationship, not through a set of rules, which do not relate to real life in the real world.

If there is one all-inclusive characteristic, which captures the spirit of the Renegade, it’s the desire to be real. We want to be aligned with people who are real. We want to invest our lives in issues that matter, endure, and will prevail in the end when everything else melts away.

Renegades are spirited, positive, energetic people. We love life and want to experience everything it has to offer. We want a big life that matters and makes a difference. We’re not looking for neat and tidy. We want our lives to count, now and forever. We want to live everyday unafraid, unashamed, untamed, and unleashed. And as a renegade myself, I join all my mates in the renegade nation as we dare to imagine and create a better world.

Renegades are also curious; they want to know “why?” And this curiosity starts early. If you doubt that, spend an afternoon walking in the park with a four-year-old. He will ask you a thousand questions without taking a breath, about everything he sees, touches, or smells. He will ask, “How do bees fly?” or “Why do humming birds hum?” or “How can brown seeds buried in black dirt produce a green watermelon with a red center?” If you dare to offer answers, he will counter with, “Why?” Why do we always have more questions than answers? It’s because life is best lived as a quest—an adventure through uncharted territory, fraught with great peril, yet loaded with great reward. Renegades know that “why” questions, when asked openly and honestly, lead to truth, then to the reality, then to God, the one whose life and love makes us real. The goal we all have.



ALLERGIC TO ALL THINGS RELIGIOUS

OK, here is where the Renegade Spirit is most misunderstood. While renegades run from religion, they’re not necessarily running from God. For us, religion is like a refrigerator filled with three-month-old moldy pizza. It may fill your stomach, but it’s probably going to make you sick. To a renegade, religion is about man-made do’s and don’ts. Religion is finger-pointing preachers screaming, “Turn or burn and die and fry while we go to the sky.” It’s about someone’s mythical opinion about how we can get the franchise on God. And we all know opinions are like noses; everybody’s got one.

In an interview with a long-time friend, international superstar Bono, of the hit band U2 and professed Christian, made this astute observation, “Religion can be the enemy of God. It’s often what happens when God, like Elvis, has left the building. A list of instructions where there was once conviction; dogma where once people just did it; a congregation led by a man where once they were led by the Holy Spirit. Discipline replacing discipleship.”1

Renegades run from religion because they resist being named, revolt at being shamed, and rebel against being tamed. Stephen Brown said, “If we are only out to be nice, mild-mannered folk, we should either change our name or change our calling.” We crave a bigger, better, bolder life than religion allows. My gut tells me I was meant for more than just being a nice guy and maybe that’s why men are so noticeably absent from church. I don’t want to be Pee-wee Herman or the Terminator, but I do want to be a man of love and honor. In his insightful book, Why Men Hate Going to Church, David Murrow observes:

Although males have not completely abandoned the church, tough, earthy, working guys rarely come to church. High achievers, alpha males, risk takers, and visionaries are in short supply. Fun-lovers and adventurers are also under-represented in church. These rough-and-tumble men don’t fit in. Today’s churchgoing man is humble, tidy, dutiful, and above all, nice. What a contrast to the men of the Bible! Think of Moses and Elijah, David and Daniel, Peter and Paul. They were lions not lambs—take charge men who risked everything in the service of God. They fought valiantly and spilled blood. They spoke their minds and stepped on the toes of religious people.2


I crave the free, fun, fulfilling life my gut tells me I am destined to live. Like a stallion kicking against his cramped stall, renegades smother under the smallness of rule-based religion. It doesn’t take a spiritual giant to see God is bigger than the Baptist, Presbyterian, Catholic, or “__________” (fill in the blank) box. Surely He didn’t create you and me, the crowning jewel of His creativity, to live little, safe, self-absorbed, cookie-cutter, humdrum lives.

Renegades are allergic to religious know-it-alls passing themselves off as God’s anointed. This is a huge issue with me, because I grew up listening to preachers who were not real or nice once you got to know them. Real will be a core character quality of anyone who dares speak for God. When the messenger is disingenuous, we discount the message. Renegades are not contentious, but we retain the right to decide for ourselves. Renegades are mission-driven, movement-oriented, get-it-done activists. That’s why we are attracted to Jesus; the one who draws His circle of friendship large enough to include “whosoever will” may come. Christianity is a big tent with lots of room for characters, comrades, and cohorts.

There are four very real reasons why renegades run from religion. They are: the fear of being shamed, tamed, lumped, and limited.

Renegades shy away from being shamed. They know something is terribly wrong with the world. They feel the effects of sin and brokenness, they agree that what’s wrong with everyone else is what’s wrong with me, but when we say we sin we’re not saying we’re worthless or unlovable. Religion makes little or no distinction between guilt and shame. And that is one of its many fundamental flaws. Real guilt, the kind which drives you into the waiting arms of a merciful, forgiving, grace-infusing God, is a good thing. But shame only drives us away from God, deeper and deeper into our own depravity and despair. Shaming is not just wrong—I believe it’s one of the reasons why we see so much violence plastered across the nightly news. If you beat into my head I’m bad, then don’t be shocked when I am.

Renegades buck at being tamed. They see religion as the denial of desire and ambition. And that sucks because desire and ambition are the two commodities we have in abundance. The Renegade’s active mind thinks, wonders, dreams, and imagines better days and bigger things. We’re not interested in sitting in rows of church pews like little clones looking at the back of other cloned heads in a robotic Sunday morning nod to God. We won’t be “told” what to do or “commanded” how to behave. For us, compliance and conformity are the ultimate sellouts. We want to give our entire heart, mind and soul to something bigger than ourselves. Renegades know we need to do things better, but we live to do better things.

They don’t want a small, simple, or safe 9 to 5 life. They want a big, bold, exciting, life; one more like an adventure, a quest, or a roller-coaster ride with God at the helm with better days and great victories ahead. We want to go way beyond good into great. We yawn at safe. We yearn for dangerous! We have William Wallace’s confession, in the movie Braveheart, “All men die, but not all men really live!” tattooed across the front of our brains.

Renegades loathe being lumped together in a homogenized herd. In this way they’re like cats, they can’t be herded but they can be led. They don’t join monolithic groups of people who may or may not represent their own heart commitments. In other words, renegades don’t like labels. They don’t like one denomination or group lording over everyone else. They don’t like being divided by what really seems to be trivial matters. They like large groups of interesting, diverse people. They like movements aimed at achieving greatness motivated by larger-than-life ideas, not petty arguments over outdated allegiances.

Renegades also fear being limited. They won’t listen to long-winded, red-faced preachers telling them what they can or cannot do. Their wild heart tells them a well-lived life can’t be built on a negative foundation or a long list of religious clichés. Sermons on the evils of smoking, drinking, movie-going, the clothes we shouldn’t wear, or the theme parks we should boycott seem insulting.



THE RENEGADE CRY

The renegade’s heart cries to live free, have fun, and change the world. Freedom is what we want and from Jesus freedom is exactly what we get.

Renegades long to be free from rote religious rules and regulations. The idea of rules is not the hang-up here, but their meaning must be rooted in love. Wherever love is the ethic and gratitude is the motivation, you can expect Renegades to gather. Jesus frees us from the pain of the past and the regrets we have over the things we should’ve but didn’t do. As the Scriptures say, “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love” (Gal. 5:13).

I almost want to apologize on this one, because fun is so trivialized in the minds of religious people. But fun is exactly what we crave and without it our lives dry up, our relationships crack up, and our jobs become jails. Southwest Airlines has adopted as its recruiting slogan, “Feel free to actually enjoy what you do.” Fun lubricates the friction of the mundane and routine. The renegade wants to have fun because he believes loving God and living in His wonderful world is a privilege, not a right. When God looks at me, He smiles. Dare I do less when I look back?

No one I went to church with as a kid would mistake it for a fun time. I’m not advocating a frenetic, frivolous, self-serving emotionalism here. I’ll never forget the Tuesday morning I was called to report to the seminary president’s office. He came to hear me speak the Sunday before and man did he intimidate me sitting there looking presidential. I thought, “He was so impressed, he wants me to speak at chapel?” I was ushered into his office. Sitting behind his over-sized mahogany desk, leaning back in his high backed, overstuffed red leather chair, he said, “I heard you speak this weekend and your sermon was nice.” “Nice” is not the word I was hoping for. He said, “Son, you have a big choice to make. You have a gift to be funny, but humor has no place in the pulpit. You can either be a comedian or a preacher, not both. You’re dismissed.” I was stunned, embarrassed, and mortified. I left his office feeling emasculated, fighting back tears. I continued to respect him for the godly man I knew him to be, but from that day on I was deaf to his influence. Why? Because, though I couldn’t argue with him, my gut told me he was wrong—dead wrong.

Laughter is as necessary as air. It is a gift from God and when the Bible says a cheerful heart is like medicine, it is right on. What I’m calling fun, the kind which shakes the soul awake, the Bible calls joy. Joy is the reality of Jesus experienced and expressed here in the real world. Life is difficult and it’s not always fun, but if you’re not having any fun at all then you’ve been hoodwinked. Because living, loving, and serving Renegade Jesus is fun. And how could it be anything less? If Jesus is who He claimed to be, then there’s no way you can be somber, sad, and serious all the time. In Christ, we’re wanted, loved, and free. God’s love paid a debt He did not owe—that’s plenty enough reason to shout—Yea God! After all, the largest book in the Bible is a songbook. You can’t sing all of those songs as a dirge. Sometimes they’re an anthem and a march. David was a musician before he got into politics. On one occasion, he was filled with so much fun and he danced so hard down the middle of Main Street his clothes fell off (see 2 Sam. 6:20-22). Religious people frowned on it then and if you dare dance today, they’ll frown on you. But not to worry; God’s got rhythm and He definitely invented soul.

In 2005, for the first time since records have been kept, people participating in sports and exercise programs decreased while attendance at all sporting events rose. We are losing our drive, because we’re losing the belief that one life can change the world. That’s one of the battle cries of the Renegade life. We are not consumers; we are world-changers. We wake up every day with the conviction that how we live today does make all the difference.

The J-life is a life of action. We are so hungry for it we deify athletes and actors who portray it. We watch extreme sports to live vicariously through those who refuse to be couch potatoes or pew-warming wannabe’s. R4G’s are tired of being over-stimulated and under-involved; over-stressed and under-stretched. We won’t settle for being over-weight and under-challenged.

As a Renegade for God, I refuse to sit on the sideline watching things happen. I want Jesus to place me on the crest of God’s new wave. I won’t be here long so I dedicate my life to fulfilling God’s divine design for me. As Jesus lives and loves through me, I will meet needs, right wrongs and run to the eye of the storms. “It ought to be possible to live a Christian life without being a Christian,” laments Roy Hattersley, a columnist for the U.K. Guardian. An outspoken atheist, Hattersley came to this conclusion after watching the Salvation Army lead several other faith-based organizations in the relief effort after Hurricane Katrina.

“Notable by their absence,” he writes, were “teams from rationalist societies, free thinkers’ clubs, and atheists’ associations—the sort of people who scoff at religion’s intellectual absurdity.” Hattersley concluded Christians “are the people most likely to take the risks and make the sacrifices involved in helping others.”

“The only possible conclusion,” says Hattersley, “is that faith comes with a packet of moral imperatives that, while they do not condition the attitude of all believers, influence enough of them to make [Christians] morally superior to atheists like me.”3

Wow, what a statement! And what is the moral superiority the R4G displays most proudly? It is the ability to rally to action when compassion thrusts us to the frontline as first-responders.

Using Jeff Foxworthy’s famous tagline, “You might be a redneck if…” as a starting point, let me just say, as we travel along this road to finding life outside conventional Christianity, you might be an R4G (Renegade for God) if you want to live an expanding life; where you’re totally free to become all that God’s love, God’s gifts, and your willingness to work hard and prevail, can make of you. If you want to have fun, smile a lot, lighten up, and live the joy-filled life Jesus promised, you might be an R4G. If you want to seize your divine moment to fulfill your destiny; if you believe God made you for this moment in time, you might be an R4G.

Jesus came to love you and give you life. He did not die to make you religious, but to give you a new heart. Because nothing changes until your heart changes, and the heart never changes by itself, we need help. Jesus’ death and resurrection is God’s promise fulfilled. “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek. 36:26). And this new freed-up, joy-filled heart of flesh doesn’t tame, shame, limit, or lump easily. Instead, it sets the R4G in us free to be an agent of change with a message of hope for a world in pain.

As R4G’s we will dedicate ourselves to living a Christ-centered, grace-empowered, mission-driven life. We will jam-pack our lives with other happy people who ache to be wave-makers in the dangerous, uncivilized Renegade Nation. Our corporate mission is the fueling and funding of a global revolution aimed at the radical reclamation of the human heart. We are driven by a relentless, passionate pursuit of the divine scandal—namely—every life matters to God.



THE R4G CRY

Late in his life John Steinbeck, winner of the Nobel Prize, decided to travel across the country. He wanted to explore the human condition and chronicle his discoveries. His friends warned him it was too late in his life for such a quest. Of their objections he wrote, “I had seen so many begin to pack their lives in cotton wool, smother their impulses, hood their passions and gradually retire from their manhood into a kind of spiritual and physical semi-invalidism. In this, they were even encouraged by their wives and relatives, and it’s such a sweet trap.”

Steinbeck knew the potential problems of driving thousands of miles alone in a truck with only his dog. But as he said, he was not about to surrender fierceness for a small gain in yardage. His adventures are recorded in Travels with Charley: In Search of America. Much of it portrays the sad, cellophane age we live in, so safe and sterile, and the profound consequences of such lifelessness. He noted, “It was all plastic too—the table linen, the butter dish, the sugar and crackers were wrapped in cellophane, the jelly in a small plastic coffin sealed with cellophane. It was early evening and I was the only customer. Even the waitress wore a sponge apron. She wasn’t happy, but then she wasn’t unhappy. She wasn’t anything.”

Steinbeck observed how insulated our society has become and how mediocrity overtakes us little by little, day by day. Before leaving, a well-known political reporter said, “If anywhere in your travels you come on a man with guts, mark the place. I want to go see him. I haven’t seen anything but cowardice and expediency. This used to be a nation of giants.”

God is looking for men and women to be giants in the land of the dying. Imagine the unlikely, against-all-odds miracles Jesus performed through the first little band of feeble followers. They were the definition of ordinary. They had no money, no connections, and no master plan. Jesus didn’t write a manual or give them detailed instructions. He simply sent them out to tell what they’d seen and to give away what He gave them—new life. In the Book of Acts, Jesus welcomed those who gathered in the upper room to the revolution. It would start in Jerusalem and spread like a love virus to Judea, and then like a world-wide tsunami, the J-life slowly covers the known world. Jesus made them different and that difference is still making all the difference.

In 1997, Apple came out with an ad campaign called “Think Different.” The commercials were short clips of influential figures in the twentieth century. They included Albert Einstein, Mohandas Gandhi, Alfred Hitchcock, Pablo Picasso, and several others. In the background was Richard Dreyfuss reading the following:


Here’s to the crazy ones. The misfits, the rebels, the troublemakers, the round pegs in the square holes, the ones who see things differently. They’re not fond of rules and they have no respect for the status quo. You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify or vilify them. About the only thing you can’t do is ignore them. Because they change things, they push the human race forward. And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius, because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world, are the ones who do.

—Apple Computer, Inc. commercial “Think Different”



The renegade’s cry will guide us along this non-religious road to real. I will, by the power of Jesus Christ, live free—free from the bondage of past shame, past guilt, and free from past prejudices and put-downs. I will have fun every day understanding that the joy of the Lord is my strength as I walk in the real world power of the resurrected Christ. Death has been defeated because the love of Jesus paid the bill. As an R4G, I am a citizen of the Renegade Nation. Together, we will do the one thing religion can never do—love like Jesus loved, live like Jesus lived, and leave the revolution intact. We won’t tolerate anyone wanting to hijack our sacred honor for their religious agenda. We are joined to the revolution Jesus set in motion two thousand years ago—the radical renovation of the human heart.
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