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		Foreword


Here’s why I find this book so vital: Because Rob Strong is a pastor.

Now I realize that the word pastor is often not all that striking because there are lots of pastors out there. And that’s true: there are lots of people who go by that title, a large number who have had the training, and many who hold that job.
         

But then there are the rare few who don’t just hold the title of pastor; they are a pastor. It’s a way they carry themselves, a manner of moving through the world that comes from somewhere deep in their bones. They embody—in some mysterious way that’s hard to name but easy to spot when you see it—what it means to be the kind of person we look to for guidance in the things that matter most. They’re the ones who carry themselves with a certain presence, with gravitas, and with authority—not in a heavy or oppressive or autocratic sort of way, but in a grounded, centered, calm-in-the-storm kind of way.
         

I’ve seen this happen with Rob countless times in our twenty years of friendship. We’ve been at events or meals or in conversations with people who Rob has just met, and I’ve watched as inevitably people begin to lean in and listen to him more and more intently, asking him questions, hanging on his words.

That’s what happens when you’re with him.

Now I realize that I’m dangerously close to coming off like a superfan or a promotional agent for all things ROB STRONG!!! But Rob has been a pastor to me on a number of occasions when I needed reminders and guidance and strength, and that’s the sort of thing you just never forget.

Which brings me to this book.

I’m confident that you will find the guidance and strength and insight and wisdom here that Rob has been sharing with people for a number of years. He tells a number of stories about his life, stories that I’ve heard over the years and thought “If he were to write that down, I can’t imagine how many people it would help…”

Which is what he’s done here. So enjoy these words from a…pastor.
         

 

Rob Bell


	

    
	
		
Chapter 0.5

Proximity



I grew up in Minnesota, just outside of Minneapolis. I then attended college and graduate school just outside of Chicago. My first job as a pastor lasted thirteen years and was just outside of New York City. And now I am currently the lead pastor of a church just outside of Boston. If you were to assess me, you might think I like to be “just outside” of things. But the opposite is true. I love the richness of each of these cities and their surrounding towns.
         

There’s also something I’ve experienced firsthand in my moves from Minneapolis to Chicago to New York to Boston: I’ve discovered that the farther east I move, the less religious people are. In fact, of the six states in New En­­gland (Connecticut, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine), all are in the top-ten list of least-churched states in the country, according to Gallup polls. The top four are all in New England. This experience has given me insight into what I believe is the future spiritual landscape of the entire country. We are not growing more spiritual here in the United States. No, we are looking more and more like New England every single year. And to witness this genesis has helped me know better how to talk with people about God. And what is most interesting about this is that even if people are less religious, they are still quite spiritual. They believe in God. It’s just not knowing what to do with that belief that leads them to me.

At a recent lunch with my friend Dave, he shared that he believes in God. So does his wife. But they don’t really discuss it with each other, and certainly not with anyone else. Nor do they want to impose any set of beliefs on their kids about God. They don’t go to church, and they don’t plan to. They just want to be left alone to navigate these things on their own. But there is a problem with this that will only hurt them in the long run. Because when we don’t connect with others or grow in more knowledge of God, we will gravitate toward some very generalized misconceptions about God. Namely that:


God is angry.

God is far away.

God doesn’t care about us or the little things in our lives.

God is an unfair and revengeful judge.

God is just waiting for me to fail.

God is the faceless and uncaring Big Guy Upstairs.



I would propose to Dave and to you that these things are not true. In fact, I can’t wait for you to see just who this amazing God really is.

Enjoy.


	

    
	
		
Chapter 1

Peach Trees



Sometimes it takes years to discover what is right in front of your face.
         

The weather forecast for the Boston area was calling for freezing rain…in December. We usually expect snow during December, but rain? Doesn’t rain just turn to snow when it’s cold?

When it finally hit, the meteorologists weren’t kidding. Up and down the north Atlantic coast, this “freezing rain” came in the night and rested upon our land. Having grown up in Minnesota and later living near Chicago and New York City, I had experienced ice storms before, but I had never, ever witnessed anything comparable to this. Nor had anyone else.

In the morning, I walked out and looked around at what seemed an almost apocalyptic landscape. Ice covered everything. Trees, huge trees, were contorted into eerie shapes and barely holding on to their branches. Cars were cocooned. Roads were now for skating, not driving. Nature had declared itself present and powerful.

More unique than the visual display, however, were the sounds, heard only in an event like this—the echoing sounds of ice moving and pulling and even breaking trees. I brought my four children gingerly out onto our deck. “Stop moving and stop talking. Just listen,” I said. “You will never in your life hear this sound again.” From every direction, the ice clicked, scratched, screamed in super-surround sound, almost surreal. And then…CRACK. A snapped tree limb. One after the other. Then whole trees crashed.

We lost power for five days and felt almost completely helpless. Months later, the cleanup was still going on, including the tree debris in my yard. We live on the side of one of several merging hills with many enormous and awkwardly situated trees. Some of the broken tree limbs were too difficult to move in the snowy winter, so we had to wait until spring to deal with them. One enormous, belligerent poplar that stands on the far edge of my yard still held a large, half-broken limb that refused to fall. I tried and tried, but I couldn’t reach the crack with my tools, so I ultimately lowered my head, walked away, and conceded defeat. I knew this monster would eventually have to fall all on its own. It would only be a matter of time. I just needed to keep the family at a safe distance until it finally gave way. I was sure, based upon the significance of both the limb and the crack, that it would happen very soon.

But that poplar held on to its broken limb for years. As nature would have it, two and a half years later a hurricane hit our area. Yes, way up here. When Irene had finally blown over and moved on, I noticed that, among the many other limbs in my yard, that indefatigable poplar tree had finally relented and left its giant broken limb on the edge of my yard. It had put up an epic fight, but apparently even it could not allow that cracked branch to survive through a hurricane.

A few days later, I made my way over to move it. As I approached the limb, I noticed it sat parallel with the edge of the yard and a drop-off into the woods. At the edge of the grass is a twenty-foot drop almost straight down to the dark base of my property, which almost feels like an abyss. This tremendous, twenty-five-foot limb couldn’t have fallen in a more perfect way. All I had to do was lift it from its middle point and toss it down the hill. Gravity would do its part and pull it out of sight. This would be easy.

As I positioned myself for the dead lift and big toss, I paused. I looked left and then right to make sure there were no obstacles in the way. And then I noticed it. There was an obstruction on the right. A weed. Rather, a giant weed. A weed the size of a small, seven-foot tree. You know weeds like this. They look tiny and harmless and you think, “I’ll get to it soon,” and then you get distracted and when you turn back, “Oh my,” you swear, “it grew a few feet!” This was one of those weeds.

The weed-tree was an obstacle and unwelcome growth. However, I realized that if I did this limb-throw correctly, I could simultaneously crush the weed and get the super limb to the bottom of the hill. “You’re gonna get it, weed-tree. You’re going down,” I said aloud.

I lifted. I looked at that weed-tree one more time. “Your days of uglifying my yard are done, weed. May the weight of this limb break you to pieces.”

And then…What the? Something was flashing through the windblown leaves.

I set the limb back down and looked carefully at that weed-tree again. The flash was not reflective, but it offered a glimpse of color. I approached it, stepping off my lawn into knee-high weeds, and reached out, carefully lifting back some of the leaves. And what I found behind those leaves, upon closer inspection, were thirty to forty of the most hidden but also the most beautiful peaches I had ever seen. Not what I ever expected to find on my property. There, growing just beyond the edge of my lawn, surrounded by leaves, low-lying weeds, and briars, was a peach tree.

I stood motionless. Were these really peaches? Here, north of Boston, in my woods? I realized I had never really seen a peach tree before. I wasn’t completely sure what I was looking at. “Susan! Come over here. You have to see this!” I called to my wife who was working in the garage. “I think I’m going crazy!”

From the sound of the urgency in my voice, she responded quickly. I could see her looking at me from a distance with a quizzical expression on her face. “What’s wrong?” she yelled. My four-year-old daughter was trotting behind her also wanting to see what was going on.

“Nothing is wrong,” I said. “But I am incredibly confused.” I pointed at the tree. “Is this what I think it is?” I asked, intentionally not giving her my diagnosis when Susan stood beside me, looking at what was now, possibly, a peach tree.

“That’s a peach tree,” she said to the tree. “On our property.” Then she looked at me and said, “Here, north of Boston? Who? What? How?”

I reached over and gently picked one of the peaches from the tree. At the grocery store you squeeze fruit like you know what you’re doing, but you really don’t. I did that to the peach. But as I cradled it in my hands, I knew this peach was supposed to be picked that day. It was exactly what you imagine it should feel like in the grocery store. It was perfect.

“Here, try it,” I said.

“I’m not trying it…You try it.”

“No, you,” I said, offering her the peach, hoping she would take it.

“What if there’s bugs or worms in it? Or what if it gets me sick? It hasn’t been treated,” she argued.

The curiosity was killing me. “Forget it, I’m gonna try it.” I brought the peach to my mouth and took a bite of the most delicious, most incredible, most flavorful, most wonderful peach I have ever tasted.

Because I didn’t drop into convulsions, Susan was satisfied there were no bugs. She took a bite and agreed that it was amazingly tasty. My youngest took a bite too. As juices dripped down her chin, she said, “Oh, wow!”

This was no weed. It certainly wasn’t a weed-tree. It wasn’t a nuisance. This was a treasure. And, for the record, I did not throw the limb on it.

Immediately, Susan abandoned her work in the garage and spent the next several hours clearing all the thorn bushes, vines, and weeds from the peach tree that stood just off our lawn in the weeds and on the top edge of the hill. This incredible discovery was something worth investing in and caring for. She stood in poison ivy, she cut her hands, she sweated crazily because the peach tree was completely worth it. She intentionally cared for a tree of such great value.

As I stood at a distance and watched her work around the peach tree, this occurred to me: How long has God stood just beyond the edge of my lawn, like that peach tree, and I’ve not known it? How long have I relegated God to the distant part of my life? How long has he been pushed into the weeds with thorns and vines as I ignored him? How long have I walked through life knowing the Big Guy was upstairs, but convinced I didn’t need him?

And to you, how long have you had God on the very edge of your life? How long has he been pushed to a place that it is difficult to remember him? How long has he been out of your life that you don’t know the value of even knowing him?

I know there are times over the years that I’ve let God remain on the edges of my life, amidst the weeds. I’ve forgotten just how amazing he is. And I’ve even struggled to understand the value of knowing him. Yes, I am a pastor, but like you, I am a self-reliant being who places God at the outside of my life.

But what if we could approach God as Susan and I did that peach tree and gently push back a few of the leaves? What if we could discover that God is not what we thought, but better than we ever imagined? What if this God has been right in front of us all along? And what if approaching that tree is the best decision you ever made?

What if?


	

    
	
		
Chapter 2

The Ultimate Party Stopper



With some reflective thinking and some deep soul-searching, I’ve discovered I am the ultimate party stopper.
         

We were celebrating the Fourth of July at a friend’s house. Susan, the kids, and I were having a great time. We weren’t familiar with anyone except our dear friends, the hosts. Having a job like mine, sometimes knowing no one at a social gathering is just fine. As a pastor from a nearby town, none of these people knew me or what I did for a living and therefore didn’t treat me differently. Once in a while that is a liberating feeling, to be able to sit around the outdoor fire with a glass of wine, next to the pool, with people I’ve been laughing with for hours who don’t know me from Adam. I’m just another guy. Maybe even a funny guy. A guy someone would like to hang with. I was feeling pretty good.

And then came the fatal moment. The lady across the fire pit voiced The Question. “Hey, Rob…what do you do for a living?”

Having been in situations like this before, I realized immediately that much of the equilibrium of the night was going to hang on my answer. Tell them I’m in sales and the music keeps thumping, people keep laughing, and the fun keeps flowing. Tell them I’m a manager at a nearby business and they’ll probably not remember my answer the next morning.

“Well, now that’s a good question.” I was buying some time.

I carefully thought through my answer. I’m not afraid to admit I’m a pastor. Nor am I ashamed of what I do or teach or stand for. No, I’m not hesitant for those reasons. Rather, I am fully aware that my truthful answer could literally change the entire rhythm of the party. It might even redirect an hour or two of discussion and put me, or “what I do,” at the center. It often seems to do that. But did I want that on this particular night? Did I want to bring my occupation into this moment?

I also knew I didn’t want to lie. And I didn’t want to hide. So I finally confessed, “I’m a pastor.”

And everything went silent.

When I reveal my profession here in the northeastern part of the United States, it usually prompts a unique initial reaction: confusion—because most people here don’t understand what “pastor” means. They either do not attend a church or they have a Roman Catholic heritage (55–60 percent of the population), so there is often a pause and a look of bewilderment upon my news. One of the first questions asked is how a “priest” could have a wife and kids. “How can you be married as a priest?” It is then that I begin to explain that I’m not a Roman Catholic priest but a Protestant pastor. Again, confusion and bewilderment. “What’s that?” and “That’s a job?” I assure them that, indeed, it is a real job.

On this particular July night, this perfect night, after midnight, my kids asleep in their friends’ bedrooms upstairs, fire going, people laughing, music thumping, my answer “I’m a pastor” did exactly what I feared it would. It brought that entire section of the party to a deafening halt. I could feel car tires screeching the way they do when they have to stop instantly from a full-speed charge. This party around the fire had stopped. Again, I was the ultimate party stopper.

“A pastor?”

“You’re a what?”

“A what?”

I could see my fellow partiers trying to piece this reality together. I had seen it before in other settings. In their minds, it goes something like this: “He’s a man who works at a church…a man of the cloth? Oh my God…what did I say earlier tonight? What stories did I tell? What language did I use? How do I talk now? What do I say? What do I not say?”

There was a floating feeling of awkwardness in the air.

I could see their minds working through the files of their brains, trying to remember the past four to five hours. Had they offended me? And, if so, had they also offended God? Eventually someone usually says something like, “Really? Wow. You work for the Big Guy Upstairs? Now that’s different.” And then come the questions about where I work, what exactly I do, and do I like it.

The party had shifted and become a bit uncomfortable, but interestingly, I noticed that it wasn’t a bad shift for some. In fact, the night had possibly just become a bit more interesting for them. Others weren’t sure what to do. It was like revealing a pet snake in the middle of a group of people. Some get close and pet it and inquire about its name. Some jump back in fear. Some stand carefully at a safe distance and observe. That’s how it is for me in settings like these: I get a variety of reactions.

On this particular night, this perfect night, however, there was an unexpected turn of events. After a few people wandered back into the house to another section of the party, those who stayed engaged with me in discussion. The laughter and looseness of the party around the pool had changed, but the ensuing discussion about faith, religion, God, and beliefs was one for the ages. Yes, the ultimate party stopper shook the original party, but a new party had begun, and it was actually pretty cool. And pretty revealing.

By revealing, I mean that in this setting a clear reality about people and our culture started to become obvious to me. The questions came slowly at first, but then took off—so many questions. That’s true of our culture, isn’t it? We question anything and everything. We accept very little with blind faith. Maybe years ago we trusted the company that said it had our best interest in mind while they were pouring toxic chemicals into the ground or a river nearby. Maybe years ago we trusted politicians who promised they would make a difference, but who ultimately sold themselves out for personal gain. Maybe decades ago that pastor or priest was trusted as good and wise in a community, but that was lost through TV scandals, accusations of inappropriate behavior, and money and sex. Maybe years ago we trusted policemen, teachers, neighbors, friends, but that gap between ourselves and others is filled less with trust and more with doubt these days.

And the doubt and hesitancy we feel in our culture toward these things only shifts to trust when we have an opportunity to ask some questions. We ask to determine whether we can trust. And that’s not bad. We build much of our trust through questioning.

My new acquaintances that evening were no exception. They had a person of “religion” sitting right in front of them, and the questions that had been simmering in their heads for a long time could now finally be asked. I think about it this way: If I need my computer fixed, I don’t go to the Foot Locker. If I need new running shoes, I don’t go to the Apple Store. When questions come to mind about God, you can’t expect to get answers from your waiter or your dentist or your grocer. No, it’s not very often that one gets to sit with a pastor and fire away theological and spiritual questions.

So they did. And they weren’t asking trivia like, “Hey, what’s the deal with that guy who was eaten by a whale?” Or, “Seriously, how big was that ark?” No, these were questions educated, intelligent, and skeptical people ask in our culture today. There was meat hanging from their inquiries.


“Do you really believe there is a God? Because I don’t.”

“How can you believe we were created by a God?”

“How has religion created anything but pain and wars over the centuries?”

“Don’t you think religion is useless?”

“How can you make a living doing that job?”

“What is it, again, that you actually do?”



Those were the warm-ups. Then the queries grew more interesting…


“What is the point of life?”

“What does God want with us?”

“Does God get angry with me?”

“How do I know God is listening?”

“Can I have a conversation with God?”

“What am I supposed to do if there is a God?”

“If God is loving, then why are there _________________?”



And on and on into the night, and we just kept adding wood to the fire (pun quite intended).

In their questions I could see their spiritual beliefs rising to the surface. There seemed to be a common theme. Most everyone had some element of belief in a God, some concept of him or at least a “higher power.” But none of them really knew what God was actually like. They knew there was a God, but he was out of reach. God was that peach tree on the edge of their lawn, with weeds growing all around and through it. They had no idea what to do to bring God in closer, close enough so they could figure it all out.

They were like people touching a statue in the dark and trying to guess what it is. There was no consistency. No clear image. No idea how God worked or interacted with people. No general consensus on God or heaven or death or the church. Just hunches and speculation based on smatterings of their various church backgrounds, readings they’d picked up in bookstores or perused on the Internet, and unexplainable or even painful life experiences.

The more I listened, the more I realized the reason there were so many questions and opinions was not only because we are inclined as a culture to question, but because of a consistent antagonism or a clear sense of apathy toward organized religion. That gap between people and religion is not filled with trust. So, on that perfect night, the partiers had the chance to ask what was burning in their hearts. They wanted to know more about the Big Guy Upstairs and how he fit into the bigger picture of life. They wanted to bring him out of the weeds.

Maybe this resonates with you a little. Many say, “I believe in a ‘god.’ And I also have many questions about this ‘god.’ But I don’t trust the church or anyone enough to get answers, so I will continue to speculate, mostly on my own.”

I get that.

When one has a question about God or Jesus or spiritual matters, it’s good to spend time with someone who studies and teaches on that topic for a living. I sensed that’s what people were feeling that night. As I’ve thought more about that night and similar experiences I’ve had, I’ve discovered a few things.

First, we do want answers. Simple, logical, clear, “Oh, that makes sense” answers. We question, but in that cloud of confusion, we all would like things spelled out and clarified, especially about something as philosophical or ethereal as God.

Second, we want those answers without arrogance. We want someone to lay out simple truth but not tell it or preach it or order it. We want it revealed to us so that it makes sense and that we’re brought in on that revelation.

Several years ago, I found myself in an odd situation. I was hanging out with a friend at his house when he said his dad, Howard, was going to stop over for a bit too. I met his dad for the first time that day. He was not a big man, but was certainly gruff, tough, and looked weathered. I was certain that this sixty-five-year-old guy had truly earned his way through life. If the phrase “man’s man” was in the dictionary, this guy’s picture was beside the definition.

After just a few minutes of small talk between the three of us, my friend unexpectedly received a phone call that removed him from the room for a while. Here sat this rugged guy alone with the pastor, except he didn’t know that. Howard started fast and asked, “So, what do you do?”

“I’m a pastor,” I replied rather matter-of-factly.

“You work for the Big Guy Upstairs, huh? Geez, I don’t believe any of that God-and-Jesus crap anyway.” He said “God and Jesus” as one word. “And I hate the church.”

That didn’t make me feel at ease. This could go really bad really fast. “Me too,” I said.

“What? You work for the church, and you hate the church?”

“Well, I don’t know about ‘hate,’ but there are many things about the church that trouble me.”

“Like what?”

I sensed Howard was genuinely curious about this paradox. I looked at him, eyeball to eyeball, and said, “I don’t like the emphasis on rules or perfect behavior. And I don’t like the self-righteousness that the church and its people can give off. I struggle with the way the church gives the appearance that it has it all together, and yet at the same time there are many societal ills that are ongoing and unchanging. These are a few of the things I don’t like about the church.”

Silence for a few seconds. Then he looked at me and asked, “Then what the hell are you a pastor for?”

“Because I don’t think God has always been pleased with the church either. From what I’ve studied and read in the Bible, Jesus came to challenge the ideas and practices of religion. He was persecuted and eventually put to death for the way he challenged the religious elite. I believe in God enough to try and share that message in spite of the church. I try to have my church step beyond the rules and into a healthy relationship with God.”

“I thought Jesus was all about setting up religious rules. Didn’t he start the church?”

“No. He didn’t. In fact, his passion wasn’t setting up a church system or establishing new rules or forcing anyone into anything. Rather, he came here to this earth to share something with us.”

“What?”

“That although it seems like God is incredibly far away and comes off as ‘The Big Guy Upstairs,’ he is actually very close and very interested in you as a person. He cares about you.”

My new friend said nothing.

I deduced it wasn’t that Howard didn’t believe in God; it’s that he didn’t believe in a God who was associated with all the bad he believed the church to be. If the only choices were to either believe in the God of the church as he knew it or to not believe in God, he would choose the latter, not the former. If church was the tollbooth on the highway to God, then he would take the back roads.

“Let me ask you something, Howard. Do you really not believe in God? Or is it the church you’re really not believing in?” I wanted to ask him about his childhood church experience because I sensed that was where the issue lay. But as it turned out, I didn’t need to.

He paused before he answered. Maybe ten seconds went by. “If there is a God,” he said, “he can’t be from the intimidating and guilt-inducing church I grew up in. I hated the church my parents made me attend. They didn’t even go themselves—they just dropped me off at the door on Sunday mornings and drove off. I was never good enough there. I hated that church.”

There it was. Howard didn’t disbelieve there was a God. To him, God was so entangled in the knots of an unhealthy church experience that he couldn’t connect to God. He hadn’t thrown out God entirely; it was just easier to ignore God, push him to the outer edges of his life.

Through all the clutter and haze of many messages about God, there are revelations about God that are true and good, yet simple and direct. God is that peach tree in the distance. God can be approached and examined and even experienced. God doesn’t force himself into our lives, he simply desires for us to discover him. And when we do, it is amazing. This God is not irrelevant or angry or impotent or lost or uncaring or vengeful or faraway upstairs. No, God wants to reveal himself to you in new and incredible ways. He is the peach tree on the edge of your life, waiting to be discovered.
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