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To my dearest friend, Ronnie Lockwood. 


Thank you for all the years together.










Foreword


The ancient Hebrews believed that just one organ was responsible for generating all of a person’s thoughts, feelings and decisions. Everything flowed from one place in the human body, they said. Where was the hub of all this activity? Not the brain, but the heart. 


‘Above all else guard your heart,’ King Solomon wrote, ‘for everything you do flows from it.’ (Proverbs 4:23, emphasis mine). The heart was where wisdom dwelt, where the intellectual life was centred and where your deepest feelings were processed.


Three millennia on from Solomon, our understanding of biology has grown. We now know that our inner thoughts and feelings aren’t literally processed inside the organ that pumps 2,000 gallons of blood round our bodies a day. Nevertheless, our language, and way of thinking about the human heart, is still influenced by Old Testament theology. We don’t speak of getting to ‘the brain’ of the matter, but rather ‘the heart’ of the matter. ‘A change of heart’ is far deeper than just an intellectual altering of an opinion. In the same way, when someone offers to ‘share their heart’, you would be right to expect a high level of candidness, openness and emotion, not just a cerebral exchanging of ideas.   


In From the Heart, Rob Parsons draws on this biblical understanding of what the heart represents. He covers a range of subjects with wit and warmth, proving it is always more interesting to know what is in a person’s heart than in a person’s head. By merging insights from the scriptures with his own life experience, Rob comes across not as an ‘expert’, but instead a fellow traveller, a loving pastor and friend. He writes on the joy of faith and the depth of God’s love for us. He warns of the dangers of cynicism and preferring competency over character. He reflects wisely on how to respond when God doesn’t answer our prayers, and how to handle online criticism. Being Rob, there’s plenty of stories along the way too, from the amusing – why him and Diane did all of their Christmas shopping on 1 January, to the moving – what a child rescued from the sex trade taught him about cheap grace. 


Most of these fifty-five chapters were originally published as monthly columns in Premier Christianity. Being a magazine columnist may sound like a dream job, but as every writer knows, committing words to paper is hard. In this case, the magazine demanded something profound (but not preachy), entertaining (but not trivial) and honest (but not inappropriate). To the untrained eye, 600 words a month doesn’t seem like too demanding a task, but Blaise Pascal was surely right when he said, ‘I’m sorry I’ve written such a long letter, I didn’t have time to write a short one’.  


If you want to produce writing that is consistently of a high standard, that will take time, effort and editing. You will need to, like Rob, view writing as a craft, and spend hours developing the raw talents God has blessed you with. Those who want to write well must learn to scrutinise every word in their sentences, and ask themselves, ‘Does this make sense? Can I say it better? Is this sentence too long? Too short?’ Rob’s last book (The Heart of Communication) was a masterclass in public speaking. Although not intended as a sequel, this book stands as an example of what outstanding Christian writing can look like.  


For fifteen years, Rob Parsons blessed our readers by sharing his heart with them through his writing. I’m so pleased that this book is making those columns available to an even wider audience. 


Sam Hailes


Editor of Premier Christianity magazine 


(premierchristianity.com)










Preface


Somebody at the Gate


I have dedicated this book to a man who played a huge part in my family’s life. My wife, Dianne, and I had only been married for a few years when we heard a knock on our door one night just before Christmas. When I opened it, a man was standing in the darkness. I hadn’t seen him for a while, but I recognised him – he used to attend Sunday School with us when Dianne and I were children. He had learning difficulties and had spent almost all his childhood in care, but every week, our Sunday School superintendent would drive to the children’s home and pick him up. To us, as youngsters, he had seemed an unusual boy, but he became a weekly presence in our young lives. His name was Ronnie.


When Ronnie was sixteen, he had to leave the children’s home but was unequipped for life outside an institution. His general wellbeing deteriorated, and when he turned up on our doorstep in his late twenties he had been living in appalling conditions for some years and was now practically sleeping rough. In his right hand he clutched a black plastic bag containing all his worldly possessions, and in his left hand he held a frozen chicken. I said, ‘It’s Ronnie, isn’t it?’ He nodded. ‘Where did you get your chicken, Ronnie?’ He told me that somebody had given it to him for Christmas, but he had no way of cooking it. I invited him in and promised that we would cook his chicken for him. When I brought him into our living room, Dianne quickly said, ‘Ronnie, why don’t you stay with us tonight?’ He never left.


Ronnie was to live with us for almost forty-five years. He was part of our family before our children were born and long after they became adults with children of their own. He died last year.


When he had been living with us for a little while, he got a job as a dustman. At that time, I was a lawyer and every morning I would give Ronnie a lift to work. When I got home in the evenings he would often be sitting in the same chair with a huge grin on his face. One evening I said, ‘When I get home at night you’re always sitting there looking happy. What amuses you so much?’ He replied, ‘Rob, when you take me to work in the mornings, the men I work with say to me, “Who’s that who brings you to work in the fancy car?” and I reply, “Oh – that’s my solicitor!”’


I have thought so much about that. I don’t think Ronnie was pleased simply because he was taken to work by a lawyer. I think the reason it meant so much to him was that he’d never had a mother to take him to his first day at school or wait for him at the end of the afternoon at the school gate. When he was eleven years old he’d never had a father to ask him, ‘How did it go at big school today, Son?’ But now he was a man, and at last somebody was at the gate. We all need somebody at the gate. 


Ronnie died in our arms. When he was born, it seemed that nobody had wanted him. Yet at the end of his life as he slipped away from us, Dianne was singing ‘Yes, Jesus loves me’ and we said to him time and time again, ‘We love you, Ronnie’. 


He was in every way a remarkable man with genuine compassion. We learnt a lot from Ronnie. Every Sunday evening without fail he helped at a homeless shelter run by our church. One particular night, he left home to go to the shelter wearing some new shoes, but when he returned home he was wearing scruffy trainers. I said, ‘Where are your shoes, Ronnie?’


‘I gave them to somebody who needed them,’ he replied. He taught us that one day, the small and often unseen acts of kindness we do will count for far more than all the grand gestures. He taught us that in heaven’s economy we don’t have to have great wealth, a high IQ, or even an abundance of natural talent to affect the world around us for good. We can make a difference each day by doing simple tasks faithfully. And, of course, he taught us that our lives can be changed when we have somebody at the gate.


As well as all of that, Ronnie kept our feet on the ground. When I became a partner in the legal practice I worked for, they bought me a new car and I was dying to show it off to somebody. Ronnie sat in the passenger seat and as we drove off, I moved the steering wheel by just using my index finger. ‘Do you see how easy it is, Ronnie?’ I said. ‘It’s called Power Assisted Steering.’


‘Yes, Rob, I know,’ he replied. ‘We have it on the dust carts.’










Chapter 1


Jesus Comes for Me


I am revisiting Israel for the first time in over twenty-five years, and as I write this I am looking over the Sea of Galilee. When I last stood here gazing across the water to the Golan Heights, I was a young lawyer and a leader in a growing church, with two small children. A quarter of a century later, the law practice is a distant memory; the toddlers, who, with a childish disregard for holy places, tossed pebbles into the water all those years ago, now have children of their own. The church that I worried about, spent hours in meetings over, and was practically brought to a nervous breakdown trying to help lead, is now growing, thriving and blessed. For some reason I have never managed to understand, heaven was not as totally dependent on me as I had imagined.


Since I was last in Capernaum and sat in the ruins of the synagogue that Jesus almost certainly preached in, two of my closest friends – men who have devoted almost all their adult lives to serving God – have fallen into affairs. Like the stones of the synagogue, the ruins of those events lie around us still.


Since I last stood on the hill where, somewhere nearby, a young teacher one day began a sermon with the words, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit . . .’, I have let others down and been let down myself. I have laughed more than I would have thought possible and cried so deeply at times that I thought I would never smile again. I have made vows to God; kept some and broken some. I have sought forgiveness for sins that I’ve committed again within moments. I have dedicated my life to Jesus, rededicated it, and ‘gone forward’ at meetings more times than I can remember.


Since I last sat on the grass near where Jesus fed the 5,000 and I’d tried to imagine being one of the crowd, I have had times in my life when the living presence of Jesus faded so much that I doubted I would ever feel joy again. And I have had moments when he seemed so close that I felt I could, with Thomas, put my fingers in the marks of the nails in his hands.


Since I last visited Caesarea Philippi where, against the background of the false gods of the world, he asked, ‘Whom do men say that I am?’, I have had times when I was so certain of my faith that I could hardly understand how everyone did not believe. And I have had moments of dark doubt that threatened to suffocate my soul.


But it is none of those things that capture my mind now as I look once more across the lake. No. It is an event I have read about a thousand times before but that now blazes with fresh light for me. It occurred just before the famous incident of Peter trying to walk on the water. The disciples are in a boat on the lake at night. Jesus is not with them; he is praying in the hills above. The elements are against them, and the little boat is making slow progress in trying to reach the shore. It’s not that the men aren’t rowing hard – they are trying for all they are worth. But just as soon as they seem to move a little closer to the shore, a wave tosses them back.


I try to picture that scene as I gaze out over the water, and I suddenly realise that it sums up so much of my Christian life. I can almost hear myself cry out, ‘It’s too hard. I’m not good enough at this. I’ve made so little progress.’ But even as I think this, the next part of the story comes to me, and I see Jesus looking up from his prayer in the hills and seeing their great predicament. Suddenly he is walking towards them; first down the hill, and then across the lake into the storm. And as he does, he is crying out, ‘It is I. Don’t be afraid.’


They told me in Sunday school it was vital that I come to Jesus. I’m sure they were right. But as I think back over those twenty-five years, I realise that there is something just as important . . .


It is that Jesus comes for me.










Chapter 2


The Faith of My Youth


Take me back, to the place where I first received you.


. . . Take me back, dear Lord, where I first believed.


Andraé Crouch


 


Some years ago, I met a wonderful Pentecostal preacher who told me that every man needed to have three men in his life: a Barnabas to encourage him; a Timothy to whom he can pass on the faith; and a Paul to mentor him. I am sure that women, too, need those three characters.


I was privileged to have some wonderful encouragers in my life and was able to help some people develop in the faith, but I didn’t actually have a mentor − someone who’d look out for me, slow me down when I was going too fast, and prick the bubble of my foolish pride when I was taking myself too seriously. I decided I needed to find a Paul.


It took me a while, but some years ago I found one. He’s not much older than me, but he’s a million times wiser.


When we first met, I don’t think I was in very good shape. I’d become hard-hearted and a little cynical – perhaps taking holy things too much for granted. He listened to me for a while and then said, ‘I’m going to pray for you the thing that Job yearned for.’ My mind raced back to the oldest book in the Bible, and I hoped this wouldn’t result in my having to scrape boils off my body with a bit of clay pot. I needn’t have worried. Job’s longing was for something very simple: ‘Oh, that I knew the intimacy I had with you in the days of my youth’ (Job 29:4, my paraphrase).


I remember how I’d felt in ‘the days of my youth’. I’d been hungry for God and I prayed about everything – even my maths homework. I couldn’t even spell the word ‘cynical’, and I was sure that I loved Jesus more than anybody or anything else. Since those days, a lot has happened. Some of the friends that I prayed would be healed have died. One or two of my Christian heroes have walked away from the faith. And the answers I had to difficult questions when I was sixteen seem a little less satisfactory now. It’s not hard for the years to rob us of excitement, joy and wonder.


But I don’t want to lose those things. I don’t want knowledge to rob me of faith, experience to drain me of hope, or doubts to steal my joy. I don’t want to be childish, but I do want to recapture, preserve and foster the kind of believing that Jesus loved so much in the young. And I certainly don’t want to be gullible, but if it comes to the push, I will gladly choose that over cynicism.


It’s not just attitudes that can rob my faith of freshness, but lifestyle. I remember being in a Christian leaders’ retreat once when one of the speakers really challenged us. He pointed us to a verse in Ecclesiastes, ‘And I saw that all toil and all achievement spring from one person’s envy of another’ (Ecclesiastes 4:4). We thought, ‘Surely that can’t be true of our little group?’ We were all so busy that we could hardly stop for breath. Surely, all this activity was not being carried out just to impress somebody? Surely, it couldn’t possibly be that we were somehow trying to prove ourselves?


Time and time again, I find myself considering what Jesus meant when he said to the church at Ephesus, ‘You have left your first love’ (Revelation 2:4, NKJV). After all, they were busy for him – they seemed to be achieving a lot. Yet, at the heart of things, something was desperately wrong. And I remember the day I realised that the words we use so often in evangelism were actually spoken to a church – this time, one in Laodicea. They were said to Christians who had somehow managed to live their lives so that Christ was left out in the cold: ‘Behold, I stand at the door and knock’ (Revelation 3:20, NKJV).


I don’t want to live my life like that. So now, most weeks, I pray Job’s ‘prayer’. In the later stages of my Christian life, I find myself crying out to God . . .


‘Take me back.’










Chapter 3


Disappointment with God


Have you ever thought you might stop following Jesus? I’ve spoken to many people who have done just that. I doubt whether any of us could really understand the complexity of experiences that contribute to that decision. And, anyway, often it won’t be the result of a specific decision. It can come about through a slow process of which we may not even be aware.


If this experience isn’t new for Christians, neither is it new for Jesus. In fact, most of those who at first decided to follow him changed their minds. John’s Gospel records him turning to his twelve closest disciples and asking that poignant question: ‘You don’t want to leave too, do you?’ (John 6:67, my paraphrase). Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life’ (John 6:68).


Lots of things can contribute to the experience of losing faith, but I’ve come to believe that often the reason is very simple: disappointment.


First, it may be disappointment with others. Perhaps other followers of Jesus have hurt us deeply. For many of us, the wounds we carry were not inflicted by strangers but by friends. Or it may be that someone we had looked up to and learnt from let us down badly – even turned their back on all they’d believed, trashing it in front of our eyes. And we suddenly thought, ‘Perhaps it was all a lie.’


Second, I think that sometimes we lose faith because of disappointment with ourselves. We find it hard to pray, easy to sin, and feel that we let God down the whole time. Professor Lewis Smedes called this attitude ‘spiritual catastrophizing’. He put it like this:


 


[The ‘spiritual catastrophizing’] demon speaks to me in the words of the King James Bible: ‘Oh thou feckless fop of a man, surely there is no spark of spiritual strength in thee: fie on thee, fatuous wretch, for such a worm as thou there is no hope . . .’ The joy-killing demon delights in making every spiritual failure fatal.1


And last, sometimes people turn their back on Jesus because they are disappointed with God and feel he has let them down. I think of a man I knew who had a spiritual answer to every circumstance of life. I’ve never met anybody as sure of their faith, convinced that God could not only heal every disease but that he would. However, he had no theology of suffering. So when he walked away from the grave of his wife, he also decided to walk away from God.


I remember a telephone conversation I had with David Works. David and his wife, Mary, had four children and were about to go overseas to serve God. One Sunday morning in 2007 after their church service in Colorado Springs, they were about to drive off when they became the random victims of a young gunman. In just a few minutes, David’s life changed for ever. One of his daughters was shot dead in the car, another lay dying on the ground, and he himself was so wounded he couldn’t even crawl to help her.


He remembers lying on the concrete of the car park and crying out to God, ‘What is going on here? We’re missionaries. We’re about to go around the world for you.’


He said the answer wasn’t audible, but it was as clear as if it had been. He heard God say, ‘David, we are not going around this. We are not going under it. And we are not going over it. We are going through it.’


And suddenly David had to answer a question that millions of followers of Jesus have asked themselves over the centuries: ‘Can I go on following a God who allows me to go through things?’


David kept his faith in God. Of course, there was anger – rage even – but although there was so much that he didn’t understand, for him there was no alternative. As he lay in hospital that night, he spoke to God, quoting the words of Peter we referred to above: ‘I don’t understand this, you’re not making any sense right now. But I’m not going anywhere. You have the words of eternal life.’


I’m glad it was Peter who gave that reply to Jesus. I suppose you can guess why. It’s because Peter is like us. One minute he’s promising to die for Jesus, the next he’s denying him. And one day he’s curled up at the feet of the Prince of Peace and listening to the beauty of the Sermon on the Mount, the next he’s slicing somebody’s ear off in Gethsemane. But he went on following Jesus. He went on in spite of his disappointment with others – like the position-grabbing James and John vying for the best places in Jesus’ future kingdom. He went on in spite of the disappointment with himself and that haunting memory of a courtyard, a fire and a cock crowing. And, yes, he went on even in spite of disappointment with God – when all his expectations of Jesus and his kingdom had to change so radically.
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