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Praise for Dare to Answer


“Like a wise conversation that lasts deep into the night, John Busacker inspires all of us seeking to live a meaningful life.”


Richard Leider, International Best-selling Author of
The Power of Purpose, Repacking Your Bags, and Life Reimagined


“What may be true about me today is not the complete Truth about how God sees me or what He calls me to be. I am a work in progress. Here, John Busacker dares to remind us of key questions, which Jesus asked for the purpose of drawing us into the Truth designed for our lives. Will we Dare to Answer?”


Jay Bennett, Chairman, National Christian Foundation


“John Busacker has the very rare skill of being able to make the Word come alive in a refreshing and poignant way by relating the life and teachings of Jesus through fascinating contemporary stories and observations. He weaves both humor and heartbreak into a wonderful mosaic in Dare to Answer.”


Ward Brehm, Former Chairman, United States
Africa Development Foundation and Twin Cities Humanitarian


“So often Christians have thought it is our job to defend the truth through well-thought-through biblical arguments. John’s thoughtful writings have offered a new paradigm that allows for questions and not answers to be the primary posture of a Christian. John’s insight around eight of Jesus’ questions has had a significant impact on how I go about engaging in conversations with the spiritual seekers in our community.”


Kurt Vickman, Founder, Good Grocer


“The kind of wisdom and insight John Busacker reveals in this book was not come to by settling for easy answers but by asking really hard questions—mostly of himself. They’re the kind of questions that, if you stay with them, will drive you down deep into your motives, and your heart and to where you really live and to what you really love. I highly recommend John’s book, but get ready to dig down deep.”


David Johnson, Senior Pastor, Church of the Open Door
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To Elvin Monroe “Monty” Sholund
my dear mentor:
His penetrating questions awakened my faith.
His persistent encouragement
instilled God’s calling.




INTRODUCTION


An Invitation to Answer


Life is filled with questions. Some we ask, but often the really important ones are those we dare to answer.




	How does God want to use me?


	Who am I—really?


	What really matters?


	What do I believe?





Once we have dared to answer the important questions, things that are repetitious, casual, surface, trivial, or simplistic no longer satisfy. We hunger for so much more.


We are designed to go deep with God—by God Himself.


Paul describes God’s desire for us to go deeper as our destiny—our best life. He tells his friends:


God’s wisdom is something mysterious that goes deep into the interior of his purposes. You don’t find it lying around on the surface. It’s not the latest message, but more like the oldest—what God determined as the way to bring out his best in us, long before we ever arrived on the scene (1 Corinthians 2:7).


But how do we do that? He can seem way out of our league, inaccessible, out of our grasp. And the truth is—He is! This is how David describes the enormous chasm between God and us:


God’s love is meteoric, his loyalty astronomic, / His purpose titanic, his verdicts oceanic (Psalm 36:5–6).


How do you connect with love so vast, purpose so immense, wisdom so deep?


Clearly, God has asked us to draw near to Him to narrow the gap. And, when we do, there’s hope for you and for me. David goes on to describe this hope when he says:


Yet in his largeness nothing gets lost; / Not a man, not a mouse, slips through the cracks (Psalm 36:6).


The God who cares about the location of every sparrow on the planet and has the very hairs on our head numbered is interested in every detail of our life. He will talk to us about the news, weather, and sports. But He wants more from us and for us. He wants to bridge the chasm by going beyond idle chatter and simplistic answers. God invites us to go deeper with Him.


The good news is God invites us and then He takes the initiative in leading us to where deep in our heart we most want to go. How?


He takes us deeper and draws us closer with questions—tough questions, personal questions, searching questions, transforming questions, deep questions.


God doesn’t want us to be merely interested in Him. He wants us to be intimate with Him. He yearns to deepen our faith—from feeble to fierce, from predictable to passionate.


By answering His questions for ourselves, we begin to discover the true object of our desire, the source of our fear, the uniqueness of our identity, the focus of our compassion, the real measure of our wealth, and the only lasting love of our life. We begin to really know God. And to know Him is to love Him!


Are you willing to risk living in God’s questions? The adventure will undoubtedly cause you to experience uncertainty and restlessness. But the result of leaning into God’s questions is the exhilaration of a deep faith that is untamed in its expression and unimaginable in its outcome. It is worth the wild ride!


But God is God. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard Him ask me any questions.


Let me assure you, God’s questions are right in front of you. I discovered them while reading through the Gospels. In one of those aha moments of life, I realized that when Jesus posed simple but poignant questions to those He encountered, He was asking the very same questions of . . . me . . . of you.


What a humbling and gratifying breakthrough for me. The God of all things, in the Person of Jesus Christ, was bridging the chasm between us. He was inviting me to go deeper.


I humbly echo the same invitation to you. I know you want to go deeper in your faith. I can’t tell you what that will look like. I’m still on my own journey of daring to answer. Your journey is between you and God. But I know that when you answer eight questions Jesus poses to you, you will find God’s destiny for you.


The starting point for our journey is the simple, yet profoundly challenging question of our desire, “What do you want?” The answer—the real answer, the deep answer—is the pivotal question of our devotion, “Do you truly love Me?”


REFLECT AND RESPOND


To enrich your spiritual adventure, I want to encourage you to complete the Reflect and Respond activities found at the conclusion of each chapter. If you are like me, you might find the experience even more enriching when explored with others. Like the questions Jesus poses to you, you will find the activities both simple and profound when you reach higher and go deeper than trite, practiced, responses.


You will be challenged to:




	
READ additional Scripture to expand your understanding of each question.


	
REFLECT on questions to stimulate discovery individually or in a small group dialogue.


	
RESPOND to a challenge to boldly practice each of Jesus’ questions.





Let’s get started on going deeper with God together!




 


 


 


 


 





The next day John was there again with two of his disciples. When he saw Jesus passing by, he said, “Look, the Lamb of God!” When the two disciples heard him say this, they followed Jesus. Turning around, Jesus saw them following and asked, “What do you want?”


—


John 1:35–38,NIV







Chapter One


WHAT DO YOU WANT?
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A QUESTION OF DESIRE
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It’s a close game. In the final few minutes, the underdog pulls off the upset. If you were cheering for the underdog, you are delirious with joy. If your team was favored to win but mysteriously didn’t “show up,” you are inconsolable. Now you have to listen to postgame analysis and relive your joy or misery.


The sports commentator tries to explain why a team that shouldn’t have won beat a team that should have won and invariably uses a trite phrase about the victor: “they wanted it more.”


There are a lot of things I want in life. I think it would be terrific to run a sub-three-hour marathon, for example. However, I haven’t and I likely won’t. I sort of want to, but it’s not my passion; it’s not my true heart’s desire.


This is a book about going deeper in your spiritual walk. The fact that you have picked up Dare to Answer makes me suspect you have already seen Jesus “passing by” in your life. Maybe someone said to you, “Look! There He is. He’s the One. He makes all the difference in the world.” And you started following . . . maybe at a distance . . . maybe a little reluctantly.


But now He’s turned to you. He’s looked you in the eyes. He’s asked, “What do you want?”


What do you want? The beauty and power of that question is it is relevant whether you’ve known Jesus your entire life or just a few short months or don’t know Him at all yet.


As you read on, you will discover that this is no easy question to answer, no matter where you are on your journey. A superficial answer is as dangerous as no answer at all. It is not for the faint of heart. You are going to have to truly “want it” to know it.


That’s a big part of what it means to dare to answer.


Scaling Mount Kilimanjaro


I was immediately drawn to Elias. A short, powerfully built man with a radiant smile, Elias (Swahili for Elijah) had stopped counting his successful Kilimanjaro summit attempts when he had reached 200. At age thirty, he already embodied the quiet wisdom of experience and clear passion of calling that inspired confident followership. After meeting him, I decided pretty quickly that if I was going to attempt the summit of Kilimanjaro, I wanted Elias to be my guide.


My eleven fellow climbers and I gathered around in a tight circle as Elias kneeled over a dog-eared map of the mountain. He described the route through five eco-systems we would be taking in our ascent and descent of Kilimanjaro. We would begin hiking through the Montane forest, camp the fourth evening in the Reusch crater bracketed by the seventy-five-foot ice wall of the Fortwangler Glacier, climb to the summit early the next morning, then descend along the Mweka route. All told, the journey would take six days.


Elias pointed out landmarks on the topographic map and described both the physical and emotional obstacles we would encounter during the climb. As he spoke, we were all feeling the giddy anticipation of success, the quiet fear of possible failure, and a chafing restlessness to begin—the powerful mixture that precedes most great adventures in life.


After less than fifteen minutes, Elias ended his narrative, slowly turned to look at each of us as if he was looking directly in our hearts and asked, “What do you want?”


Great question! What did we want? What did I want?


A sense of achievement? A story to tell my grandchildren some day? A beautiful trek through God’s glorious creation? Did I want to test myself—and make sure as a middle- aged man I still “had it”? All the above? Something more or different?


Like Jesus, Elias posed a simple but poignant question that goes straight to the heart and, when honestly confronted and answered, brings so much clarity and purpose to life.


Elias was laid back but sharp as a tack. This wasn’t just a casual ice-breaker question for him. He wanted to know what was driving us. He was giving us an opportunity to know ourselves a little better.


Throughout the next six days, he used our answers to build relationships certainly, but he also used our answers—our own words, our own stated desires—to encourage and challenge each of us in unique ways.


I told you Elias had a quiet wisdom. He was a great leader. I truly believe his amazing ability to effectively lead us was in direct proportion to the way he helped us clarify our own desires for climbing Mount Kilimanjaro.


Have you ever taken the time to clarify your own desires? Have you ever searched for the deepest desire of your heart and life?


Jesus’ First Question


It is no accident that Jesus asked such a personal life- clarifying question early in His ministry. It is the first crucial question He used to ignite followership in twelve men who would change the world forever with the power of His teaching and His work and presence in their lives. It is the essential question He asks of us today to continue His world-changing work. He shows up in our life, sometimes unexpectedly, to ask through both subtle stirrings and traumatic life events, “What do you want?”


Like His Father, Jesus is all-knowing and all-powerful, but as with the other questions in this book, He will not answer for us. We must weigh in for ourselves. Clarifying what we truly desire is the departure point on our journey to depth.


The two men of whom Jesus asked the original question were followers of John the Baptist. There was a wildness, an unrestrained boldness about John that attracted these men and many others to the wilderness. When Eugene Peterson describes John in The Message translation of the Bible, he uses vivid phrases that capture John’s person. The one that stands out to me most forcefully is, “I’m thunder in the desert” (John 1:23).


John the Baptist himself had a clear passion of calling and purpose. He had answered in his own life the question of what he really wanted. He had discovered the God-given desire of his life. It made him bold. Fearless. It enabled him to ignite the energy, expectation, and imagination of a whole generation of people weary of Roman oppression and a worn- out religion of rules. When Jesus showed up on the scene, John proved true to his calling. He didn’t try to hold onto his popularity. He knew who he was and what he wanted. He pointed Jesus out for all of his followers to see: “Look, the Lamb of God!”


A few of his followers got jealous when their comrades left to follow Jesus. Not John. He may have been wild at heart, but he understood his purpose. He simply said:


“A person can receive only what is given them from heaven. You yourselves can testify that I said, I am not the Messiah but am sent ahead of him.’ The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. He must become greater; I must become less” (John 3:27-30, NIV).


Wouldn’t it be wonderful to know who you are and what you are called to do as clearly as John? What if I told you that was possible?


With just one word and two days experience these two disciples of John abruptly turned and began to trail after and then run after Jesus. Others soon followed. Had John not already personally answered God’s question, “What do you want?” such a sudden change of allegiance would have led to chaos and conflict.


There must have been something missing from the two disciples’ lives, a spiritual discontent deep within their heart. They sensed and, with John’s help, knew that only this carpenter from Nazareth could satisfy what they truly wanted. Despite being avid followers of John, they dropped everything and turned on a dime to pursue a different leader. They were seekers. Os Guinness describes what I believe was in their heart:


They were looking for something. They were people to whom life, or a part of life, had suddenly become a point of wonder, a question, a problem, or a crisis. This happened so intensely that they were stirred to look for an answer beyond their present answers and to clarify their position in life.


Jesus’ very presence was posing a new question that needed a new answer. The followers of John became seekers of Jesus.


That’s what happens when we truly see Jesus. We see something—Someone—new, and only a new, deeper answer to what we really want will suffice.


I want to repeat for emphasis and to hold up as a role model for the process of answering this question, aren’t you glad John had already experienced the wonder of recognizing the “Lamb of God” and encouraging his followers to continue their quest?


What About You?


Are you a seeker also? Do you have a sense that something deep inside is missing? Has life become a point of wonder, a question, a problem, or a crisis for you? Is there a restlessness that is unstilled by work, school, friendship, money, church, or even family? Do you feel as if you are treading water, making no progress? If so, perhaps God is asking you the same question today—“What do you want?”—with the intent to engage you in a new, world-changing work. So what do you really want?


But before you make a mad headlong dash to answer that question with a quick answer, stop, slow down, and wait. All of us have come up with quick responses on what we want only to discover ourselves going in the completely wrong direction.


Waiting for Desire to Happen



We want to maintain at least the illusion that we have it all figured out and are in control of our life, work, relationships, and even religion—that we are always moving steadily forward. But then God poses a new question in our heart, which brings an unsettledness, a stirring in our soul that invites us to again become a seeker. We are awakened by a new inquiry in our soul and consumed by finding a new answer. We hunger for the answers.


Author Brennan Manning, who learned through the depths of alcoholism that control is an illusion, encourages us to pray:


I surrender my will and my life to you today, without reservation and with humble confidence for you are my loving Father. Set me free from self-consciousness, from anxiety about yesterday and tomorrow and from the tyranny of the approval and disapproval of others, that I may find joy and delight simply and solely in pleasing you. Let your plan for my life and the lives of all your children gracefully unfold one day at a time.


I regularly charge off after my own desires before checking in on God’s direction. It is said that human beings are the only creatures on the planet who speed up when lost or confused. We are impatient. We don’t take time to discover what we truly want. We settle for convenient, superficial, prepackaged answers.


David sums up God’s perspective on speedy answers, on chasing after the first thing that comes to mind, when he declares: “I pray to God—my life a prayer—and wait for what he’ll say and do” (Psalm 130:5).


Paradoxically, the initial path of seeking is to wait. David had discovered two critical truths about godly waiting. First, he is not shooting up a prayer at the last minute in hopes of getting some personal request granted. His life was a prayer. Much of the Psalms are David’s prayer journal with God. He was in constant, intimate, brutally honest conversation with the Almighty. No wonder God Himself said of David: “I’ve searched the land and found this David, son of Jesse. He’s a man whose heart beats to my heart, a man who will do what I tell him” (Acts 13:22).


Second, David was not waiting for God to catch up to his plan. We never express our heart’s true desire by charging on ahead of God. We need to pause and pray. An African expression for patience is “waiting for time to happen.” We must wait for God’s desire to happen, in our heart.


What we are ultimately waiting for is the wisdom to discern God’s will at each critical transition in our lives. This wisdom does not typically flow into a noisy, crowded mind. It seeps into a heart quieted by prayer. God’s desire is a matter of the heart, not just the head. The word desire is most often coupled in the Bible with heart or heart’s desire. Erwin McManus writes, “What can settle your mind will not settle your soul. It will stir it up.” The desire of the heart is a much more powerful tug than that of the head.


My friend John, a Carmelite monk whose life is devoted to discerning matters of the heart through constant prayer, sent me this thought several years ago:


The inner life of prayer can best flourish in an atmosphere of silence, free from agitation and noise. In silent prayer we come face to face with ourselves and learn to reconcile the contradictions of our lives; the fears, anxieties and frustrations that lead to discouragement and illness. Something more begins to happen, mysteriously, in moments of deep serenity; we discover at the root of our being, the presence of the One who created us and calls us in love, and we emerge from this experience transformed by the quiet joy and gentle peace which radiates from the inner recesses of the heart.


The Heart of Desire


God approached David’s son, Solomon, with the same question of desire: “Ask for whatever you want me to give you” (2 Chronicles 1:7, NIV). In other words, what do you want, Solomon?


There was no salary cap on these contract negotiations, no limitations on what Solomon could ask for or on what God could grant. Signing bonus? No problem. Guaranteed contract? Money? Fame? Power? Done. But what Solomon asked for was simply wisdom, “a discerning heart to govern [God’s] people and to distinguish between right and wrong” (1 Kings 3:9, NIV).


God’s answer back to Solomon?


 


Since this is your heart’s desire and you have not asked for wealth, riches or honor, nor for the death of your enemies, and since you have not asked for a long life but for wisdom and knowledge to govern my people over whom I have made you king, therefore wisdom and knowledge will be given you. And I will also give you wealth, riches and honor, such as no king who was before you ever had and none after you will have (2 Chronicles 1:11-12, NIV).
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