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Praise for The Imitation of Christ


The Imitation of Christ is one of the great spiritual works of the Church. More than five hundred years later, it remains not just a classic, but a road map to the life the Lord wants each of us to live.


—Timothy Michael Cardinal Dolan
Archbishop of New York


This influential book is an incredible gift to this century. James Watkins has stayed true to the original text but in language that continues to speak from the soul of Thomas à Kempis to the soul of a twenty-first-century seeker. A message for which our world has deep hunger. This is literally a soul-changing, ultimately world-changing book; a must for every person serious about being a Christ-follower.


—Jo Anne Lyon, Founder of World Hope International,
General Superintendent, The Wesleyan Church,
Member, President’s Advisory Council on
Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships


Thomas à Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ is a timeless classic. Watkins has succeeded in providing a clear and accurate rendering of this great volume for a new generation of Catholic and Protestants alike. I’m looking forward to reading this many times.


—Rev. Randolph Sly, Priest and
Personal Ordinariate of the Chair of St. Peter


The Imitation of Christ devotional is truly a gift to the church. Watkins provides timeless, profound truths in everyday language, introducing modern Christians to the power of Thomas à Kempis’s words and life’s work. A deeply moving, wholly convicting, and truly life-altering book.


—Mary DeMuth, Author of Worth Living:
How God’s Wild Love for You Changes Everything


Each morning I eagerly go to this modern version of The Imitation of Christ knowing it will convict and teach my spirit, giving me spiritual focus throughout the day. It is the best devotional I’ve found in many years.


—Lissa Halls Johnson, Author and Speaker
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DEDICATION


Dedicated to the original author, Thomas à Kempis, whose writing of The Imitation of Christ dramatically and forever changed my life.


And, of course, to the One whom I am trying to imitate.




INTRODUCTION
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“The one who follows me will not walk in darkness,” says the Lord. These words of Christ teach us how far we must imitate his life and character, if we seek true understanding and deliverance for deception of our hearts and minds.


Let us, then, most earnestly study and dwell upon the life of Jesus Christ. Christ’s teachings surpass all the teachings of holy men, and if we have his Spirit we find spiritual nourishment.


Thomas à Kempis


Thomas à Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ changed my life. I was hustling to become a rich and famous author/speaker when I was confronted by this convicting book’s message: “Be content to be unknown and not respected.” But I could serve Christ much more effectively as a New York Times best-selling author and globe-trotting speaker! I quickly discovered that while I had a degree in theology, and had been writing Christian books and articles most of my professional life, à Kempis taught a close, deep relationship with Jesus Christ that I didn’t possess! I knew Christ, but I didn’t know Christ. I have read through The Imitation of Christ at least ten times now, and each time, I find myself knowing Christ in closer and deeper ways. I’m learning that he must increase and I must decrease—especially on book covers.


So, I invite you to join millions of readers who, over the past five hundred years, have become more like Christ through this amazing book.


The devotional classic, second only to the Bible in sales, was written anonymously in Latin in the Netherlands. Thomas Haemmerlein (1380–1471), better known as Thomas à Kempis, is generally credited as the author/editor, but purposely avoided claiming its authorship. He wrote, “Do not let the writer’s authority or learning—be it little or great—influence you, but let the love of pure truth attract you to read. Do not ask, ‘Who said this?’ but pay attention to what is said.” In fact, much of the writing is borrowed from the Bible, the early Church fathers, and medieval monks.


He spent seventy-two years as a member of the Brothers of the Common Life at the Mount St. Agnes Monastery in Deventer, Holland, serving as a “canon regular.” Unlike a monk, who limited his ministry within the walls of a monastery, this title describes a religious cleric who lived in the community, but served in local congregations. He spent his time writing biographies of members of his order as well as copying the Bible by hand at least four times. He also was in charge of instructing young members of his order. In that capacity, he wrote four devotional booklets, which later were combined into The Imitation of Christ. At times, he wrote as the disciple and at other times as if Christ were speaking directly to the student.


The hand-copied manuscripts of the book were first circulated as early as 1420, with its first publication in English in 1696.


Through the centuries, the book has been recommended by such diverse leaders as John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, and Thomas Merton, the popular twentieth-century author and Catholic monk. The Jesuits, a Catholic order of priests and brothers, honored the book. Their founder, St. Ignatius of Loyola, was inspired by The Imitation of Christ to formulate his own Spiritual Exercises. The book has been published as more than six thousand editions in more than fifty languages.


Because The Imitation of Christ has had a most profound effect on my spiritual life, I am pleased to offer this updated version arranged for devotional reading. I have carefully updated William Benham’s 1874 translation with modern and inclusive language that remains faithful to the original message. Catholic scholar Michael Fraley compared my modernization with the original Latin text and made valuable suggestions to assure accuracy. For clarity, I have added headings to indicate who is speaking, as well as biblical passages which introduce and reinforce the theme of each chapter. Passages taken directly from Scripture have also been attributed.


I pray this edition of the classic work will provide a new generation of readers the life-changing message of The Imitation of Christ.




PART I
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IMITATING CHRIST
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ON THE IMITATION OF CHRIST
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Imitate God, therefore, in everything you do, because you are his dear children. Live a life filled with love, following the example of Christ.


Ephesians 5:1–2


The Disciple


These are the words of Christ: “If you follow me, you won’t have to walk in darkness” (John 8:12). They teach us how thoroughly we must imitate his life and character if we desire true understanding and freedom from our own deceptive hearts and minds. And so, may we earnestly study and meditate on the life of Jesus Christ.


Christ’s teachings surpass all of the great holy writers of the past. If we have his Spirit, we find spiritual nourishment. Unfortunately there are many people who frequently hear the words of Christ but have little desire to follow them and so do not have the mind of Christ.


What does it profit us to engage in deep discussions about the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit if we lack humility and are displeasing to God? Truly, deep and profound words do not make a person holy and upright, but a good life is what makes us dear to God. I would rather experience sorrow for my ungodly thoughts and actions than simply be skillful in defining “repentance.” If we know the whole Bible and the teachings of all the philosophers, what does all this benefit us without the love and grace of God? It is completely futile unless we love God and serve only him. This is the highest wisdom: to put earthly values behind us and to reach forward to the heavenly kingdom.


It is futile to strive for earthly things and to trust in riches that will perish. It is futile to desire honors and lift up ourselves. It is futile to be ruled by the desires of our physical body, for this will only bring misery in the end. It is futile to desire a long life and to care little for a good life. It is futile to concentrate on the here and now and not look forward to the things which are eternal. It is futile to love temporary things and not strive toward eternal joy.


Always keep this saying in mind: “The eye is not satisfied with visible things. Neither is the ear content with hearing.” And so, let us strive to turn our hearts from the love of things that are visible and concentrate on the things that are invisible. If we are controlled by our own physical desires, we will corrupt our conscience and destroy the grace of God.


Book 1 Chapter 1
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ON CHRIST AS THE WAY, THE TRUTH, THE LIFE
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“I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the Father except through me.”


John 14:6


The Christ


My friend, the more you let go of your own desires, the more you will become like me. When you have no desire for outward things, only then you will enjoy internal peace. When you stop living for yourself, you will grow into union with me. I want you to learn perfect self-denial and to live as I desire without disagreeing or complaining. “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Without my way you cannot go. Without my truth you cannot know. And without my life you cannot grow. I am the way which you must follow, the truth you must believe, and the life for which you must hope. I am the way never changing, the truth never failing, and the life never ending. I am the straight way, the supreme truth and the true, blessed, and uncreated life. “And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32). Only then will you enjoy eternal life.


“If you want to receive eternal life, keep the commandments” (Matthew 19:17). If you want to know the truth, believe in me. If you want to be perfect, sell all that you have. If you want to be my disciple, deny yourself. If you want to possess the blessed life, give up the life you now have. If you want to be exalted in heaven, humble yourself in this world. If you want to reign with me, bear the cross with me, for only the servants of the cross find the blessed life and true light.


The Disciple


O Lord Jesus, for as much as your life was righteous and despised by the world, may I imitate you in despising the world, for “students are not greater than their teacher, and slaves are not greater than their master” (Matthew 10:24). Let your servant model your life, because in it is salvation and true holiness. Anything I read or hear besides it does not refresh me or give me delight.


The Christ


“Those who accept my commandments and obey them are the ones who love me. And because they love me, my Father will love them. And I will love them and reveal myself to each of them” (John 14:21). They will sit down with me in my Father’s kingdom.


The Disciple


O Lord Jesus, as you have said and promised, please let it be so. And help me to prove myself worthy. I have received the cross from your hands. I have carried it, even as you have laid it upon me, and I will continue to carry it until I die. Truly the life of a devoted servant is the cross, but it leads to paradise. I have begun the journey of the cross. May I not turn back nor leave it.


Come, my brothers and sisters, let us go forward together. Jesus will be with us. For Jesus’ sake, we have taken up this cross. For Jesus’ sake, let us persevere as we carry it. He is our leader and example. He will help us carry it. Look! Our king enters in before us, and he will fight for us. Let us follow bravely, fearing no terror. Let us be prepared to die bravely in battle. Let us not be dishonored by fleeing from the cross.


Book 3 Chapter 56
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ON OFFERING ALL OF OURSELVES TO GOD
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And so, dear brothers and sisters, I plead with you to give your bodies to God because of all he has done for you. Let them be a living and holy sacrifice—the kind he will find acceptable. This is truly the way to worship him. Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.


Romans 12:1-2


The Disciple


“Everything in the heavens and on earth is yours, O LORD” (1 Chronicles 29:11). I desire to offer myself up to you as a freewill offering: continually yours forever. “I have watched your people offer their gifts willingly and joyously” (1 Chronicles 29:17). So I offer myself to you today to be your servant forever—in humble submission and with the sacrifice of perpetual praise.


Lord, I lay before you all the sins and offences that I have committed from the day when I was first able to sin until this hour. Please consume and burn every sin with the fire of your love and mercy. And may you cleanse all the stains of my sins and purify my conscience from all guilt. Restore me to your favor, which by sinning I have lost. Fully forgive all my sins and mercifully grant to me your peace.


What can I do concerning my sins except humbly confess them, regret them, and unceasingly plead for your pardon? I ask for your grace so you may hear me when I stand before you, O my God. All my sins displease and grieve me. I will regret them as long as I live. I earnestly desire to repent truly and to make restitution as far as I can. Forgive me, O God. Forgive my sins for your holy name’s sake. Save my soul, which you have redeemed with your precious blood. See, I commit myself to your mercy, I resign myself to your hands. Deal with me—not according to my selfishness and sinfulness—but according to your loving-kindness.


I also offer to you all my goodness, though it is so little and imperfect. Please mend and purify me, making me pleasing and acceptable in your sight. May I constantly be drawn toward your holy perfection. In addition, please bring this lazy and useless creature that I am to a happy and blessed end.


I ask you, with all the sincerity, to provide for every need of my parents, friends, brothers, sisters, and all who are dear to me and that you love. May they sense they are being assisted by your grace, enriched by your comfort, protected from dangers, freed from pains, and delivered from all evils. May they joyfully give you abundant thanks.


I also pray for those who have injured me for no reason, have made me sad, have spoken evil against me, or have caused me any loss or displeasure. And please pardon me for all the times I have knowingly or ignorantly made others sad, disturbed, burdened, and scandalized by my words or deeds. Take away, O Lord, from our hearts all suspicion, resentment, anger, conflicts, and whatever harms and diminishes love between all people. Have mercy, Lord, on those who beg for your mercy. Give grace to the needy. And make us worthy to enjoy your grace and go forward to life eternal. Amen.


Book 4 Chapter 9
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ON TAKING UP CHRIST’S CROSS
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Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If any of you wants to be my follower, you must turn from your selfish ways, take up your cross, and follow me.”


Matthew 16:24


The Disciple


Jesus has many lovers of his heavenly kingdom but few bearers of his cross. He has many seekers of comfort but few willing to face troubles and trial. He finds many companions at his table but few with him in fasting. Many desire to rejoice with him, but few are willing to undergo adversity for his sake. Many follow Jesus that they may eat of his bread, but few are willing to drink of the cup of his passion. Many are astonished at his miracles, but few follow after the shame of his cross. Many love Jesus so long as no troubles happen to them. Many praise him and bless him, so long as they receive comforts from him. But if Jesus hides himself and seems to withdraw from them for even a little while, they immediately begin complaining or feel a great sense of dejection.


But those who love Jesus for Jesus’ sake—and not for the comforts he gives to them—praise him in all suffering and sorrow just as they do in the greatest blessings. And if he should never give them another blessing, they would nevertheless continue to always praise him and give him thanks.


Oh, how powerful is the pure love of Jesus—unmixed with any material benefits or love of self! Shouldn’t all those constantly seeking his blessing be called mercenaries? Don’t those who are always seeking their own gain and advantage show themselves to be lovers of themselves more than lovers of Christ? Who can be found who is willing to serve God altogether for no earthly benefit?


Rarely is anyone so spiritual as to be free from all selfish thoughts? Who can find a person truly poor in spirit and free from the love of created things? People may give away all their goods, yet that is nothing. They may do many good deeds to attempt restitution for their evil deeds, but that is still a small thing. And though one may understand all knowledge, that is still far from perfection. And even if we have great virtue and zealous devotion, there is still much lacking in each of us.


Yes, one thing is the most necessary. What is it then? To give up all things, to reject all self-love, and to completely do all that we know to be required of God himself. Let us who serve Christ not feel highly esteemed, but know what the Truth has pronounced: “In the same way, when you obey me you should say, ‘We are unworthy servants who have simply done our duty’” (Luke 17:10). Then we will know we are truly poor, naked in spirit, and able to say with the psalmist, “Turn to me and have mercy, for I am alone and in deep distress” (Psalm 25:16). Nevertheless, no people are richer, stronger, freer than those who know how to give unselfishly and be lowly in their own eyes.


Book 2 Chapter 11
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ON THE ROYAL WAY OF THE CROSS
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The message of the cross is foolish to those who are headed for destruction! But we who are being saved know it is the very power of God.


1 Corinthians 1:18


The Disciple


This seems a hard saying to many: “If any of you wants to be my follower, you must turn from your selfish ways, take up your cross, and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). But do not fear, for the cross leads to heaven. In the cross is health, in the cross is life, in the cross is protection from enemies, in the cross is heavenly delight, in the cross is strength of mind, in the cross is joy of the spirit, in the cross is the height of good deeds, in the cross is holy living. There is no health of the soul nor hope of eternal life except in the cross.


So, we must take up our cross and follow Jesus. Only then, will we enter into eternal life. He went before us bearing his cross and died for us on the cross, so that we would bear our crosses. So, if we die to ourselves for him, we will also live with him. And if we participate in his sufferings, we will also participate in his glory.


Everything depends on the cross, and everything is conditioned on dying. There is no other way to life, truth, and inward peace except in the way of the cross and of daily self-sacrifice. Then, no matter what we seek or desire, we will find it. We will find no higher way above nor safer way below than the way of the holy cross. So, whether we suffer willingly or unwillingly, we take up the cross.


Sometimes we will feel forsaken by God. Sometimes we will be annoyed with our neighbor, or more often be frustrated and impatient with ourselves. Still, we cannot be delivered nor eased by any remedy or comfort. We must bear the cross for as long as God determines. He will allow us to suffer troubles without comfort, so we must submit ourselves fully to it, for by trials and troubles we will be made more humble. People do not understand in their own hearts the suffering of Christ so well as the ones who are suffering themselves. The cross, therefore, is always ready and waiting for us. We cannot flee from it. If we turn above, below, outward, or inward, we will still find the cross. We must yield patiently to it if we are to have internal peace and gain the everlasting crown.
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