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Introduction

What’s the Secret?

[image: Image]It has been said that our world is shaped by the stories we tell; and likewise, we as individuals become sculpted by the stories we hear. That’s why I believe Christians have a great obligation—a calling, if you will—to open ourselves up in those private zones where each of us live and disclose to others the secrets of our faith. We must be brave enough to engage others with our own faith stories. After all, there’s nothing quite as compelling as a personal testimony. The mere act of confiding how God makes Himself real in our lives has power to transform and elevate both the story’s teller and its hearer.

I believe in the power and significance of personal testimony. By trade I interview Christian personalities (yes, there is such a job!), and in that role I’m allowed to pose probing questions to those I interview and ask about their personal faith. As host of the internationally syndicated Soul2Soul radio program—a show that collects and disseminates faith stories shared primarily by Christian music artists—I’ve found myself sitting across from Christian artists such as Amy Grant, Michael W. Smith, Jars of Clay, Randy Travis, Jennifer Knapp, Rebecca St. James, Newsboys, and Point of Grace, listening to them describe how God has impacted their lives. Some of these interviews became the basis for my first book, Soul2Soul.

In Secrets of a Faith Well Lived, I was able to carry out an inspiration I had more than twenty years ago when I imagined taking all of my questions about what it means to be a Christian to an expert who could help me make sense of it all. How great it would be, I reasoned, to sit with someone I trusted and respected—someone who understood by study and personal life experience what it means to be faithful to the call of Christ’s discipleship—and ask my questions. I finally got that opportunity—and what an experience it turned out to be! Only I didn’t just sit and talk with one expert but fourteen, their names known around the world as some of the most influential Christian authors of our time.

HENRY BLACKABY is director of the Office of Prayer and Spiritual Awakening at the North American Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention and is best known for his modern classic, Experiencing God. Henry’s other books include Created to Be God’s Friend, The Man God Uses, When God Speaks, The Power of the Call, and Fresh Encounter: God’s Pattern for Revival and Spiritual Awakening. Henry also serves as special assistant to the president of the International Mission Board and Life Way Christian Resources, consulting in the area of prayer and spiritual awakening for global revival.

STEVE BROWN served as a pastor for twenty-five years and now works full-time with his radio ministry, Key Life. In addition to being a radio broadcaster, he is a popular speaker, a seminary professor, and the author of such books as Follow the Wind, Approaching God, How to Talk So People Will Listen, and When Your Rope Breaks. Steve serves as professor of preaching at Reformed Theological Seminary in Orlando, Florida, and is on the board of the National Religious Broadcasters. He co-hosted his own television series with Tony Campolo on the Odyssey Network called Hashing It Out.

TONY CAMPOLO is the author of twenty-eight books, including such bestsellers as Following Jesus without Embarrassing God and Is Jesus a Republican or a Democrat? He is a professor of sociology and the chairman of the sociology department at Eastern College in St. Davids, Pennsylvania, and holds a Ph.D. from Temple University. He is also an ordained minister and the associate pastor of Mount Carmel Baptist Church in West Philadelphia. Known for his involvement in social issues, Tony is a frequent guest on such wide-ranging television programs as Nightline and Politically Incorrect.

PATSY CLAIRMONT is a well-known humorist and best-selling author of such books as God Uses Cracked Pots, Normal Is Just a Setting on Your Dryer, and Stardust on My Pillow, her first fiction work. Patsy is also a popular speaker at the nationally renowned Women of Faith conferences and has addressed more than one million women around the country. She has written five books cooperatively with the other Women of Faith speakers, including Joy breaks. We Break for Joy, Joyful Journey, and Outrageous Joy. Her latest book, Mending Your Heart in a Broken World, focuses on lessons of healing and grace.

LARRY CRABB, who holds a Ph.D. in clinical psychology from the University of Illinois, is the author of fifteen books, including Connecting, Inside Out, The Silence of Adam, The Marriage Builder, and The Safest Place on Earth. He is a professor and Distinguished Scholar in Residence at Colorado Christian University, where he was chairman of the Master of Arts in Biblical Counseling Program from 1989 to 1996. Larry is much in demand as a conference and seminar speaker and as a Bible teacher.

KARYN HENLEY is an award-winning author and children’s communicator. She is best known as the author of The Beginners Bible, which has sold more than three million copies and been translated into seventeen languages. She also authored God’s Story, a chronological Bible for young readers. A graduate of Abilene Christian University, Karyn has created numerous resources to equip parents to nurture the faith of their children. She was recently named one of the “Top 10 People Who Have Changed the Face of Children’s Ministry during the 1990s” by Children’s Ministry Magazine.

GRANT JEFFREY is the founder of Frontier Research, a popular conference speaker, and the best-selling author of numerous books dealing with Jesus, prophecy, and the trustworthiness of Scripture. His books include Jesus: The Great Debate, Journey into Eternity, The Handwriting of God, and The Signature of God, the latter two dealing with the mysterious and controversial 8220;Bible codes.8221; With Angela Hunt, he also has written two fiction thrillers, Flee the Darkness and By Dawn’s Early Light.

BARBARA JOHNSON is a humorist and the best-selling author of such books as Living Somewhere between Estrogen and Death, He’s Gonna Toot and I’m Gonna Scoot, Leaking Laffs: Between Tampers and Depends, Stick a Geranium in Your Hat and Be Happy, Splashes of Joy in the Cesspools of Life, and Where Does a Mother Go to Resign. She is the founder of Spatula Ministries, an organization that ministers to hurting parents. Barbara is also one of the most popular speakers in the country, speaking to more than 350,000 women each year at Women of Faith conferences and in other settings.

MAX LUCADO, pulpit minister of Oak Hills Church of Christ in San Antonio, Texas, has more than sixteen million books in print. He is the author of such favorites as He Chose the Nails, Just Like Jesus, Six Hours One Friday, No Wonder They Call Him the Savior, In the Grip of Grace, When God Whispers Your Name, He Still Moves Stones, and The Applause of Heaven. In 1997 Max set a new publishing industry record by placing seven different titles concurrently on the hardcover bestsellers list of the Christian Booksellers Association.

BRENNAN MANNING is a former Franciscan priest and the author of such works as The Ragamuffin Gospel, Abba’s Child, and Ruthless Trust: The Way of the Ragamuffin. As a member of the Little Brothers of Jesus of Charles de Foucauld, he embraced a stoic lifestyle that included manual labor, silence, and prayer. He also accepted assignments as a mason’s assistant, shoveling mud and straw in Spain; and as a voluntary prisoner in a Swiss jail, where his identity as a priest was known only to the warden. Brennan eventually left the Franciscan order and married. He works today as an author and speaker.

FRANK PERETTI, with more than nine million books in print, has been called America’s most popular Christian novelist. His bestselling books include This Present Darkness, Piercing the Darkness, The Visitation, and Prophet. His novel The Oath sold more than half a million copies within the first six months after its release and was awarded the 1996 Gold Medallion Award for best fiction. Frank also wrote The Cooper Kids Adventure Series, which has become the best-selling children’s series of all time.

CHONDA PIERCE, best known as a comedian, has also authored several books, including It’s Always Darkest before the Fun Comes Up and Second Row, Piano Side! Her videos, Having a Girls’ Nite Out, On Her Soapbox, and Four-Eyed Blonde, are among the best-selling Christian comedy videos ever. Chonda is a frequent speaker with the Women of Faith conferences and has performed at Billy Graham crusades. She’s also had a part in Bill Gaither’s Homecoming video series. Recently Chonda added 8220;vocalist8221; to her list of accomplishments when she recorded her first musical album, Yes & Amen.

SCOTTY SMITH is the senior pastor of Christ Community Church in Franklin, Tennessee, and the author of three books: Unveiled Hope with recording artist Michael Card, Speechless with Steven Curtis Chapman, and Objects of His Affection about the relentless love of God. A graduate of Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, Scotty has been influential within the Christian music community in Nashville as both mentor and friend to many Christian recording artists. He contributes a weekly audio message, 8220;Sixty Seconds with Pastor Scotty Smith,8221; to the internationally syndicated radio program Soul2Soul.

SHEILA WALSH, former co-host of the 700 Club, is well-known as a Women of Faith conference speaker. She is the bestselling author of such books as Honestly, Living Fearlessly, Life Is Tough but God Is Faithful, and Stories from the River of Mercy. Sheila is also a talented singer/songwriter whose albums include Love Falls Down—Songs of Worship, Hope, Future Eyes, Blue Waters, and War of Love, which earned her both Grammy and Dove award nominations and the International Artist of the Year Award from the Gospel Music Association.
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Collectively, the writings of these authors over the years have inspired and helped deepen the faith of millions of readers around the globe. However, my intention in this book is not to explore their words and works but rather the writers themselves. Obviously, the fourteen authors I interviewed differ in background, age, gender, and denomination. Their stories distinguish them as individuals with varied life experiences. But they all have this in common: their faithfulness to Christ.

The interviews were conducted during an eighteen-month period between 1998 and 2000.1 wanted to know if these successful and respected authors have personal stories yet untold, perhaps written in the margins of their lives. I wanted to hear their own testimonies in their own words. I asked some questions boldly and eagerly, as a student who waves his hand in the air to get the teacher’s attention. Others I asked quietly and privately, as one who discreetly approaches a teacher after class. Do they ever have doubts? Have they experienced failure? Do they face challenges common to us all? And has their experience of living in Christ shown them something about Jesus that could be—should be—shared in the telling of their personal stories?

As I asked questions and listened carefully to the answers, I realized that I was observing the faith of spiritual giants. I heard a maturity that comes only from years of following Christ. I witnessed their confidence in God even in the midst of their own unanswered questions. I learned that the books that have inspired us so much were written by real people.

I also learned something about my own expectations for perfection this side of heaven. Wise mentors all, the authors shared with me not only their triumphs as Christians but, even more revealing, their disappointments in themselves. Yes, their professional prestige and distinction as people of character spark us to become more like Christ; but it is their admission of failures and shortcomings that is a comfort to those of us who strain for perfection yet continue to fall woefully short.

Some of the interviews stand out for their humor, others for their insight, all for their inspiration. Of course, you may find yourself reading a statement or two you disagree with. That’s OK. You will still find much to move you in each author’s candid witness of what living the Christian faith really means to him or her.

I think it’s significant that these fourteen authors agreed to come together to take part in this book. All of them knew at the time of their interviews that their words would coexist with the words of the others, to be stirred and mixed together into a cohesive whole. The interviews weren’t lifted from existing books or magazines, so they carry the pulse and tempo of a synergetic community. And isn’t that what the church is—people coming together as a team? In these pages some of our top teacher-players join their voices and share their stories of faith for our spiritual enrichment, comfort, and good. My prayer is that you will discover the faith so dear to these Christian authors. Their own personal journey with God is perhaps the greatest story each will ever tell.



Secret #1

Purpose Means Building Our Lives around God’s Plans

[image: Image]The richest men in the world can’t buy it, but the poorest can have it for free. Many of the world’s most educated scholars can’t understand it, yet the simple-minded among us often grasp it with ease. What is it? Purpose. Purpose is like a corset holding together the bustle of today, with its hectic pace and problems, and the ideals of tomorrow, with its myriad possibilities and dreams. It is a simple concept, yet it has the capacity to confuse and elude all of us at times. Without it we fritter away our days in the pursuit of things that have about as much value as tumbleweeds. But understanding our purpose is always within our reach—it’s as close as our willingness to follow God.

Certainly, each of us wants to enjoy the life we’ve been given. But along with the blessings of daily living come daily distractions as well. No sooner are we confidently moving in one direction, sure of who we are and what we’re doing, than suddenly we’re persuaded to change course, last year’s good intentions replaced by this year’s frenzied day planner. The problem? We’ve forgotten our purpose—or perhaps we never knew it.

Deep down inside we all want to know two things: Does God love us? And does He have a purpose for our lives? If only He would appear before us and speak unmistakably, we think—like He did for Moses with that eye-catching burning bush—surely then we’d know what we’re supposed to do with our short time here on earth. But the truth is God rarely works that way. Few of us ever have burning-bush experiences. That doesn’t mean that God wants to hide our purpose from us; on the contrary He wants to reveal our purpose and make it known to us. We simply need to do one thing: ask.

God still speaks to His children. He still answers our cries for help and understanding. His primary dialogue, of course, is in His Word, the Holy Bible, and it pours out the clear and wonderful message of His infinite love and timeless purpose for us all. Then God further reveals His purpose for our individual lives through the Holy Spirit, often speaking in times of prayer and through the wise input of the people around us at home or at church.

Ultimately, the purpose of our lives is best defined by the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever.” To glorify God means to bestow honor upon Him, to worship Him, to praise Him. And we do all of these things when we simply obey Him. When we obey God the Father, we are automatically in His perfect will for our lives—and that means we have found our chief purpose! To enjoy Him, then, becomes not so much our duty as our reward.

Still, most of us, when we begin to reflect on what God wants us to do with our lives, start by asking the more mundane, practical questions: Where should I live? Whom shall I marry? What kind of career should I pursue? But God’s will for our lives isn’t wrapped up in the answers to those questions. Rather, finding God’s will involves our saying to Him—and to ourselves—that we’ll do whatever He wants us to do. When we agree to this, we’re ipso facto placed on His schedule for our lives, not our own. The mind-set of “Whatever You want, Lord” resets our lives to a clean, blank, unhurried slate that God can then write on with His perfect choices for us.

As we give Him that blank slate and place our cares in the hands of the One who cares for us, we find ourselves making different choices than the ones we used to make. We find ourselves doing what He would have us do instead of what we used to do. We begin to do good because He is good. Life becomes exciting and fulfilling—elements that were always just out of reach when we were the ones in charge of ourselves. We have purpose!

Of course, finding our purpose is only the beginning. Walking out that purpose—following our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, day by day—is an exciting and joyful adventure. Like a train standing at the station, its doors open wide and its engines powerfully idling, we have only to get on board. Our destination awaits. Jesus wants to personally direct our paths and be our guide, our teacher, and our friend along the way.

Living with purpose is simple, but it’s not always easy. In this chapter, the authors I interviewed talk about their own purpose in life. What is it? How did they find it? Do they sometimes still struggle with giving God the reins? Like each of these authors, you and I can know and live out our purpose on this earth. Like them, we can make each moment count for something larger than a moment. We simply need to put ourselves fully in the hands of our loving and purposeful God and say, “Whatever You want, Lord.” That way we’ll be sure to build our lives around God’s plans for us.

[image: Image]

Before Frank Peretti was a household name in the world of Christian publishing, before This Present Darkness became a sensational bestseller, Frank was a struggling writer by night and a factory worker by day. What motivated him to write—and keep writing? Here Frank tells how he found his purpose in life.

Frank Peretti

I started writing because that’s what God made me to do. I’ve always been very strongly motivated that way. Primarily, it’s the creative spark that drives me to write. I think, OK, I’ve got this creative spark. Now what am I supposed to do with it? I made a covenant with myself and with the Lord that it’s not enough just to write; I really should be saying something valuable because I’ve got an overall calling on my life to build up the body of Christ. So my guiding principle is: What can I write to help, to edify, to teach, to build up the body of Christ?

I’ve got more writing to do. There’s no point in my saying, “Yep, I’ve made it. Think I’ll just sit here and enjoy my success for a while.” What’s the point of that? The Lord put me in this position to write. He gave me a name in the publishing business, and He gave me an audience. Whenever I go out and meet people, they tell me that they’ve been blessed and touched by my books. They ask, “When are you going to come out with the next one?” So I’m thinking of them. I’m saying, “What do I need to tell them next?”

A pastor or Sunday school teacher does the same thing. There’s no difference. Every week a pastor sits down and prayerfully asks, “What can I share with the congregation this Sunday? What can I do to feed and nurture them?” A Sunday school teacher preparing a lesson asks, “What can I say to those kids? How can I build them up in the body of Christ? How can I make them more like Jesus?”

I’m kind of in that place myself. I’m a teacher, an exhorter, and a builder. I’m like them. I don’t look upon my ministry and my task as being at the top of some heap somewhere. I look at it and say, “OK, I’ve finally got a job!” Now I just want to make sure I do it well.

building the kingdom

I’m a builder. That’s the simplest way to put it. There are many different callings. There are those who sound warnings; there are those who rebuke. I get all kinds of suggestions for topics people think I should write about. “Frank, you should write a book about the homosexual agenda.” “You should write a book about the education system.” “You should write a book about the new world order.” Just two days ago someone said, “You need to write a book about the rapture.” I nearly fell over. As if Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins haven’t done enough writing about the rapture!

I was at a Christian conference once—a “prophecy conference” where the speakers addressed such topics as current events in Russia and the Middle East and how they bear upon the unfolding of Bible prophecy. Standing outside the auditorium, I listened to a couple of the speakers as they shared back and forth about all the horrible things that are going on in the world—the plots, the conspiracies, the corruption in government, the various ways our freedoms are being threatened, rampant disease, bacterial warfare, Saddam Hussein, Russian submarines. It struck me: I don’t know a lot about these kinds of things. I wondered if I should know more.

In that moment the Lord spoke to me. I suddenly realized that it’s not my calling to write about all the garbage going on in the world. It’s my calling to build, to nurture, to nourish the body of Christ. I could found an entire ministry on ferreting out horrible things and making sure the body of Christ knows all about them. I could know all about the Russians selling missiles and Saddam Hussein working on bacterial weapons. But it occurred to me that I could know all about this stuff, or I could know nothing about it; the outcome would be exactly the same, because there’s really nothing I can do about any of it.

the big picture

We need to be putting our energy into the stuff we really can do something about. And in all honesty, the only thing we can do something about is building the body of Christ, building the kingdom of God. This world is passing away. Kingdoms are going to rise, and kingdoms are going to fall. God will have His way, and He will unfold prophecy according to His plan. It is our job to prepare people—to feed, nurture, and build the body of Christ—because that’s God’s ultimate plan: to redeem a bride for Christ.

As I looked at the big cosmic picture of things, I realized I could write all kinds of books that scare people about the horrible things happening in the world, or I could write books that equip, nourish, and strengthen God’s people—that help them to take a stand, to know what they believe, to be encouraged in their Christian walk, and to avoid the pitfalls that can beset us. I want to do the latter, because I believe that’s the most worthwhile way for me to spend my time and energy.

[image: Image]

Often the events and challenges of our lives shape what we do. I asked Women of Faith speaker Barbara Johnson, the best-selling author of such books as Living Somewhere between Estrogen and Death and He’s Gonna Toot and I’m Gonna Scoot, why she has made encouraging others her life’s work. As Barbara explains, sometimes it’s just the credentials.

Barbara Johnson

People have to listen to me because I’ve been in the valley. I’ve been in the pits. I lost two sons, and my third son disappeared for eleven years because I didn’t know how to handle something in his life. He disowned us, changed his name, and said he never wanted to see us again. So I have been through a lot, and I have credentials. When I get up and talk, I know what I’m talking about.

I really believe in the ministry of encouragement. The word encourage means “to fill the heart.” There are a lot of lonely, hurting women out there with empty hearts and broken dreams. When you lose a child, that’s a broken dream. When a child becomes estranged, that’s a broken dream. I’ve been through the broken dreams; yet God has taken the fractures in my life, put them back together, and infused me with joy. When I go out and speak to women’s groups or write books, I think that underlying joy comes through.

I’m so glad when people come up to me and say, “I read your book, and it changed my life.” That change didn’t happen because I know anything about literary style. I’ve never had a class in writing. I didn’t write a word until I was fifty years old. Now I have more than three million books in print in twenty-four languages. That’s a miracle! God took a fractured piece of my life, a life that was a mess, and put it together so that I can bless other people.

[image: Image]

When God gets hold of our hearts, we change. With great gusto, honesty, and humor, author and seminary professor Steve Brown tells the story of how his purpose in life changed many years ago. Steve served as a pastor for more than twenty-five years. But by his own account, he started his ministry with goals that weren’t meant to go the distance—goals that were eventually replaced by a heart devoted to serving Christ.

Steve Brown

The ministry I’m involved with, Key Life, has a very extensive mission statement. But a simplified version of our purpose is this: “Getting people home—that is, to heaven—with freedom, joy, and faithfulness to Christ as their crowning achievement.” We teach about the fact that God isn’t angry with us and that the doctrine of Christ’s imputed righteousness means we really are free. We try to demonstrate this principle and live it out.

At the beginning of my ministry, however, the goals I had were selfish ones: to have a big church, to be well known, and other things I’m not really proud of. I wish I could say something more spiritual, like I wanted to win the world for Christ or go to the mission field or see my city changed. But I really didn’t have those kinds of goals.

I’m not proud of what I was like when I first went into the ministry. I wasn’t even a Christian. Of course, we Presbyterians know I became a Christian two thousand years ago. But at least as far as my experience to that point was concerned—and it was quite liberal—I was not red hot for God. The goals that I had at that time were not good goals.

Still I read a book early in my ministry that convinced me it was best to allow my circumstances to determine what I would do in my life. I suppose if you were to take that principle and universalize it, the world would be in serious trouble! But for me, my life’s verse has always been from Ecclesiastes: “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might.”

[image: Image]

As the Holy Spirit leads us, we often find ourselves traveling pathways we never imagined ourselves taking. Following our God-given passion, we wind up surprised by our purpose! Take for example Scotty Smith, the senior pastor at Christ Community Church in Franklin, Tennessee.

Scotty Smith

I was a senior in high school in 1968 when I became a Christian. The parables of the pearl of great price and the treasure in the field became a reality really fast. I had a background of abusing alcohol big time and playing keyboards in a rhythm and blues band. When I discovered the gospel, I was, like, This is truth!

getting the call

I remember feeling some sense of vocational call to ministry as a freshman in college in the fall of 1968, although I didn’t use that language at the time. I simply felt a call to ministry. I remember sitting in a church and hearing almost audibly two words in the form of a question spoken in my soul. The question was, Why not? I knew what that meant: Why not invest as much of my life as possible communicating that which I had found to be true?

I had been planning on going into pharmacy for some reason. I don’t know why. I hate chemistry. No one in my family is a pharmacist. But I shifted from pre-pharmacy, and I said, “OK, God is calling me to some form of ministry, but I know it will not involve going to seminary or working in an institutional church.” My stereotype was that seminary is really a cemetery; it’s where people go to lose their love for Christ.

The Lord has a way of making us eat our words. I wanted to give my heart, my life, my body, my being to the study and dissemination of this truth called the gospel. I had all of these images of how I would do this, but the Lord did not give me the big picture. He just gave me the next step. It became obvious in time that God had called me to teach the Scriptures. That’s when I realized the Peter Principle—we rise to the level of our incompetence. Clearly, I needed more training. A good friend of mine said, “You should go to seminary.”

I’d been shaped by Francis Schaeffer’s writings, so I wondered, “Where did Francis Schaeffer go to seminary?” The answer is Westminster Seminary, and that’s where I went. When I got to seminary, I realized that despite my original objections, that was where I was supposed to be.

anything but a pastor

At the time I still was planning on not being a pastor. I couldn’t think of anything more boring or disgusting than being a pastor. I just wanted to know how to think and communicate the theology of grace. By my last semester I was still clueless about what I was going to do. I assumed I might go to work at one of the L’Abri Fellowships in Europe. But the Lord had other plans. My wife got pregnant during our last semester in seminary, and we moved back to North Carolina. When you are with child, the whole paradigm shifts! I mean, it’s one thing for it to be just you and your wife; you’ve got a lot more freedom to make plans. But when God puts that first arrow in the quiver, new issues emerge!

We decided to spend a season doing youth ministry. I thought, That’s safe. That’s not the pastorate. But in spending time in youth ministry in a local church, the Father helped me to confront my stereotypes and fears concerning the pastorate.

Being a child of the ’60s, I had some well-founded as well as some exaggerated stereotypes of what a pastor was. I grew up in a church that did not preach the gospel, and most of my images of the pastorate were of very boring people who were out of touch culturally, theologically, and in every other way. I also had the image that once you get paid for preaching the gospel, the voice of authority you have in the nonbelieving community is diluted and compromised. I thought I’d rather become a very involved layman—a businessman involved in ministry on the side. But that’s the way pragmatists think, not the way the Spirit leads us. I had to overcome my stereotypes and my pragmatism. God does indeed call His people into all spheres of life, but it became obvious in time that He had called me to be a pastor.

And not just any pastor. That was another thing I had to overcome: I had a one-dimensional view of the pastorate. I didn’t know that being a pastor can take many, many forms. I had never been exposed to creative models of pastoring. So when I began to see people who had this calling who were living in ways counter to my stereotypes, I got very excited. I finally felt a release to consider becoming a pastor, to accept that my teaching gifts would be used not primarily in the classroom but in the context of the larger body of Christ. I became a pastor, planted a church, and step by step the Lord led me into the unfolding of His will for my life.

[image: Image]

Former 700 Club co-host Sheila Walsh is a speaker, an author, and a contemporary recording artist. Since she is multitalented and involved in so many arenas, I asked her what she considers her ministry and purpose to be.

Sheila Walsh

I would say that my ministry is to encourage people to come out of the shadows where they are living and into the light of God. I remember a day when I was going out to a meeting wearing a white suit. My son, Christian, wanted to say good-bye, so he ran up and threw his arms around me. Unfortunately he had been eating a cupcake, and I ended up covered in chocolate frosting!

I thought, I never want to forget this moment because that is how we are supposed to come to God. You don’t go tidy yourself up and take a shower and brush your teeth first. You come as you are—with cupcake all over your face and fingers—and throw yourself into His arms, burying your face in the mane of the Lion of Judah. If I am able to encourage people to come out of the shadows and let themselves be seen, known, and embraced by God, then I will feel like I’ve lived my life well.

Ruth Graham, Dr. Billy Graham’s wife, helped me once when she said that most Christians today go to their Christian bookstore and simply read whatever current books are out. I learned from her that we need to go back and delve into the classics. We need to find those footsteps that go back a few hundred years. The more we study—the more we look at the life of someone like Augustine, for example—the more we see that these people struggled with the exact same things we all struggle with in our lives. We are encouraged when we see that the people we look up to as tremendous saints of the church were also flawed human beings like you and me. They made mistakes too. They did not get it all right.

Not one of us will ever get it all right. But the purpose of my life is not to get it all right. The purpose of my life is to fall in love with Jesus and be a conduit of His love for the world, full stop. That is it.

I asked Sheila how she tended to view herself. Was she primarily an author, a speaker, or a recording artist?

My primary love is communication, and that communication comes in many different forms. I love to write, and that is why I think of myself as a writer more than an author. If no one wanted to publish anything I wrote ever again, I would still write. I don’t see writing as a way to pass on what I’ve learned to other people. I write every day because I see it as a way of learning myself. I don’t write about things I know; I write about things I want to know about. The whole process of writing makes me delve deeper into subjects.

I also don’t see myself as a recording artist. I don’t want a music career; I don’t want to be out touring and doing all that stuff. Those things are wonderful. But I see music as one more arm with which to reach out, grab hold of someone, turn their faith around, and tell them about the love of God.

Music is one of the few things from this planet that we will take with us into eternity. It has a unique way of being able to capture us unaware. Someone stands up in a pulpit and says, “Now I’m going to talk to you about the love of God,” and you think, Yeah, right, buddy. You don’t know what kind of week I’ve had. But a song is not like that. Someone stands up to sing, and you mentally sit back in your soul and listen. Sometimes God can creep in and touch you with a song in ways you could never imagine.

[image: Image]

God often raises up visionaries—men and women who have big ideas about what our world could be like. He also raises up crusaders to advance those ideas. Larry Crabb, author of Connecting, Inside Out, and The Safest Place on Earth, shares his vision of Christians living in real community with one another. But as he explains, having the vision isn’t enough; he wants to help make it happen.

Larry Crabb

I think I’ve been a frustrated crusader all my life. Over the years I’ve developed certain theories of counseling. I don’t look back on them badly; I don’t repent of them. I think they’ve been all right, but I believe my thinking has been so developmental that I’ve only been flirting on the outskirts of things. I feel like I’ve been on the back porch of the home, and only now am I finding the door to get inside the living room where the family meets.

Yeah, I want to be a crusader. I think the church is a mess. I think Christian community is a mess. It’s a mess partly because we’ve lost our vision of community. We’ve lost our vision of relationship.

Real community has got to start with just a couple of people. It’s got to start with my wife and me. We’ve been married for thirty-three years, and we still fight. We still have struggles and tensions, and she gets mad at me and I get mad at her. But there’s got to be something inside us that asks, What is possible between a man and a woman in a marriage relationship? What is possible between a father and his son or daughter? What is possible between a couple of buddies?
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