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INTRODUCTION
THE TABLE OF INWARDNESS


I have watched my wife preparing dinners for so many of our guests across the years that I have lost count of the occasions. But I know that at the time, each of those meals owned its own significance. She prepared … the best linen (Wal-Mart could supply) … the best silver (stainless steel) … the best crystal (not Waterford). When all was set … just right … we waited for our guests to arrive … the table was prepared.


The table God prepared for the psalmist in the twenty-third psalm is the guiding image of this book. The promise is splendid and dependable: “Thou preparest a table before me, in the presence of mine enemies.” At this table we mortals sit one at a time with the immortal Christ. Novice and Nazarene, one on one, intimate and eternal.


If this book is to mean anything to you, you must let Psalm 23:5 become a picture of Christ setting the table for our own wilderness meal. His table is made elegant by its simplicity. It has but two chairs, two place cards. Beside one plate is a card that reads “Jesus.” By the other is a card marked with your name. A candle burns from the table’s center, ready to cast its amber enchantment on both your eager faces.


Across the years I have come to delight in the fellowship of the wilderness table. The meal itself is a banquet of substance. Holiness is the fare. Union with Christ is the point of the occasion. He knows I have a terrible craving for his presence. I know that he longs to see teacher and pupil made one by their common appetite for togetherness.


And I am hungry!


Hungry for the Holy.


The table is prepared.


I take my chair.


I wait.


THE TABLE


In this secluded place I meet a King.
He comes alone to drink reality
With me. Sometimes we talk, sometimes we sit
And sip a life that passes by the crowd.


As inwardness is born—a felted thing
Of power—a commonality of grace—
A union where unmended hopes are knit
Where silence roars as quiet sings aloud.


Oh Christ, I love it here! It is our place.


Speak Lord or not. Touch me or not. Show then
Your will or bid me wait in patient grace.


Fill all my hungry need with joy again.


With simple loaves of bread and chaliced wine
Heaven, earth, and all of God are mine.


—Calvin Miller


—HENRI J. M. NOUWEN


When you are able to create a lonely place in the middle of your actions and concerns, your successes and failures slowly can lose some of their power over you.


[image: image]


—ANONYMOUS


While in the race to save our face, why not conquer inner space?


[image: image]


Galileo: I’m not a theologian: I’m a mathematician.


Sagredo: You are a human being! [Almost shouting]: Where is God in your system of the universe?


Galileo: Within ourselves. Or—nowhere.


—BERTOLT BRECHT








CHAPTER ONE
HUNGERING AFTER THE HOLY LIFE


THE JOURNEY INWARD


—Psalm 1:1


Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.


We humans are a hungry lot. We are driven by a craving to know who we are. Yet who we are is embedded in the heart of a holy God. Unless we seek for ourselves in the epicenter of God’s grace, we will be forever condemned to walk the arid edges of self-understanding.


We fear the search for who we are. Perhaps because we’re afraid that having located our true souls, we might not like ourselves all that much. So, we shrink to step across the threshold to our inner selves and invite God in. Yet, we do not hesitate to stick our hands into the human throng to shake a thousand others. But no matter how we love the busy world of our relationships, the fast-action theater of our noisy and hurried lives at last empties out. Then we find ourselves in lonely cells of bulky silence that compels us to turn from outer things and face our inner selves—and our mighty God.


There exists at least one other reason we turn from inwardness: It seems a kind of nakedness and soul exposure. Self hides its insecurities. It simpers where none can see, outwardly pretending to be gallant or holy, while inwardly it cowers in fear and trembling.


The journey inward is therefore painful. Remember Hamlet forcing his mother, Gertrude, to grapple with her inner depravity: “Come, come, and sit you down; you shall not budge. You go not till I set you up a glass where you may see the inmost part of you.”1 The young prince forced his mother to stare at the hidden woman who skulked at the center of her flamboyant outer being. The question is, what did Gertrude see? What sort of inner self does God’s holy mirror reflect?


EVEN AT AN EARLY AGE, I LEARNED THAT LIFE IN CHRIST DEFIES EXTERNALIZATION. Many Bible passages (such as Luke 13:3 or Acts 2:38) issue a call for repentance. Repentance? The very word stops our hearts with chilling honesty, for it insists that we come clean before we set out to execute life’s important choices. Repentance demands that we choose a path of holy living. The psalmist defines the paths we must avoid as we dare to journey inward. Repentance grows from those altars which call for the bold disclosure of our inward selves to our loving Father. In repentance we stand with Christ as, together, we look inward and throw the darkest fissures of our souls beneath God’s certain light.


I remember that night so long ago when, as a boy, I asked the living Savior to enter my life. Suddenly, even as a child, I knew the pain of Hamlet’s reflecting glass. But the pain soon left, and in its place was born the radiant reality of the indwelling Christ.


I remember the frustration of trying to tell my friends about the inward Lord who had replaced my guilt and self-recriminations with his glorious affirmation. I could tell by the way others looked at me they could not understand God’s invasion into my life. Yet I wanted everyone to know. I tried to tell my family, but they, too, greeted me with quizzical expressions. I suddenly saw that the Christ who had taken up residence inside me was too inward to be explained outwardly. I could not make him big enough to portray his inner glory to others. On the other hand, the world beyond me made him so small it left him powerless in a world where I needed his might to negotiate my weaknesses.


So, even at an early age, I learned that life in Christ defies externalization. The historical facts surrounding Christ’s life are both outward and clear. Certainly the theological truths that define Jesus are sure. Yet the realities of faith are always a matter of the heart. The fullness of his great love defies definition, and yet the open glory of his salvation spills over the edges of our most private selves.


To covet God’s holiness is a righteous hunger. To lust for godliness is a glorious passion. But straining for the holiness suggested in Psalm 1:1 always awakens the same frustrations I felt as a child. Yet by what path can we arrive at such a center for our souls? How can I tell you? How shall I define it? Holy inwardness defies the laws of space and time. It fills us with a life too great to be our own. When he fills us, what we contain is more than who we are. The indwelling Christ moves into us with a love beyond dimension; yet for all his vastness, God chooses to make his throne inside our fleshly frame. He pours his cosmic size into the thimblelike containers of our souls.


THE DELIGHTS OF INWARDNESS


—Psalm 1:2


His delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night.


Why is God’s law so delightful? It reveals God’s heart to us. “Seeing into the soul of the Almighty” delivers us into a new intimacy with Christ. This new intimacy is a wonderful soul-to-soul life nurtured by the Savior in the very bosom of God. Only there—in the inward places, where our souls merge with him—can we find enduring meaning. A contemporary philosopher often spoke of “the very center of the very center.” His daughter once complained that she found inwardness invisible. Life was so outward she could see only the outside of things. Since they were enjoying some fruit at the time, her philosopher father grabbed a knife and cut a grape in half. “Can you see the inside now?” he asked her. His daughter now felt she was seeing the inside of the grape, but the philosopher said, “No, this is not the inside of the inside. It is only the outside of the inside.” To see the “inside of the inside,” he told her, he would have to cut the grape halves into quarters. He did this. “Is this the inside?” he asked. Again she felt she was seeing the inside. But he told her that she was still not seeing the inside. However hard the philosopher attempted to open the center of the grape, he only succeeded in creating new “outsides” by driving the “inside” further in.


The point is made! Discussing inwardness does not define it, and exposing it is impossible. We cannot ever truly locate it. Does it reside in the mind or in the heart? What is the difference between the two?


Evangelicals teach their children to “invite Jesus into their hearts.” Those same children are taught to sing:


Into my heart, into my heart,
Come into my heart, Lord Jesus.


Come in today. Come in to stay.


Come into my heart, Lord Jesus.


There are many such songs and prayers, and all of them are a tribute to the delight of knowing God. Too often, we champion the kind of faith that emphasizes logic or theological discussion at the expense of inwardness. Then we become like the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz, who believed all his problems would be solved if he only had a heart.


Inwardness that produces true spiritual vitality is dependent on both the heart and the mind. No wonder Jesus asks us to love the Lord God with all our hearts, souls, minds, and strength (Mark 12:30). And Paul encouraged the Philippians to let the mind of Christ indwell their own (Philippians 2:5). Such invitations never champion a division between the heart and the brain. Thought and emotion are both essential for meditation on the law of God—a law that reveals God’s holiness and baptizes us in understanding.


GUARDING THE QUIET PLACES


—Psalm 1:3


He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season.


In true inwardness God declares himself without the hard sell. Inwardness is the automatic result of planting ourselves by the continually refreshing streams of God. Evangelism is the blaring trumpet that calls the lost to Christ, but bearing fruit happens quietly. Fruit trees are never noisy in producing fruit. Orchards make apples in silence.


I used to wonder why Saint Francis of Assisi or Theresa of Avila or San Juan de la Cruz never gave the world a scheme of witnessing, a so-called “plan of salvation.” Theresa spoke for God out of her appetite for him. Her life held the proclamation of inner reality. Saint Francis of Assisi did not lead people to Jesus as modern evangelists do. He hungered to be an “instrument of God’s peace,” and from this hunger was born an affair of heart that awakened his world to the reality of Christ.


In Avila, once, I stood before the narrow, low-ceilinged cell where Theresa and San Juan de la Cruz prayed. In that cell, their inner lives became so vibrant that it is said they levitated, rising against gravity toward the heaven-enthroned Christ they adored. Whether or not they actually rose from the floor is not central. What is important is that they nurtured a strong inner life that broke the mental tethers that bound them to the world at hand. The cords of ordinary living are severed in Christ. Dull gravity cannot bind us to this earth, for heaven indwells us. Planted by rich streams of water, our lives produce fruit in abundance.


In contrast, when Jonathan Livingston Seagull was being filmed, the cameras in some shots focused on gulls in flight. But the gulls were really tied to their perch with strings. They only appeared to be free. Likewise, while giving the appearance of spiritual freedom, many of us are tied to earthly concerns. How thick are the cords that bind us to Christian reputation! Outward appearance fastens us to our own false needs for approval. I think of how often, as a pastor, I have acted “godly” because people expected me to. Only the journey inward could release me from the strings of such dull religious propriety. On the inward journey I travel with Christ, who delivers me from the bondage of outward expectation.


Outwardness and inwardness are the poles of spirituality as north and south are poles of the earth’s geography. Outwardness consists of observable qualities of faith. Outwardness bandages the suffering in the clear sight of all who will behold compassion. It goes to church, lifts the communion wafer, holds a hymnal, bends the knees, traces crosses in the air. It drops coins in offering boxes, posts its public pledges, listens, sermonizes, sings, prays, witnesses, and works its way from prison to hospital.


Outwardness is good but easily spoiled. A few pats on the back can wean it from its love for Christ and draw it toward self-interest. Soon outwardness, which first served the Lord only, finds ways to serve itself while it serves Christ. At last it moves away from the Savior altogether and finds a godlike glory in its own interests. Because it will not be planted by the rivers of God, it becomes root-dried. It withers inwardly while it pretends outwardly that it is well nourished.


There are many examples of outwardness gone bad. Outwardness often becomes an unending spiritual performance that lasts until the actor drops from empty exhaustion. A friend of mine at first found pleasure in his attempts to please his congregation. Later those same desires nearly drove him mad because no matter how hard he tried, nothing he did pleased them. His sermons fell flat. His programs fizzled. His leadership was questioned. Finally his own failures brought him to the edge of insanity, and he resigned his pastorate. Only then did the crushing circumstances of his “failures” drive him to inwardness beyond the outward show. His own inadequacy, at last, brought life to what had been spiritual pretense. When he at last rooted himself in the inward streams of God’s depth, he began to bear outward fruit.


OUTWARDNESS AND INWARDNESS ARE THE POLES OF SPIRITUALITY AS NORTH AND SOUTH ARE POLES OF THE EARTH’S GEOGRAPHY. Christ strongly denounced the dry outwardness of the Pharisees. The word hypocrite, which Christ often applied to the Pharisees, refers to an actor’s mask. The Pharisees dressed themselves as God’s champions while keeping their own visibility a first priority. “Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on their garments long; they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and to have men call them ‘Rabbi’” (Matthew 23:5-7). The Pharisees really loved their showy spirituality. They knew where to find the nourishing God of the river but chose instead to dwell in the dry deserts of their self-importance.


Later in Matthew 23, Jesus pronounced seven woes on the showiness that had degenerated into spiritual narcissism. Listen to Christ’s condemnations of their “holy” exhibitionism: “For a pretense you make long prayers” (Matthew 23:14 NASB). Christ criticized them for evangelism that only brought their converts to the captivity of their own suffocating, spiritual showiness (Matthew 23:15). Their passion for orthodoxy shut God out of the central areas of their faith (Matthew 23:16-22). They kept laws but bypassed compassion (Matthew 23:23). Christ likened them to cups that were clean on the outside but germ-infested on the inside (Matthew 23:25). He said they were mausoleums with beautiful fronts that concealed inner decay (Matthew 23:27). Their outwardness honored traditions but killed the truth (Matthew 23:29-36).


I do not believe that these Jewish scholars saw themselves as selfish or exhibitionistic. They believed they were defenders of Mosaic Law and purifiers of national morality. They were ministers of religion and keepers of truth. Their robes marked them as professionals, not phonies. Their phylacteries didn’t seem overly large to them, for they contained the holy law and were worn by holy men. Surely, considering what they contained, no phylactery could be too large. In their own minds, the Pharisees never thought their purpose was to follow their own opinions. Can one ever have too good a reputation? It seemed right to the Pharisees that those they served should respect and revere them. To these, Jesus’ words must have sounded cruel and critical.


Hypocrisy cannot define the instant of its birth. It is hard to measure just how much of our worship is for God and how much of it is exhibitionistic—a show for others to promote our own reputations. Protecting my own reputation was once one of my primary concerns as a pastor. I was never intentionally false. I always offered my worship to Christ, but I often turned to find I had only used his name to sanctify my own. I wanted to please Christ, and yet I was so easily diverted from his pleasure to mine by the simple phrase: “That was a fine sermon, pastor!” I was too often drawn to pursue the compliment rather than the Christ.


Let me be clear. Outwardness is as important as inwardness, and either may be phony or real. As inwardness can lead to a God addiction, outwardness leads to an ego addiction. We need to remember that the same Jesus who said, “Be careful not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them” (Matthew 6:1) also said, “Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my Father in heaven” (Matthew 10:32).


Outwardness has for its greatest strength and greatest weakness the same thing: visibility. Likewise, the strength and weakness of inwardness is the same: invisibility. Inwardness draws us to that unseen reality. But it may sin secretly by dividing its own intent, scheming to make life better for both God and ourselves at once.


We are the keepers of inwardness, and we tend it alone. Our guardianship is utterly crucial, since out of the heart come “the issues of life” (Proverbs 4:23 KJV). As someone once pointed out, we are like a ripe fruit that, when squeezed, drips with its real definition. According to Jesus, being kosher isn’t crucial. It’s not what goes into our mouths—what we eat or drink—but what comes out of our hearts that defiles us (Matthew 15:11). What comes out shows our inner substance: “As [a man] thinketh in his heart, so is he” (Proverbs 23:7 KJV). God focuses his attention on our inwardness. “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).


As a youth I looked for evidences of God’s reality. I wanted him to speak audibly—even just one word—so I could be sure of his existence. If only he would have manifested himself for a single minute, I would have been content, having the concrete evidence of his reality in hand. But my youthful searchings always stopped at the surface of faith until I learned that Christ must be found inside:


In search of God I often take
My ordered world apart
To learn that when my search was done
I found Him at my very heart.2


Inwardness is the table where the believer and the Lord meet. In this book, I will speak of the heart as the place of rendezvous. In this small meeting place exists the inwardness we pursue. It is a wonderful inwardness, nurtured beside the stream of life, and always yielding fruit.


THREE WITHERING PARADOXES


—Psalm 1:3


He is like a tree planted by streams of water … whose leaf does not wither.


Our work will be complicated by three paradoxes that threaten to wither our souls. The first puzzle is the aloneness is presence paradox. In “Prayer … The Priority!” Jack Taylor wrote, “No individual’s prayer life will be greater than the quality of his regular time set aside to meet God alone.”3 Inner silence must be established, or we cannot hear the indwelling Christ with whom we desire to speak. I will deal with how we arrive at this silence in a later chapter, but for now I must say that it is established by certain premeditative disciplines that clear away the debris and the noise of life.


Inner silence is easiest to achieve in a place of outer silence. This is why Jesus spoke of the prayer closet in Matthew 6:6 (KJV). In this closet we shut out as much human noise as possible. Yet we are not to covet the silence. We are never to pursue inwardness. We are to pursue Christ. Quietness makes the pursuit effective. There is no power in meditative systems that clear the heart but cannot refill it with substance. In my years of studying Eastern religions, I discovered that many devotees of yoga cleanse their minds in order to achieve this silence but leave them empty. Soon their minds refill with the same sort of congestion they have just swept away.


WE ARE TO PURSE CHRIST. QUIETNESS MAKES EFFECTIVE. Inwardness seeks someone to preside over the clean and the quiet. When Christ comes in, we have provided ourselves an inner worship that is proper. We are not alone in this quietness; we are with him. Inwardness is a reigning presence and a quiet friend—a person, not a concept. The paradox is set: Aloneness is the presence.


The second paradox is that retreat is advancement. To some who desire inwardness, time alone with God may not seem to yield anything practical in their personal plans or career. So why spend time with God when so many important things have to be done?
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