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This book is dedicated to a man who doesn’t need to read it.


He knows the Scriptures intimately, and, more important,


he puts them into practice every day.


TOM LICKONA


Thank you for the indescribable blessing you’ve been


in this author’s life—personally, professionally, spiritually.






Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.



…Faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

—JAMES, 1:22, 2:17 NIV






Introduction



LIFE IS BETTER when we use common sense.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to be as common as it once was. Wise men and women have been teaching us the essential guidelines for living a good life for thousands of years, but we don’t seem to be listening as much as we used to. They’ve been telling us to believe in something greater than ourselves, be kind, work hard, act with integrity, serve others, and open ourselves to the possibilities of wisdom and joy.

The problem is that we often get distracted and then stray from these essentials. We all have common sense, but we don’t always use it. Instead of thinking for ourselves, we often let popular culture and the media do it for us. We allow ourselves to be persuaded by the steady barrage of ads and slick promotions that tell us the road to a happy life is paved with money, power, possessions, style, and fame. Uniting them all is the insidious notion that the more we focus on ourselves, the better life will be.

I spent about ten years living in that kind of make-believe world. Because of a shattering experience, I rejected my faith and everything pertaining to God. And both my values and my morals took a nosedive. I became the center of my own little universe. It was all supposed to lead to self-fulfillment. Sure enough, it did. I became full of myself. Ironically, I discovered that being full of myself actually led to the opposite: emptiness. And with it came unbearable pain.

When I admitted to myself that I couldn’t cope with it any longer, I turned to a dear friend and mentor for advice. I chose him because he was older and wiser, and he seemed to have things figured out. He was a man of great inner peace and his life was full of joy. I wanted what he had, so I asked him to help me. He got right to the point.

“You need to return to your faith,” he said simply. Then he added, “I’m not talking about just attending church and going through the motions but learning about your faith at a deeper and more personal level. I’m also talking about studying the Bible and applying its teachings to your life. They’re not just for saints. They’re for everybody because they’re full of common sense, practical advice, and wisdom. I guarantee they’ll work better than anything you’ve ever tried.”

At that point I would have tried anything to ease the pain, so I followed his advice and returned to my faith. I did, indeed, learn about it in much greater depth, and, just as he said it would, it became far more personal and meaningful. He was also right about the Scriptures. They are full of common sense, practical advice, and wisdom. Studying them and applying them to my life really were more effective than anything I’d ever tried.

During the writing of my first three books, I often drew on the common sense and wisdom contained in the Scriptures. Each time I wrote I couldn’t help thinking how nice it would be to know enough about the Bible to write an entire book based on its teachings. Then it finally dawned on me that I didn’t need to be a biblical scholar. Mark Twain said, “Most people are bothered by those passages of Scripture they do not understand, but the passages that bother me are those I do understand.” This is what I think he meant: the passages that speak directly to us, the ones that are easy to understand, also challenge us to become better human beings. They’re hard to put into practice, but when we do, the rewards are beyond description. I think I understand enough about the Scriptures to know that they can change the direction and quality of a person’s life. I wrote this book with the hope and prayer that they’ll do for you what they’ve done for me. More specifically, I hope to do a few other things as well.

FOUR REASONS FOR WRITING THIS BOOK

1. Shed new light on the Scriptures for


both believers and nonbelievers

The Bible means different things to different people. The Old Testament is the foundation of three major religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It contains history, poetry, proverbs, psalms, prayers, commandments, stories, and lessons in life. The New Testament is about the life of Jesus Christ and his teachings. In it, many references are made to the Old Testament, and it also contains prayers, commandments, stories, and lessons in life. Both the Old and New Testaments are the primary guidebooks for Christians throughout the world.

To believers, the Bible is the revealed Word of God, a sacred book that explains the ultimate truths about life. To nonbelievers, the Bible is often seen as a collection of well-intentioned writings, but not from God and often wrong. They also see it as the source of many problems and much divisiveness within our society. They often associate the Bible with the “religious Right,” “born-agains,” “evangelicals,” flamboyant TV preachers, and those who loudly claim to be “saved” while condemning others.

The most difficult challenge in writing this book was trying to get both believers and nonbelievers to look at the Scriptures in a somewhat different light. It would have been much easier to write a book about the Scriptures solely for Christians. But that isn’t my primary audience. I want to write for people of all beliefs. My primary concern about many people who claim to be Christians and claim the Bible as their guide is that either they’re unfamiliar with some of its teachings or they choose to selectively ignore passages they find problematic or don’t see as important enough to be applied to everyday life. I’m not trying to stereotype all Christians as hypocrites. I’m just saying that there often seems to be a disconnect between what many people say they are and what they do. It’s my hope that this book will get those who claim to be Christians to look more closely at what the Scriptures are telling us and to be more consistent in putting its teachings into practice.

It’s also the author’s hope that nonbelievers will come to see the Scriptures differently. Instead of rejecting them simply because they’re often associated with narrow-minded people with a particular religious or political agenda, I hope you’ll be able to appreciate them for the wisdom, common sense, and sound advice they contain. You don’t have to be a Buddhist or a Confucian to appreciate the wisdom and teachings of Buddha and Confucius (as I do), and you don’t have to be a Christian to appreciate how much life can be enriched by the wisdom and teachings of Moses, David, Solomon, Jesus, Paul, John, and many others. The Bible contains an incredible array of universal principles that consistently help us understand life at a deeper level and live it more fully.

If you’re unfamiliar with the Bible, I hope what you read here will pique your interest in learning more about it. It’s not an easy book to understand. It requires hard work, diligence, a lot of patience, and help from others—the same things required to understand life. Some parts of it seem to jump out at us and are clearly and easily understood. Other parts are confusing and sometimes appear self-contradictory. Some of the teachings are easy to apply to daily life. And some seem impossible to apply for even a day. But like a giant puzzle, all the pieces eventually fit together. When they do, the picture becomes clearer, and if we apply what we learn, the quality of our lives is greatly enriched.

2. Show that the Bible is a valuable


resource in mental health

Believers want essentially two things: a personal relationship with God and a meaningful and rewarding life. Nonbelievers want essentially one thing: a meaningful and rewarding life. The common denominator is that we all want to make the most of our lives, and in order to achieve this, we need to be mentally healthy. It’s my contention that the Scriptures contain as good a prescription for mental health as any book ever written.

This is not a knock on psychology or psychologists. Their research, writing, and counsel are an invaluable resource and crucially important in helping us understand ourselves and some of the complexities of life. I would never tell someone who is clinically ill, “Read the Bible for the solution to your problems.” It’s not that simple, and it’s not an either-or thing. Psychology and faith are not mutually exclusive. I’ve been the beneficiary of both psychological counseling and prescriptive books on the subject. Two that come to mind are The Road Less Traveled by the psychiatrist M. Scott Peck and Man’s Search for Meaning by the psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, two of the best books I’ve ever read. I’ve also advised several people to seek professional counseling and have recommended numerous books written by Peck, Frankl, and others.

But the truth is, the Scriptures and prayer have enriched my life far beyond anything else I’ve ever experienced and far beyond anything I could have ever imagined.

As I explain in the account of my spiritual journey at the back of this book, I came to discover the richness of the Scriptures as the result of a long and painful journey in search of meaning. More than twenty-six years later, I’m still amazed at the simple yet powerful advice the Scriptures contain. The best thing about this advice is that it consistently works. Here’s a good example:


A man’s harvest in life will depend entirely on what he sows.

—GALATIANS 6:8 PHI*



This is one of those universal principles and a recurring theme in this book. Don’t be surprised if you see this passage several more times—it’s no mistake. Its meaning is simple: the more good we think, the more good we have to say, and the more good we do, the more good will come back to us. What could be better for your overall well-being than that?

3. Propose another and more challenging


10 Commandments

Please understand that I’m not in any way suggesting that we ignore the original 10 Commandments or that we replace them with ten new ones. I really don’t want to receive e-mails or letters that say, “Who do you think you are to suggest that you have a better idea than the authors of the Bible about the best way to live our lives?” Please hold off on that until you’ve read the next couple of paragraphs.

The original 10 Commandments are found in two places in the Old Testament: Exodus 20:1–17 and Deuteronomy 5:6–21. Most people, whether well versed in the Bible or not, are at least somewhat familiar with the “thou shalt nots” and the “thou shalts” of the 10 Commandments in the old King James translation. God gave them to Moses on two stone tablets (although Mel Brooks claims there were three), and Moses gave them to his people. They tell us things we should never do and things we should always do. The eight things we should not do are: honor other gods, worship false idols, misuse the name of God, murder, steal, commit adultery, give false testimony, and covet our neighbor’s wife or goods. The two things we should do are honor our mothers and fathers and keep the Lord’s day holy.

What I’m proposing here is that we continue to honor the original 10 Commandments. They’re sacred. But I’m also proposing that we look more closely at some of the Bible’s other “commandments.” Many of them are far more challenging to put into practice than the ten written in stone. There are millions of decent people in the world who faithfully follow those rules of conduct every day. They don’t need to reread the text to remind themselves what they should and should not be doing. Obviously, there are others who don’t obey the original commandments. We do have murder, stealing, lying, adultery, and other wrongdoings in our society. But the percentage of people who do these things is relatively small.

If you’ll look at the table of contents in this book, you’ll see ten more commandments from both the Old and New Testaments: five things we should avoid doing because they can damage our lives and the lives of others, and five things we should devote ourselves to doing because they can enrich our lives and the lives of others. They’re harder to put into practice than the original ten. I selected them because they all deal with everyday life and because putting them into action is challenging for most of us. These other 10 commandments provide wise and practical advice for all of us, no matter what we believe. That’s the wonder of the Scriptures.

4. Continue a journey and thank my readers

In Choices That Change Lives I suggested that we should always be learning and be challenging ourselves to be better than we were the day before. I call it renewal. In that book I wrote about some very difficult tasks. Among them were to develop more humility, patience, and empathy, to learn to forgive, and to be more giving. All have been weak spots in my own life—and I know I’m not alone. By reading extensively about each of them and then writing about them, I knew I’d have to work a lot harder at putting them into practice. I don’t want to be one of those authors who writes one thing and does another. I’m not saying that I’ve mastered the ten lessons contained here, but I’m working harder on them than ever before, and I feel blessed with the wisdom and joy that result from the effort.

Readers often tell me that the common sense God blessed me with has helped them in a variety of ways under a variety of circumstances. They’ve asked me to continue writing, and I want to thank them for their powerful encouragement. So I’m at it again—working on a few more weak spots that trouble a great many of us.

I spend about a half hour each morning reading the Scriptures, with a particular focus on the Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Isaiah in the Old Testament and all the Gospels and Epistles in the New Testament. When I ask myself how I’m doing at putting the Scriptures into practice on an everyday basis, the answer is always “Not nearly well enough.” I need to work a lot harder at it, and I do so knowing the rewards: wisdom and joy—the ultimate prizes in this life. Maybe the same is true for you. If it is, I ask you to join me in this great challenge.


Lay hold of my words with all your heart; keep my commands and you will live.

Get wisdom, get understanding; do not forget my words or swerve from them.

Do not forsake wisdom, and she will protect you; love her, and she will watch over you.

—PROVERBS 4:4–6 NIV



THE AUTHOR’S FAITH AND HOW HE VIEWS THE BIBLE

When asked about my own faith, I answer that I’m a Christian. Shortly before I began writing this book, I was asked to explain my choice of faith and to define it, and I thought my answers would be useful to readers. Here’s what I said.

“WHY ARE YOU A CHRISTIAN?”

I didn’t hesitate to answer, “Because it works for me.” And by that I meant that when I put the teachings of my faith into practice, the quality of my life is better and I make the quality of life of the people around me better. I’m more understanding, patient, and kind. I’m less selfish and more giving. I feel closer to God, I’m happier and at peace. In addition, it gives me hope. I believe in a life after this one and in a place called Heaven. The key phrase in the above paragraph is when I put the teachings of my faith into practice. That’s the real challenge. I never do it as well as I’d like to. In fact of all the thousands of passages in the Bible the one that I personally relate to more than any other is this:


I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.

—ROMANS 7:15 NIV



No one ever said it would be easy. The above was written about two thousand years ago by Saint Paul, one of the founders and great warriors of the early Christian Church. His faith was a challenge for him, as it was for great Jewish leaders like Moses and King David and later the Christian leader Saint Peter. They all had their flaws, which remind us that practicing one’s faith is a challenge for everyone.

“WHAT KIND OF CHRISTIAN ARE YOU?”

To this I replied, “A thinking, open-minded, ecumenical, nonjudgmental Christian.” Here’s what each of these terms means to me:

Thinking: God gave us a brain for a reason, and he wants us to use it everywhere, even in our places of worship. We don’t honor God when we abandon our intellectual integrity. The Bible, like the U.S. Constitution, can be interpreted in different ways. It’s our job to make every effort possible to understand how it speaks to us and how its teachings apply to our lives.


Open-minded: Life has a lot of complexities and mysteries that will never be completely understood here on Earth. I have a strong faith, but I don’t make any claim to having all the answers, and it makes me uncomfortable when other people claim they do.


Ecumenical: I believe in friendly relations among different religions and in showing respect for belief systems other than my own. What others believe in their hearts is just as true to them as my beliefs are to me. I think we should look for common ground so we can use our faiths to make the world a better place.


Nonjudgmental: The Bible states clearly that we’re not to judge others (see chapter 4), and I have real problems with people who do, especially in regard to matters of faith and who is and isn’t “saved.” I think we should all leave that to God and put our energy into honoring him by living according to the teachings of the Scriptures.


HOW WE VIEW THE BIBLE

While I was writing this book, a Gallup poll was conducted nationwide (May 2006) to determine how Americans regard the Bible. Here’s what it found:

28% believe that the Bible is the “actual Word of God and is to be taken literally.”


53% believe that the Bible is the “inspired Word of God, but not everything in it should be taken literally.”


19% believe that the Bible is an “ancient book of fables, legends, history, and moral precepts recorded by man.”


Since I’m the author of a book based on teachings in the Scriptures, readers probably want to know which of these categories I fit into. I’m in the middle. I believe the Bible is inspired by God and written by men in order to teach us how to live effectively while we’re here on Earth. When I read it, I look for the meaning in the message and then try to apply it to my life. For example, I don’t take the story of creation and Adam and Eve in the Book of Genesis literally. However, I do take the meaning of this great story very seriously. Adam and Eve were booted from Paradise because of their pride, what many people call Original Sin. The nuns taught me at an early age that overcoming pride is a lifelong struggle and that it’s the root of all our sins. I believed it then because the nuns told me. I believe it even more strongly now because I’ve lived for more than sixty years and have learned through experience that pride has tripped me up more times than I can count.

The point is that it doesn’t matter which of the three categories you fit into or what faith you embrace. You can be a Buddhist monk, a rabbi, a Christian missionary, a Unitarian, an atheist, or anything else. No matter what we believe, we can all appreciate wisdom and common sense, no matter where it comes from. The Scriptures contain a lot of both.


Come now, let us reason together.

—ISAIAH 1:18 NIV










Author’s Note on


Bible Terms and Translations



TO MAKE SURE there’s no misunderstanding, I want to clarify some of the key terms used in the title and within the text of this book. Further down you’ll find a list of the translations of the Bible I referred to in writing this book.

TERMS

Bible and Scriptures: These two terms are used interchangeably throughout the text. Scripture is sometimes interpreted as the sacred writings of all faiths, but in this book it is synonymous with the Bible, both the Old and New Testaments.



Commandment: Many people associate the word “command” with power, authority, and control. While it can be defined that way, it can also be synonymous with instruction, a much softer and more positive term. The teacher in me prefers this usage.

My understanding of “command” and “commandment” changed significantly after I started reading the Psalms, one of the most beautifully written books in the Scriptures. I read parts of them every morning and agree with King David that God’s commands are full of his love for us and were written to help us get on, and stay on, the right path.




The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul. The statutes of the Lord are trustworthy, making wise the simple.

The precepts of the Lord are right, giving joy to the heart.

The commands of the Lord are radiant, giving light to the eyes….

By them is your servant warned; in keeping them there is great reward.

—PSALM 19:7–9, 11 NIV





Common sense: While not so common anymore, common sense is sound practical judgment that comes from experience rather than research. More than 75 percent of the people who’ve reached out to me after reading one of my books have thanked me for either the “practical wisdom” or the “common sense” contained in them. I don’t have a brilliant mind, but I do seem to have an orderly and logical one, and its workings have produced books that apparently appeal to nonintellectuals like me. I’m eternally grateful for this, so I included “common sense” in the title in part to thank and honor my readers.

Commonsense ideas are usually easy to understand. But that doesn’t mean they’re easy to put into practice. A dear friend of mine told me recently, “Common sense doesn’t assure a cakewalk.” For instance, it’s easy to understand the Golden Rule—“Treat other people exactly as you would like to be treated by them.” (Matthew 7:12 PHI)—but it’s far more challenging to put it into daily practice.



Man, men, he, his, him: Most books written before the 1970s did not use gender-inclusive language. It’s something most of us try to do when writing or speaking. But the Bible was written thousands of years ago, and the old rules applied. I didn’t want to alter the texts I drew from, so I hope you’ll read all references to men as men and women. The Scriptures apply to all of us.


BIBLE TRANSLATIONS

The original Bible was written in the Greek and Hebrew languages. People who spoke other languages had to wait many years before they could read it in their native language. Fortunately, many dedicated biblical scholars have translated it for us. In fact, there are now more than fifty different translations of the Bible into English. I’ve used five of them. The first three listed below include both the Old and New Testaments. The last two are of the New Testament only. I’ve given each a three-letter abbreviation and have used them throughout the text so you will know which translation is being cited.


NIV: New International Version (Zondervan Corporation)

JER: The New Jerusalem Bible (Doubleday)

TLB: The Living Bible (Tyndale House)

PHI: The New Testament in Modern English by J. B. Phillips (Geoffrey Bles)

MES: The Message by Eugene H. Peterson (Navpress)

KJV: King James Version










One World, Many Beliefs



I HAVE GENUINE respect for what other people believe for several reasons. One is pure logic. Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, and Christians all have different beliefs. And within each of these faiths there’s a wide spectrum of beliefs. Who has the right to claim, “I practice the only true religion, and all the rest of you are wrong”? No one can prove scientifically and unequivocally that “my beliefs are the only correct ones, my way is the only way.” When you can prove something, it’s called science, not faith.

Yet faith is a powerful force in the lives of millions of people. It’s the prism through which they view the world. It usually evolves from a combination of sources: culture, parents, friends, teachers, personal history, and books. Because we bring a different mix of these into the equation, we come to believe different things. And I think the world would be a much kinder place if we’d respect these differences among both believers and nonbelievers.

I taught many different subjects both in high school and at a university throughout my long teaching career, but the richest and most rewarding were the classes I taught on world religions. Religion is a fascinating subject, whether it’s about history, people, beliefs, rituals, sacred texts, or traditions. The common thread seems to be most people’s need to acknowledge that there’s someone or something greater than us out there or up there, whether you call that something Eternal Spirit, Life Force, Higher Power, Jehovah, Yahweh, Allah, or God.

Studying religions, teaching about them, listening to my students share their experiences, and reading the works of Huston Smith gave me a deep appreciation for what all people believe. Smith is one of the foremost authorities on the religions of the world, and he’s devoted his entire professional life to studying them. We used his classic The World’s Religions as the textbook for the course.

Smith, a Christian, has not only researched the major religions of the world in depth, he’s developed a great respect for them. He says, “God reveals himself in all the major traditions of the world.”


What a strange fellowship this is, the God-seekers in every land, lifting their voices in the most disparate ways imaginable to the God of all life…. Does one faith carry the lead, or do the parts share in counterpoint and antiphony where not in full-throated chorus? We cannot know. All we can do is try to listen carefully and with full attention to each voice in turn as it addresses the divine.

—HUSTON SMITH












PART I

FIVE THINGS


THE SCRIPTURES


TEACH US TO AVOID

BECAUSE


THEY’RE BAD FOR US



 


AN IMPORTANT PART of living a good life is being able to avoid the things that are harmful to us. When we’re small children, one of the first words we learn is “no.” As in no, don’t touch the stove because it will burn you; and no, don’t run into the street because you might get run over. As we get older, we’re told not to steal, fight, lie, cheat, use drugs, etc., because they’re bad for us too. Then our doctors tell us to avoid smoking, drinking to excess, and eating too much for the simple reason that they can cause great harm to our health.

Long before our parents, teachers, and doctors started urging us to avoid those things, the Scriptures were written. Boiled down to the bare essentials, the Bible tells us to avoid doing what hurts our lives and to do what enriches our lives. Acting on all of them, including the don’ts, is ultimately positive. In fact, I count among my friends many people who celebrate not doing certain things. These include smoking, drinking, using drugs, overspending, and overeating. It’s a victory for them and as worthy of celebration as a promotion or wedding.

The first part of this book explains five of the life-enhancing “no’s” in the Bible. Actually, there are a lot more than five. I chose to focus on these essentials because they deal with issues that most people struggle with daily, issues that can lead to enormous damage to ourselves and to others if we’re not paying attention.








Prologue The Root of All Our Flaws



HERE ARE SIX of the ugliest words in the English language:




[image: image]


Have you ever used any of these words to describe another person? If you have, they weren’t exactly compliments, were they? Has anyone ever used one or more of them to describe you? Didn’t make you feel too good, did it? These are harsh words, usually used to describe the type of person we dislike the most, the type of person we don’t want to be, and the type of person we don’t want our children to become. What causes people, including us, to behave in such nasty ways that we bring out these ugly words?

There’s actually a simple answer. We’re all born with a major flaw, and it leads to several others. Some people call it Original Sin. And many make a strong case that Original Sin is pride, described in one dictionary as “a haughty attitude shown by people who believe, often unjustifiably, that they are better than others.” It was pride that caused the Archangel Lucifer to fall from grace, and it was pride that caused Adam and Eve to disobey God. It’s our basic flaw and the root of most of our problems.


Pride is the first sin, the source of all other sins, and the worst sin.

—THOMAS AQUINAS



Although they’re not in the Bible, most people are at least somewhat familiar with the Seven Deadly Sins. If you’re not, or if you can’t quite remember all of them, here they are:


Pride   Envy   Gluttony   Lust   Anger   Greed  Sloth


No matter where you find them, pride is always listed first. And if you take a close look at the others, you’ll understand why. They’re all offshoots of pride. They all involve some form of a “me first” approach to life.


Nearly all those evils in the world which people put down to selfishness are really far more the result of Pride….

It is Pride that has been the chief cause of misery in every nation and family since the world began….

The first step is to realize that one is proud. And a biggish step, too. At least, nothing whatever can be done before it. If you think you are not conceited, it means you are very conceited indeed.

—C. S. LEWIS



The above quotations may look familiar to you if you’ve read my most recent book, Choices That Change Lives. They’re too good not to share again. As a teacher, I still rely on one of the most powerful tools available: reinforcement. Or as I learned in Latin class many years ago: Repetitio mater studio-rum est (repetition is the mother of learning). The key point that the brilliant C. S. Lewis made is that we all have some degree of pride or conceit. We can’t overcome it unless we first acknowledge it. It’s one of those things the Scriptures tell us to avoid because it’s bad for us. It can lead to all kinds of misery.


Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.

—PROVERBS 16:18 JER
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