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Any work by Mike and Rubel is a welcomed event. This book promises to be one of their best!”


—Max Lucado, Best-selling Author


“If you are serious about the business of developing Christlikeness in your life, you need to read this book.”


—Rick Warren, Saddleback Valley Community Church Mission Viejo, California


“Simple yet profound—not just another ‘how to’ book, but a clear portrayal of the ways of our Master. Reading this book brings you face to face with the life of Jesus. I recommend it to all who would follow him.”


—Randy Pope, Pastor, Perimeter Church, Duluth, Georgia


“The authors tuck the reader deep in the pleats and folds of Jesus’ garments and follow him everywhere. It is a trip you won’t want to miss in Bible-nourished, hyperactive space, in how to become available for life in the twenty-first century.”


—Leonard I. Sweet, Author, FaithQuakes


“Mike Cope has distinguished himself as a pastor and now as a writer. I would highly recommend to anyone his unique insights in bringing Jesus’ radical first-century Christianity into our own needy twentieth-century context.”


—Robert M. Lewis, Teaching Pastor, Fellowship Bible Church, Little Rock, Arkansas


“I loved it! Shelly and Cope have identified the greatest challenge before the American church: to equip the followers of Jesus Christ to live their faith in real life. The book is practical, truthful—without being judgmental!—and inspiring. If there is an application of the Gospel in contemporary America that isn’t addressed in this book, I don’t know what it is.”


—Michael W. Foss, Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Burnsville, Minnesota


“Finally! Shelly and Cope have written the book I’ve been searching for: a book I can use with Christians to help them take the next step down the road of faithful discipleship.”


—Dr. George Cladis, Pastor, Covenant Presbyterian Church, Austin, Texas


“I need guidance for following Christ in an era that constantly takes me outside my comfort zone. This book helps me and will help many others navigate the times through the eyes and spirit of Jesus.”


—Gene Appel, Senior Minister, Central Christian Church, Las Vegas, Neveda
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Come, take up your cross and follow me.


Jesus, Mark 10:21





INTRODUCTION



In His Steps


Several years ago, James Dobson received a letter about a three-year-old theologian named Christine and her five-year-old brother, Matthew.


Matthew had pulled the chocolate milk out of the fridge, only to discover how very little was left.


“Mom, I’m going to have to drink this by myself because there isn’t enough for me and Christine,” he said.


His dad quickly and sternly asked, “Matthew, if Jesus were here, what would he do?”


Without missing a beat, little Christine responded, “He’d make more chocolate milk!”


Sometimes big theologians come in small packages!


This humorous anecdote underscores two very important assumptions in this book:


1. The church should continue to ask what Jesus would do today.


2. The church should be familiar enough with Jesus of Nazareth as revealed in Scripture to have some idea how to answer.


The essence of Christian discipleship is following Jesus. Boil down all the theological explanations for how we should live, and one truth remains: We follow Jesus Christ. Disciples seek to understand and emulate his values, his behavior, and his view of reality. The words of Jesus after washing the disciples’ feet have broad application for us:


You call me “Teacher” and “Lord,” and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him.1


When the Gospels tell us about Jesus, it isn’t just for biographical insight. They are seeking to shape Christ followers more into his image. The call of Jesus, “Come, follow me,” still rings out!


IN HIS STEPS



In 1896 Charles Sheldon wrote what has become one of the world’s best-selling books. In His Steps imagines how a few people would respond when challenged one Sunday by their newly convicted minister to continually ask the question: What would Jesus do? This appears to be a simple question, yet it dramatically changed them, their families, their church, and their community.


Milton Jones preached a sermon in Seattle rooted in that same, simple question. At the message’s conclusion, he asked the congregation if they were willing to follow Christ anywhere. To most people, Jones’s challenge made perfect sense. But one man was very confused. He had made a radical conversion to Christ and had assumed that every Christian already had a deep desire to follow him. When he walked to the front of the auditorium during the invitation song, he asked Milton, “Do you mean to tell me that some of the people in this church haven’t even decided whether they’re going to follow Jesus or not?”


His question should echo inside every church building! Are there some who just “go to church” because of their heritage or because it is socially acceptable? Do some church members simply sit in a building Sunday after Sunday without ever committing to follow Jesus? Or have all decided that their greatest desire is to be followers of Christ?


Jesus isn’t just the Savior who provided the sacrifice for our sins, as crucial as that is. He is also Lord, the Master whom we follow. As we read the Gospels, we must remember that not only are we recipients of Jesus’ ministry, but also that we are called to continue his ministry.


Scott Peck participated in a conference for Christian therapists and counselors in which Harvey Cox told the story of when Jesus was asked to heal the daughter of a synagogue ruler named Jairus. As Christ went to Jairus’s house, a woman who had been hemorrhaging for twelve years reached out to touch his robe. After asking who touched him and receiving her response, Jesus healed her and then continued to the house where the little girl had died.


After telling this powerful story from the Gospels, Cox asked six hundred “Christian professionals” with whom they most identified. When asked who connected most with the bleeding woman, about one hundred people raised their hands. A few others indicated that they identified with the anxious father. The highest number of hands were raised when Cox mentioned the curious crowd.


But when Harvey Cox asked who identified with Jesus, only six hands popped up. Scott Peck reviewed the incident and wrote about it:


Something is very wrong here. Of six hundred more or less professional Christians, only one out of a hundred identified with Jesus. Maybe more actually did but were afraid to raise their hands lest that seem arrogant. But again something is wrong with our concept of Christianity if it seems arrogant to identify with Jesus. That is exactly what we are supposed to do! We’re supposed to identify with Jesus, act like Jesus, be like Jesus. That is what Christianity is supposed to be about—the imitation of Christ.2


THREE BARRIERS



While we believe the church should once again focus on the question What would Jesus do today? we recognize that it faces some formidable barriers in asking the question. What are some of the problems we face in following Jesus?


1. DISTANCE


First, there is the problem of distance—many centuries separate us from Jesus’ era. Not all questions the twenty-first-century church will want to address are directly answered by reading the Gospels. For example:


• How would Jesus handle the flood of images from the media?


• What use would Christ make of the Internet and telecommunications?


• How would he answer the prickly issues of homosexuality and abortion?


• What limits would Christ place on his lifestyle in this “you-are-what-you-own” culture?


Though not all modern questions can be directly and easily answered with a book, chapter, and verse from Scripture, we are surely helped by understanding Jesus in his culture. His insights into reality are timeless and true. His values then would surely be his values now.


In our efforts to overcome this barrier, we must be careful not to baptize Jesus into our culture, as so often happens. Jesus would then become (in our imagination) the kinder, gentler CEO, the encouraging coach, or the Republican (or Democrat, depending on your bent) activist.


The barrier of time demands that we study the Gospels carefully, listening to their four distinctive voices. They were given to us not so we could reconstruct our own “life of Jesus,” but so we might hear their interpretations and applications of his life for the church today.


2. DISCIPLINE


A second barrier we face when posed with the question What would Jesus do today? involves discipline. In his insightful book The Spirit of the Disciplines, Dallas Willard points to a basic flaw in Sheldon’s classic:


The book does not state that to follow in [Jesus’] steps is to adapt the total manner of life he did. So the idea conveyed is an absolutely fatal one—that to follow him simply means to try to behave as he did when he was “on the spot,” under pressure or persecution or in the spotlight. There is no realization that what he did in such cases was, in a large and essential measure, the natural outflow of the life he lived when not on the spot.3


Asking ourselves What would Jesus do? is the right question, but it isn’t enough. To follow Jesus in moment-by-moment decisions, we must be willing to follow him continually in the practice of spiritual communion with God. We must be willing to engage in spiritual disciplines like prayer, silence, and Scripture reading. In other words, we can’t live like the world 99 percent of the time and make decisions like Jesus the other 1 percent.


3. DIFFICULTY


The sheer difficulty of following Jesus is the third barrier we as Christians face. Attending church requires very little sacrifice (at least most Sundays!). Going to a class, becoming part of a church committee, and attending a special conference—these aren’t exactly marathon performances!


But following Jesus? That’s quite different! As G. K. Chesterton put it, “Christianity has not so much been tried and found wanting, as it has been found difficult and left untried.” It’s much easier to bring Jesus into one of our churches, dress him up, and tone him down than it is to encounter the Jesus of the Gospels and seek to follow him.


No wonder Christ often warned people to sit down and count the cost before jumping in behind him:


As they were walking along the road, a man said to [Jesus], “I will follow you wherever you go.” Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” He said to another man, “Follow me.” But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.”4


Do we really want to be Christ followers if it means changing our relationship with money or if it means loving people we consider untouchable? What if it means stepping across carefully drawn lines of class or race? And ultimately, what if it means that we have to die to ourselves?


A SECOND TOUCH



A fitting story as we launch our discovery together in this book is the healing of the blind man in Mark 8:22-26. This may be the New Testament’s strangest miracle. Usually when Jesus healed a person, the healing was immediate and complete. But in this instance, his healing came in stages. After the man was touched by Jesus, his vision went from 0 to 20/200 (or so). Then when the man first saw people, they looked like trees.


In this sense, the blind man was just like the people surrounding Jesus. Their lives had been touched by him, but their vision of who he was and what it meant to follow him was fuzzy. “Do you not see?” Jesus had asked them. “Do you have eyes but fail to see? . . . Do you still not understand?”5


These would-be followers needed just what the (formerly) blind man needed and just what we need—a second touch from Jesus. They needed to see more clearly who this Christ was and what the cost would be if they decided to follow him.


Some of us may not want a clearer vision. We are comfortable with where we are and what we can already see. Anything more would be disorienting.


Many are like Virgil, a man whom neurologist Oliver Sacks describes in his book An Anthropologist on Mars. Virgil had lived a fairly contented life as a blind person. He worked as a massage therapist at a YMCA and lived in a small house the YMCA provided. He had friends, read Braille papers and books, and followed baseball carefully.


His contented life was destroyed when, at the insistence of his fiancée, he underwent a surgery that enabled him to see. While those of us who see imagine such a surgery to be a blessing of modern technology, to Virgil it was “a miracle that misfired, a calamity.” Sight completely disoriented his world, demanding a radical transformation in psychological functioning, in self, and in his identity. As Dr. Sacks described it, Virgil’s problem was that “one must die as a blind person to be born again as a seeing person.”6 An infant begins learning in a visual-spatial world, but a newly sighted adult is plopped down into a world in which everything contradicts an entire lifetime’s experience.


In Virgil’s case, his only release from the curse of sight came from a disease that returned him to blindness—a blindness he received as a gift!


Could it be that you have become contented with 20/200 vision—with a few prayers and church services and just enough Christian symbols to allow you to live like the rest of the people in the world while feeling holy?


Leonard Sweet, in his “Magna Charta of Trust by an Out-of-Control Disciple,” challenges us to greater heights:


I am part of the Church of the Out-of-Control. I once was a control junkie, but now am an Out-of-Control Disciple. I’ve given up my control to God, I trust and obey the Spirit. I’ve jumped off the fence, I’ve stepped over the line, I’ve pulled out all the stops. There’s no turning back, looking around, slowing down, backing away, letting up, or shutting up. It’s life Against the Odds, Outside the Box, Over the Wall, the game of life played Without Goal Lines other than “Thy will be done …”


I am not here to please the dominant culture. I live to please my Lord and Savior. My spiritual taste-buds have graduated from fizz to froth to Fire and Ice. Sometimes I’m called to sharpen the cutting edge, and sometimes to blunt the cutting edge. Don’t give me that old-time religion. Don’t give me that new-time religion. Give me that all-time religion that’s as hard as rock and as soft as snow.


I’ve stopped trying to make life work, and started trying to make life sing. I am finished with second-hand sensations, third-rate dreams, low-risk high-rise trades and goose-stepping, flag-waving crusades. I no longer live by and for anything but everything God-breathed, Christ-centered, and Spirit-driven.


I can’t be bought by any personalities or perks, positions or prizes. I won’t give up, though I may give in . . . to openness of mind, humbleness of heart, and generosity of spirit. In the face of adversity no longer will I hang in there. I will stand in there, I will run in there, I will pray in there, I will sacrifice in there, I will endure in there—in fact I will do everything in there but hang. My face is upward, my feet are forward, my eyes are focused, my way is cloudy, my knees are worn, my seat uncreased, my heart burdened, my spirit light, my road narrow, my mission wide.


I won’t be seduced by popularity, traduced by criticism, travestied by hypocrisy or trivialized by mediocrity. I am organized religion’s best friend and worst nightmare. I won’t back down, slow down, shut down, or let down until I’m preached out, teached out, healed out or hauled out of God’s mission in the world entrusted to members of the Church of the Out-of-Control . . . to unbind the confined, whether they’re the downtrodden or the upscale, the overlooked or the underrepresented.


My fundamental identity is as a disciple of Jesus—but even more, as a disciple of Jesus who lives in Christ, who doesn’t walk through history simply “in his steps,” but seeks to travel more deeply in his Spirit.


Until he comes again or calls me home, you can find me filling not killing time so that one day he will pick me out in the lineup of the ages as one of his own. And then . . . it will be worth it all . . . to hear these words, the most precious words I can ever hear:


“Well done, thou good and faithful . . . Out-of-Control Disciple.”7


Are you out of control and loving it? Would you be willing to be touched again by Jesus in order to see more clearly who he is and what it means to follow him?


As you walk through this book, ask anew the old question—What would Jesus do today?




The phrase “the worldly church” could have either negative or positive connotations. It could mean the church has sold out to the values of the culture around it and has lost its counter-culture message … The church can simply become a reflection of the world. This, of course, is sinful and disastrous.


But it could also mean the church has been willing to do its work outside the camp where Jesus [is], and this is faithfulness to our calling. If you have been mounted on the wall defending the fortress, aren’t you ready for a new kind of ministry, the ministry of the trenches, the ministry of woe and misery, the ministry of disgrace, the ministry of Jesus?


Randy Harris, Wineskins Magazine





CHAPTER ONE



The World


By watching and listening to some Christians, we might think Jesus said, “You are the scud missiles of the world.” Many of these Christians advocate that we should treat the world (including people whose lives aren’t exemplary) as the enemy.


• They wage battles and condemn.


• They declare culture war and launch deadly verbal missiles.


• They leap into politics and fire charges, caring little about accuracy.


By their lopsided response, they express God’s judgment without his compassion.


On the other hand, some Christians live as if Jesus said, “You are the frosting of the earth.” They think and act as if there were only minimal differences between Christians and the world.


• They ignore significant issues.


• They make neutrality and tolerance a litmus test of faithfulness.


• They blend in like chameleons.


Such responses express God’s compassion without his judgment and justice.


For centuries Christ followers have been trying to figure out how to live in a fallen, sinful world. This search has led some to escape into tiny Christian subcultures where they could feel “holy,” and it has led others to conform to world appearances and become comfortable by adopting the world-view and values of the unredeemed.


Such compromising Christians walk as close to the edge of the great divide between the world and the Word as they can while hoping not to fall over the edge. They vainly attempt to juggle worldly values while walking a spiritual tightrope. The bottom line is that the world has no safety net, and too many Christians find themselves falling back into world crevasses, even though they have ostensibly given their lives to Christ.


The only accurate guide to living is Jesus Christ himself. He is the embodiment of both God’s righteousness and compassion.


WHAT JESUS TAUGHT



Christ’s teachings are direct and to the point! Using two simple, powerful metaphors, Jesus explained our relationship with those around us who aren’t Christ followers:


• You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men.


• You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.1


I’ve often wondered if anyone laughed when Jesus taught this! These weren’t, after all, the powerbrokers of Rome or the philosophical elite of Athens or the exporters of Alexandria. These people were Galilean and Judean peasants. Nonetheless, Jesus had chosen to perform God’s mighty works among them! They were the poor in spirit, the mourners, the meek, the hungry and thirsty, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, and the persecuted.2 They were broken people who had nowhere to go but to the open arms of God.


These righteousness-seeking, peace-building, word-honoring people created a revival that God used to speak to the world. By their transformed lives, others would be directed to their “Father in heaven.”3


A few years ago, a man wrote to the New York Times about a transformation he had witnessed in Damascus, Syria. He had seen a bicyclist cycling while balancing a crate of oranges on his handlebars. Making his way toward the cyclist was another man carrying a heavy parcel. The two collided, and oranges began rolling down the street. A nuclear war of words broke out. The battle escalated when the orange owner raised his clenched first. Suddenly, out of the crowd that had gathered, a small man appeared, grabbed the fist, kissed it, and disappeared. Disarmament and peace soon followed. Instead of two brawling men and a cheering crowd, there were two relaxed men and a crowd trying to reclaim all the oranges. Peacemakers. Mercy lovers. Spiritual seekers. These are the ones whom Jesus said would have the great impact on the world.


Of course the metaphors aren’t particularly complimentary to the world. The fact that it needs salt implies that it is rotting. Why? Because salt was used during that time to stop the putrefaction process. And the need for light points to the world’s darkness. Despite thinking of itself as enlightened and modern, this world is in the dark. Darkness can no more provide light for itself than rotting meat can preserve itself.


It isn’t our job to express shock at the world, but to be salt and light in the world. I am continually amazed when I hear Christians express their shock at how dark the world is. They are shocked by the language people use, by what’s on television, and by legislation that is introduced in some state legislatures. But why should this surprise us? By calling us the salt and light, Jesus implied that the world is in great need.


These two word pictures imply two very important principles for us as we seek to live as Jesus would live.


1. We must not be identical. When salt is diluted with sand, it becomes useless as a preservative.


• What happens when Christians are as consumed with materialism as the world?


• What about when they are as shady as the world in the way they turn business deals?


• When Christians mistreat their spouses or dishonor their marriage vows, how are they salt and light in the world?


• What help is there for the world when Christians parade their pompous power or seek success as defined in the media?


• What light is there when we have the same heroes and the same eagerness for revenge and when we engage in the same backbiting as the world?


To be the salt of the gospel, we must not be mixed with the sand of unrighteousness. We must seek a righteousness that “surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law.”4


Even though a Christian man works in the same office building as the worldly man, there must be something different about him. He refuses to participate in lustful, demeaning comments about women. He avoids treating money as if it can give him meaning, prestige, or life. He works hard to live out the vows he made to his wife. He doesn’t hold grudges, and he doesn’t play meaningless games in order to succeed.


Even though a Christian teenager goes to the same school and has the same friends, she is different from her peers. She likes to look nice but has learned that her value as a person doesn’t come from how she looks or from designer clothing labels. She enjoys romance but is committed to being sexually pure. In many ways she’s “normal,” but still—there’s something very different about her!


2. We must not be isolated. As the children’s song instructs us, “Hide it under a bushel? No!” (screamed at decibel levels that would offend a rock band!). However, many Christians seem to believe that the goal is to get away from the world. If they could just live around other Christians, socialize, vacation, and keep their children around other Christians’ children, then everything would be great.


That was the approach of the Qumran community during the time Jesus lived. Calling themselves “children of light,” they wanted to escape from the “sons of darkness” (meaning just about everyone but themselves). But their righteous “salt” was as useless as the deposits on the shores of the nearby Dead Sea. God doesn’t intend for us to retreat to Christian subcultures!


Just before his death, Jesus prayed about his followers and their place in this world, saying:


My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.5


We who seek to follow Jesus Christ have been called to be in the world, but not of the world. We are salt not scud missiles; light not frosting. We are neither to conform to the sinful practices and ungodly values of this world nor to retreat from the people of this world who are caught up in such practices and values. And our model in seeking this “in-but-not-of” balance is Jesus Christ. Note that Jesus prayed, “As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.”


HOW JESUS LIVED



The vivid “visual aid” Jesus provided with his life didn’t slip past the notice of the writer of Hebrews. “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.”6


It was scandalously clear that Jesus did not try to isolate himself from the world. The fact that he came as God in flesh is remarkable. God did not choose to treat this world with antiseptic spray and rubber gloves. Rather, he came to live among us. What greater call to live among lost people could there be than this?


Not only did he become a man, but Jesus also lived among men and women—many of whom weren’t exactly “morally spit-shined.” Christ’s harshest critics, whose halos were a bit too tight to tolerate the “unholiness” of Jesus, complained about his behavior. They protested that “the Son of Man came eating and drinking” and that he was “a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and ‘sinners.’ ”7 Apparently, they would have preferred that God’s incarnation hang around the temple twenty-four hours a day teaching and praying. But to be at parties? To be with tax collectors and prostitutes? Scandalous!
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