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This book is dedicated to Gail Marie Gungor—
the girl of my dreams, my best friend, and lover. We are now in our fourth decade together and she not only is the key witness to all the good and bad the gift of life has afforded us, she still makes my liver quiver. There is no one I’d rather grow old with.
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First Thoughts

MY DOG’S NAME IS FRANK. He is a little white-haired terrier. He may be small, but he lives large in the Gungor family. He thinks he’s one of us and believes his is the role of protector. If you came to my door right now and we were trying to talk, Frank would be a force with which we’d have to reckon. He’d be freaking out that a “stranger” is at the door. And his bark is unnerving. He doesn’t have the high-pitched arf-arf-arf of tiny dogs—it’s more of a midtoned rarf, rarf, rarf! And he would just keep on barking until I yelled, “QUIET! Go to your kennel!” at least a couple of times. Then he’d reluctantly shut it down and stroll toward his kennel, stopping every few feet to look back, grumbling under his breath.

It’s not that Frank is overpowering. Nor does he elicit fear. He certainly doesn’t project any kind of authority. He’s just a little dog. But you can’t ignore him either—he’s too there. And he makes his thereness known.

Small dogs are like that. They may not run the world, but you can’t tune them out—especially when they’re speaking. I’ve learned some great life lessons from Frank. In a way, I think God wants people to be more like the small dogs. It’s true that God made “big dogs” too—the good-looking, excessively talented power people. But I don’t think they do the most to change the world.

Maybe you feel like one of the small dogs, but if your life consistently carries the tone of the eternal, you can’t be ignored. I believe that, for the most part, the world gets changed by “small” people. I am small. We smalls may not run the world, but neither can the world tune us out. If it weren’t for small dogs, the world might be a much quieter place; but it would be a needier one as well.

Having spoken up for small dogs and having acknowledged my attachment to Frank, let me add that I’m not a dog lover in the general sense. For instance, there’s Fluffy, the tiny dog that lives next door. She’s not a small dog. She’s microscopic—a four-legged, rodentlike creature with an incessant, high-pitched yap. If she tried to live at my house, Fluffy and I would have to discuss adoption options. Neither do I get along with my wife’s sister’s dog, Bear. He’s too big and lumbering. I’ll give him credit for settling down a little since the neutering, but our relationship wouldn’t have survived his puppy phase. He was a mammoth, uncoordinated black lab who either knocked over or chewed everything. I just can’t do high-maintenance dogs.

But Frank has been good for me. Coaching me in the way of the small dog, he has made me a better person—even a better person of faith. I’m a follower of Jesus, and in my attempts to follow him more closely, I’ve discovered that God speaks to me through all sorts of things—circumstances, relationships, events, weird relatives, and even my dog—to show me what he wants me to learn.

Frank is my current tutor in the art of living the small-dog life. It’s true that he has his issues (as do all of us). But all in all, he is a dog that knows who he is and what he wants in life. He’s a small dog with a mission.

I’ve been seeking the way of the small dog for some time now. If you join me, I guarantee we won’t be ignored in this world.

Ed Gungor

Tulsa, OK



PART ONE
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Small Is the New Big


A person’s a person, no matter how small.

DR. SEUSS
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FRANK LEADS AN EVERYDAY SMALL dog’s life. He’s never been on TV; he’s never won Best of Show; and there are only a few people in the world who could actually pick him out in a crowd or a photo. He gets up around the same time every day, runs outside to do his business, comes back in to get some chow and water, plays with a few of his squeaky toys, and then settles in for his midmorning nap. That’s about as good as it gets on any given day. Oh … he has his moments of thrill—the occasional ride in the car with the window down, the surprise visit from a friend with a dog—but for the most part, Frank’s life is predictable. And he’s cool with that. He seems very comfortable in his own fur.

I, like Frank, have a pretty predictable everyday life. Except for the occasional, “Hey, don’t I know you?” from someone unfamiliar, there are only a few people who could actually pick me out in a photo. I got up this morning, spent some time with God, paid my bills, answered e-mails, prayed with a friend who was rushing his young son to the hospital (the boy was dehydrated from a bad bout with the flu), ran a few errands, and did some writing (my job). For the most part, my daily life is … well … daily. True, I have a bump or two of excitement and opportunity from time to time, but all in all, my life (like Frank’s and like most of the rest of us) is lived out in a zone called ordinary.

But I’m not nearly as content in that state as Frank. Truth is, I’ve always struggled with being everydayish—almost like it’s a sign that my life doesn’t really matter. I keep thinking that if I mattered, there should be more ba da bing ba da boom going on. And I want to matter. Otherwise, what’s the point? I certainly don’t want to be just another consumer … consumerism seems so soulless. I think most of us want to be more than users; most want to live in a way that makes the world a better place, a safer place, a more beautiful place, a place with less injustice. The billion-dollar question is how. How does one come to matter? And then, if that question can be answered, how do we know when we do matter—how does one measure such things?

In this first part of our journey together, we’ll rethink the concept of being small dogs in a big world, and we’ll discover why small is such a big idea.



Chapter 1
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Rethink Small

AMERICA IS A HERO CULTURE. Prominence rules. Inconspicuous means insignificant. We tend to think only those who stand out are worthy of adulation. So the standout beautiful, standout rich, standout talented, fairy-tale people are the only ones who seem to matter—and they are our idols; our American idols. Somehow, these values tell us that it’s only the standout people who have worth. If people don’t stick out—if they are average, ordinary—they are cellophane. Nobody notices cellophane.

We live in a world that insists one must be way beyond ordinary to matter. If that is the case, I don’t make the cut. I’m a few degrees south of good looking, and I live several miles outside the gated community of the rich, famous, and overtly talented (arguably, I’m living in a van down by the river by comparison). So, what about those of us who belong to the unbeautiful, seemingly unimportant, ordinary crowd? Are we doomed to taking a number and getting in the queue of the “insignificants”—along with the other stingerless drones taking up space in the human hive?

Something in me doesn’t want to accept that. Something in me finds the notion of insignificance as scary as suicide. I want to make a mark on this rock, and I think God is the author of that longing. However, I think most of us are mixed up about this whole concept of significance. I think we struggle with the who-am-I-in-the-scheme-of-things question, plus we misjudge whether we matter because consciously (or unconsciously) we have bought into the myth that prominence is the only sign of significance. So if we’re not famous or amazing in some way, we feel hopeless.

An Upside-Down Culture

Some time ago I stumbled across a story in a book by Dallas Willard about a military pilot who was practicing some tricky, high-speed maneuvers on a cloudy day. As she turned the controls to enter a steep ascent, she plowed straight into the ground. Without realizing it, she had been flying upside down.1 This is a tragic illustration of how our culture is oriented about things we value—we’re upside down. And just like that pilot, our pull-up solutions to go higher in life seem to make matters worse, pretty consistently crashing us into the ground.

Nowhere are we more upside down than in our beliefs about what constitutes greatness or how one can influence the lives of others. Jesus Christ never suggested that standing out in some way is how a person makes his or her mark on the world. Jesus constantly made statements like, “The greatest among you will be your servant,”2 or “The last will be first, and the first will be last.”3 Those statements redefine the pathway to greatness. The belief that prominence is the necessary prerequisite to be able to write one’s life large is a belief that flies against the view Jesus espoused.

Yet the belief that one must stand out to truly succeed is held dearly in the West. This is why so many people are willing to do whatever they must to get into the spotlight—like waiting in long lines, willing to do the craziest things, to get on one of the “reality” TV shows. Those shows have become popular precisely because they give the average Joe and Jane hope that even ordinary people can be worshipped and adored. No wonder so many rush to the surgeon-gods to augment, cut down, suck out, pin back, and rearrange their bodies to improve their appearance. If standout beauty is a must, the pain is worth it—no one wants to be cellophane.

On the other hand, what if the whole standout notion is false? What if you don’t have to be beautiful, sexy, rich, famous, or standout anything in order to get your due in this world? One could argue that many things that are significant—even critical—don’t stand out at all; they are completely inconspicuous. Things like gravity and oxygen are inconspicuous, yet if they were gone, you wouldn’t be reading this. Or think about your physical body—your eyes are obviously more prominent than your lungs, but are they more significant? You can live without eyes. Your hands are more standoutish than your liver, but you can’t live without a liver. What if it’s the inconspicuous things that are the most crucial to our survival?

What if that holds true for the human family as well? What if those of us who appear average are the ones who matter most? Maybe that’s why those who are standout amazing and adored are always seeking ways to have a “normal life.” Maybe normal is better than folks normally think.

Few people think it’s okay to grow up “just” to be butchers or bakers or candlestick makers—not if one wants to change the world. But what if that’s a lie? Don’t misunderstand me: I do believe that some folks have been destined by God to do unusual things—things that are glamorous and weighty in the eyes of humanity. But what if such people are the exception rather than the rule? What if the best, most influential life is the everyday kind?

Actor Jimmy Stewart once explained why he believed the movie It’s a Wonderful Life was, and continues to be, so immensely popular:

 

It wasn’t the elaborate movie set, however, that made It’s a Wonderful Life so different; it was the story. The character I played was George Bailey, an ordinary fella who thinks he’s never accomplished anything in life. His dreams of becoming a famous architect, of living adventurously, have not been fulfilled. Instead he feels trapped in a humdrum job in a small town. And when faced with a crisis in which he feels he has failed everyone, he breaks under the strain and flees to the bridge. That’s when his guardian angel, Clarence, comes down on Christmas Eve to show him what his community would be like without him. The angel takes him back through his life to show how our ordinary everyday efforts are really big achievements.

Clarence reveals how George Bailey’s loyalty to his job at the building-and-loan office has saved families and homes, how his little kindnesses have changed the lives of others and how the ripples of his love will spread through the world, helping make it a better place….

Today, after some 40 years, I’ve heard the film called “an American cultural phenomenon.” Well, maybe so, but it seems to me there is nothing phenomenal about the movie itself. It’s simply about an ordinary man who discovers that living each ordinary day honorably, with faith in God and a selfless concern for others, can make for a truly wonderful life.4

 

When we take time to look back on our lives, we discover that the people who impacted our lives the most were not the amazing human luminaries of the world—the gloriously gifted, shockingly beautiful, or imposingly brilliant. Instead, the greatest impact came from our moms and dads, our friends and neighbors—the small dogs. Sure, we’ve all been thrilled, educated, entertained, and even inspired by the big standout people, but our lives have not been changed by them.

In central Wisconsin, where I grew up, a printing company was owned by the kind, hardworking Heinzen family. I remember walking in one day to place a print order and noticing a plaque that honored the lives of Benjamin and Gerald Heinzen, men of two previous generations, no longer living. The plaque hung conspicuously on the wall of the reception area. In a simple yet profound way, it reflected the family’s belief that a life well lived is really what defines greatness. It read: “I have seen my own parents, who never became famous or did ‘great’ things in the eyes of the world achieve something spectacular. They achieved a life of quiet service to their family and community.”

I think the greatest heroes in our world are of the George Bailey/Ben and Jerry Heinzen sort. But in a culture where Tinseltown values rule the day, their ilk seems to be going the way of the dinosaur.

Getting people to buy into the concept of being okay with ordinary is a hard sell. It’s so countercultural. And it takes great vision (you have to peer beyond the obvious) and lots of guts. It is obviously more glamorous to make one’s way in life as a famous person or to land “big deals” as a successful businessperson than it is to make sure you have time to take your spouse out on dates or to play miniature golf with your kids. But what if most of us were not designed to be famous or to do “great” things in the spotlight before an adoring world? Is it possible that greatness can be most accurately judged when we take a longer view?

In her book Marriage to a Difficult Man: The Uncommon Union of Jonathan and Sarah Edwards, Elisabeth D. Dodds shows how a mother’s influence can continue to impact the world for generations after she has gone. The book reveals the achievements and contributions of the descendants of Sarah Edwards and her husband, the famous eighteenth-century preacher Jonathan Edwards. From the eleven children and a multitude of grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and subsequent generations, as of 1900 the family had produced thirteen college presidents; sixty-five professors; one hundred lawyers; a dean of a law school; thirty judges; sixty-six physicians; a dean of a medical school; and eighty public-office holders, including three mayors, three governors, three United States senators, a controller of the United States Treasury, and a vice president of the United States.

Chances are Sarah Edwards was unable to foresee all this as she fed, clothed, and invested her love and values in her children. She probably felt she was doing little for the world while mothering them through the daily grind of life—unless she was looking at what she was doing through eyes of vision and faith.

We are much more likely to view the ordinary aspects of life, like raising children, as more of an imposition than a mission, as demonstrated in this story about historian Brooks Adams, great-grandson of John Adams and grandson of John Quincy Adams:

 

Brooks Adams kept a diary from his boyhood. One special day, when he was eight years old he wrote in his diary: “Went fishing with my Dad, the most glorious day of my life.”

Throughout the next 40 years of his life he kept a diary and he never forgot that day he went fishing with his dad and through the diary he makes repeated references commenting on the influence that this day had in his life.

Brooks’ father was an important man—he was Charles Francis Adams, the U.S. Ambassador to Great Britain under the Lincoln Administration. Interestingly, he too made a note in his diary about that fishing trip. This is what he wrote: “Went fishing with my son, a day wasted.”5

Radical Ordinariness

 

From the Western point of view, being ordinary means we’re “just another one of them,” which signifies that we are nothing in particular—thus proving we have little value. But something in us silently screams with deadening agony at that notion. This is why each of us, from the smallest child to the oldest adult, wants to be different; outstanding in some way; unique, extraordinary. Even just fifteen minutes of fame that Andy Warhol said everyone in our modern media world would someday have is a welcome insulation against the stigma of being a “nobody.”

But here’s a provocative thought: it appears that the beachhead for God’s spilling his life into the world is the dreaded ordinary. When you study the Bible and the lives of the saints throughout history, it seems “ordinary” is the chosen habitation of the eternal. Consider Jesus. He was born in a manger (certainly not the experience of the rich and famous of his day). He grew up in a small village with a bad reputation (“Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?”6) and was raised in the home of a carpenter. Jesus, it turned out, was a blue-collar worker. He did this to be with us, to be one of us—to bring the eternal into the world through the ordinariness of life.

The message Christ-followers refer to as the gospel is more than a ticket to make the cut when we die. The gospel is a call to allow Jesus Christ to heal, empower, and inform our individual human experience. And in the interaction that occurs with the Savior, ordinary people encounter a life that is greater than just human existence—it’s a life that has the quality of eternity.

Amazingly, God’s life does not destroy ordinary, everyday human life; it actually fulfills and empowers it. Dallas Willard wrote: “The obviously well kept secret of the ‘ordinary’ is that it is made to be a receptacle of the divine, a place where the life of God flows.”7 According to this view, being small, basic, ordinary, and merely human (with human limitations, blind spots, and all the rest) is absolutely the best thing that ever could have happened to us. That’s because our unspectacular traits are the perfect springboards for the divine. It turns out that small is the new big.

What’s odd about all this is that when God generates significant influence through our lives, we’re often completely unaware of it. The most influential folks in my life were the ones who, without an act or conscious performance, were just being themselves around me. They changed the way I lived, yet most of them never even realized it.

Brother Hamloth, as he liked to be called, was
an old farmer who was a deacon in the church I grew up attending. He was a six-foot-four, portly, sixty-something guy who was always jovial and interested in others—even in me as a teenager. One afternoon I went out to see him at his farm in the middle of nowhere in central Wisconsin. After giving me the tour, he took me out to the edge of the field next to his dairy barn. He paused for a moment and, with a hint of tears in his eyes, pointed over to a spot in the field of corn five feet high and told me: “I used to stand right over there when I was a kid, and God would meet me. I could feel his smile.”

I remember looking wide-eyed to where he was pointing and thinking, I want to feel God’s smile. I want to know God better. That brief moment changed my life forever. In a sentence, Brother Hamloth communicated to my soul a longing to grow in my faith in a way no sermon had ever done. To this day that story frames my life in a sweet way—yet Brother Hamloth never knew it. He probably thought he was just cellophane.

Surprise, Surprise

A few years back I was in Missouri to teach at a men’s retreat. Several hours before heading off to the retreat, I visited a mall. I wandered around, thinking and praying about my sessions more than I was shopping, and entered a Successories store. As I perused the books and plaques, I noticed the salesperson out of the corner of my eye. She faced the wall behind the cash register as she talked on the phone. Immediately I sensed that something was wrong. I’m not much of a spooky, spiritual guy, but every once in a while I feel a strong drawing of the Holy Spirit in everyday situations. This was one of those times. As I took a second glance, I noticed she was crying. When she hung up the phone and was trying to compose herself, I approached her.

“Excuse me, miss,” I said softly. “I’m a pastor, and I was over there looking at some of your stuff and minding my own business. But when I looked at you, I felt like God wanted me to come over here and pray for you. Is anything wrong?”

Instantly she broke out in violent, gasping sobs—tears squirting from her eyes. Frankly, I was a bit embarrassed, and I was thankful no one else was in the store. She tried but couldn’t talk. She couldn’t push past those little hiccupy sobs that young kids get.

“You don’t have to say anything,” I told her. “Is it okay if I pray for you?”

She nodded gratefully.

“Jesus,” I began, “I don’t know what’s going on here, but you do.” I prayed for a few moments and then looked at her and asked, “Do you know anyone who is a person of faith, someone who believes the Bible?”
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