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For Pam, my best friend and the most generous person I know





Author’s Note


WHEN I RECEIVED THE typeset pages of this book from my publisher, along with a request to provide my final input on its content, like 90 percent of people the world over, my family and I were under stay-at-home orders from our local officials, self-quarantining to subdue the spread of the novel coronavirus that showed up in late 2019. As I reviewed the chapters you’re about to read, I shook my head in awe over how fast everything has changed. What was considered “ordinary life” a few weeks ago I now consider outright dreams: holding staff meetings, going out to dinner with my wife, taking my kids to see a movie, getting on an airplane to go somewhere just for fun… let alone worshipping with my brothers and sisters at New Life—in person, on a Sunday morning, all in one room. In a flash, life was upended, and as of this writing, it remains upside down.

There was another thought that kept occurring to me, though, as I reviewed this book you hold: regardless of these wild, unforeseen circumstances, the message remains steadfastly true. Maybe more than ever, it is during times of crisis when those of us who have devoted ourselves to God’s will and ways get to pray up and show up and shine. We get to trust God in new and perhaps deeper ways. We get to come alongside those who are suffering—in this case from the loss of loved ones, the loss of businesses they started with their own two hands, the loss of key events on their spring schedule, the loss of their dreams—to bring them food, and funding, and hope. We get to work through the challenges that something like a pandemic introduces, while knowing with absolute certainty that God is not caught off guard, that God remains on his throne, and that God has the victory in the end. In a word, we get to live extravagantly, believing that all we have comes from God, and that the best way to invest the resources he has given us is to let him preside over it all.



Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.1

—Author of the Book of Hebrews

We owe something to extravagance, for thrift and adventure seldom go hand in hand.

—Jennie Jerome Churchill, mother of Sir Winston Churchill






Introduction Give and Take


ONE OF THE REAL PERKS of pastoring the same church for a dozen years (and counting) is that I get to see what people are like not just for a few minutes here and there, but over the long haul—across months and years and, if all goes well, decades. And while spiritual maturity has dictated that I learn to appreciate all sorts of people, there is one type of person I’m drawn to more than any other, and unapologetically so. People in this category have “yes” faces. They are calm but energetic, present but still purposeful with their time. They are curious. They ask questions. They draw you out, genuine in their desire to know how you’re doing, what you’re up to, what you’re learning, how you feel. They are tuned in to their surroundings, aware of hurts, of gaps, of need. They have a knack for always making sure that people are being tended to: the overwhelmed single mom, the local shop owner who had to go out of business, the worship leader whose wife just suffered a stroke.

These are women and men who have full-to-the-brim lives and are running their own firms, hitting their own corporate objectives, raising their own families, paying their own bills, and making their own lives work—yet, somehow, they still have bandwidth to inquire about someone else. Not occasionally. Not even frequently. But rather all the time.

These are the givers. They are the fighters. The supporters. The advocates. The ones who love and serve and care. They step forward and offer to help; they stay until the work is done. They are generous with their resources, sometimes lavishly so. Their “time, talent, and treasure”—they give of these things reflexively without expecting anything in return.

Astoundingly, despite these characteristics being exceptional, we have not a few or a handful of these people around New Life Church in Colorado Springs, Colorado, but rather scores upon scores of them. I’ve been watching them. I’ve been studying them. I’ve been culling lessons from their lives. This book? It’s a manual for this kind of exceptional living, for becoming the extravagant people we’re intended to be.

WHAT IS EXTRAVAGANCE?

In these times of hyper-consumerism, the mere mention of the word “extravagant” may make you wince. Extravagance in our day doesn’t exactly conjure images of anything compassionate, admirable, or wise. There’s the pro sports team owner who drops eighty grand on a single bottle of champagne after his team nabs the title. There’s the preening, posing red-carpet people whose getups run them upward of $200,000 each. There’s rapper Jay-Z with his nice, new $8 million Maybach Exelero, the most expensive car on the road today. That stuff is extravagant. And that ain’t us.

In a world where 815 million of its 7.6 billion people (roughly 10 percent) go to bed hungry every night,1 is extravagance what we want to be known for? Is excessive what we want to become?

We’re more… measured than that, aren’t we? More responsible, more restrained. For most sober-minded Christ followers, the subtlest whiff of extravagance makes us sort of cringe. Like Judas Iscariot at Jesus’ pre-Passover dinner party, we take in lavish displays with a critical spirit, wondering why anyone would waste an entire pint of high-priced perfume on mopping up the floor.

And yet.

We do well to remember that between that pour of perfume and the floor were the feet of the Messiah, and he had a far different take. When Judas objected to Mary’s anointing of Jesus—“Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s wages,” John 12:5 reports—Jesus told Judas to get a life. “Leave her alone,” he said. “It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial. You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me” (v. 7–8).

Such an extravagant gesture, the pouring out of that perfume. And yet far from criticizing or merely condoning Mary’s behavior, Jesus commends it. To which we might ask, “What is that about?”

THE POWER OF A CAUTIONARY TALE

When our kids were young, Pam and I noticed that while many of the (very light, if I do say so myself) disciplinary measures that our kids were made to suffer were met with whining, complaining, defensiveness, huffs and puffs, and sometimes outright defiance, there was one response to their misbehavior that actually reeled them in rather than pushed them away: empathy.

Once they were out of the tantrum-prone toddler years and had achieved a measure of interpersonal savvy, Pam and I learned that the easiest way to hold their attention—and the surest way to drive home our point regarding why their wrongdoing was so very, very wrong—was not to preach or teach or rant or rave but rather to whisper six simple but powerful words: “I did that one time too…”

In the face of such a sentiment, Abram’s and Callie’s eyes would widen. They would lean in. The tears of shame and contrition would stop flowing as rapt attention took control. “Really?” they’d say. “You?”

They’d nearly be salivating by this point. “Tell us more, Dad! Tell! Us! More!”

We love hearing of others’ wrongdoing, don’t we? I’m a student of journalism, and these days that entire industry is pretty much riding on the premise “If it bleeds, it leads”—and for good reason: it’s true. We can’t get enough of the scandalous, the salacious, the spicy. Good Christian folk cloak such interest by elevating their quest for information to the category of “prayer requests,” but we all know it’s a sham. Even the holiest people I’ve met are still dying to know what really went down.

This insatiable appetite for the sensational is probably why as a culture we have always loved fables and fairy tales and teaching stories that come with a moral in tow. You remember the one about the shepherd boy who contrives multiple wolf attacks on the town’s prized herd of sheep, causing the villagers to rush to his aid. Once there, they realize that the boy was blowing smoke—that is, until a wolf showed up and really did attack the sheep. The boy cries out for help, but this time nobody shows.

We can read or listen to this story and learn secondhand the valuable lesson that those who lie tend not to be believed. We can feel righteous as we take in the boy’s misbehavior because of course we would never lie like that. Or at least we’d never get caught.

How about the fabled emperor and his fancy new clothes? Those stupid and incompetent villagers, as the story calls them, are too insecure to call a spade a spade when their fearless leader parades past them in his customary and also invisible attire.

We would never be that stupid, right?

Such is the power of these tales. If we have ears to hear, we can spare ourselves a boatload of pain. Or, at a minimum, on the heels of an idiotic misstep, we can rest assured that we’re not the only ones who were dumb enough to do that.

HOW TO BE WISE

When searching for a way to convey a whole new way of living to a people who weren’t sure they wanted to change, even Jesus himself reached for simple teaching stories—for parables, short fictitious stories that are long on instruction and advice. “The parables are nothing more than extended similes (‘the kingdom of God is like…’) and therefore far removed from the mysterious world of allegory,” wrote New Testament scholar Craig Blomberg.2

Jesus’ disciples’ eyes might have glazed over if he had come at the kingdom-of-God ideals head-on, but a story about weeds and wheat or a mustard seed or a little leaven or a fishing net? These were things that the first-century mind could get behind. And so Jesus reached for those. Again from Blomberg: “As for Jesus’ purpose in speaking in parables, since he wanted to win his audiences over to his point of view, he had to be intelligible to them.”3

Just as in the cultural fables that have stood the test of time, Jesus’ stories served to help his audience avoid idiocy. Tomfoolery, some might call it. Being Joe Sixpack, as I’m known to say. But they did something else as well. Not only did they explain how to avoid being foolish; they demonstrated how to be wise.

As a matter of course, Jesus’ parables placed both a wise person and a miscreant in a given setting, introduced some sort of event or challenge, and then showed what each did as a result. Inherent in these stories was a question: Which action would you yourself take? Would you do as the foolhardy chose to do? Or would you emerge as one who was wise?

No surprise here; the character Wisdom is always a reflection of God. In the Parable of the Sower (Mark 4:1–20), we see in the rich soil God’s sturdiness and faithfulness and depth. In the Parable of the Weeds (Matthew 13:24–30), we see in the weeds that are fit only to burn God’s certainty that evil has already been defeated, that it stands no chance of winning in the end. In the Parable of the Persistent Friend (Luke 11:5–8), we see in the man who eventually provided the beggar bread God’s plea that we would come to him with our every need and that we should trust him to rise, to concede, to open the door and feed our souls.

Down through the myriad parables we could go, collecting character traits of our heavenly Father at every turn. And while we’d never come up lacking, there is one parable that, on this topic of generosity, of extravagance, is head and shoulders above the rest. Any guesses as to which one it is?

I’ve done a little straw polling on this topic, and the parable that rises to the surface with great frequency is the Parable of the Prodigal Son, which happens to be my all-time favorite one. The boy coming to his senses, the father’s warm embrace, the elaborate party that ensues—what’s not to love?

But despite my fondness for this tale, there is one parable that trumps even that one: the Parable of the Good Samaritan. If you’re looking for the clearest possible picture of the heart of your heavenly Father, look no further than the tenth chapter of the book of Luke.

THE EXTRAVAGANT HEART OF GOD

In case it’s been a while since you’ve read the parable, I’ll recount it for you here. You might grab a pen (or have a fingertip ready, if you’re reading digitally), so that each time you find a reference to the Good Samaritan—either that actual phrase or else a pronoun referring to him—you can mark it in a distinctive way. We are going to spend the balance of this book diving deep into the specific choices the Good Samaritan made, and having his words and actions fresh on your mind will prime the pump for that work.

Now, to Luke 10:25–37.


On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

“What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?”

He answered, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ”

“You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.”

But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”

In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’

“Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”

The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”

Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”



Love God.

Love like God.

That’s what the Samaritan did.

He saw a need and held nothing back in meeting it. He was extravagant in his care. Jesus’ affirmation of Mary, upon her pouring priceless perfume all over his feet, had its origins here, in the wildly generous heart of God. But more than recognize that fact or even respect such lavishness, we are to replicate it in daily life.

“Go,” Jesus said, “and do likewise.”

Those words weren’t intended for the teachers of the law only; that injunction was meant for us too.

THE TROUBLE WITH PASSING BY

In this parable, we find two general responses to the unfortunate guy in the ditch. I’ll add nuance to my assessment as we journey together here, but as a setup for the ensuing chapters, allow me to paint with an absurdly broad brush.

Three people happened by the ditch that day, clearly aware that the man was in need. The man, the text says, was “half dead”: there was no question that he was distressed. Verse 31 tells us that the priest saw the man and then passed him on the other side. Likewise, the Levite saw the man and passed by on the other side. It was only the third man, the Samaritan, who chose a different tack. He saw, just as the others had seen. But then he refused to just pass by. He allowed himself to be interrupted. He allowed for a break in his forward progress. He allowed for an unforeseen pause.

I was taught that the reason the priest and the Levite avoided the man in the ditch was because they were headed to worship at the temple and didn’t want to render themselves unclean. But scholars on the subject are careful to point out that the passersby in this tale are going “down” from the temple, not “up.” If they’d already worshipped, then there was no reason to fear becoming unclean. Which means some other motivation must have driven their negligence that day. The inconvenience of it all, maybe? Or the fear of the unknown? A judgmental spirit toward “one of them”? Something else, perhaps?

I’ve been around my fair share of “passersby,” and one trend tends to hold true. The approach just can’t sustain them; they’re left unfulfilled in the end. Sure, for a time—years or decades or even the majority of their lives—they’re able to stay on track with their will, their plans, their desires. But then life happens, as it invariably does, and they’re left needing a thing called a friend.

They get the call from the doc: “The cancer’s returned…”

Their teenage son overdoses and nearly dies.

The contract isn’t renewed.

The relationship falls through.

Spending habits catch up with them.

Whatever the situation, now the tables have turned. And all those people in need they just sauntered right past aren’t exactly eager to help.

A former CEO of a massive corporation fell ill not long ago. In fact, he was hospitalized for weeks on end, and there was no medical hope in sight. A strange infection had gone rogue throughout his system, leaving doctors perplexed and dismayed. Eventually he would recover and be discharged, but not before some truly harrowing days unfolded, when both hospital staff and family members thought they’d be wise to say their goodbyes.

During week three of this wild ordeal, a pastor the man was acquainted with stopped by the hospital for a visit. After the two had talked for a few minutes, the businessman looked at the pastor and said, “You know, during the years that I was a chief executive, I made scores of people millionaires. But given that not one of them has reached out to me these last three weeks, let alone come to visit, I guess I failed to make any friends.”

It’s not mine to judge that businessman’s heart. Who knows: maybe he was secretly incredibly philanthropic and service-oriented and others-focused. But, based on the interviews he gave, the books he wrote, and the vibe he projected, most of his key “earning years,” as they’re crassly called, were spent chasing the almighty dollar. He was known for his ruthlessness in the boardroom, his savage negotiation style, and his negligence when it came to interpersonal loyalty. If those things were even mostly true, then he didn’t exactly fit the profile of our Good Samaritan—one who not only notices the people around him in need but then actually pauses to see how he might help.

WHAT THE DANGEROUSLY GENEROUS DO

I’ve seen this dynamic play out dozens of times: people who have come to the end of what the world can provide them have an epiphany. Some finally cede control of their lives to God. They add action to the faith they’ve espoused for years, and from there things begin to change. They no longer consider their lives their own. Their resources are no longer “theirs.” They start noticing the plentiful needs all around, the needs they chose to look past for years.

The filter these people used for decision-making gets a radical overhaul. While their chief concern once was getting all they could for themselves, they’re now more interested in how much they can give away. “Wealth is not determined by what you have; it is predicated on what you give away,” wrote Kris Vallotton.4

The friends of these “wealthy” people think they’ve utterly lost their minds:

“You’re leaving a six-figure salary to go into… ministry?”

“You’re buying a pre-owned car?”

“You’re selling your house and downsizing?”

“You’re giving that much money away?”

Why would anyone of any means do something like that? Why would a passerby choose to pause?

“Every choice we make is an investment in a future we cannot see,”5 says author Alicia Britt Chole, in her fantastic book Anonymous: Jesus’ Hidden Years… and Yours. That title is a fitting explanation for what’s happened for these women and men: rather than flaunting their wild abundance, they’ve tasted the delicious satisfaction of hiding themselves in Christ, trusting him to protect them, provide for them, and promote them. This type of generosity is dangerous; historically, it has changed the world.

These people begin to understand that we’re all in this thing together, and that when one who has much refuses to share, one who has little aches. But when those who have time and money and skill come alongside those who need those things, both groups experience strength and success. Both groups win in the end.

WE TEACH WHAT WE NEED TO LEARN

My first goal in putting this material together is to both describe and demonstrate what it looks like to live a life of pause. In our hurried, harried world, why is it important to pause and take in the people around us? When “fast” is the name of our culture’s game, why is it wise to learn to go “slow”? What happens when we practice that magical pause, that moment of recognition of another’s true need? What does that acknowledgment do in our hearts and souls? How are we changed by what we’ve seen? I’d like to answer these questions and more.

In the second half of the book, we’ll explore the different ways people perceive money in relation to generosity. I’ll also give you some practical advice on how to handle your money so that you will have the resources to be generous.

Shifting from being a passerby to becoming a pauser is a process, not a flip of the switch. Because of this reality, I’ll conclude each chapter with an invitation to practice “pushing ‘Pause’ ” on life as you’ve known it, so that you can experiment with a new approach. True, I’ve seen people miraculously freed from the grip of alcoholism or drug addiction or sexual deviance. By the Holy Spirit’s power, in an instant, they’ve been released, and the change they experienced stuck. I believe in the immediate, redemptive work of God in people’s lives. But, more often, real transformation has necessitated real work—methodically, intentionally, over time. So I want to give you actionable steps you can take in these sections.

I want to detail for you the blessings of choosing a pause-filled life. My contention is not only that God affirmed extravagance during Jesus’ earthly ministry but that he affirms it still today. Whenever you and I pour out the best that we have—our best energies, our best ideas, our best efforts, our best service, our best financial backing, our best lives—for the purpose of glorifying God, that offering is both welcomed and praised. When we practice this sort of dangerous generosity—not to look good but rather to make God look good—we enter into a sort of extravagance that people can’t help but notice… and admire. We become those people I talked about earlier, the ones with open hands, open hearts, a ready yes. We become the very reflection of God. And I defy you to find a more satisfying use for your life than to rightly reflect the heart of God. You can achieve nothing else but that one simple thing and have gained all there is to gain.

I consider myself a “pauser” these days, but things haven’t always been that way. I’ve endured two or three devastating seasons as a “passerby,” someone who was so laser-focused on making money, making a name for myself, making my mark, that I breezed by scores of what I’m sure were divinely placed opportunities to be the hands and feet of Jesus in the lives of those I passed. The worst part of those experiences was that I was a Christian. Years prior to any of those seasons, I’d “faithfully surrendered my life to the Lord.” True—that’s what I said I was doing. But had I really surrendered anything at all?

“It is not coincidence that the word ‘miser’ is etymologically related to the word ‘miserable,’ ” one author wisely noted.6 Misers never feel fulfilled.

Suffice it to say, I’m not interested in spending even one more minute as a self-centered, negligent guy. And yet, evidently, I’m vulnerable to doing just that—for two simple reasons, I’ve learned. First, I’m a pastor. And if I’m correct about what 1 Peter 5:2 is getting at, I’d better be on my guard. There, we read, “Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, watching over them—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing dishonest gain, but eager to serve…” Taking a step back, look at how Eugene H. Peterson renders the surrounding passage in The Message: “I have a special concern for you church leaders. I know what it’s like to be a leader, in on Christ’s sufferings as well as the coming glory. Here’s my concern: that you care for God’s flock with all the diligence of a shepherd. Not because you have to, but because you want to please God. Not calculating what you can get out of it, but acting spontaneously. Not bossily telling others what to do, but tenderly showing them the way” (1 Peter 5:1–3).

Pastors are to care for the people they pastor with the “diligence of a shepherd.”

Pastors are to live from a place of joyful and spontaneous service, not as one under compulsion.

Pastors are to be tender, not bossy, not demanding. They are to guide—and gently so.

Notice that the top priority for pastors—in Peter’s mind, anyway—was not watching out for sexual deviance or angry outbursts or heresy or streaks of pride. The number one caution on Peter’s list? “Pastors, watch out for greed.”

Watch out for opportunities for dishonest gain.

Watch out for the tendency to calculate what you can get out of a situation.

Watch out for the insatiable desire for power and prominence, two bullies that kick tenderness right to the curb.

Truly, there’s no greater privilege in my life than being called “Pastor.” That name is meaningful to me. So passages like this one from 1 Peter carry weight with me. I am committed to doing all that the Scriptures tell me to do, so that I don’t royally screw this thing up. The first reason I’m susceptible to self-focused stinginess is that I’m a pastor; it’s as simple as that. So many needs! So few resources! It can cause a guy to want to conserve. But there’s another reality stacked against me, which brings me to reason two.

Put plainly, I’m a fifty-three-year-old man.

Last month, prolific writer, onetime pastor of Moody Church in Chicago, and fifty-year radio ministry veteran Warren Wiersbe passed away. As I often do to honor the lives of the greats once they’re gone, I went back and reread some of Wiersbe’s work, including an article he once wrote about middle age. Known for being a bridge builder who served congregations between the tenures of highly prominent pastors, Wiersbe here spoke of a different sort of bridge: a bridge between two halves of life.

Recounting a line by the English poet Lord Byron, Wiersbe wrote that it’s generally in our middle years that we “hover between fool and sage.”7 We all choose one of these paths, a point driven home for me a few nights ago, when I attended a dinner party and observed firsthand the difference between these two. At the gathering, I encountered two men, both in their early sixties, who had opted for different paths. The first was quick-witted, encouraging, and measured with his words and tone. The second was pretty much the opposite: sarcastic, crude, lacking in self-control. I thought about Wiersbe’s assertion. I thought about how both of these men had just completed the decade of their fifties. And I reupped my desire to choose well.

I had opportunity to connect on several occasions with the late Eugene Peterson, and one time at his home outside Kalispell, Montana—which he and his father had built by hand, I should mention. He and I were reflecting on the role of pastor… the ups, the downs, the in-betweens. I asked who had been the toughest people for him to pastor along the way, and with barely a hesitation, he said, “Men who have reached their fifties and have not amounted to much.”

I found that incredibly profound.

And painfully true.

For me, it is the men of New Life who are middle-aged and only midway successful in life who give me the most trouble too. Or maybe it’s that they have been wildly successfully—but in the wrong things. They climbed and climbed and climbed, only to find that their ladder was propped against a structure that couldn’t hold them in the end, and the tumble that ensued was significant, leaving them bitter and angry and cold. They are unteachable. They are un-moldable. They find themselves in a pit of unfulfillment, and even though there is a path out available to them, they lack courage to give that way a try.

So there they sit.

In the muck and mire of their foolishness, having no clue that they are to blame. I think it was A. W. Tozer who wrote, “A hard man will never be a wise man.”8

Yep. I believe that is true.

I really don’t want to be foolish. I want to do the decade of my fifties well. Not to mention my sixties and beyond. I tell New Life all the time that I want to get old with them and someday be the wrinkly guy who asks ridiculous questions, who repeats the same stories over and over again, and who has long ago lost touch with what’s cool. But to do that I have to finish well. I have to stay the course and not run this thing into the ditch. I have to avoid becoming a fool.

STINGINESS COMES FOR US ALL

There is a pretty sizable distribution problem between the needs that exist in our world today and the resources available to meet them. A handful of stats, if I may:


	Three out of four Americans never volunteer an hour of their time.9


	Only a tenth of any congregation gives to the work of its church,10 which is at least in part why upward of 10,000 churches are closing their doors—permanently—each year.11


	Americans in 2016 spent more than $60 billion—that’s billion with a b—on their pets, with a third of those dollars going to food alone.12


	More than 14 million children in America go to bed hungry every night.13 Globally, nearly 51 million boys and girls under five years of age are literally “wasting” away, the name for having chronic low weight for one’s height.

	From 2015 to 2016, Americans spent nearly $51 billion on eating out.14


	More than half a million people in this country alone are experiencing homelessness, and a third of those people have kids.15


	Nearly one in two Americans describes themselves as “frequently lonely.”16




The issue, in a word, is greed. We’ve got our eyes on a prize, all right, but it’s not the prize the Bible suggests. First John 3:17 comes to mind: “If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person?”

And 1 Timothy 6:17–18: “Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share.”

And Paul’s promise to the believers gathered at Corinth—and to us: “You will be enriched in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God” (2 Corinthians 9:11).

Again, from Alicia Britt Chole: “In small undocumented choices throughout hidden and public years, Satan continues to offer us the world in exchange for our souls. Occasionally he still uses mountaintops, but more often he shows us the view from laptops, checkbooks, boardrooms, corner offices; he takes us behind closed doors, onto trading floors, up on stages, and in front of microphones.”17 All of which is to say, evidently I’m not the only one who could benefit from a refresher on extravagant living as the Bible endorses. Stinginess comes for us all. And yet, for all the disheartening statistics out there, we know that the generous are alive and well. Really, that’s the point of this book… to showcase what’s working for these “pausers” so that we can learn from them and follow suit.

WHY ALL THE FUSS ABOUT MONEY?

It’s impossible to talk about extravagant generosity without talking about money, and the Scriptures have plenty to say on the subject. Between one-third and half of the forty parables18 that Jesus told have to do with the prevalence of money, the importance of money, and the role that money plays in our lives. There are parables about moneylenders and forgiveness of debt, about a rich man foolishly building a big house, about wise and foolish servants, about hidden treasure, about a valuable pearl—a “pearl of great price”—about a lost coin, about a Pharisee and a tax collector, and more. Depending on how you parse the parables of Jesus, in fact, every one of them could be bent to speak of money, of possessions, of the deeper longings of our fallen hearts.

Further, if we were to expand our little research project beyond Jesus’ explicit words on the subject to also include what his followers said, we’d be swimming in pertinent texts. You may have heard pastors report that there are more words on money in the Bible than on love, which is a pretty important topic to people who believe in God—and they’re right. There are upward of two thousand verses of Scripture that speak of money, verses reminding us that where our treasure is, there our heart will be also (see Matthew 6:21); that when embarking on a journey, it’s completely acceptable to take nothing with us, instead relying on the kindness and compassion of generous people we encounter along the way (see Luke 9:3); that we simply cannot serve both God and money (see Luke 16); and more.

We meet the widow who makes an offering at church, even though she is destitute and frail. We meet Zacchaeus the tax collector, who is prompted to give half of all his possessions to the poor, as well as another rich young soul who is prompted to give it all. We learn Jesus’ perspective on paying taxes (see Matthew 22:15–22). And still we’ve barely scratched the surface, let alone flipped back to Old Testament financial ideals.

We could debate the finer points of each of these verses, splitting hairs over what Jesus meant and how each applies to our lives, but can I ask you to suspend detailed judgment for a moment and just take in this theme overall? My question for our Master is this: Why all the fuss about money, Jesus? Why is how we handle money such a big deal?

I’m going to make a statement that you may or may not agree with but that I’d like you to consider, at least. This singular belief has come to shape how I view finances, which in turn has altered a sizable amount of my life. The statement is this: The way that we regard money reflects the way that we regard people.

The way that you and I handle our money perfectly reflects the way we treat human beings.

This is why Jesus made such a fuss about money. His entire purpose in coming to earth, dying on a cross, and redeeming sinful ones from their sin centered on his passion for people. And if our treatment of those people he died for is influenced by our treatment of the money in our hands, then you’d better believe he’s going to have something to say about how we regard those dollars and cents.

PAUSERS IN ACTION

Jessica was living with her boyfriend in Washington State, trying to find work while enduring what was a horribly abusive relationship. She was consistently ridiculed and shamed and also slapped and slashed and punched. To make matters worse, she battled mental health challenges and had no familial support. The low point came when, at seven months pregnant, Jessica found herself locked in a closet, bloodied and scared out of her mind. She was hungry. She was thirsty. She was cold. She was alone. She had no idea when she’d get out of the cramped space or if her boyfriend was even still around.

There in the dark closet she fantasized about making an escape. If her unborn baby somehow survived this ordeal, she told herself, she vowed never to put the child in harm’s way again.

From the floor of the closet Jessica traced the baseboards with her frail fingers until her hand happened upon a finishing tack. She worked that tack loose and then jimmied the door lock until she was free. Opening the door as quietly as she could, she slipped through the shadows, grabbed her purse from the kitchen counter, and silently left the dingy apartment through the front door. If her boyfriend was home, he must have been sleeping. Based on the stale air and the stench of uneaten food mixed with marijuana and alcohol, she guessed he’d passed out. Again. She didn’t stick around to find out.

I’ve got to get to Colorado, Jessica told herself from behind the wheel of her car. She’d always dreamed of living in Colorado, and now she had her chance.

She’d left so quickly, so urgently, that she’d failed to consider how she’d make it there. She had no money. She had almost no gas. She had no clothes but the ones she was wearing. But she had left behind the terrible life she’d known. Her baby would be safe now.

Along the way, she decided, when she felt safe in a given area, she’d pull into a gas station parking lot, situate herself near the exit, and beg for gas money and food. She was stunned by how many people took a genuine interest in her, wanting to know where she was headed and why. “One woman paid to fill my car’s tank all the way full,” she said, “and then bought me dinner too. Two separate families brought me an entire bag of groceries. A guy and his son handed me a card for the Subway sandwich shop that wound up paying for, like, five straight meals. A man gave me a pack of cookies with a card taped on that had the name and number of a shelter in town.”

Twice en route to Colorado, Jessica stumbled upon local churches that outfitted her with donated clothing free of charge. “What else can we help you with before you head off?” a staff member at one of the churches had asked her, even as she filled a sack with a Bible and snacks for Jessica’s next leg of the trip.

Eventually, Jessica made it to Colorado Springs, where she pieced together the money from so many strangers and rented a storage unit. “I’m not sure it was legal for me to live out of my storage unit,” Jessica later explained, “but that’s the only thing I could afford.” Leveraging the portable restrooms at a nearby campground, as well as a creek that ran behind her “house,” Jessica decorated her space from the dumpsters that were positioned all over the storage facility’s campus. “People throw away the most amazing things,” she said.

For the month leading up to her child’s birth, Jessica collected enough odds and ends to begin something of a resale business. She’d find beat-up dressers or chairs that were missing a leg and restore them with dumpster supplies. Then she’d drive to the local library, where she had computer access, and post her custom pieces on sites like Craigslist. She was starting to turn a profit when her baby decided to come.

Once her contractions started, Jessica drove herself to the nearest hospital she could find. She feared the worst: when hospital staff discovered that she had no place of residence, no job, no bank account, no insurance, and an out-of-state driver’s license, they would surely take her baby from her. Her child would become a ward of the state. By the time she reached the emergency entrance, Jessica was an absolute wreck. She was crying so hysterically that triage nurses had trouble understanding why she was there. Clearly this woman was very pregnant, but there was obviously more to the story than that.

One of the nurses tending to Jessica knew of Mary’s Home, the supportive-housing community that New Life and other churches run on the south side of town for mothers and their children who are homeless, and excused herself to place a call. She learned that we had a rare opening just then. The following day Jessica completed her application to Mary’s Home, scheduled her in-person interview with our team, and was holding a healthy baby girl. “Everything changed in an instant,” she said. “It felt like I got a do-over in life…”

“Welcome home, Jessica,” the card on the coffee table read. That was the truth of the matter: Jessica and her baby were finally home. They were safe. They had shelter. They had food. At last, they had a way out. She was determined not to squander this gift she’d been given. She was ready to begin anew.

As Jessica made her way through the residence’s various on-site training programs—learning to care for a baby, learning to cook nutritious food, dealing with the aftermath of trauma and abuse, managing a household budget, and more—she was introduced to an entrepreneurial coach who worked with the residents too. “I think I’m meant to be an entrepreneur,” she told him. “I have a furniture business going already, and I’d like to make it grow…”

Fast-forward two years, and Jessica had graduated from the Mary’s Home program, relocated to northern Colorado, rented a one-bedroom apartment, and officially launched her online furniture shop. Today, she clears nearly $60,000 a year in income. She pays for her own insurance. She has money for food and gas. And she is involved in a local church, holding babies the same age as her own little girl each week while those babies’ parents serve on the worship team.

The first night she spent in her self-funded apartment, Jessica remembers opening the Bible she’d received at the little church in Oregon, back when she was fearing for her life. On the front page was an inscription: “To Jessica and her baby,” it read. “May grace and peace be yours.”

“Grace and peace.”

She lay in her bed, her baby in the crook of her right arm, the Bible in the hand of the other, and she thought about those words. Grace and peace.

Grace. And peace.

With that, she fell asleep.

GRACE ALWAYS LEADS TO PEACE

I first heard of Jessica’s harrowing experience from Pastor Matthew Ayers, CEO of the Dream Centers organization, which oversees Mary’s Home. The more he talked, the more I was moved, not just by the eventual relief Jessica found, but by the generosity of the people she’d met each step of the way, for their extravagant kindness and care.

For days after I heard her story, I found myself looking at the people around me differently, the ones who were clearly in need. I saw “Jessicas” everywhere I looked: people who needed a break, some food. I began wondering how many of the people sitting on street corners and lying on downtown benches and crouching underneath city park trees were living out of storage sheds. Then I wondered how many couldn’t afford even that… those who were truly at the end of their rope.

I thought about the people at the gas stations Jessica had stopped at, how they’d paused, and probed, and cared. And about the church staff who had welcomed her in, clothing her not just with shirts and jeans but also with Christlike love.

I thought about that nurse who’d reached out to Mary’s Home. Such a simple act that phone call was, and yet look where it ultimately led. I thought about the thousands of donors who had made Mary’s Home possible in the first place, and of the staff there who always work hard to make new residents feel at home. I thought about how each of us is a scene in every stranger’s story, and how we get to decide whether that scene will be marked by compassion or if apathy will have its way.

So many grace-drenched scenes in Jessica’s story that couldn’t help but lead a person to peace. So many people who opted not to pass by but to pause. So much extravagance saving the day.

The “extravagance,” you’ll notice, doesn’t seem very extravagant at all. A kind word here, a warm embrace there, a bag of snacks for a famished one’s trip. But we bring in the kingdom by small gestures like these; it is here where we change the whole world.

God is a God of great blessing, and he has reserved those blessings for us. What’s more, we can find the secret of those blessings even now. God has called us to be salt. He has called us to be light. I love Dietrich Bonhoeffer on this subject. He once wrote, “Jesus does not say, ‘You must be the salt.’ He says, ‘You are the salt.’ We are this way, whether we like it or not.”19

I think he’s got a point.

We are salt.

We are light.

And when we behave as salt and light—preserving God’s glory in a world that has nearly no use for it, shining bright as stars in the midst of some admittedly dark, dark days—those blessings we’ve been hunting for in all the wrong places will overwhelm us and leave us undone.

A life of extravagance is ours for the taking—if only we’ll define it on the same terms as God. In the words of one ancient writer, “Our whole life is to become a Liturgy, an Anaphora, a constant offering up of our talents, our time, our hearts, and our world to Christ.”20

A constant offering up… of all that we have and all that we are.

This is what it means to be extravagant.

This is what Jesus is like.






Part One YOUR MISSION







1 Life, and Where It’s Found



Where we choose to store our treasures depends largely on where we think our home is.1

RANDY ALCORN



TO MEET A NEED, we must first see that need. Where, then, should we look?

I was in college before I realized that spending almost every summer day during my early childhood years riding alone through the backwoods of Louisiana, armed with both a hatchet and my very own gun, wasn’t how every kid grew up. Also common in our neck of the woods: any adult who lived within spitting distance of your home carried implicit rights to corporal punishment of every kid who happened to be within that range. If you misbehaved over near neighbor Joe’s property, neighbor Joe didn’t waste time chasing down your parents so that he could tell them the rotten thing you’d done; he’d just whip you then and there. In our part of the country, these things were normative. In other parts of the world, not so much.

This is one of the reasons I love knowing where people are from. What I’m asking when I ask about their upbringing is, essentially: What types of people and experiences shape how you now see life? The answers I hear from people are endlessly fascinating, because we all see the world so differently. Where we came from, to some extent, is who we are (or at least the personification of the various dysfunctions we’ve worked like crazy to overcome.)

So often, the conditions of our youths inform what the adult versions of ourselves come to believe that life is all about. I’ve met people who were raised by professional athletes and now believe that athletic prowess is what life is all about. They are fierce weekend warriors who are as competitive as they come. I’ve met people who were raised by fastidious homemakers who have come to believe that life is about having a clean house. If you so much as turn a coffee-table book thirty degrees, they will put it back in its place the very next time they enter the room—and probably without even realizing they’ve done so.

There are people who grow up around elite institutions and believe life is about intelligence and achievement and scholarships and graduating first in your class. People who are around lots of material possessions might focus on accumulation themselves once they have the means. Adventure seekers often raise future adventure seekers. Abusers can cause those they abuse to start believing that the key to success in life is to submit, to concede, to obey. Looking back at my life, I was raised in a loving environment. My sister and brother both would echo that sentiment. None of us lacked for love. But that doesn’t mean it was a perfect home. For starters, we were poor. (That’s another thing I didn’t realize until I went to college. By contrast, I saw plainly that my station in life had a name, and “poverty” was it. Huh.)
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