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Praise for 
A Call to Cultivate




“In a time marked by uncertainty and anxiety, what does it mean to follow Jesus faithfully? Strachan points us to a hopeful path grounded in Scripture. His book A Call to Cultivate offers a clear, biblical, and practical guide to flourishing in everyday life—from our homes to our wider communities. I thoroughly enjoyed it, and I highly recommend it.”

—Sean McDowell, PhD, Professor of Apologetics at Talbot School of Theology, bestselling author, and popular YouTuber

“We live in a world ransacked by anxiety and riddled with fear—how should followers of Jesus live in times of such turmoil and uncertainty? In this timely book, my friend Owen Strachan lays out compelling, practical, and thoroughly biblical principles that enable Christians not only to survive in a broken world, but to flourish—to truly thrive. As Owen keenly observes, ‘God is calling us not to abandon our world, but to cultivate it.’ Read this book and be both challenged and encouraged by the truth of God’s Word contained within—truth that is as relevant today as when it was first penned.”

—Jonny Ardavanis, Lead Pastor of Stonebridge Bible Church in Brentwood, Tennessee, and author of Consider the Lilies: Finding Perfect Peace in the Character of God

“A Call to Cultivate is not about political conquest or cultural retreat. It’s about a humble, God-glorifying obedience that leads to health, hope, and lasting impact. In Strachan’s typical lucid and even witty style, his biblical exposition is engaging, his theological precision is insightful, his cultural analysis is optimistic, and his practical application is relevant to everyday life. Rooted in the gospel and realistic about our times, he offers clarity, courage, and hope for Christians who want to flourish in a fallen world while maintaining their joy.”

—Dr. Jon Benzinger, Lead Pastor of Redeemer Bible Church in Gilbert, Arizona, and President of Redeemer Seminary

ii
“In a society filled with technological tension and digital dreariness, Owen Strachan invites us to do the unthinkable. To press pause on the busyness of life. To slow down. And to undertake tasks aimed at the development of beauty and enjoyment: connecting, building, and especially, gardening. He asks us to reimagine ourselves constructing lives that are centered not on the spectacular but on stability, not on consumption but on cultivation. This book is for agriculturalists and urbanites alike—for all who are trying to reclaim a sense of dignity and worth in a dizzying and angst-ridden society. But most important of all, Strachan reminds us there is only one way such a quest can be executed successfully. We must do all things to the glory of the divine Gardener.”

—Jeff Moore, Assistant Professor of New Testament at Grace Bible Theological Seminary

“Much confusion abounds today as Christians wrestle with how to live in our post-Christian culture. Some want to hide; others want to fight. But Owen Strachan offers an insightful, biblical way forward in A Call to Cultivate. However, don’t let the seeming simplicity of his exhortations distract you away from the richness and profundity of the call to build houses, plant gardens, create families, seek peace, seek God, etc. As we exist in this proverbial Babylon, Owen encourages us to cultivate deep purpose, productivity, and prosperity to the glory of God. This book is a mature and much-needed wake-up call for this generation.”

—Nate Pickowicz, Pastor of Harvest Bible Church in Gilmanton Ironworks, New Hampshire, and author of Overcoming the Darkness: Biblical Help for Spiritual Depression

“In an age marked by rootlessness, expressive individualism, and the quiet collapse of moral order, Owen Strachan offers a bracingly sane summons to recover the creational logic of human flourishing. A Call to Cultivate diagnoses our cultural anxiety not merely as psychological distress but as a metaphysical problem: we have forgotten that we are iiicreatures made for place, order, limits, and love. Drawing on Jeremiah’s counsel to exiles, Strachan recovers a theology of rooted presence— building, planting, forming families, seeking the common good, and seeking God—as an antidote to liquid modernity. This is not escapism, culture war, or technocratic self-help. It is a call to reinhabit reality.”

—Andrew T. Walker, Associate Professor of Christian Ethics and Public Theology at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Who doesn’t relish a good journey? But as good as any journey might promise to be, it’s only made better by a competent guide—by a veteran wayfarer who plans well, perfectly times the launch, carefully maps out the contours of the trek, providently selects the most glorious destination, and effectively leads every step of the way. Enter Owen Strachan. He not only possesses competence in spades, but he matches that competence with blazing passion and searing biblical wisdom. An epic journey awaits you as you make ready to traverse the breathtaking terrain of A Call to Cultivate, with Dr. Strachan as your trustworthy navigator. This excellent masterpiece is more than a page-turner—it’s a disruptive agent that packs a punch powerful enough to jar you into personal revolution. Read it. Savor it. Live it out.”

—Emeal “E. Z.” Zwayne, President of Living Waters and author of Fight Like a Man: A Bold, Biblical Battle Plan for Personal Purity

“Owen Strachan’s latest book turns grief into gardens. Strachan doesn’t just analyze exilic anxiety; he teaches believers to attack anxiety in the joyful work of personal cultivation—building, planting, and seeking shalom in faith that the one who once planted a garden in Eden can transform your parched lands into promised lands.”

—Dr. Matt Shackelford, Lead Pastor of Central Church in Collierville, Tennessee
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To Ryan Carr, a skillful cultivator and a faithful friend





x
Gardening is, fundamentally, an act of hope.

—Andrew Peterson
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Introduction



I heard a voice, that cried,

“Balder the Beautiful

Is dead, is dead!”

And through the misty air

Passed like the mournful cry

Of sunward sailing cranes.

Gripped by grief after the death of his mother, C. S. Lewis experienced a palpable effect when he read these elegant lines. Though Lewis would grapple with atheism throughout his youth, the story of Balder the Beautiful, written by Esaias Tegnér and translated by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, transported the young man upward, to higher reality.

By a later recollection, beauty lifted Lewis up: “I knew nothing of Balder, but instantly I was uplifted into huge regions of northern sky, [and] I desired with almost sickening intensity something never to be described (except that it is cold, spacious, severe, pale, and remote.”1 Lewis felt a similar effect when he glimpsed an illustration by Arthur Rackham in the book Siegfried & the Twilight of the Gods by Richard Wagner. In that moment,


xiv
Pure “Northernness” engulfed me: a vision of huge, clear spaces hanging above the Atlantic in the endless twilight of Northern summer, remoteness, severity . . . and almost at the same moment I knew that I had met this before, long, long ago. . . . And with that plunge back into my own past, there arose at once, almost like heartbreak, the memory of Joy itself, the knowledge that I had once had what I had now lacked for years, that I was returning at last from exile and desert lands to my own country, and the distance of the Twilight of the Gods and the distance of my own past Joy, both unattainable, flowed together in a single, unendurable sense of desire and loss.2



In these moments, C. S. Lewis experienced what he would later call sehnsucht, a longing for a lost place of great beauty and comfort. Though it took Lewis decades to cross the line of Christian faith, from his youth he knew that he was made for more than this world. He yearned to go to a place of “Northernness,” a place of great highness, even as he hungered for abiding Joy, lasting gladness that evaded him in a hard childhood.

You could put it this way: Lewis longed for a place where heaven met earth and the soul met God.


We Were Made for a Garden

There is just such a place in both Scripture and history. From the earliest days of earth’s existence, the Creator placed Adam in Eden. In creational terms, God made a garden for us—and made us for xva garden. We were meant, in the design of God, to inhabit a paradise, surrounded by life, beauty, and abundance. Eden was our home, and as such, we are a race that was created for garden life, life that overflows into the whole earth.

This garden initially thrived in spectacular fashion. It contained no disease-bearing bugs, no warring species, no calamitous weather. Eden was the place where, at the start, everything good was present and everything bad was absent. This God-designed and God-tended garden not only included humanity but also had been specially crafted for humanity.

Everything about Eden gave blessing and prosperity and delight to Adam and Eve. A thousand trees budded with delicious fruit; the songbirds performed their impromptu concerts; the flowers radiated color. The beauty of the first garden reflected in powerful form the beauty of the Creator and his good plan for his people.

But Adam was not made to sit around and smell fresh air. Adam was made for a great purpose. He was called to work in Eden (see Genesis 2:15), to cultivate that place, and to steward it for the future. As musician and author Andrew Peterson has said, “Gardening is an embodiment of hope.”3 Adam’s dominion-taking centered in the call to make Eden still more beautiful, and still more hospitable for humanity. This was not drudgery; when Adam worked unto God, to quote the movie Chariots of Fire (1981), he would feel God’s pleasure.

Eden was not a bachelor pad. It was made to be populated. With the lovely Eve, adorned with feminine beauty, God called Adam to not only care for Eden, but to fill it with children (see Genesis 2:24–25), tiny image-bearers racing through garden xvipathways in the pleasure of playtime. The biblical God loves life, and so—to reiterate a key point—he made the garden for humanity, and humanity for the garden.

God himself created that garden so that mankind could experience the full measure of his generous gifting. In doing so, he gave Adam just a single prohibition: he could not eat from the tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil (see Genesis 2:16–17). Sadly, Adam and Eve failed to keep this command. Though they could eat from dozens and dozens of trees in freedom, they chose to trust the devilish serpent, breaking God’s law and summoning God’s just judgment (see Genesis 3:1–19).




The Beginning of Garden Hunger

Despite their sin, God showed immense kindness to his people in three important ways. First, he promised the coming of the Warrior-Savior who would crush the head of the Satanic serpent (see Genesis 3:15). Second, he clothed his people in animal skins, shedding substitutionary blood so that Adam and Eve would be covered (v. 21). Third, he blessed the woman with children, and Adam named her Eve as a recognition of God’s gift of life through the woman’s body (v. 20).

God showed from the earliest hours of the cursed earth that he is a God of great mercy. Yet sin had ruined the unspoiled peace of Eden. In righteous judgment, God sent Adam and Eve into exile, driving them out of Eden. This was no mere change of location. The loss of Eden left a deep scar on the soul of the human race. From this point forward, humanity would experience what I call “garden hunger.”
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Garden hunger is the desire we all have for what we lost in Eden. In the core of our being, we long as a young C. S. Lewis did for a place of shalom, a place where everything good is found and nothing evil can enter. In the simplest terms, this is the place where heaven meets earth. Deep in our soul and burrowed down in our psyche, we yearn to live in such a place.

Yet though the setting is beautiful beyond belief, its chief blessing is that it is the place where God meets man. It is the physical center of our spiritual life. It is where we have a loving relationship with God—unbroken spiritual communion of the richest kind. We were made for such fellowship. As bearers of God’s image, we are relational beings even as God the Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit live in perfect harmony at all times.

We human creatures are hardwired for relationality. We crave intimacy, warmth, affection, and the deepest friendship. We want these blessings not merely because we are social, but because God is relational, and the relational God made us for himself. Augustine said it well: “You made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless, O God, until they find rest in you.”4 It is in the garden of God that we find such rest.




The Reign of Anxiety

Here is a hard fact about life in our time, however: such rest is hard to come by. This is because, from many angles and for numerous reasons, we are an anxious people. A major reason for our anxiety is the lack of stability so prevalent in our age. Indeed, the only constant today seems to be inconstancy. At the day-to-day level, here are some metrics that spell out the instability of our era:


	
xviiiApproximately 40–50 percent of first marriages end in divorce.5


	The average American moves 11.7 times in their life.6


	The average American holds 12 jobs in their lifetime.7


	The average length of a pastor’s tenure at a church is about 4 years.8


	Almost 40 percent of students do not complete a bachelor’s degree within 8 years.9


	The median age of a first-time homeowner is now 40, an all-time high.10


	About 14 percent of American families reported food insecurity in recent days, an increase from 2024.11


	The median tenure for a CEO of Fortune 500 companies has decreased 20 percent from 6 years in 2013 to 4.8 years in 2022.12


	The average tenure of an NHL coach has shrunk to around 2 years, down from 3.25 years in 2012–13.13


	The average length of a Premier League soccer manager’s tenure is 787 days—just a shade above 2 years.14


	The average person has 168 passwords for online accounts, representing an increase of nearly 70 percent in just over 3 years.15




These findings give us a clear picture of a society in constant transition. Change is the constant; flux is the norm. In such unsettled conditions, people feel deeply alone. Here is how one recent study from the American Psychological Association characterized life in America at present:
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Loneliness and emotional disconnection appear to have become a defining feature of life in America, as a majority of U.S. adults say societal division is a significant source of stress in their lives. . . . More than six in 10 U.S. adults reported feeling this way, while half or more adults said they felt isolated (54%), left out (50%) or lacking companionship (50%) often or some of the time.16



Part of what is remarkable about this study is that we supposedly live in the golden age of connectivity. What is called “social media” was hailed as the great bridge-builder of the human race. But shockingly, the reverse is coming true. More than six out of ten people feel alone. In huge numbers today, people feel isolated, disconnected, and troubled. They are human, made for relational connection and belonging, but they live in a profoundly unhuman way.

Ours is the age of the post-relational life. Many people have lots of digital “friends” but little connection to home, an extended family, a solid church, a steady vocation, people who love us and are here for us, and to a promising future. They are not in a stable place, whether experientially, spiritually, or physically; they are adrift. In a word, they are exiles, people without a place, without a home, without rest—anxious and unstable.




A Threat to Well-Being: Digital Immersion

As we noted above, our supposedly social age is not yielding a harvest of friendship. This is in part because we seem to find xxourselves in the middle of a great experiment. This experiment is, in sum, to discover what happens to humanity when we embrace digital immersion—or, put simply, when we live on screens all the time.

There are different dimensions to this ominous experiment. At the technical level, we are witnessing the rise and spread of “transhumanism,” the transformation of the consciousness and body of the human person into an enhanced technology-human hybrid. Transhumanism has not yet gone fully mainstream, but it has gained adherents in recent years.

At the more informal level, we have gone almost fully digital. A gathering storm of data shows us that widespread embrace of phones, “social media,” and continual usage of technology has not led to a sunlit oasis of personal well-being. This is particularly true among the group that uses digital technology feverishly, the rising generation. This group, which has not known a life apart from omnipresent devices, consistently self-reports as deeply anxious, isolated, depressed, and even suicidal.

Social psychologist Jonathan Haidt has recently labeled this phenomenon “the collapse of adolescent mental health.”17 This is not a shy assessment; if true, it is a near-apocalyptic social problem. Haidt’s case has serious backing, particularly the skyrocketing suicide rates among youth since 2010: a 91 percent increase among boys and a staggering 167 percent among girls.18 When the kids are left to their devices, one thing is for sure: they are not okay.

Device-addiction is driven by numerous factors, all of which need major attention. These include the deterioration of the family, the loss of meaningful spiritual connection, the use of drugs, and xximore. But we cannot miss that, whatever the driving causes, our era of digital immersion is not only problematic for our youth; it’s “poisonous,” as Haidt concludes.19




The Ominous Advance of AI

Nor is our technological chaos clearing. If anything, it is intensifying. As I write this in early 2026, we contend with the relentless push of AI (“artificial intelligence”) into seemingly all corners of our world. One example of this sweeping change is the prevalence of “chatbots.” Chatbots allow people to converse with a non-person presented in approachable terms on their device. Chatbots thus blur the line between fiction and reality.

This is not all, however. Chatbots are taking people to dark places. In one example of this, numerous young men and women have committed suicide after following the “Devil Trend.” Here is how one outlet described this phenomenon:


Tracy had posted several TikTok videos in the days leading up to her death, including one captioned “my version of the devil trend.” The trend involves users messaging friends or AI chatbots with the prompt: “The devil couldn’t reach me, how?” The respondent then gives a brutally honest explanation of the user’s perceived flaws or emotional struggles.20



In Tracy’s case, the response she received pushed her over the edge. The young woman, a promising Division 1 soccer player, committed suicide not long afterward. The “Devil Trend” illustrates the xxiireal perils of our constant digital engagement, but also how hard it is to keep track of all that is transpiring digitally and online. Clearly, we have many reasons to engage technology with care, wisdom, and not a small amount of caution.

In offering this perspective, I am not an all-out tech skeptic— far from it, in fact. Technology has positively helped our day-to-day lives in many ways, and AI may have some good effects on our society in days ahead. However, we cannot miss that a no-holds-barred embrace of AI and constant digital engagement opens us up to many dangers—and the young men and young women around us are the most vulnerable to these perils.




A Culture in Chaos

It is not only our devices that have us feeling anxious, though. It is our society. Over the last ten to fifteen years, the West has suffered numerous ideological assaults on the foundations of our civilization. In 2015, for example, America redefined marriage, making it inclusive of homosexual “marriage.” Around the same time, woke voices started trying to gaslight mainstream America into accepting that it was “systemically unjust.” It was only the beginning of a long nightmare that has taken incredible resistance to push back.

Wokeness struck at the idea that America had moved past genuine racial evils of the past. According to voices like Ibram X. Kendi and Robin DiAngelo, no such gains had been made.21 Instead, being a “white” person meant that you were a crucial part of systemic social injustice, for as a majority “racial” group, you had invisible power over minorities. You fomented this power at xxiiiall times and in all interactions, leading to a culture that was actually far worse than in the era of Jim Crow laws.

At the same time that ordinary people were attacked as racist simply for the color of their skin, the country locked down. COVID-19 was a real virus that affected many people, some tragically. However, instead of quarantining the vulnerable, many national governments quarantined the healthy, a measure defying all logic and past practice. In 2020, numerous states created and enforced measures that left churches forbidden to meet for months in many places (even as pornography shops, weed stores, and casinos remained open).

As we noted above, a veritable gender revolution played out during the last decade, as well. This occurred first at the hands of secular feminism, as men were displaced from influence and—in many cases—leadership. The recent popularity of the concept of “toxic masculinity” among the left has wrought a crisis among young men, with many of them hearing that they are irredeemable and subsequently acting out of that misshaped belief.22

Hard on the heels of secular feminism followed the “transgender” revolution. For the first time in human history, Western civilization substantially embraced the idea that people can change their gender. Men can become women, and women become men. This ideology is supposedly progressive and enlightened. Humanity, we commonly hear today, is no stable entity, no God-made race. No, the human person is a liquid self.

xxiv


A New Way to Be Human

In practical terms, this means that humans are evolved and evolving beings. Here are some of the core ideas related to this new vision of humanity:


	The biblical God is not the true God; there is no one true religion.

	Humanity is divinized; that is, we’ve evolved into a state of higher consciousness and do not need—as in past days—to follow God according to religion.

	We may have male or female anatomies, but our true identity is not dependent on our body.

	Our true identity is not created by God but defined and lived out by us.

	We deserve to be affirmed in our identity by others.

	We need not depend on God for anything but can “manifest” our own desired reality if we apply ourselves.



In this vision, we are always changing, never sure who we are, and isolated from the one true God. There is no deeper meaning in our bones, no structure in our lives, and no telos (purpose) in our existence. We have no soul; we are simply desires colliding, a tempestuous cauldron of instincts and urges, and we are urged to find an identity in all of that stormy mess.23

We should take particular note of just how much young men and women have been indoctrinated in such a worldview. The godless vision of the human person sketched above is the very same one that has been authoritatively proclaimed in many public xxvschools, colleges, education centers, counseling programs, HR training programs, and more over the last ten to fifteen years in the West. Small wonder that many young people struggle to know who they are and how to move forward in life.

All this malformation has come at a significant cost. Here is one effect of leftist ideology: it has enabled the rise of troubling ideology from the far right. Antisemitism has gained traction again. Some young men have reacted to feminism by adopting angry patriarchal views, voicing their desire to “dominate” or “control” or “take dominion of” women. Kinism (sinfully privileging one’s ethnicity in marriage and national identity) has become more popular. Relentless attacks on “white” people and “whiteness” have had the perverse effect of fomenting “white nationalism.”

It is important to note that these positions are reactionary positions. Leftism has exerted a real and terrible effect on many people, and in response, it has made people susceptible to ideologies from the opposite end of the spectrum. In many cases, these people are angry and have been scalded by evil attacks. Though they may not know it, in this unstable state, they are manipulable—easy targets for those who would use grievance culture and identity politics to draft them into their causes.

This is not a good situation. It may sound strange after the progressive nightmare America has lived through, but these reactionary movements—sometimes called the “woke right,” and with justification—could, if enough momentum accrues, warp our youth and destabilize our institutions. These matters deserve further consideration, but for now, it is enough to say this: it is not xxvienough merely to be against bad ideas. We must also labor to help the rising generation embrace good ideas.




Comforting Truth from Ancient Times

We live in an anxious and chaotic era. But I have not come to curse this age, but to light a candle within it. If we will think once more about God and gardens, I believe that we will find the curative that we need for what ails us in these modern times. Not long ago, I heard a powerful articulation of this hope in London.

Near the end of the 2025 Alliance for Responsible Citizenship (ARC) conference, a poet named Joshua Luke Smith took the stage. To my great surprise, he said these stunning words:

I hear the voice of an ancient prophet speaking to a depleted people,

Housed in the walls of exile and defeat.

They are longing for a home they’ve only heard of,

A city they’re unsure of, a country where they hope to be,

And it is to them this wild man comes with fire on his tongue.

Smith was citing the book of Jeremiah.24 But not just Jeremiah. As he went on, it was clear that he was citing a passage I loved but had never heard anyone quote in public: Jeremiah 29:4–7.

He descends with a word from the god that they have almost forgotten, and he says,

Do you want a revolution? Do you want a revelation?

xxvii
Do you want to renew your vision and restate a broken nation?

Do you want to overthrow the systems that have polluted the minds of your children and your spirits?

Do you want to live in abundance and remember where you come from?

Do you want to do the will of God or at least undo the will of demons?

Do you want to see people prosper in every sphere and across every tier of meaning?

Do you want to live a life worth remembering? Do you want to leave a legacy?

After these piercing questions came the showstopper. Smith ended the point by quoting Jeremiah 29:5, where God calls his people to “plant gardens” in Babylon:

Well then, plant a garden.

Plant a garden in Babylon.

Bury your seeds in the soil that you’ve battled against for so long

Because this is the only world to which you will ever belong.

Years before, I read Jeremiah 29:5 in my devotions. When I did so, I was struck dumb by the beauty of God’s call. His people lay in the ruins they had made, but God had not abandoned them. As he so often does in Scripture, God called his people to build in the ruins and to cultivate beauty in a place of despair.

xxviii
Instead of embracing death in a place of defeat, the people of God were to nurture life as an act of hope. Smith’s poem captured the essence of Jeremiah’s passage. What he said from a London stage seemed to me to sum up so much of the Christian’s approach to life in a sin-cursed world. We are not called to despair nor passivity. We are called to acts of faith, however small.
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