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FIND YOUR CENTER

A quick note: this book is designed to be used in a Gravity Leadership Academy (GLA)
cohort or a local discipleship group led by someone who has been through GLA.
If you have a copy of this book and aren’t part of either one of those things, you’re free
to benefit from the content, but we’d also encourage you to check out GLA online at
gravityleadership.com/coaching.
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LESSON ONE

Welcome
to Gravity
Leadership
Academy
Welcome to Gravity Leadership Academy
(GLA)!
For the next 10 months you will be a part of GLA
Journey 1: Find Your Center, an immersive
training and coaching intensive, during which
you will participate in one of several leadership
training cohorts with 5-7 other people from
various places who want to learn how to live and
lead like Jesus.
This first excursion of our training journey is
called Find Your Center, because we’ve found
that there is no way to lead “out there” until you
connect “in here” with who you are as a leader.
Before you can lead others in transformation,
you need to embrace a process of ongoing
transformation yourself.
This first year will be focused on learning to be
present to the way Christ is present to you, in
grace and truth, diving below the surface of
our lives to discover our identity and calling as
leaders. We will be learning to pay attention to
and participate in God’s work in our lives and in
those around us from a solid center of gravity.
This training is distinct from other leadership or
discipleship processes you may be familiar with
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in a number of ways:
•

It’s immersive and imitative, not just
informative and inspirational. Most of us
have more Jesus knowledge than we know
what to do with, but it remains abstract
and impersonal knowledge, rather than
being actualized in our relationships and
the various responsibilities of our lives. In
this training, we aim to get our know-how
out of our brains and into our bones.

•

It’s embodied and practiced, not just
conceptual and theoretical. We try
to give just enough content to get you
moving into practice, and then we debrief
on what you practice. There are all kinds of
supplemental resources and content you
can access, but we focus on embodied
practices that can become habits of
operating in the presence and power of
Jesus. It is both caught and taught.

•

It’s participative, not passive. It
will demand more of you than just
showing up and taking notes. You’ll be
expected to engage in the exercises
and discussions, and you’ll get out of it
according to the measure you put into it.
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•

Failure is expected and celebrated, not
avoided and hidden. We don’t really
know what we don’t know until we fail, so
every failure is an opportunity to learn. The
culture of Gravity Leadership Academy is
one where we fail forward together.

•

It’s on the ground and concrete, not
abstract and idealistic. We don’t spend
much time “talking about ideas.” We’d
rather ask questions that help us get
into the granular particularities of our
real lives, because that’s where the real
training takes place.

•

It’s about becoming an ongoing, lifelong
learner rather than an expert. We don’t
“master” this stuff as a technique. Rather,
we learn to inhabit the way of a disciple:
a posture of repentance and faith that
opens up opportunities for continued
transformation, for us and others.

•

•
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It’s simple and reproducible for
everyone, not complex or reserved
for seminary graduates. This is a life
of faith that anyone can learn to live, so
we make the training process as simple
and reproducible as possible so you can
begin to pass it on immediately.
It’s centered in love, not pragmatics.
“Love” and “results” are often pitted

against each other, but we reject this
dichotomy. Our training assumes Jesus
was the best leader the world has ever
seen, and focuses on learning to love and
lead the same way Jesus did.
The “Center” we train you to find is not an idea,
concept, or principle. The Center is a person,
Jesus, who trains us to live and lead in love.
Finding your center means connecting to your
identity in Christ as a leader so that, from him,
you can learn how to lead like him.
This workbook is meant to be used in the
context of either a GLA cohort led by a Gravity
Leadership coach, or in a local discipleship
group led by a someone who has been through
GLA.
If you registered for GLA on our website, you
should also have online access to the content
of this entire workbook, along with additional
resources for further learning.
You can access this content any time by logging
in at gravityleadership.com/gla1.
In preparation for your first meeting, read
the next two lessons (“Finding the Center of
Your Leadership” and “Prepare For Your First
Meeting”).
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LESSON TWO

Finding the
Center of Your
Leadership
I (Ben Sternke) was a year or so into my first
church plant when I realized I had a problem.
In the few years leading up to planting, I had
been on a profoundly formative journey as a
Christian leader. My theology was being radically
reshaped along missional lines.
I was becoming aware that God was already
on mission and our task as the church was to
join him in his work. I saw a vision for Christian
discipleship that was bigger than just “being
nice” until heaven. I was starting to understand
how our lives can be deeply transformed by
Christ here and now.
This is the vision that launched our church plant.
So far, so good.
But I soon became aware of a problem, the first
of many. The people I was leading weren’t quite
as excited as I was about “missional living,”
“discipleship,” and “spiritual formation.”
I figured that all I had to do to release a missional
movement of disciple-making leaders (doesn’t
that sound awesome?) was to talk about
releasing a missional movement of disciplemaking leaders.
All I had to do was announce the possibility of

1.2 Finding the Center of Your Leadership
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being on mission with God, and people would
shout for joy and wholeheartedly dive into it. I
thought that what people really needed was
permission to live missionally, and it would
become an unstoppable hurricane of love.
Well, that didn’t happen. Instead I found I had
unleashed a wispy, meandering puff of wishful
thinking. So I tried harder. I got more passionate
about it. I argued and cajoled and sermonized
and encouraged and urrrrrrrged and inspired. I
dropped more knowledge and encouraged new
behaviors.
But there was no movement happening. Not
even close. People were not becoming disciples
of Jesus, being steadily transformed as they
cooperated with his love. (See, I have all kinds of
cool ways of saying this!) I didn’t know why.
I had spent considerable time and energy trying
to educate people with this new knowledge, and
encourage them toward new behaviors, but it
wasn’t bringing about transformation.
And I was starting to feel very discouraged, even
fearful, that I had put all my eggs in this basket,
and now it didn’t look like it was going to work. I
felt foolish and naive.
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My leadership had been focused on getting
people to do things. And my main strategy was
to teach. “They will start doing new things when
they know new things,” I thought. But it was
becoming apparent that they needed something
more, and I had no idea what it was or how to
give it to them.
To my horror, I realized the main problem with
my church plant was me.

STARTING WITH MYSELF
Before my church could move forward and
become a missional movement, I had to be
transformed. The task of leadership was bringing
things to the surface that I’d been totally unaware
of until that point. Things I couldn’t solve with
new strategies and innovative techniques.
Being a leader was uncovering not just areas
where I needed to grow in my competency, but
where I needed to grow in my character. I needed
to move beyond talking about discipleship and
mission and start living on mission as a disciple
myself.
And I didn’t know how to do this! This is why I
liked talking about it so much—it sounded
so nice when it came out of my mouth, but it
looked messy when it came out in my life!
(This is also the reason I sometimes joke that I
think ministry is God’s remedial program for
people who can’t figure out how to be Christians
the normal way. The older I get, the more I
relate to Paul’s self-designation as “the worst of
sinners.”)
I was realizing that, to actually start a
transformational movement of disciple-making
leaders, I had to go first.
To lead well, I had to move from being an “expert”
and “teacher” to being the first learner in a
community of learners. In other words, before
I could make disciples, I had to focus more on
becoming a disciple.
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And that wasn’t going to mean simply gathering
better information or learning some new tricks.
Even though I had been undergoing an important
theological revolution, I hadn’t yet found a way to
ground it in my actual practice.
I needed to ground my knowing and my doing in
a deeper place if I was going to live in a new way.

CENTERING IN IDENTITY
So there’s a good reason the first journey of
Gravity Leadership Academy is called “Find
Your Center.” This is what I needed. A solid
center of gravity (pun intended!) around which
my leadership could revolve. A deeper source
than knowledge or behavior from which my
leadership could spring.
What is this deeper source that we need to
access if we are going to learn lead like Jesus? In
a word: identity.
That might sound a bit cliché, but it’s often the
simple lessons that we fail to apply to our lives
because we think, “I already know that.” But do
we?
Do we really live every moment of every day out
of the solid, secure place of truly believing that
we’re sons and daughters of God? Do joy and
peace characterize our lives? Are we getting
plenty of rest? Do we smile easily? Because
those would be evidence that we had found our
center as leaders.
Those things weren’t true of me. I found myself
anxious, irritated, and agitated a lot of the time,
and it was because I had placed my identity
somewhere else besides in Christ’s love.
My identity was rooted in my performance as a
leader. I needed people to attend my church, like
me, and cooperate with my strategies, because
that would prove I was a good leader.
Thus the agitation, frustration, anxiety, and
irritation when things didn’t go my way. I needed
a new center for my leadership. Something solid
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that wouldn’t change based on my performance,
other people’s opinions, or relational outcomes.

IDENTITY IN RELATIONSHIP

learning to lead from being at home in love. In this
place we can be confident and secure, not in our
intelligence, competence, or likability, but simply
in our “belovedness.”

As Christians, our leadership can never simply be
a collection of techniques, tools, and tips. It must
be anchored in our life in God, or it simply isn’t
Christian. It won’t be shaped like Christ. It may
result in the building of a great organization,
but it will never reproduce the life of Christ in
a community.

We will discover more about this as we go, but
leading with love as our anchor is more than just
“being nice.” It is a complete reorientation of our
motivations and desires at the deepest levels of
our life. It’s not enough to know the right things
and do the right things. We must also reorient our
knowing and our doing to the fulcrum of love (as
defined by Jesus Christ, ultimately in the cross).

So where is this identity rooted? Where does
it come from? Identity always comes to us in
relationship. We can never come up with it on
our own. Identity is never something I decide on,
it is always something I receive.

And lest we think of “love” as something soft,
sentimental, or supplementary, let us remind
ourselves what the New Testament says about
the centrality of love for disciples of Jesus:

Our identity as Christians and Christian leaders
is centered in our relationship with the God who
has been revealed to us as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. This God, who is Trinity, through his
grace expressed in the death and resurrection
of Christ, has invited us to participate in his very
life. He has adopted us as his own children and
offered us his life.

•

Love is the principle on which all of the
law and prophets hang (Matt 22:34-40).

•

Love summarizes (Gal 5:14) and fulfills
(Rom 13:8-10) the entire law.

•

Love is the goal of all instruction and
training (1 Tim 1:5).

•

Love is how faith works itself out, and the
only thing (!) that counts (Gal 5:6)

The center of our leadership is our identity
in Christ. Leadership is about participating in
the life of the Trinity, the God who is love, and
learning to let that love flow through us toward
everyone around us.

•

Love is the way we know we’ve passed
from death to life (1 John 3:14).

•

Love is the way that everyone around us
will know we are Jesus’ disciples (John
13:35).

My leadership in my first church plant was wobbly
because it wasn’t anchored in my identity in
Christ. It was anchored in my performance as
a church planter, or my ability to provide for my
family, or whether or not certain people thought
well of me, or whether my kids behaved well in
public, or whether my strategies were adopted,
etc.

•

Love is the way we are filled with all the
fullness of God (Eph 3:19).

•

Love is who God is, and our love is
evidence we are becoming more like him
(1 John 4:8).

IDENTITY AS RELATIONSHIP IN LOVE
The center of our leadership is our life in God,
and the center of God is love. So this first
journey, finding your center, means discovering
that love is the center of our leadership and
1.2 Finding the Center of Your Leadership

We could go on. It is astonishing to realize how
central love is to the New Testament’s vision of
what following Jesus looks like. If we are going
to take Jesus and the New Testament apostles
seriously, we have to be prepared to say that love
is what really counts.
Not love as something I know about or love as
something I do, but love as something I inhabit
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as I live into my identity as the beloved. As I learn
to dwell in the love of God, this new identity
becomes the center from which my leadership
flows.
So essentially, finding your center as a leader
means learning to live in God’s love and let
that motivate your words and your works. As
Augustine said, “Love God and do what you
want.”

LEADERSHIP AND LIFE INTEGRATED
This approach to leadership, then, becomes a
catalyst for a way of life on mission with Jesus,
which then becomes the genesis of a pattern
for discipleship that reproduces who you are
becoming as a leader.
Leading like Jesus, living on mission, and making
disciples are integrated into one’s life, which is
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centered and grounded in Love and overflowing
to those around you. You can’t really do any one
of these things without also doing the others—
and the starting point is finding your center, your
identity in God’s love.
That’s what this first journey is all about: learning
to hear God speak our identity to us again and
again, in all kinds of tough leadership situations
(including putting our kids to bed at night,
helping our spouses through a difficult time,
being a good neighbor, dealing with conflict on
your team, etc.).
We are going to take you beyond what you know
and what you do to who you are. We will uncover
“bad news” scripts that run our lives as leaders
and replace them with good news (the gospel)
that God is proclaiming over us even now. And
we’ll learn to do this for others.

FIND YOUR CENTER

Questions for

Reflection
1.

As you read this and think about your own life and ministry, where do you notice
clarity (Aha!), conviction (Uh oh!), conflict (Nuh uh!), or confusion (Huh?). Write
down any observations you have.

2. If love is so important and crucial to Christian life and leadership, how do we
measure it? How would we know if we were growing in our ability to live in love?

Using these questions, come to your first meeting ready to share what most grabbed
your attention as you read this article.
Try to ground your observations in your concrete experience. We are way more
interested in talking about your actual life than discussing abstract ideas!

1.2 Finding the Center of Your Leadership
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LESSON THREE

Prepare For
Your First
Meeting
This article will help you get you ready for your
first meeting, and the coaching and training that
will follow! Read it over before your first meeting.

TECH INFO FOR ONLINE COHORTS
If you’re in an online GLA cohort with a Gravity
Leadership coach, we will use online video
conferencing software to meet together each
week. It’s free for you to join the meeting, but
you will need to install the software the first time.
Just click the link your coach sends you or copy
and paste it into your browser to join the meeting
each week.
The meetings will look a little bit like this (and yes,
everyone is always this cheerful on every call)

1

There are 5 important things to note about the
controls in the software:
1.

Please mute yourself when you are not
speaking. This helps reduce feedback
and is just good manners. The mute toggle
button is the left-most button on the bottom
of the screen.

2.

You can change the view if you like. Gallery
view is what is pictured above (everyone’s
face visible, Brady Bunch-style), or you can
choose Speaker view (whoever is speaking
is in a large window, with others in smaller
windows along the top).

3. You can download the Zoom app and login
using your phone or tablet if you like. Data
usage charges may apply if you’re using
cellular data—and video takes up lots of
data.
4. There is also a call-in phone number to
use if you can’t be at your computer for
some reason. We prefer to see your face,
of course, as it helps cultivate a sense of
connection in the cohort, but you can call in
if you need to.
5.

1.3 Prepare For Your First Meeting

We are able to record cohort meetings, so
if you need to miss a meeting, you can ask
your coach to record it to watch it later.
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You’ll be able to ask questions about this on your
first meeting if you need to. It’s pretty easy to get
the hang of, and works seamlessly most of the
time.

INTRODUCING YOURSELF
Whether you’re in an online GLA cohort or a
local discipleship group, your first gathering will
start with introductions so you can meet the
other members of your group.
Please come to the meeting ready to share, in
3-5 minutes:
1.

Your name, family, and location

2.

A brief sketch of your spiritual background

3.

Your current ministry context and
responsibilities

4.

Why you signed up for GLA and what
you’re hoping to get out of it

EXPECT A TRAINING ENVIRONMENT
In the church, the two main kinds of groups we’re
accustomed to are Bible studies (classes) and
discussion groups.
In a study or class, usually one person teaches
some information to the others, along with Q&A.
Participants are expected to show up, take good
notes, and ask questions that the teacher/expert
can answer. The goal is to leave knowing more
than we did before.
In a discussion group, the leader is a “facilitator,”
and everyone shares more or less on an “equal
plane.” The goal is simply to discuss ideas and
thoughts that we all have on some topic.
While there’s nothing wrong with studies and
discussions, it’s very important to note that your
GLA cohort is not like either one of those kinds
of groups. This is likely an environment you
have very little experience in, at least within the
church.
Your GLA cohort is a training environment. It’s
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more like an apprenticeship than a class or a
discussion group.
Think of it like this: going to a personal trainer for
physical fitness. The goal of hiring a trainer is not
to discuss the merits of working out. We don’t
sit on the bench press and take notes as our
personal trainer teaches us about what happens
physiologically when we lift weights.
No, when we hire a personal trainer, we show
up with our gym clothes on because we’re not
going to talk about lifting weights, we’re going to
actually lift weights. Of course, there is teaching
and discussion, but the expectation is that you
show up and do some work with your muscles!
It’s the same in GLA: it’s a training environment.
You will be asked to do some work in the
meetings, not just listen to teaching or discuss
ideas.
We will be learning the paradigms, postures,
and practices of Jesus, how to be more present
in our lives, discerning how the kingdom of God
is coming, hearing good news, and believing it in
granular, concrete ways.
You probably won’t be “good at it” at first, but
trying and failing is all part of learning in a training
environment, so just go for it! You’ll get out of this
what you put into it. If you show up to just take
notes you’ll get great notes, but you won’t get in
spiritual shape unless you come ready to work
and process your actual life.
Finally, the goal is not just that you as a leader
find your center (get in spiritual shape), but that
you are able to reproduce for others what your
coach does for you. We want to train you to train
others, so you can multiply and reproduce!

HOW WE DEFINE DISCIPLESHIP
One way to talk about what we’re doing in GLA
is “discipleship,” but we need to define what we
mean by discipleship, because it’s used in so
many different ways to refer to so many different
things.
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We take our definition from Dallas Willard,
someone who’s had a tremendous amount of
influence on our lives. He says that “Discipleship
is the intentional process of becoming more
like Jesus. It’s being with him to learn from him
how to live like him if he were me.”
In our training, we will focus on Jesus a lot. We’ll
look at what he did, how he did it, and why he
did it. We think Jesus isn’t just holy or good,
but that he’s brilliant. Not just in his theology,
but in his understanding of people and how
transformation works.
Everything we do in GLA will go back to how
Jesus trained his disciples, so get ready for a lot
of Jesus over the next ten months!

EMOTIONAL SAFETY AND
CONFIDENTIALITY
For us to be able to do the kind of work we
need to do in a GLA cohort, we need to create
an environment of emotional safety and
confidentiality.
An emotionally safe environment is one where
we feel free to be open and vulnerable with one
another, where we honor one another by listening
to each other without judgment or accusation.
It also means we all commit to keeping what’s
said on our cohort calls confidential. What gets
said on a GLA cohort meeting stays on the
GLA cohort meeting, unless you have specific
permission otherwise.

THE RHYTHM OF THE MEETINGS
One last thing. Here’s what to expect in most of
the group meetings (except the first one). The
rhythm looks something like this each time:
•

Welcome and chit chat while people get
onto the meeting (5 minutes)

•

Gospel reading, silence, and prayer (3
minutes)

•

Debrief with anyone who had an action
plan from the last meeting (2-5 minutes)

•

Quick summary of where we’ve been in
GLA, what we’re doing today, and how
what we’re doing today fits into where
we’ve been (3 minutes)

•

Dive into the assignment for the day,
looking to discern God’s kingdom in the
midst of it, making concrete plans as
appropriate (the rest of the meeting)

GETTING READY FOR YOUR FIRST
MEETING
That takes care of it! As a reminder, come to your
first meeting ready to:
•

Introduce yourself, using the framework
above

•

Ask any questions you have, including
any observations about the first article
(“Finding the Center of Your Leadership”)

We’re looking forward to getting started!

You’ll learn more about cultivating emotional
safety during our cohort, but for now be aware
that we are specifically working to create this
kind of environment on your cohort meeting.

1.3 Prepare For Your First Meeting
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LESSON ONE

Introduction
to Missional
Theology
Generally when we think about discipleship, or
“practicing our faith,” we think about private,
individual activities: quiet times, devotions, Bible
studies, memorization and meditation, etc. We
also think about “sinning less” and solving life’s
problems.
In short, the way we think about our “spiritual life” is
generally individualistic and compartmentalized.
That is, it mainly involves just me getting more
holy, and it’s something I do in addition to my
“normal life.”
The reason we think this way is that we’re
Western Christians, and the implicit theology
we’ve absorbed encourages a division between
the secular and sacred, as well as individualistic
effort and ingenuity in the spiritual life, both of
which lead to living lives disconnected from
ourselves and one another.
This way of thinking has been the “operating
system” of our Christian faith, and as a result
the practices that make up our spirituality have
tended to be individualistic, dualistic (separating
body and spirit), cerebral, and techniqueoriented.
The tools we use at Gravity Leadership don’t
mesh very well with a Western, individualistic
mindset, so before we learn how to use them, we
want to introduce the foundational “operating
system” that they run on. This operating system
is what we call “missional theology.”
2.1 Introduction to Missional Theology
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This is a (very) brief introduction to what we
mean by that.

GOD AS INITIATOR
The operative word in missional theology is
“mission.” But the mission we are talking about
in the first place is not our mission as human
beings.
One of the main tenets of missional theology
is that God is the initiator and “first mover” of
mission. Thus, the “mission” we are talking about
is God’s mission. God is a God of mission. In fact,
mission is his default posture toward the world
he created and loves. God himself is on mission!
Therefore, mission is not something the church
does for God, it’s something the church does
with God, because God was doing it first, before
we ever recognized it. Missional theology
assumes that everything we do as the church is
an act of joining with God in something that he is
pioneering.
The Father is the initiator of mission.

JESUS AS PATTERN
Missional theology also assumes that the church
is to do mission in the same way that God does it.
God’s ultimate act of mission was sending Jesus,
so we look to Jesus for cues on the posture we
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must take in mission if we’re going to join God in
his work.
“As the Father sent me, so I am sending you,”
Jesus told his disciples. The “as” means “in the
same way… with the same posture…”
Jesus wasn’t merely one element of God’s
mission, he was the ultimate revelation of the
God who is on mission. Jesus shows us what God
truly is like. When we look at Jesus, we’re seeing
a perfect representation of God the Father.
Jesus is our pattern for mission.

HOLY SPIRIT AS CATALYST
Finally, missional theology reveals that mission
is never something we do in our own strength
and ingenuity. It’s always with God, never simply
for him. And it’s always empowered by the
Spirit, never simply something we do in our own
strength.
The Holy Spirit is how God is with us now, guiding
and empowering mission in our everyday lives. A
big part of learning to walk in faith is becoming
more constantly aware of the Spirit’s presence
and power among us as disciples.
The Holy Spirit is the catalyst for mission.

7 AXIOMS FOR MISSIONAL
THEOLOGY
Having sunk our roots in the Trinity, we now
explore seven implications for missional
theology and practice. We’ve tried to distill a lot
of theology into these simple axioms because
we need “hooks” like these to help us keep this
reality in mind as we practice discipleship and
mission.
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We need a way to keep these foundational
truths present in our minds and bodies, because
if we don’t, the discipleship tools won’t work as
designed. (In fact, unless we are running this
“operating system” of missional theology, the
tools may actually do counterproductive work in
your culture!
It’s kind of like trying to open a Windows program
on a Mac computer: it just won’t work!
Here are the seven key assumptions we make
about our world and life with God that inform
and influence the missional spirituality that we
will attempt to construct in our training.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

God is always present and at work.
God is like Jesus.
God meets us in reality.
God cares more about it than we do.
What God wants to do through you he
also does in you.
The goal of discipleship is divine union
in love.
We learn love through embodied
participation.

They may seems quite simple to you, but we’ve
found that most people don’t actually live their
lives as if they were true. Our goal in this module
is to lay out these axioms and begin to give
a vision for what life would be like if we really
believed them to be true.
Over the next seven weeks, we’ll cover one
axiom per week, doing some reading on it and
engaging in an exercise with it.
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LESSON TWO

Axiom 1: God Is
Always Present
and At Work

2

All difficulties in prayer can be traced to one cause: praying as if God were absent.
~ St Teresa of Avila ~
We may ignore, but we can nowhere evade, the presence of God. The world is
crowded with Him. He walks everywhere incognito.
~ C.S. Lewis ~

Our first missional theology axiom is the
simple affirmation that, in every situation and
circumstance, God is (1) always present, and
(2) always at work.
God’s presence isn’t something we attain or
achieve. He is already closer to us than we are to
ourselves, and that simply never changes.
(Now, that may seems like kindergarten stuff, but
stick with us here, because we think you’ll start
noticing that we live a lot of our lives as if this
were not true.)

PRESENCE FROM THE BEGINNING
This was God’s design from the beginning: that
he would be with us and we would be working
with him. God was present in the Garden, but
because of sin humans were expelled from
the Garden. One of the most devastating
consequences is that we lost “God with us” as
a way of life.
But God was not content to leave us in a “without
2.2 God is Always Present and at Work

God” world. God made himself present in the
Old Testament at certain times and places:
•

Visiting Abraham as three travelers
(Gen 18)

•

In a dream to Jacob (Gen 28)

•

In a burning bush to Moses (Exodus 3)

•

Through a donkey (Num 22)

•

Through angels and prophets

•

In the tabernacle, then the temple.

The presence of God in the Old Testament
tended to be “occasional,” i.e. it was located in
particular places and times. God’s Spirit would
descend and ascend—come and go. There
would be hundreds of years where people didn’t
really hear anything specific from God.
But everything has changed now. In Jesus
Christ—who is Emmanuel, “God with us”—all
the fullness of God dwells in bodily form. Just
like in the Garden, God makes his home with his
creation.
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His design has always been to bring heaven and
earth together in the New Creation where God’s
dwelling will be forever with humanity (Ezek
37:27, Rev 21:3). In fact, the last two chapters
of Scripture reveal that the grand finale of
redemption is God once again dwelling among
his people. The culmination of redemption is
the restoration of immediate, bodily presence
between humans and God.

and knocks (Ps 139; Matt 28:20; John 5:17, 19;
Acts 17:27-28; Rev 3:20).

But we don’t live in Revelation 21-22. We live in
Matthew 28:20—Jesus left his disciples with the
words “Surely I am with you always even to the
end of the age.” In Jesus God dwelled with us in
a human body, and now Jesus is with us by his
Spirit and in the Church (the Body of Christ).

Scripture and the saints through the ages testify
that God is present even and especially in those
places (relationships and situations) that feel
most God-forsaken! He is at work especially in
our messes, storms, and crises—in those places
where life seems unmanageable, unpredictable,
and uncontrollable.

The Spirit is God’s presence and power that
is now with us constantly. God is once again
“God with us” through the indwelling Spirit. He
is present to us as the Body of Christ, for we
are his temple (1 Cor 3:16, 1 Pet 2:4-10). Jesus
describes the Church as the “me” that Saul is
persecuting (Acts 9:22).
So God is personally present among us right
now. He is living and active. His Spirit broods
over us as his children, birthing in us anew the
life from above. As his Body we are his dwelling
place. So we can trust that God is present and at
work in and among us.
There are a few implications of this.

(1) WE SHOULD RETHINK SAYING
THAT “GOD SHOWED UP.”
If the above assumptions are true, God doesn’t
“show up,” for he is already present. Saying he
“showed up” assumes he was not there and then
was. The witness in the New Testament is that
often the divine is right before us and we fail to
have eyes to see or ears to hear God with us.
The reality is God doesn’t show up. Rather, we
wake up to the God who is already here (e.g.
Luke 19:44, Heb 13:2, and Acts 12:15). Jesus
says, “I am with you always to the end of the age”
and comes to us as one who stands at the door
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Bottom line: God is present.

(2) JUST BECAUSE IT FEELS LIKE
GOD IS ABSENT DOESN’T MEAN IT’S
TRUE.

When all hell seems to break loose in our lives,
this is ground zero for all heaven to break loose
in our lives (2 Cor 4:8-12, 6:4-10, 11:23-30, 12:910). God is at work.
A friend of ours likes to say, “Feeling are lousy
leaders, but excellent windows.” She means
that if we allow our feelings to be the baseline of
reality we will constantly be chasing things that
give us “all the feels,” as kids say these days.
Our feelings, like the rest of our body, mind, and
heart, are in the process of being saved. Thus,
if we let them lead us around, we will find that
we won’t experience God’s presence when we
don’t feel it. But, if we allow our feelings to be
windows into what is going on inside of us, they
serve us instead of us serving them.
Our efforts in discipleship aren’t to get God’s
attention; to get him to “come down” and “do
something.” This is how pagans relate to their
god, not how people who worship Yahweh relate
to him (see 1 Kings 18).
Neither are our efforts meant to make us feel like
God is real. We aren’t chasing a feeling or seeking
the next great God experience. We’ll have more
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to say about this in a later axiom, but for now we
can say: 21st Century Western Christianity has
largely been about mountaintop experiences
with God, but most of our life is lived on the
road and in the valleys.
God is present even on the road; he’s with us in
the valleys (our suffering, loss, and pain). This
foundational assumption, “God is always present
and at work,” informs EVERYTHING about how
we approach discipleship.
We aren’t trying to get God to do something
in our lives. He’s already doing something!
We don’t need to be in a better/different/other
place to meet with God. Wherever we are is
exactly where God is! Even in the hardships, pain,
suffering, boredom, or lethargy of everyday life.
No matter where you are, how you are, or what’s
going on, God is already present and at work
right there.

(3) THE PRIMARY CONTEXT
FOR OUR DISCIPLESHIP IS OUR
EVERYDAY LIVES.

Here’s another way to say it: discipleship
(spiritual formation) doesn’t just happen during
Bible studies and church services. Since God is
always at work, it follows that spiritual formation
is always happening—we are always being
formed and shaped (heart, mind, soul, and body)
spiritually.
It’s ALL part of it. There aren’t “unspiritual”
activities and relationships that are somehow
“neutral” for us, or outside the boundaries of
what we bring to the table in our discipleship.
Everything matters (Gen 50:20; Matt 6:26-27,
10:28-31). Everything is spiritual.

(4) THE MUNDANE IS AS IMPORTANT
AS THE EXTRAORDINARY.
We tend to chase the extraordinary, the
miraculous, the amazing in our spiritual lives. We
all desire mountaintop experiences. And to be
sure, God meets us in those moments. But most
of our lives are mundane. Most of our lives are
lived in the ordinary realm of habits and routines.
And it’s in those ordinary, mundane, everyday
situations and relationships where God is waiting
to meet us!

As we said above, Dallas Willard defines
discipleship as “the intentional process of
becoming more like Jesus. It’s being with
him to learn from him how to live like him if he
were me.” (Like Willard, we use “discipleship”
interchangeably with “spiritual formation.”)

It’s not that the mountaintops aren’t important,
it’s that we can’t depend on those moments to
live a spiritual life. We need to learn an everyday,
ordinary spirituality because it’s more livable
than a mountaintop spirituality. Although Jesus’
disciples met him on mountaintops, most of the
transformation happened “on the road” or “in the
valley.”

Most Christians learn habits and practices
(disciplines) to cultivate a vibrant life with God.
These are crucial and necessary. Things like Bible
study, worship, prayer, fasting, silence, solitude,
service, etc. But because God is always present
and at work, we can’t schedule our spiritual life.
In fact, our spiritual life is the same thing as our
actual life. My spiritual life is not “a part” of my
life; my whole life is spiritual. So my whole life is
discipleship.

We can’t program or schedule our discipleship.
God’s presence comes to us unplanned and
unannounced and out of our control. We believe
that the main context for discipleship is our
everyday lives, and this reminds us that we must
cultivate an ongoing awareness of God. We must
discipline ourselves to become conscious of the
God’s availability and presence right here, right
now.

2.2 God is Always Present and at Work
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Questions for

Reflection
1. In what areas of your life is it easiest to recognize God’s presence and
work?

2. In what area of your life is it most difficult to perceive and believe that
God is present and at work?
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PRACTICE: DETECT – NOTICING
GOD’S PRESENCE
God is always present and at work, but
oftentimes we live our lives as if he’s only
present when we are paying attention—when
we are doing our devotions, preparing to preach,
studying the Bible, receiving communion,
worshiping, etc.
So if it’s about us waking up rather than God
showing up, a key discipleship task will be
learning to “stay awake,” i.e., learning to pay
closer attention to all the ways God is present
and working in my everyday, ordinary life.
We will have much more to say about this in
future assignments, but a foundational practice
for noticing God’s presence is to DETECT God’s
activity. That’s what this first exercise is all about.
You’re going to be on the lookout for how God
is present in ways you didn’t notice, like Jacob
when he was running away from Esau and slept
“at a certain place” that turned out to be the gate
of heaven.
There’s an exercise you’ll do right now (it will take
10 minutes or so), and an assignment to do each
day this week. Here’s the exercise to do now:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

Find a place where you can be alone and
uninterrupted for a few minutes.
Read through Genesis 28:10-16 several
times slowly. Take your time.
Set a timer for 5 minutes.
Take 4-6 deep breaths, and simply
become aware of God’s presence with
you right here and now.
If it helps you, quietly repeat this phrase
as you sit in silence and awareness: “This
is the house of God; this is the gate of
heaven.”
When the timer is finished, thank God
that he is always present and at work, and
ask him to increase your awareness of his
presence and activity in your day.
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And here’s your assignment to do each day this
week:
Practice steps 3-6 above at least three times a
day (preferably morning, midday, and evening).
Do whatever you need to do to remember this
(some set repeating alarms on their phones,
others do it right after meals, etc.).
The goal isn’t to have an amazing experience
or see a vision. The goal is simply to practice
awareness. So the important thing is take the 5
minutes to do the exercise 3 times a day.
As you breathe and pray, notice:
•
•
•
•

Where can you DETECT God’s activity
and presence in your day?
What strong emotional responses/
reactions have you had today? How is
God at work and present right there?
What relational harmony/conflict have
you experienced today?
What
joy,
anxiety,
anger,
or
gratitude
are
you
aware
of?

As you DETECT answers to these questions,
simply note them and, if possible, record them in
a journal or notebook. Right now it’s sufficient to
simply track and perceive these experiences as
potential meeting places with God.
We’ll process your response to this exercise in
the next cohort meeting.
For more resources on this axiom, visit this
lesson online: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/foundations/god-present/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

Axiom 2: God is
Like Jesus
For our second axiom we borrow a phrase
attributed to both Michael Ramsey and John V.
Taylor (two of the greatest Anglican theologians
of the 20th century): God is Christlike, and in
him is no unChristlikeness at all.
Others have echoed these sentiments more
recently:
•

“There is no non-Christlike streak in God.
The fullness of God is revealed in Christ.
God is decisively revealed nowhere else
but in Christ.”1

•

“No text can be understood out of its
entire context. The most ‘entire’ context
is Jesus.”2

•

“If you want to know who God is, look at
Jesus. If you want to know what it means
to be human, look at Jesus.”3

•

“God is like Jesus. God has always been
like Jesus. There has never been a time
when God was not like Jesus. We have
not always known what God is like—but
now we do.”4

1 Greg Boyd, Is God to Blame? Beyond Pat Answers to the
Problem of Suffering, (Grand Rapids: InterVaristy Press,
2009), 180.
2 Eugene Peterson, Eat this Book: A Conversation in the
Art of Spiritual Reading, (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 2006), 102.
3 N.T. Wright. “Look at Jesus.” The Work of the People. Video
File. https://www.theworkofthepeople.com/look-at-jesus.
4 Brian Zahnd, “God Is Like Jesus.” brianzahnd.com. August
11, 2011. https://brianzahnd.com/2011/08/god-is-likejesus-2/.

2.3 God is Like Jesus
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To say that God is always present and at work
is only good news if the God who is present
and at work is GOOD! This is why we need to
be explicit about what kind of God is present
and at work. Thankfully, we have a picture of
this God: he looks like Jesus. However, there is
a problem. Too many people, even Christians,
have an image of God that is sub-Christian. It’s an
unChristlike God. Many Christians’ imagination
of God doesn’t have enough Jesus Christ in it.

WHAT IS GOD REALLY LIKE?
“What comes into our minds when we think
about God is the most important thing about us.”
– A.W. Tozer5
Sometimes the hardest part of learning “who
is God?” is unlearning who God is not. I (Matt
Tebbe) grew up right next to Kyle and Jeremy.
They were my best friends. We’d build forts
together, fish in the creek together, and play
baseball together. We hung out every day. We
were all very much alike: same interests, same
personalities.
But our dads were very different. Kyle’s dad died
when he was 5 years old. Brain cancer. His mom
remarried a guy who technically became his
step-dad, but was distant and didn’t really care
about Kyle. The only time he paid any attention
to Kyle was to do a favor for Kyle’s mom.
5 A.W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: HarperCollins, 1978), 1.
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But mostly he just ignored him.
But Jeremy’s dad was always around. And
he would often play with all of us. He was the
quarterback when we played football, or he
would let us borrow scrap wood from his wood
shop for our forts. But he also had a temper. All
of us were scared of him, but especially Jeremy.
I noticed it even as a 10-year-old Jeremy walked
on pins and needles. He was always trying
to please his dad, but never seemed to get it
right. Not because Jeremy was a bad kid, but
because his dad was so hard to please. He was
a demanding man with an incredible temper. On
more than one occasion Kyle and I would be
left standing in the driveway as Jeremy’s dad
pulled down his pants, took off his own belt, and
whipped him right in front of us.
I want to suggest these dads are two of the
four main unChristlike images we have of God
in church today.

1. THE DISTANT DEITY
This is how my friend Kyle experienced his
step-dad. Distant, absent. You may think that
Christians wouldn’t consider God absent or
distant! After all, they’re Christians! But pain and
disappointment and materialism and suffering
have a way of hardening our hearts and stifling
our imaginations about God.
God seems distant or absent when we need
him the most, and so we learn to think of him as
“out there” or “as the great first mover” but not
intimately involved in the world today.
I remember praying nightly as a 6-year old for
God to keep my parents from getting a divorce.
With tears and pleading I tried to get his
attention. I even made bargains with him: I would
do anything if he would grant me this wish. When
my parents divorced at the age of 7 I decided
that God didn’t care. He was too far away. He
was detached and distant from my life. I never
doubted he existed—just that his existence
didn’t make a difference in my day-to-day life.
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This shows up in another way in our lives today:
we think we have to get God’s attention. We pray
elaborate prayers, pleading and cajoling, trying
to persuade or convince God to “show up” and
“do something.” So we heap up wordy prayers,
make a show of worship, or perform religious
duties (elaborate quiet times or retreats) just
to get his attention. God is SO transcendent
and “up there” that we have to get him to come
down. Somehow. Even as we follow a Christ who
promises “I am with you always,” and we are told
“in him we live and move and have our being,” we
end up living life as functional deists.
This absent God is ancient and true, but not
very relevant. He does love you and wants good
things for you, but he doesn’t really impact you
where you live. He’s like the warm, fuzzy feeling
you get when you watch videos of your grown
kids as toddlers, or sip coffee in the morning, or
go on a great vacation. Sometimes you feel him,
but most of the time he’s not there. If he cares for
you personally you don’t usually experience it.
This is the Distant Deity, and it’s NOT the God
who is always present and at work.

2. THE DEMANDING JUDGE
This is how my friend Jeremy experienced
his dad. He was present and engaged, but his
temper had to be managed. You were always
trying to stay on his good side, or at least out of
the way. Again you may think no true Christian
would ever think of God as abusive like Jeremy’s
dad! But the truth is that, while most of us would
never say we think about God this way, many of
us do carry in our imaginations a God exactly
like this. He is quick to strike when we’ve been
bad, punishes wrongdoing swiftly and fairly. He
is offended by sin; indeed, he is so righteous that
he cannot even look at sin, much less tolerate it.
This God vacillates between being disappointed
or annoyed with you (“How dare you? Why are
you still like this? I’m so tired of this!”) and using
violence or retribution to get your behavior in line
(“God hit me on the head with a 2×4! You are a
sinner and you aren’t worthy! This is happening
to you as punishment for your sin!”)
FIND YOUR CENTER

And while our sins have consequences and
God is grieved by our sin, any God who looks
like Jesus is NOT offended by sinners as much
as he’s offended by self-righteous, judgmental,
religious types! It was said of Jesus, “He eats
and drinks with sinners.” How many sinners do
you know personally who would sit through a
meal in which a sanctimonious religious person
gives them a passive aggressive guilt trip about
how awful their life is? I can’t think of a single one.
This isn’t how Jesus was “with sinners,” which
means it’s not how God is with us. God in Jesus
Christ was perfectly at home with sinners. This
drove the religious people CRAZY. They called
him a glutton and a drunkard, accusing him of
sin himself (Matt 11:19), and eventually it was a
major reason for his arrest.

guilt, and shame to motivate your behavior, but it
isn’t God. It’s his Enemy.

Jesus reveals a God who isn’t demanding and
disappointed, but who regularly lays down his
life and leverages his honor for those despised
by religious people (John 4:27-42 and John 8:211 for example). He doesn’t despise the sinner,
he desires to be with the sinner.

Another misconception we have of God is that of
a control freak, a helicopter parent who wants to
control every element of his child’s life.

So maybe we should stop saying “God hit me
over the head with a 2×4!” I know this is just a
figure of speech, but it’s problematic to ascribe
this kind of relational violence to God. It just
contributes to the distorted picture we carry
around in our imaginations.
God’s posture towards us is one of an eternal
smile in Jesus Christ. This is how good the good
news is: our life is Christ’s. We are hidden in him.
Thus God’s eternal posture towards us is one of
blessing and benevolence.
If punishments and violence towards us could
“fix” what’s wrong with us, then Jesus died for
nothing. If fear (“if you don’t stop sinning you’ll go
to hell”), guilt (“You’re behavior is inexcusable”)
and shame (“You are bad and wrong”) were
sufficient motivation to lead a life pleasing to
God then Christ died for nothing.
Jesus came to save us from our fear, guilt, and
shame. Why would he use the very things he
came to free us from as motivators for obedience
and holiness? There is a person who uses fear,
2.3 God is Like Jesus

So the question here is, “how does God treat you
in your badness?” (We’ll return to this question in
the exercise below.)
Is his temper simmering, ready to be provoked by
your sin? Is he dangling you over the fires of hell
until you repent? Or is God on the front porch,
watching the driveway, waiting for just a glimpse
of you to rush to meet you as you come home?
One of these images is the one Jesus gave us of
his Father. The other ones are not.

3. THE DETERMINISTIC MICROMANAGER

The phrase we often use for this is “God is in
control.” We latch on to the idea that God is
meticulously mapping out every event of our
lives. We become consumed by trying to figure
out “God’s will” for each and every situation. God
watches over everything, controls everything, is
fully and 100% “in charge.”
As a young Christian, I found certain sin
habits really hard to break. Specifically, before
becoming a Christian, I had many relationships
with women that were not honoring to God or
the women themselves! I lived on lust and did not
know how to look at or engage women without
using them to fuel my sexual desires. I became
a Christian, and I can remember, later on, being
in tears, and almost nightly praying that God
would “take away my desires” and “just zap me
and fix me right now.” Can anyone relate to this
urgent, heartfelt prayer? Maybe a sin struggle or
a personality trait or a habit that you just wanted
God to assert his sovereignty over and take
control of?
But as I learned about who God is from watching
Jesus, I noticed that this is not how Jesus relates
to people.
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“For there is no coercion with God, but he always
bears goodwill toward humankind.”
– Iranaeus6
God seems ruthlessly committed to
empowering people to do what they truly want
to do. He tells Judas, “What you are doing, do
quickly” (John 13:25-30). He watches countless
people “go away sad” like the rich young ruler
(Matthew 11:20). Jesus makes it clear he wanted
to save Jerusalem and protect and nurture them,
but they didn’t want that, so he didn’t do that for
them (Matthew 23:37).
Jesus invites, calls, pronounces, declares, and
challenges, but he never coercively controls or
overwhelms a person’s agency to manage or
control outcomes.
And even though some texts of Scripture seem
to indicate otherwise, this is always how God has
been. Psalm 32:8-10 is a great illustration of this:
I will instruct you and teach you
About the direction you should go.
I’ll advise you and keep my eye on you.
Don’t be like some senseless horse or mule,
Whose movement must be controlled with a
bit and bridle.
Don’t be anything like that!
The pain of the wicked is severe,
But faithful love surrounds the one who
trusts the Lord.
I realize now why my prayer about sexual
temptation was never answered the way I
wanted: I was asking God to put a bit and bridle
in my mouth! I was asking him to treat me (to put
it biblically) like an ass!
God doesn’t want mindLESS robots he can
control; he’s after mindFUL disciples he
can empower. He longs for trust, not merely
compliance. He wants his faithful love to
surround us, not get us to do everything exactly
perfect the way he wants it.
6 James Payton, Irenaeus on the Christian Faith: A Condensation of Against Heresies (Cambridge: James Clarke &
Co, 2012), 145.
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Many of us imagine that God wants a bit and
bridle in our mouths, when he is actually offering
a crown and scepter. He’s looking for people
who trust him so that he can trust them with his
authority and power!
This was a difficult truth for me to accept in my
life at first. But I’ve realized that imagining God as
a Deterministic Micro-Manager (i.e. a Helicopter
Parent) is more of a projection of my own junk
than about the God that Jesus reveals. My ego
wants to be in control and in charge of everything.
My flesh imagines that my self-willfulness is what
God is like.
What we notice when we look at Jesus is that
God is not like that—he is not about controlling
people and outcomes, he’s about loving people
and empowering them in a way that honors their
agency and freedom.
“God’s intent for each of us is that we should
become the kind of person whom he can set
free in his universe, empowered to do what we
want to do.”
– Dallas Willard7

4. THE DOTING GRANDFATHER
Finally, another picture many of us have of God
is that he is sort of our “wish-fulfillment genie.”
He’s always proud, always happy; sort of a big
pushover. His greatest joy is that we would be
happy and have everything we want.
He spoils us with everything we desire. He’s
a respite from the harsh reality where life is
hard and things don’t go our way. He’s our own
personal self-esteem machine! This is God as
Santa Claus: He’s always welcoming us up on his
lap, and as long as we do a few good things here
and there, he will deliver everything we want
wrapped up in a pretty bow.
This is one way to describe the God of what’s
commonly called the “Health and Wealth”
movement. We end up collapsing God into
7 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our
Hidden LIfe in God (New York: Harper, 1998), 379.

FIND YOUR CENTER

our self-centered project of being healthy and
wealthy, as though his greatest concern is our
worldly success and happiness.
Those of us who have grown up under a
Demanding Judge or Deterministic MicroManager find this God to be a breath of fresh air.
The pressure and stress of getting it right and
walking the straight and narrow can be so much
to bear; the Doting Grandfather doesn’t demand
or determine anything. It feels like freedom and
peace at first.
But there’s a tyranny that exists here as well: the
domination of our own desire. Rather than kill
our desire (Demanding Judge and Deterministic
Micro-Manager) we fulfill our every desire and
recruit God to help make that happen! But this is
a prison as well.
God isn’t after killing our hearts. Or giving us
everything our hearts ever wanted. Rather, God
is working to help us own and name our desire
as a meeting place with him. Then we can
discern that desire with God and hold it up to the
Kingdom of God.
Vacillating between a God who makes us feel
awful and either a God who doesn’t care or a God
who makes us feel great—this isn’t the answer.
So then, WHO IS THIS GOD WE WORSHIP?

2:9). If we’ve seen Jesus, we’ve seen the Father
(John 14:7-9). Jesus makes known (literally
“exegetes”) God in a wholly unique, definitive
way (John 1:18).
God is most fully and completely revealed in
Jesus, and Jesus most fully and completely
reveals God on the cross. God is love and his
love is cruciform: shaped and revealed by the
cross and the kenotic self-emptying of Jesus, as
he surrendered to the Father and Holy Spirit (Phil
2:5-11).
God’s love looks like the cross and is emptied of
privilege, presumptive power, and coercion. It’s
a fierce, tenacious, rugged love that is unlike our
worldly conceptions in every way possible.
We will have much more to say about God’s love
as revealed in Jesus—this is “the center” we are
training you to find in the first year of Gravity
Leadership Academy. (In fact, we have an entire
Module dedicated to describing and training in
this love.) But to conclude this axiom here are a
few summary statements:
•

It’s possible to use the Bible to construct
a picture of God who is distant or
demanding or controlling, but Jesus
is what God is like. We let his actual life
and relationships illustrate who God
is and then interpret and understand
other difficult or conflicting passages
through the life, death, resurrection, and
ascension of Jesus.

•

Our false impressions of God are
perhaps the single biggest obstacle in
our spiritual lives. The biblical word for
these false ideas about God is idolatry.
We want to be vigilant with our hearts and
imaginations so that our understanding
and experience of God is shaped by
Jesus of Nazareth and the Holy Spirit.

•

To say that God is like Jesus, and in him
is no un-christlikeness at all, isn’t to say
everything there is to say about God. But
it’s the structure on which everything else
must hang.

GOD IS LIKE JESUS. REALLY!
These are the four main images of what God
must be like that we see functioning in the
imaginations of well-meaning Christians:
•

The Distant Deity

•

The Demanding Judge

•

The Deterministic Micro-Manager

•

The Doting Grandfather

So, if God is not like this, then what is he like?
He’s like Jesus. Jesus is the one who most
perfectly reveals what God is like (Hebrews 1:3);
the fullness of deity dwelled in Jesus (Colossians
2.3 God is Like Jesus
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PRACTICE: DECLARE - HEARING
GOD’S VOICE IN YOUR BADNESS
“We must learn to realize that the love of God
seeks us in every situation, and seeks our good.”
– Thomas Merton8
A.W. Tozer said that the most important thing
about us is what comes to our minds when we
think about God. But the problem is that, for
most of us, our actual image of God is something
we’re not consciously aware of. So this exercise
is about thinking about how we think about God.
(Meta, right?)
Here’s how we’ll do this:
Pay attention this week whenever you are aware
of your limitations, weaknesses, sin, flaws, or
anything you consider undesirable. Notice the
moments (this is DETECT!) when you weren’t
at your best, or maybe even when you were at
your worst. Keep a list of these moments (I know,
it may be tough). You may need to do this as you
go (i.e. keeping a journal or making notes on your
smartphone), or you could do it at the end of the
day.
Reflect on these moments when you become
aware of your badness and ask yourself this
question: How do I imagine and experience
God responding to me right now? Not what
you “know” about God, but how you actually
experience him in your body, in your emotions,
in your thoughts. How do you feel when you
become aware of your badness? This is who you
think God really is—not how you experience God
on your best day, when you’re killing it or winning,
but rather at your worst moment.

•

Are you experiencing the Deterministic
Micro-Manager?

•

Are you experiencing
Grandfather?

•

Something else? What words would you
use to describe God’s voice in your mind?

the

Doting

Next, spend some time this week meditating
on the following passages where Jesus gives
us a picture of how a Christlike God interacts
with people in their badness. Notice how Jesus
DECLARES good news to people:
•

John 8:1-11

•

Luke 5:1-11

•

John 21:1-19

•

Luke 19:1-10

Write down the good news that Jesus
DECLARES in each of the passages above.
What do you notice about how Jesus regularly
treats people he loves in their badness? How is
this the same/different than how you experience
God in your badness? Take a moment and
reflect on whether the God you experience in
your worst moments looks at all like Jesus in
these passages. How is he the same? How is he
different?
Come to the next meeting prepared to share
your reflections on what you think about when
you think about God.
For more resources on this axiom, visit this
lesson online: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/foundations/god-like-jesus

As you reflect on how you imagine God
responding to you in your badness, think about
which false image of God it’s most like:
•

Are you experiencing the Distant Deity?

•

Are you experiencing the Demanding
Judge?

8 Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation (New York:
New Directions, 2007), 15.
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON FOUR

Axiom 3: God
Meets Us In
Reality

2

The present, if it is full of God, is the only refuge I have from poisonous
disappointment and even almost rebellion against God.
~ Frank Laubach ~
But we have to say of the God whom we profess in Christ: that he is exactly where
we are, and only there is he to be found.
~ Karl Rahner ~
You are with God not by achieving certain devotional exercises in his presence but
by daring to be your own self as you reach towards him
~ Michael Ramsay ~

To review, our first two axioms are:
1.
2.

God is always present and at work
God is like Jesus

Our third axiom builds on this, and begins to lay
the groundwork for the way in which we relate
to and partner with this Jesus-like God who is
present and at work. It is this: God meets us in
reality. Therefore, in our spirituality it’s important
to be “where we really are.”
This means every moment is always the “right
place” to meet the God who is like Jesus. The
primary context for meeting with this God who
is present and at work is our actual, everyday,
ordinary lives.

2.4 God Meets Us in Reality

HUSTLING GOD
Jesus spends a lot of time trying to get people to
deal with him “straight.” Religious leaders came
at Jesus with agendas, hustling him in one of two
ways:
1.
2.

They sought to trap/test him
They sought to impress/flatter him

Jesus has little interest in or patience for people
who insist on meeting God in falsity or pretense.
(“Why do you call me good?” “Why do you call
me Lord, Lord?” “And who is my neighbor?” “Is
it lawful to pay taxes or not?”) They typically go
away confused, sad, or even ready to kill him.
But those caught in adultery (John 8:2-11), or
aware of their sinfulness (Luke 5:5-9), or found
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out while hiding in their badness (Luke 19:1-6)—
the ones who get real with Jesus and lay down
their relational hustles and hidden agendas—
experience profound transformation in his
presence.
Maybe this is why Jesus came eating and
drinking with sinners: they were the only people
who would actually be real with him. And Jesus
delights to meet real people where they really
are.
This is why Jesus almost never answers a
question at face value, because he knows the
question is rooted in some kind of agenda or
hustle.
•

“Why do you call me good?”

•

“What do you want me to do for you?”

•

“Go, call your husband and come back.”

•

“Who are my mother and who are my
brothers?”

Most people, it seems, tried to approach Jesus
with some kind of hidden agenda. They tried to
test Jesus, or impress Jesus, or hide from Jesus,
or recruit Jesus for a self-justification project.
We call this “The Hustle.”
We use the word “hustle” because this dynamic
is best identified by the two prevalent definitions
of hustle: “busy movement and activity” and
“a fraud or swindle.” To “hustle” in a spiritual
sense is to expend lots of energy to try and gain
something from God by hiding, performing, or
pretending, instead of simply recognizing and
expressing our actual state of being.
Scripture reveals that hustling is unfortunately
prevalent in humanity’s attempts at interaction
with the divine. We rarely shoot straight with
God. We try to hide, or impress, or pretend,
or dodge him, in an effort to avoid him or “get
something out of” him. Why is this? Because
coming face to face with God—right where we
are, just as we are—is a humbling, terrifying
experience (e.g. Luke 5:8).
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But God is fiercely committed to calling us out
of The Hustle and into meeting us in reality
because he knows it’s the only way to make any
progress in a real spiritual life. We could also say
that God IS reality. As creator and sustainer of
the universe, God is the “most real thing about
reality” (a clunky way to say it). Because God
is “so real,” by definition he won’t inhabit or
submit to our illusions about reality. He insists on
meeting us in reality.

RECKONING WITH REALITY
When we say “reality,” we aren’t so much talking
about “how things are in the world.” We are
talking about the internal reality of our hearts.
We are talking about being where we really are,
instead of pretending or denying.
Jesus was a master at helping people meet him
right where they really were. He used questions,
stories, miracles, and object lessons to help
others drop their pretense; stop hiding, posing,
and playing games; and just be where they
really are, and say what they really mean. Why?
Because he knew that God meets us in reality.
So it’s necessary for us to be where we really are.
Those who encounter Jesus find that they must
choose:
•

Stay committed to their hustle, or meet
with God.

•

Wish they were somewhere/someone
different, or meet with God.

•

Demand God be other than God is, or
meet with God.

Those who attempted to meet Jesus in pretense,
self-justification, or illusion usually became
hostile and angry at him when he called them
into reality. For them, the power and presence of
God’s grace and truth were lost.

FIND YOUR CENTER

“Almost all our faults are more pardonable than the
methods we think up to hide them.”
– François de la Rochefoucault1

demanding deity whose posture towards us is
one of oughts and shoulds. So naturally, that is
how we treat ourselves.

BEING PRESENT TO GOD IN REALITY

Can you relate to this? Having a conscious
mind full of condemnation and shame?
Ruminating on that over and over? There’s a
big difference between being convicted of
guilt and living condemned in our hearts and
minds. The Holy Spirit brings conviction; the
Accuser wishes us to live in condemnation.

The soul sickness that infects the modern person
is one of living anywhere but the present moment.
We live in the past (regret or nostalgia) or the future
(worry or wishing), or we distract ourselves from
the present with all kinds of things (entertainment,
social media, food, alcohol, work, our task list, etc.).
But the only place God has access to us is right
here, right now, right where I really am, as I really
am. This is a profound truth that, when grasped,
changes the entire shape of our spirituality. Two
implications for our discipleship:

(1) “SHOULD” DOESN’T REALLY HELP
US AT ALL
Most of us, when we examine our thought life, find
much of our time spent in oughts and shoulds. We
are aware of what we “should have done,” or what
we “ought to think.” We may think, “I sometimes
doubt God, but I know that’s bad.” This is a
symptom of living with a guilty, toxic conscience.
When it comes to our conscience (that inner
voice/witness that points to sin or righteousness)
many Christians have confused conviction with
condemnation. The Holy Spirit convicts (John
16:7-11), but the accuser condemns (Rev 12:10-11).
They’re very different verbs, but many Christians
welcome and cultivate condemnation because
they think it’s conviction.
For many, living under the tyranny of oughts and
shoulds feels pious. We think that if we can just be
hard enough on ourselves, we can stop sinning,
and this will be pleasing to the Lord. The only way
we know how to “take sin seriously” and “wage war
against the flesh” is to be harsh, condemning, or
punishing toward ourselves and others.
As we found in our second axiom (God is like
Jesus), this is often how we imagine God: a
1 Quoted in Conrad Pritscher, Einstein and Zen: Learning to
Learn (New York: Peter Lang, 2010), 114. .
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So the insanity of oughts and shoulds is
that we’re trying to overcome our failures,
woundings, and brokenness by using the
tools of our enemy: condemning ourselves
and piling on more fear, guilt, and shame.
Furthermore, if that actually worked to bring
victory over sin (and it doesn’t), then Christ
died for nothing. We don’t need the power of
the Spirit to merely try harder.
When we have this kind of conscience, we
can’t be where we are at, nor can we name
what’s real about us without adding some
statement that proves “we know it’s bad.” It
sounds like this:
•

“I know this sounds horrible to say,
but…”

•

“Isn’t that just terrible! I know I
shouldn’t think that…”

•

“I ought to be better than this by now;
ugh!”

Our discipleship process is essentially the
opposite of this! We will begin to notice
how we apologize, shame, hide, or justify our
behavior or beliefs. We will name where we
are, own it, and trust that God meets us right
there in that reality.
In the resurrection of Jesus we have the
freedom and safety to be right where we
are, to name it without fear or deception. We
confess (which means to say the same thing
as God) where we are, and we do so in the light
of the cross and the resurrection. In the light
of Christ there is no need for blaming, hiding,
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pretending, justifying, dodging, minimizing, or
self-flagellating. We trust there is grace for us
to own our stuff and be right where we are. So
there’s no need to say, “… and I know I shouldn’t
do this,” or “it sounds terrible, but…” Without fear
we can own where we are because this is where
God meets us. Any attempt to justify or explain it
only ends up moving us further away from where
we are and thus away from God.

(2) GOD LOVES THE ACTUAL YOU
Dallas WIllard said this about how God feels
about us:
We must understand that God does not love
us without liking us – through gritted teeth
– as Christian love is sometimes thought
to do. Rather, out of the eternal freshness
of his perpetually self-renewed being, the
heavenly Father cherishes the earth and
each human being upon it. The fondness, the
endearment, the unstintingly affectionate
regard of God toward all his creatures is the
natural outflow of what he is to the core –
which we vainly try to capture with our tired
but indispensable old word love.2
There is a common adage that, because of
God’s holiness, “he can’t look on sin,” and thus
he cannot stand the sight of you in your sin. We
want to affirm the truthfulness of Habakkuk 1:13
(“Your eyes are too pure to look upon evil, and
cannot look at wrong”), but it is vital to do so in
the context of how God actually relates to us in
the narrative of Scripture.
Over and over, we see that God is not driven
away by our sinfulness, but actually draws near
to us in the midst of it. A few examples:
•

Genesis 3:9, where God actually goes
looking for sinners because they are not
in his presence; God desires to find them!

•

Luke 5:8-10, where Peter confesses
his sin and tells Jesus to leave him, but
Jesus actually gives Peter access to and
authority in his Kingdom!

2 Willard, Divine Conspiracy, 64.
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•

Matthew 18:11, where Jesus describes his
entire mission as seeking what is lost.

•

Luke 15:11-31, where Jesus compares
God to a father who watches and waits
for the wayward son to return and runs
to meet him even before any wrongdoing
has been confessed.

As a young Christian, I (Matt) did not understand
this. Every time I came into contact with my
brokenness and sin, I felt shame and guilt that
made me feel cut off and cursed by God. I
assumed this feeling was basically “true” and,
even more, “holy.” Every time I sinned, I felt that
a chasm opened up between God and me,
and it was up to me to overcome it, through the
sincerity of my repentance and the intensity of
my spiritual ardor.
This feeling of God’s absence was rooted in a
story I was telling myself about God, myself, and
my sin. Behind all of this toxic guilt and shame
was the core belief that God only loves me
when I’m good. I would never have confessed
this because I knew it wasn’t “correct,” but my
emotions were revealing what I actually believed.
I lived as a Christian with a toxic conscience
(a “mind controlled by the flesh” as Romans
8:6-11 puts it). Guilt and shame become toxic
when they become an identity, and therefore
condemnation sets in (which, as we’ve seen,
is different from conviction). While my mouth
proclaimed forgiveness and salvation in Christ,
my mind, body, and soul remained imprisoned in
death.
The revolution began in my life when I understood
and internalized the truth that God doesn’t love
me when I’m good; God loves me because he’s
good. The God who is always present and at
work, the God who looks like Jesus—that God
loves the actual me. Not the me on my best day,
or the me I wish I were, or the me I think I ought
to be. God loves the busted and blessed, broken
and beautiful me. And unless the broken, busted
me—the actual me—receives and experiences
the love of God in Jesus Christ, I will never realize
how blessed and beautiful I am.
FIND YOUR CENTER

God loves the real you. Really. The actual you,
not the you that you wish you were, or the you
your parents think you should be, or the you that
you think you are supposed to be. The actual
YOU, warts and all. This is the you that God
knows and loves because this is the only you
that actually exists! The false self, the ego, the
self created by the sinful nature will always want
to meet God in either pride or shame. But God
waits to meet us where we really are.
So we can say: it’s safe to “get real” with God,
because this is the you that God has always
known and always loved. You’re not going to
surprise God by getting real. The safest place in
the world is to be who you really are before a God
who is always here.

THE STARTING LINE OF
TRANSFORMATION IS NAMING
WHAT’S REAL
This means the starting line of transformation is
naming what’s real. No lasting transformation will
ever take place in our lives or those we lead until
we get real. God waits at this starting line. You
can try to convince him to join us in our fantasies
and illusions. But he knows it isn’t doing you any
good, so he will keep encouraging you to join him
at the starting line of your actual life. Because
God meets us in reality.
Due to this, we can be done with our “when/
then” and “if only…” spirituality:
•

When the kids get older…

•

When I get married…

•

If only I had stayed in college…

•

When I overcome this sin…

•

When I finally get a ministry job…

•

When I finally become a…

These seemingly innocuous statements are
actually ways we talk ourselves out of having a
vibrant, living walk with Jesus right now. You will
always be able to convince yourself of a better
life situation for God to meet you in, but God will
never be able to meet you anywhere other than
where you actually are!
He waits for you there. And this is good news,
because in reality, we’re always “right where we
are.” God gives us this grace: we don’t need to
achieve anything to meet with God. We just need
to get real about where we are really at. And
that’s where God is waiting to meet us.
We end with a few quotes that help us fill out
what it means that God meets us in reality. Take
some time to drink these in!
From Larry Crabb:
God meets us where we are, not where we
pretend to be or wish we were. My job is to
pay attention to where I am. When I enter
my reality… He brings His reality, His truth,
into mine. Truth is a two-way street. When
I avoid my truth, I nod politely, and I might
even smile or say amen when I hear His. But
not much happens. God’s truth does not set
free a pretending or hiding heart.3
From Dallas Willard:
God has yet to bless anyone except where
they actually are, and if we faithlessly discard
situation after situation, moment after
moment, as not being “right”, we will simply
have no place to receive his kingdom into
our life, for those situations and moments
are our life.4

3 Larry Crabb, Real Church: Does it Exist? Can I Find It?
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2009), 137-138.
4 Willard, Divine Conspiracy, 348-349.
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From Todd Hunter:

In your silent grace, I receive the gentleness
to hold my brokenness with acceptance
and my dreams with trust.

All of our daily existence is the grounds
for and focus of discipleship. Our
apprenticeship to Jesus must focus on
our actual life; this is crucial. The actions
associated with discipleship can’t be added
to an overly busy life. Paying attention to
God in the actual routines of life is the heart
of discipleship.5

You are with me despite the tensions made
tight by the living of life.
Underneath each burden is your invitation
to see with different sight.
Beyond the perception of the situation and
the emotion of the moment is the deepest
reality of all: I am with you and you are with
me.

From Eugene Peterson:
We don’t grow and mature in our Christian
life by sitting in a classroom and library,
listening to lectures and reading books,
or going to church and singing hymns and
listening to sermons. We do it by taking
the stuff of our ordinary lives, our parents
and children, our spouses and friends,
our workplaces and fellow workers, our
dreams and fantasies, our attachments,
our easily accessible gratifications, our
depersonalizing of intimate relations,
our commodification of living truths into
idolatries, taking all this and placing it on the
altar of refining fire – our God is a consuming
fire – and finding it all stuff redeemed for a
life of holiness. A life that is not reserved for
nuns and monks but accessible to every
Dick and Jane in every congregation.6

A CENTER PRAYER FOR AXIOM #3
Take a few moments to pray this prayer out loud
and sit in silence for a minute or two.
Beloved of the Heart:
Underneath every burden I feel is a blessing
that I do not.
Loosen with gentleness each emotional
knot tied too tight in the tug-of-war called
life.
5 Todd Hunter, Christianity Beyond Belief: Following Jesus
for the Sake of Others (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
2010), 107.
6 Eugene Peterson, The Pastor: A Memoir (New York: Harper
One, 2011), 230.
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Help me affirm today that in Christ nothing
can separate me from you - including my
own thoughts and feelings.
Amen.7

EXERCISE: NOTICE THAT
A few weeks ago, I (Ben Hardman) started my day
with a difficult meeting. A friend I was working
with said something that sounded snarky to me,
so I came back with a zinger of my own. I knew
it was wrong and immature of me, but I had a
meeting to get to, so I jumped in the car, turned
on one of my favorite podcasts, and began
driving to my next meeting, which was around 45
minutes away. After about half an hour, I realized
that for the entire drive all I had been doing
was condemning myself for my comment. I
went from being “inside my thoughts,” carried
along by them, to being aware of my thoughts.
I started noticing my thoughts, which were selfcondemning, filled with oughts and shoulds.
•

“You shouldn’t have said anything”

•

“Why haven’t you matured past the point
of having to get the last word”

•

“You may have just ruined a relationship.”

•

“Your foolishness is going to cost your
business.”

7 Peter Traben Haas, Centering Prayers: A One-Year Daily
Companion for Going Deeper into the Love of God (Paraclete Press: Brewster, 2013), pg. 8-9.
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•

“You are always messing things up”

•

“You are letting everyone down.”

Then, I realized that the old, familiar lie had
popped up within all these thoughts:
“You are not enough.”
As I noticed what was passing through my mind
unexamined, I realized that this wasn’t the voice
of God! This was not the conviction of the Holy
Spirit, but the condemnation of the Accuser.
As I became present to this reality, naming it for
what it was (instead of condemning myself for
condemning myself!), I finally became aware
that God was with me in that moment, ready to
speak to me. I was reminded of what Jesus said
to the woman caught in adultery, “All of your
accusers are gone and I level no accusations
against you. Go and leave your life of sin.” I called
my friend, said I was sorry, and (tried to) let it go.
So the exercise this week is simply to “Notice
that.”

“ugly” or “bad” or “frivolous” or “weird” you think
it is.
•
If you find that you’re “shoulding” on
yourself, notice that: “I’m shoulding on
myself.”
•
If you find that you’re condemning
yourself for shoulding on yourself, notice
that: “Now I’m condemning myself for
shoulding on myself!”
•
If you find that you’re worrying about
an upcoming meeting, notice that: “I’m
worried this upcoming meeting won’t go
well.”
•
If you find that you think a lot about your
favorite sports team, notice that: “For
some reason, I can’t stop thinking about
the Portland Trailblazers playoff hopes
today.”
•
If you find you’re distracted from your
work because of a recent news story,
notice that.
•
If you find that you’re condemning yourself
for being so distracted, notice that.
You get the idea.

It’s simply the practice of noticing what’s real
within you throughout your day. You may want to
pair it with the breathing exercise from Axiom 1
(and it’s an expansion of the exercise in Axiom
2—noticing how you experience God in your
badness).

Remember that God is not in love with a future
version of you with a cleaned-up life. He loves
you right now as much as he is ever going to love
you, and he waits for you in reality, no matter how
messy that might be.

Just be present periodically to your thoughts
and feelings, your inner dialogue, no matter how

For more resources on this axiom, visit this
lesson online: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/foundations/god-reality
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON FIVE

Axiom 4: God
Cares More About
It Than We Do
If God is always present and at work (Axiom 1),
and if the God who is present and at work is just
like Jesus (Axiom 2), and if he’s working here and
now in reality, right where we really are, even if we
are unaware, half-hearted, or working at counterpurposes (Axiom 3), then it follows that God
cares more about it than we do.
Finding our center in the love of God in Jesus can
seem like an insurmountable hill to climb. Those
among us who are high achievers or do-ers can
hear this vision of living a missional spirituality
from the center of God’s love as pressure to
make something happen.
Or it can be:
•

Another thing I have to accomplish.

•

Another thing I will probably fall short in

•

Another thing to add to the list!

•

Another spiritual truth that feels elusive,
abstract, and hard to “get my hands
around.”

The “it” we’re talking about is finding our
center in God’s love. To anchor our souls in a
strong place of identity from which all our life
and leadership can flow. To find our meaning,
significance, identity, motivation, and source
from the unending, unfathomable love of God in
Jesus Christ.
2.5 God Cares More About It Than We Do

2

The good news is that God cares more about it
than we do.
We could also talk about other “its” that God
cares more about than we do:
•

God cares more about my church than I
do. (It’s his, after all!)

•

God cares more about my discipleship
than I do.

•

God cares more about my kids/spouse/
friends than I do (even the ones who are
wayward).

Every good thing worth caring about that we
care about… God cares about it more.

THE PRESSURE OF BEING A SERIOUS
CHRISTIAN
We have seen too many Christians fall into the
trap of living under an incredible amount of
pressure to perform morally. We see it in the
seriousness of demeanor, the furrowed brows,
the tense and rigid posture that many of us carry
as we try to “get the Christian life right.”
For those of us who care a good deal about the
teachings of Jesus and take both holiness and sin
seriously, we can take on a great deal of pressure
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to live a morally outstanding life—not only for
ourselves but for those we care about as well.
For example, shame researcher (and Christian)
Brené Brown says the implicit message most
women carry around with them is the demand to
“Do it all, do it flawlessly, make it look effortless,
and look fabulous doing so.”
Many of us, women and men alike, live with the
constant burden that we aren’t doing enough
“good stuff” and/or we are doing too much
“bad stuff.” We’re not holy enough and we sin
too much. With the best of intentions, we get
stuck in the quicksand of moral performance. As
we talked briefly about in our last exercise, we
“should” on ourselves in our minds:
•

“I shouldn’t have said that.”

•

“I should know better.”

•

“I should be over this by now.”

The stories we tell ourselves are full of guilt and
shame, and we become tired and spiritually worn
out.

THE FAILURE OF A SERIOUS
CHRISTIAN
When I (Ben Sternke) was a newly-married
twenty-something, my wife Deb and I decided to
do a five-month discipleship training school with
a missions organization. We read about famous
missionaries who had given up everything and
endured incredible suffering in order to bring
the gospel to the ends of the earth. We learned
about God’s heart for those who were far from
him, and spent the last two months of the school
in Venezuela doing short-term missionary work.
Overall, the school was a good experience that
helped us start our marriage on a solid spiritual
foundation. (It was also a crucible that showed
us how far we both had to go spiritually!) But
when we got back from Venezuela and were
getting ready to enter back into “normal life,” I
realized that living “the spiritual life” wasn’t going
to be as easy as it had been while we were in the
discipleship training school.
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I felt pressure to maintain my “spiritual fervor”
and feared that if I went back into my life and
didn’t nail it in my spiritual disciplines, I was going
to backslide into lukewarmness and lose my
connection with God. So I created an elaborate
and ambitious plan to live a victorious Christian
life when we entered back into “normal society.” I
don’t remember all the details, but I’m pretty sure
I was going to:
•

pray for one hour every day, AND

•

study my Bible for one hour every day,
AND

•

fast 2-3 days a week, AND

•

do a personal silent retreat once a month,
AND

•

worship for a few hours on weekends!

I think I had even written out dietary regulations.
As was my wont in those days, I had (to use a
poker metaphor) seen the Pharisees and raised
them. I was feeling pretty good about my plan to
be an AMAZING Christian when I got back.
You can probably guess what happened. We
packed everything up for the long trip home, a
36-hour drive from Montana to Minnesota. We
took 3 days to get back, traveling 12 hours per day,
and so of course, when we arrived back home,
we were exhausted. So I decided not to start my
great plan that day (special circumstances, you
understand). But I found I was still pretty tired the
next day, too, so I slept in (but felt pretty guilty
about it). The third day after we got back, I think I
woke up an hour early and half-heartedly tried to
read my Bible. But I got distracted by something.
All the passion I’d felt about these spiritual
disciplines had left me.
I felt vaguely depressed and quite apathetic
about it all (and felt guilty that I felt apathetic). I
eventually stopped thinking about it, because
I was tired of the condemnation I felt when I
thought about it. I was shoulding on myself pretty
hard.
Nothing ever came of my grand plan to be an
exemplar of Christian discipline. It’s probably
FIND YOUR CENTER

sitting in some notebook in my attic, literally
never practiced for even one week.
Now, it’s important to note that the mistake I made
wasn’t to want to be serious about following
Jesus and participating in God’s mission. Neither
was my mistake creating a plan for my spiritual
growth involving spiritual disciplines. My mistake
was thinking it was all up to me, and that my
efforts were somehow earning something from
God. The background assumption I had made
about God was that he was sitting back and
watching my performance, frustrated at my lack
of commitment. So I certainly wasn’t going to talk
to God about this! I will come to him later, when
I’ve gotten my act together, when I’ve finally
drummed up the passion and spiritual strength
to live better.

blessing we could possibly handle as
members of God’s family (Eph 1:3-5).
•

The Church is God’s wisdom to all
rebellious cosmic factions set up against
his Kingdom (Eph 3:10).

•

God’s pleasure is bound up in giving you
the kingdom (Luke 12:32).

You don’t have to convince God to help you
grow as a disciple. In fact, your desire to grow as
a disciple was planted there by God in the first
place! All discipleship is simply responding to
what we notice God doing, and he’s going to be
doing plenty, because he cares about this stuff,
and he cares about you!

MORE ABOUT CONSENT THAN

THE PRESSURE IS OFF

CONTROL

But the good news for those of us who are
serious about God’s kingdom mission is this:
God cares more about it than we do, and we
can’t make him love us any more (or less) than he
currently does with our performance.

If God cares more about it than we do, then we
learn how to consent to God’s activity, rather
than attempt to control desired outcomes.

This is where our false images of God lead
to excessive pressure and anxiety in our
discipleship, leadership, and mission efforts. But
if God is like Jesus then the pressure is OFF:
•

He longs to gather us under his wing like a
hen protects her chicks (Matt 23:37).

•

He is working to ease our burdens and
give us recreation and rest (Matt 11:2830).

•

He is always with us and has given us his
Spirit to accomplish his mission (Matt
28:18-20).

•

He’s given us his Spirit as an advocate and
counselor (John 14:26-27).

•

Jesus sits at the right hand of the Father
as an intercessor on our behalf (Rom
8:34; Heb 7:23-25).

•

Before the foundations of the world were
were chosen in love to bear every spiritual

2.5 God Cares More About It Than We Do

In our industrialized, capitalist economy, it’s easy
to fall into the trap of “making things happen.”
This is our American heritage: we get things
done, produce results, manage outcomes, set
goals, and exceed them. Now, there’s nothing
inherently wrong with goals, strategies, and
desired outcomes (when properly discerned).
They can help orient and direct us to redemptive
ends. But we must learn a posture (a way of
being in the world) that is more about consent
than control.
We consent to God’s activity, surrender to his
presence, and participate in his mission. This
is a relational reality, a willingness to surrender
rather than a willfulness to strive and make things
happen, and it is foreign to most of us raised in an
industrial, capitalist society.
Most of us have an underdeveloped imagination
for how to work hard and “make every effort”
without straining, striving, and relying on merely
our natural abilities, quite apart from God (what
the Bible calls our “flesh”). We have aphorisms
we throw around, like “let go and let God,”
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to remind ourselves that we can’t make the
kingdom of God happen. But the experience
of most well meaning (serious) Christians is
to vacillate between actively “making things
happen” (relying on ourselves) and passively
“seeing what happens” (disengaging). We’re
either “hands on” or “hands off.”
But if God cares about it more than we do,
then we need to learn how to “hold on with
an open hand.” This is a posture of surrender
and participation. We own our agency, and we
embrace our role to play in God’s cosmic drama,
but we take our cues and steps from the Spirit
who leads us, rather than “taking over.”

ENTERING THE DANCE
I (Matt) taught ballroom dancing right out of
college (seriously). I wasn’t very good, but I
was better than everyone who wanted to take
lessons, so they hired me!
For those unfamiliar, in most ballroom dances
(waltz, foxtrot, tango, etc.), the male “leads” by
initiating different steps and combinations of
moves. The best dancers do this in a skillfully
symbiotic way: it’s hard to tell exactly how the
leader is actually leading. The best leading in
ballroom dancing is slight and delicate. There’s
no coercion or overpowering. It’s a shift of the
left hand fingers, a slight pull or push on the side
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of the partner, a subtle hip turn, etc. The female
“follows” the lead as soon as she notices the tell.
From outside looking in, it’s hard to recognize
who is leading and who is following because the
two dancers are in sync with each other.
This is a good picture of what we mean
by surrender and participation. God is the
initiator, the “lead” who orders our steps and
choreographs our dance. And we follow his
move, allowing his subtle push/pull/shift/turn to
dictate our next move.
Unlike Dancing with the Stars (TV’s popular
ballroom dancing show), our dance with God isn’t
choreographed and rehearsed ahead of time. We
aren’t executing a flawless performance, we are
improvising “real-time,” responding to God as we
dance. This is what it means to “hold on with an
open hand.” We lock into our partnership, taking
our cues from God, surrendered to his initiatives,
and owning our own role to play in the dance.
As a part of finding our center, we will train in
how to pay attention and enter into what God
is doing—how to “hold on with an open hand” in
order to break out of the “try harder/do nothing”
binary in which we get caught up in our flesh.
For more resources on this axiom, visit this
lesson online: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/foundations/god-cares-more

FIND YOUR CENTER

Questions for

Reflection
1.

Where do you experience anxiety, pressure, or a burden right now in your life? It could be a
relationship (with a friend, spouse, child) or in your responsibilities (job, school, etc.).

2.

How do you know you care about this? What internal or external realities are you aware of that
indicate to you that you care deeply?

3.

What would change for you—specifically, practically—if you learn to trust that God cares more
about it than you?

2.5 God Cares More About It Than We Do
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON SIX

Axiom 5: What God
Does Through You
He Also Does In You
All of these missional theology axioms intersect
with and build on each other:
•

God is always present and at work.

•

The God who is present and working
looks just like Jesus.

•

This God meets us in reality, where we
really are in every moment.

•

Why? Because God cares about all of it
more than we do.

Our fifth axiom is focused on how we engage
in God’s mission in the world: what God does
through you he also does in you. Or, as St.
Augustine put it, “The fire you want to ignite in
others must first burn within you.” Here’s how
Tim Dearborn names this dynamic:
God’s church falters from exhaustion
because Christians erroneously think that
God has given them a mission to perform
in the world. Rather, the God of mission has
given his church to the world. It is not the
church of God that has a mission in the world,
but the God of mission who has a church
in the world. The church’s involvement in
mission is its privileged participation in the
actions of the triune God.1
1 Tim Dearborn, Beyond Duty: A Passion For Christ, A Heart
For Mission (Seattle: Dynamis Resources, 1997), 2.

2.6 What God Does Through You He Also Does In You

2

Transformational leadership can never be a
technique that we “do” to people. Instead, as
leaders we participate in the transformation
we seek to bring to others. In fact, the (real)
leader is always the most transformed person
in any family, organization, or community that
undergoes a process of transformation.
This axiom is rooted in how God leads us, and
how the gospel works to transform the lives
of people and communities. We will use 4
overlapping “sub-axioms” to outline the contours
of this axiom:
1.

God doesn’t “use” people.

2.

We work with God, not for God.

3.

Character before competency.

4.

You reproduce who you are.

1. GOD DOESN’T “USE” PEOPLE
When I (Ben Sternke) was a younger Christian,
dreaming about the missionary ministry I felt
called to, I would pray the impassioned petition
of so many young people, “God, use me!” While
I understand what we’re getting at when ask
God to “use” us (and there are a few scriptural
metaphors that seems to employ this kind of
language, i.e. 2 Tim 2:20-21), it seems to be a bit
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too utilitarian and mechanical to do justice to
what we see in the scriptures about how God
relates to us and involves us in his mission.
God’s mission isn’t a “project” that he “uses”
people to accomplish, because God’s project
IS people! God is creating a people who can live
abundantly with him in his kingdom. Flourishing
in every way. Becoming fully and deeply human.
The way God leads us, then, is never to exploit us
to “get stuff done.” Rather, he invites us into his
very life. The abundant life he lives as the Trinity
of love he shares with us. God participates in the
realities he invites us into. What’s good for the
goose is good for the gander.
Likewise, as those who follow Christ, we
participate in the gospel we proclaim. So
“evangelism is just one beggar telling another
beggar where to find bread,” as D.T. Niles put it.
Transformational leadership is much more like
telling people about the amazing restaurant you
dined at last night than trying to sell timeshares
to a resort you never plan to visit.
Anyway, the point is that God doesn’t “use”
us to get his work done. Instead, he invites
and empowers us to partner with him as we
participate in his mission. The work he does
through you will always be the same as the work
he’s doing in you. Which leads us to our second
“sub-axiom.”

2. WE WORK WITH GOD,
NOT FOR GOD
“Unless it is the Lord who builds the house, the
builders’ work is pointless”
- Psalm 127:1
Jesus told his disciples, “apart from me you can
do nothing” (John 15:5). Our problem isn’t that
we don’t do anything; it’s that we’ve figured out
how to do “a whole lotta nothing” apart from
Jesus! In other words, many of us are excellent
at looking and feeling busy while doing what
amounts to “nothing.” It’s all we know how to do!

Finding our center means that we learn to live
with an abiding sense of “God with us.” We start to
perceive that our actual life is the gate of heaven.
Most of us don’t live with this kind of center, so
we default to accomplishing good things FOR
God at the expense of participating WITH God
in his work. But the starting place for ministry and
mission is always God’s initiative: what he has
done and is doing; and how that intersects with
our lives and calls us into participation with him.
We can accomplish a lot of “good” without
God, but that’s not what God is after. He’s not
interested in getting us to do better things, he’s
interested in being with us and calling us into
partnership with him. So our focus isn’t on “doing
great things for God,” it’s on “joining God in his
work.” We take our cues from Jesus who only did
what he saw the Father doing (John 5:19) and
the apostles who were constantly discerning the
Spirit’s work as they fulfilled their commission
(Acts 15, 16:6).

3. CHARACTER BEFORE
COMPETENCY
“The greatest crisis facing the church today are
leaders whose character can’t bear their gifting.”
– Dallas Willard2
The third “sub-axiom” follows from the first two:
character matters more than competency in
God’s economy. Who we are becoming matters
more to God than what we are accomplishing.
God’s transformational work is always done
from the inside out: starting with character and
then developing competency on the basis of
character. This was a teaching Jesus returned to
over and over: a tree produces fruit according to
its kind; first take the log out of your own eye so
you can see clearly; etc. (see Luke 6:39-49).
I (Matt) got my first ministry position without even
looking for it. I was considering law school and
had already paid to sit for the LSAT when I was
approached by two staff members at my church
to gauge my interest in becoming the junior high
2 Communicated during the Spiritual Formation Forum,
2006, in Long Beach, California.
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youth pastor. My initial response was, “NO WAY!”
(I actually said those words out loud to them.)
But two months later, by God’s providential
sense of humor, I was a junior high youth pastor
overseeing 50+ kids and a dozen or so youth
coaches. I had no idea what I was doing, but I did
have a knack for leading worship and speaking in
public so we saw great energy and growth in our
weekly gathering.
But this outward growth was the result of an
inner work of grace and maturity in my own life.
God taught me to love and embrace these kids—
not just attract and entertain them—in order to
do a godly work through me. It was hard, but holy.
Whatever God does through us, he’ll always be
doing in us, because remember God’s “project”
is creating a people who can share his life
with him. That’s always going to mean that the
transformation of our character is more important
than the accomplishments of our competency.
As Willard put it, “The main thing God gets out of
your life is not the achievements you accomplish,
it’s the person you become.”

4. YOU REPRODUCE AND MULTIPLY
WHO YOU ARE
The final “sub-axiom” is that, inevitably,
you reproduce who you are. Biological life
reproduces “after its own kind,” and spiritual life
is no different.
Transformation is about reproduction, not
mass production. You just can’t mass produce
transformation. It’s much more like having kids
than it is scaling up your business model. It takes
a long time, but the exponential potential of
reproduction should make us excited for what
God could do through us if we give him 150
years.

2.6 What God Does Through You He Also Does In You

So, in a sense, God can’t actually do something
through me that he hasn’t done in me. At least
nothing that will produce fruit that will last.
That’s just not how transformation works. You
can’t “make up for” poor character with extra
competency. You will always reproduce who you
really are, no matter how well you think you’re
compensating for it.
This is partly because the process of discipleship
is never merely a teaching process. It is never
simply the dissemination of information. If it is
truly a transformational discipleship process, it
must also be a training process, which will always
involve imitation and practice.
The Apostle Paul spoke often in his letters
about how he and his missionary companions
didn’t just share information with them, but their
“very lives…” (e.g. 1 Thess 2:8), and he urged his
hearers not just to listen to him, but to imitate
him. This was an invitation to actually begin living
the same kind of life that Paul was living, which
he was living as an “imitation” of the life of Jesus
Christ.
This is partly because the metaphor Paul and
the New Testament writers began to use for
discipleship, as the gospel reached more into
Gentile populations, was parenting.
Transformational leaders are more than tutors
who deliver information to students, they are
“spiritual parents,” imparting spiritual life by
inviting others into their actual lives to imitate
them as they imitate Christ (1 Cor 4:14ff).
It would seem that, though we will never get a
perfect example, we all need a living example of
what life in Christ looks like. In other words, being
a disciple of Jesus is a prerequisite for making
disciples of Jesus, because we reproduce who
we really are.
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2 WAYS TO DISCONNECT IN AND
THROUGH
The key here is integration, to hold what God
does through us together with what God does in
us, and vice versa.
Furthermore, it seems that there are two main
ways we try and disconnect what God does in us
from what God does through us.
1. We try to make God work THROUGH us
without allowing him to do that same
work IN us. This is often the temptation of
the leader who wants God’s help making
something happen “out there” in his or
her ministry, but lacks the patience to let
God work “in here” in his or her life. It’s
THROUGH without IN.

2. Other leaders are tempted in the other
direction. We’re happy for God to work
IN us, but we resist allowing God to let
that work flow THROUGH us to others.
This is often the temptation of the person
who doesn’t really think of him- or herself
as a “leader.” They don’t have confidence
that what God is doing in them is really of
any benefit to others, and so they never
end up passing breakthrough along to
others. It’s IN without THROUGH.

For both types of people, the key is to bring
THROUGH and IN together:
•

What’s God doing IN you right now? How
can you allow that work to flow THROUGH
you more?

•

What do you desire for God to do
THROUGH you? How can you open
yourself up more consistently to God
doing that same work IN you?
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FINDING YOUR CENTER “IN CHRIST”
“The main thing God gets out of your life is
not the achievements you accomplish, it’s the
person you become.”
- Dallas Willard3
The entire first 10-month journey in Gravity
Leadership Academy is called Find Your Center,
and this axiom gets to the heart of why we start
here.
If the “center” of your leadership is a project
you want to accomplish, you’ll always end up
using people to get your monument built. You
won’t have the patience to let God do the slow
of work of transformation in you so you can
bring authentic transformation to others. But if
the center of your leadership is the love of God
and the life he is sharing with you, then your
leadership simply becomes a generous and
hospitable extension of the work God is doing in
you.
We find that our work in the kingdom then
becomes an easy yoke, something we’re doing
with God, continually being transformed as we
bring transformation to others, letting him lead
the way and produce in us a life that can be
reproduced.
This is what the Apostle Paul is getting at in his
letters when talks about being “in Christ.” We are
previewing our next axiom here a bit, but being
“in Christ” means that we are actually drawn into
the life that Christ shares with his Father through
the Holy Spirit.
For more resources on this axiom, visit this
lesson online: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/foundations/through-you-in-you/
3 Quoted by John Ortberg, “The Barnacles of Life.” Christianity Today. January 1, 2015. https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2015/winter/barnacles-of-life.html.

FIND YOUR CENTER

Questions for

Reflection
1.

As you read this article, where did you experience conflict, confusion, clarity, or
conviction?

2. Which of the four “sub-axioms” is most significant for you? Why?

3. As you read this article, what concrete life/leadership situations come to mind for you?
Why do you think this/these situations are coming to mind?

2.6 What God Does Through You He Also Does In You
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON SEVEN

Axiom 6: The Goal
of Discipleship is
Divine Union

2

The deepest motive for mission is simply the desire to be with Jesus where he is, on
the frontier between the reign of God and the usurped dominion of the devil.
~ Lesslie Newbigin ~
We all have a hunger for certitude, and the problem is that the Gospel is not about
certitude, it’s about fidelity. So what we all want to do if we can is immediately
transpose fidelity into certitude, because fidelity is a relational category and
certitude is flat, mechanical category. So we have to acknowledge our thirst for
certitude and then recognize that if you had all the certitudes in the world it would
not make the quality of your life any better because what we must have is fidelity.
~ Walter Brueggemann ~

Oftentimes the implicit goals of a “discipleship
program” are primarily increasing knowledge
and modifying behavior. While there’s nothing
wrong with these pursuits per se, when we focus
on them as the central goal, our discipleship
tends to become a harsh and brittle battleground
of willpower and guilt trips.

IT’S ALL ABOUT UNION AND
PARTICIPATION
This is where our sixth axiom comes in: the
goal of discipleship is divine union. Our goal
isn’t perfect moral performance or cognitive
certainty, it’s mutual participation in the very life
of the Trinity!
2.7 The Goal of Discipleship is Divine Union

Discipleship isn’t about me working on my sin to
please God (private perfection). It’s not about us
getting every question sorted, all the theological
i’s dotted, and every debate settled (cognitive
certitude). It’s about sharing in the divine life of
the Trinity. Correct cognition and conduct aren’t
wrong; they are simply insufficient, and can
actually become idolatrous if they aren’t situated
in a re-connection to the Triune God in Jesus
Christ.
Here’s another way to say this: Christianity
includes behaviors and beliefs but does not
make them the goal. The goal is oneness with
God and one another, as the New Testament
reminds us over and over.
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This is another way to describe what we mean
by “Find your Center.” What we center our faith
on determines the quality of our faith. Our faith
is centered on a Person (the God revealed in
Jesus Christ) and the relationships he enables
(with God and others). Our faith includes beliefs
and behaviors, but these are situated under and
contextualized within this covenantal relationship
with the Triune God.
Perhaps this feels “obvious” to you. Why is this an
axiom?

THE TEMPTATION OF THE
RELIGIOUS: MORALISM AND
CERTITUDE
As a young man, I (Matt) found a great deal
of satisfaction in reading and thinking about
Christian doctrine. For me, the more elegant
and eloquent it was, the better. I devoured
theologians and pastors who thought deeply
about the ins and outs of Christian theology; I still
enjoy this sort of reading and thinking.
Additionally, because I came to follow Jesus in
college, the early years of my walk with Jesus
involved a slow, steady conviction of how
ungodly and unholy my behavior was. Impure
thoughts, crude jokes, rivalries, licentiousness—
you name it and I was probably pretty good at it!
Conviction of specific sins came fast and furious
for me. I began to develop a moral conscience:
the behaviors I once thought pleasing and
desirable began to offend me. This was a natural
part of my growth in Christ; the Spirit at work in
my life was teaching me the difference between
right and wrong.
Correct thinking and correct behavior were (and
still are) vital for my maturity in Christ. But by
the time I went to seminary I noticed a troubling
pattern in my life. I used my knowledge about
God to divide, separate, and justify myself over/
against other people. I cared more about being
right with others than I did about being righteous
with them.
Additionally, I became aware that I had boiled
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down my Christian walk to a specific list of do’s
and don’ts, and I invested most of my moral
effort conforming to this standard. I graded my
spirituality by how well I did at abstaining from
certain sins or the frequency I engaged in acts
of godliness.
It was in my third year of seminary that I found
myself spiritually dry, emotionally numb, and
increasingly depressed. A few key relationships
in my life helped me to see that my problem
wasn’t seminary itself (or any other thing I
blamed for my spiritual lethargy). My problem
was simple and exceedingly common among
serious religious folks like me: I had exchanged
a vibrant, covenantal faith for an overly cerebral
certitude and a rigidly up-tight moralism.
This problem goes back centuries. In fact, in
every chapter of the Gospels we see Jesus
engaging and countering this dynamic. Much of
the work Jesus did with serious religious people
like me was dealing with moralism, certitude, or
both. For example:
•

“You search the scriptures because in
them you think you have eternal life. They
also testify about me, yet you don’t want
to come to me so that you can have life”
(John 5:39-40).

•

Religious people completely rejected
Jesus because he didn’t square with
their interpretation of doctrine (see, for
instance, John 7:45-52).

•

The certainty with which the religious
leaders insist they can see truth clearly
(John 9:35-41).

•

The repeated focus on externals,
behavior, morals, and uprightness as the
center of faithfulness, such as the rich
young ruler in Matt 19:16-22, the legal
expert in Luke 10:25-37, the elder brother
in the prodigal son parable in Luke 15:1-2,
11-32, and the Pharisee and Tax Collector
in Luke 18:9-14.

My struggle left me in good company: Jesus
came to reveal God to people like me!
FIND YOUR CENTER

•

Partaking of God (Heb 3:14; 6:4; 2 Peter
1:4)

•

Being “in Christ” (1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 5:17; 1
John 2:5)

•

Christ indwells us (2 Cor 13:5; Gal 2:20;
Col 1:27)

With the help of some friends I plunged again into
the scriptures and saw what was always there in
plain sight, but hidden from me in my spiritual
blindness: God’s desire is to make us partakers
of the divine life, to become one with us, to share
himself fully and completely with us.

•

New Creation (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15)

•

Life is Christ (Phil 1:21; Col 3:4; 1 John
5:12)

•

Oneness with God is oneness with the
church (Eph 4:1-6, 15-16; John 17; Acts
9.4, 22.7; Gal 3:27-29)

This oneness we experience in Jesus Christ
mirrors the created reality that exists all around
us! The Apostle Paul seems to have a deep
imagination for how all of us already exist on
some level in Christ (Acts 17:28, Col 1:17). The
scriptures testify that God creates and sustains
all people—in some real way — “in himself.” Our
sin—our resistance and hostility to this created
oneness—is what keeps us from experiencing
(or realizing) it.

•

Eternal life (John 20.30-31; 1 John 5.13)

THE GOAL OF OUR FAITH: DIVINE
UNION
It was the rediscovery of what the Christian faith
was all about that saved my soul from a moribund,
caustic Christian existence.

These are deep mysteries, difficult to articulate.
But the big point is: we were created for union
with God, our sin interferes with that, and Jesus
comes to restore and redeem what God intended
from the beginning. This is why Jesus prays for
this union in his longest prayer in Scripture (John
17), and it is Paul’s prayer for the churches he
oversees.
And this union is not only personal, but communal.
The oneness that is the goal and center of our
faith is deeply personal, but it transcends the
individual (see Eph 2:11-22, Eph 3:14-4:16, Phil
2:1-11).
It is a repeated injunction throughout the New
Testament as the goal and center of a genuine
Christian spirituality. Union with each other in
Christ is described in myriad ways in the NT:

2.7 The Goal of Discipleship is Divine Union

As Australian theologian Ben Myers has noted:
That phrase “in Christ” just keeps tolling like
a bell through all the Pauline letters. It’s not
that Christ was an instrument that God used
to fix things up. Rather, for St. Paul, Christ
is himself our salvation. Christ is humanity
made new, he is the place where human
nature now resides, he is the new Adam who
includes all human beings within himself,
he is the oldest brother of many adopted
siblings, all of whom now share in his status.
Christ is God’s child by nature, and we are
God’s children by grace. We get to share
by grace everything that belongs to Christ
by nature. We are adopted, but God treats
us with all the privileges of natural sons and
daughters. We eat at the same table with
Christ. We exercise the same freedoms that
we see in Christ. We address God with the
same words, “Abba, Father.” We know God
as Christ knows God – from the inside.1

1 Quoted in Alvin Rapien, “Interviewing Ikons: Ben Myers.”
The Poor in Spirit. October 15, 2015. http://www.
thepoorinspirit.com/post/131237005286/interviewingikons-ben-myers.
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To say that the goal of discipleship is divine union
is to affirm that:
•

Our goal and center is righteousness…not
simply right-ness.

•

Our goal and center is connectedness…
not simply correct-ness.

•

Our goal and center is mutual indwelling…
not simply moral perfection.

•

Our goal and center is love, out of which
flows right thinking and right living.

•

Divine union is salvation. If sin is idolatry
that leads to isolation from ourselves,
Creation, each other, and God (Gen
3), then salvation is the undoing of our
estrangement and aloneness. We are
(re)-united to ourselves, Creation, to God
and one another.

We will have much more to say about this as we
proceed through this training. In fact, we have
two tools we will work with that hold these truths
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together. One helps us understand God’s love,
the other enables us to hold our head, hands, and
heart together in a holistic, integrative spiritual
formation approach.
But for now, we’ll just say that that finding our
center is what we mean by divine union. And
finding your center in the very life of God is the
goal of our spiritual formation.
Divine union:
•
•
•

is grounded in the love of God in Jesus
Christ,
makes us one with the Triune God and
each other, and
provides the center from which all dogma
and praxis flow.

For more resources on this axiom, visit this
lesson online: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/foundations/goal-divine-union/

FIND YOUR CENTER

Questions for

Reflection
1.

Why do you think it seems easier to center our faith in belief and behavior than it is
to center it in divine union?

2. If the goal of discipleship is divine union, how do we “measure” this? How can we
tell if we are participating in life in the Spirit or not? What are some qualities that
would characterize a life lived in participation with the Trinity?

2.7 The Goal of Discipleship is Divine Union
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON EIGHT

Axiom 7: We Learn Love 2
Through Embodied
Participation
When we understand something only in so far as we can grasp it intellectually, and
only in so far as we can possess it, and only in so far as we can remain in control and
secure in the face of it, we relate only partially to that reality.
~ Ronald Rolheiser ~
We get from the head to the heart through the hands.
~ Brené Brown ~

If the 6th axiom is true—the goal of our discipleship
and life is divine union and participation with
God’s life, through which we grow in love—how
do we do this? How do we actually grow in divine
union? How does love become more and more
definitive of who we are?
Our 7th and final axiom speaks to this reality:
when it comes to spiritual knowledge, you
haven’t truly learned something until you’ve
started doing. We learn love through embodied
participation, not dispassionate analysis.

LEARNING AS WE GO
One important facet of all the axioms we’ve
named so far: we didn’t come up with them
by going into an ivory tower and studying. We
learned them in the rough and tumble of actual
coaching and discipleship.
When we initially started practicing discipleship
and coaching leaders, these axioms were not
2.8 We Learn Love Through Embodied Participation

part of our training. But as we continued to
disciple and coach, we kept “running into glass
walls,” where we’d realize that we didn’t share
the same assumptions as others about life,
God, spiritual growth, etc. The tools that we
were introducing at that time weren’t having
the impact we were expecting, and we were left
scratching our heads as to why they work for
some people and not others.
Through these experiences of failure and
frustration, we began to realize that we needed
to explicitly state the assumptions we saw
Jesus making about God, humans, and reality.
So the axioms themselves were born out of
an experience of embodied participation in
discipleship, and the failure and frustration we
experienced as we ran into those glass walls.
So the way we came up with these axioms is
an example of the 7th axiom at work. It’s about
how we actually learn spiritual things and grow
spiritually. It doesn’t happen merely through
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reading more theology or trying to behave better.
We grow spiritually as we participate bodily in
the new realities we are discovering. We offer
our bodies as living sacrifices to the grace God
is giving.
In other words, if the goal of our discipleship is
divine union in love, we learn to love by involving
our bodies in loving action, and processing the
failures and breakthroughs as we go.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT HOW
WE LEARN
But this isn’t the way we normally think about
learning something. For most of us, our
unconscious assumption when we need to
learn something new is “if I can think about
this more, then I will ‘get it.’” We live in a world
that presupposes that we can access and
control our lives through our prefrontal cortex.
So our assumptions about learning something
new center on thinking more, taking in more
information.
Of course, some forms of learning are like this.
You can learn to do a personal budget or fix a
garbage disposal by taking in information. But
when it comes to learning to live in love, you
need something more. It isn’t that cognition is
unimportant; rather it is insufficient.
It’s also important to note that love is not primarily
a feeling or a sentiment. Love is a posture, a way
of being in the world, defined by the cross of
Christ (1 John 3:16). We learn this love through
embodied participation, not by “thinking about it
more.”

FAILURE IS PART OF THE PROCESS
Another important aspect of how we learn
through embodied participation is how we view
failure. For example, when Matt’s 9-year-old son
Deacon had dreams of playing basketball in the
NBA and wanted to know how to improve his
skills, Matt told him to practice dribbling and
shooting layups with his left hand (his weak hand).
After eight minutes he was in tears because he
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couldn’t even get the ball to the rim with his left
hand. He was devastated by his inability to shoot
with his left hand.
Matt explained to him that his brain has to
develop new neural pathways—his body-brain
has to learn something new—and the failure he
was experiencing was simply part of the process
of his body learning to do something new. 24
hours later, he hit a left-handed layup.
It’s similar in learning to love. In our expertiseoriented, command-and-control world, where
leaders have to perform and produce “results,”
failure is not an option. Failure means you’re
not qualified to be a leader. (Of course there
are certain kinds of “failures” that do call into
question a person’s fitness for leadership, the
abuse of power, for example.)
But when love is the goal, failing is part of the
learning process. In fact, we don’t know what we
need to learn next unless we experience failure.
Moreover, Scripture says that failure produces
character. It helps us develop endurance and
resiliency. If we didn’t fail, if we didn’t suffer, if we
didn’t encounter our own limitations, we’d never
develop the kind of character that love requires.
We don’t come out of the womb with these
character qualities; they are developed in us as
we encounter suffering and failure.

HOW IT WORKS IN DISCIPLESHIP
So how does this work practically in a life of
discipleship? The Apostle Paul talks about this in
his first letter to the Corinthians, who have a bit of
a celebrity culture. They’re attaching themselves
to different apostles and teachers, and wearing
them like badges, arguing about who’s the best.
Paul writes to them and tells them that they don’t
need another celebrity teacher wowing them
with rhetorical skill and filling their heads with
mind-blowing new knowledge. In fact, he tells
them that when he came to them, his missional
strategy was not to compete in this marketplace
of ideas.
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He doesn’t try to out-celebrity the celebrity
culture. Instead, he subverts it: “I determined to
know nothing among you except Christ, and him
crucified.”
What did this look like? He tells them in 1
Corinthians 4 that they don’t need any more
teachers—they’ve got more than enough people
who can preach a great sermon. What they need
is more “fathers” in the faith, and fathers are those
who offer their lives as an example to imitate.

TEACHING VS. TRAINING
This gets to one of the key differences between
a “teacher” and a “father.” Fathers don’t just
teach, they train. What’s the difference? Training
involves teaching, but it’s more than teaching. We
normally assume that we think our way into new
ways of living. This is the promise of inductive
Bible study: you read a passage, you interpret it
so you understand it as a concept, and then you
“apply” it to your life.

REFLECTION AND DEBRIEFING
It’s important to note that failure doesn’t
automatically produce transformation and
learning. A necessary component of the training
process is space to reflect on your participation
with a trainer, having some time to debrief about
your success or failure at a new thing.
Jesus was constantly doing this with his disciples.
When he sends out the 72, he tells them to “try
out” the things they’ve seen him do: healing the
sick, raising the dead, casting out demons, and
cleansing lepers (you know, the basic stuff).
They go out two-by-two on this mission, and they
have incredible success! They come back and
report that the demons submit to them in his
name, and Jesus’ rejoices with them, giving them
more understanding and insight into what was
happening in the spiritual realm through their
embodied participation (“I saw Satan fall like
lightning!”).

But as humans we are much more complicated
than that! Sure, we can think our way into new
ways of living in some ways, but we also live
our way into new ways of thinking. The only
way to carve new neurological pathways is to
practice a lot of left-handed layups. You can’t just
“understand” how left-handed layups work. You
have to do them.

Of course, the disciples also experience failure,
and Jesus helps them reflect on those occasions
as well. When Jesus comes down from the mount
of transfiguration, he finds his disciples arguing
with the Pharisees and unable to cast a demon
out of a boy. Jesus stops the argument, casts out
the demon, and retreats with his disciples. They
ask, “Why couldn’t we cast the demon out?”

So in discipleship, we learn just enough
information to get our bodies engaged in some
kind of experiential, transformative practice. Try
something out! See how it goes. And when you
fail, I’ll come alongside you to process it with you.
That’s the learning process for love and divine
union.

Jesus says, “This kind only comes out by prayer,”
which is actually hilarious, because that’s how all
demons come out! Jesus is being a bit sarcastic
with them because he is frustrated with them.
He is connecting their arguing with their inability
to operate in kingdom power. You couldn’t cast
out the demon because you were stuck in an
antagonism instead of maintaining a posture
of prayer! So, through their failure, the disciples
learn as Jesus debriefs with them.

Training creates an environment where failure is
safe. When you fail, you don’t become a failure.
You can “fail forward.” You can learn how to be
fearless about failure because failure is the
incubator of learning. Failure is one of the only
ways to grow our capacity, i.e. what we’re capable
of doing. Failure is ground zero for transformation
in our lives.

2.8 We Learn Love Through Embodied Participation

Jesus could have held a class where he gave
them this knowledge abstractly: “Praying and
arguing are different. You can’t do one while
you’re doing the other.” They would all take
notes and pass the test on it. But it wouldn’t have
helped them in the moment when the Pharisees
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come around looking for an argument. They fail,
and their failure became the crucible for their
learning.

OUR CAPACITY FOR KNOWLEDGE
GROWS AS WE PARTICIPATE IN LOVE
So we learn love through this kind of embodied
participation, and we also find that as we
participate, our capacity for what we can know
increases! New vistas of knowledge are opened
up to us as we learn to walk in love. Loving more
literally increases our capacity to understand
things!
Paul talks about this in Philippians 1 and Ephesians
3. He says, “I pray that you would know the love
that surpasses knowledge,” and “be filled with all
the fullness of God.” In that prayer he reveals a
dialectic between love and knowledge: as you
love more, you’ll know more, and as you know
more, you’ll love more (if it’s real knowledge that
“builds up” rather than “puffs up”).
This actually used to be the way most people
thought about knowledge in the ancient
world. In her astounding book The Unbearable
Wholeness of Being, Ilio Delia shows how
knowledge and love were once interconnected,
but in the Enlightenment we bifurcated them and
started thinking about others as objects to be
used, rather than subjects to be loved.

CREATING SAFE SPACE FOR PEOPLE
TO FAIL
Training turns failure from something that
disqualifies us to something that refines and
shapes us. So we have to have safe spaces in
our discipleship vehicles for people to fail.
The problem in most churches is that in our
two main vehicles for discipleship (classes and
discussion groups), we’re primarily trafficking
in information, and there’s no experimentation
happening. There’s no modeling or imitating.
In classes and discussion groups, there’s no
“shooting with your left hand,” there’s just talking
about shooting with your left hand, or sharing
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inspiring stories about other people who learned
how to shoot with their left hand. There’s no
“trying things out.” We typically just talk about
trying things out.
We need new kinds of vehicles where we “try
things out” right then and there in the group,
knowing that we’ll likely fail, and that failure will
be ground zero for our growth. We need space
to share “kairos moments” (much more on this
phrase below) of failure, frustration, anger, and
anxiety from our actual lives. Why? Because God
is always present and at work, this God is just like
Jesus, he cares about all of it more than we do,
and he wants to meet us right where we really
are.
We come alongside people right there in those
moments, proclaiming good news to whatever
“bad news” is at work in their lives, and leading
them into an “experiment of trust”—an embodied
participation that trusts love, that trusts God will
meet them as they do this new thing, and that
trusts that a new understanding will open up as
they experiment.
We need more “shooting with our left hand
and talking about it in the driveway” groups in
our churches, groups that traffic in embodied
participation.

THIS IS HOW GLA WORKS
This kind of “embodied participation training” is
exactly what we’re doing in Gravity Leadership
Academy. We have been and will continue
to provide space for you to “try things out,”
succeed and fail in experiments of trust, and
debrief on those experiment to open up new
understanding.
We learn not just by hearing, but by hearing
and doing. We only learn when our bodies are
engaged. As we act in accordance with love, we
learn.
For more resources on this axiom, visit this
lesson online: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/foundations/embodied-participation/
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Exercise
It would be ironic to read about “learning through embodied participation” but not actually embody
it, eh? So for this exercise we’re going to reflect and name where we’ve benefitted from experiential,
participative, embodied learning in the past. And where God may be calling us into that kind of
learning right now.
1.

Think back through periods of learning in your life: riding a bike, eating with chopsticks, throwing
a frisbee, driving a car, etc. Many of the competencies you have now were probably learned
mostly through embodied participation. Which one stands out to you? Why? How did failure and
experimentation play into that learning?

2.

What is your relationship to failure? Think of a time when you failed, not in general, but
specifically. Perhaps you lacked know-how or competency, or you publicly didn’t follow through
or blew it, or you didn’t even try because you were afraid. What does God want you to know
about that specific failure? What story are you tempted to believe about it?

3.

Where in your life right now are you learning something through embodied participation? What
lesson are you learning in your relationships, with your body, in a holistic way?

Come ready to share and process what you notice about how God has—and is—teaching you with
embodied participation.

2.8 We Learn Love Through Embodied Participation
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?
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LESSON ONE

The Grace &
Truth Matrix
We laid a foundation for a missional theology
with the seven axioms, which function as the
theological paradigm for finding our center. This
is the way of seeing the world as Jesus seemed
to see it: God present and at work in the world,
calling all creation back into unity with himself.
With this paradigm in place, we move on to the
next phase of finding our center: learning to
dwell in the posture of Jesus.
If paradigm is the big picture, posture is how we
embody this paradigm in our everyday lives. If
paradigm is a way of “seeing” the world, posture
is a way of “being” in the world. We are called to
not only see things the way Jesus does but to be
in our world the way Jesus is.

CENTERED IN LOVE
Let us recall this paragraph from the very first
article you read:
The center of our leadership is our life in God,
and the center of God is love. So this first
journey of finding our center is to discover
that love is the center of our leadership,
and learning to lead from a place of being
at home in love. Confident and secure, not
in our intelligence, competence, or likability,
but simply in our “belovedness.”

3.1 The Grace and Truth Matrix

3

In that article we mentioned that leadership with
love as our anchor is something qualitatively
different than “being nice.” It is a complete
reorientation of our motivations and desires at
the deepest levels of our lives. Finding our center
is about learning to dwell in the love of God,
letting love permeate and overflow through our
lives toward everyone around us.
So that’s a nice theological idea, but how does it
work out in real life? If this is going to be a posture
we can inhabit, it has to be practical and tangible,
and that’s where most of us get tripped up.

IS LOVE A ZERO-SUM GAME?
When we think about love, our imaginations
tend to go toward situations where love seems
easy. Times where we’ve been “in love,” when
the kids are happily obeying, when our spouse
is in a good mood, when our congregation is
appreciative and encouraging.
But what happens when life gets a bit more
difficult? How do you live in love when your
spouse is upset? Or when he or she truly hurt
you? Or when you’ve done the hurting? When
the kids are misbehaving? When you multiply
angry emails in one day? When the board wants
to fire you?
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Typically in these kinds of situations, we define
love as either “being nice” or “getting tough.”
Or, more commonly, trying to find a balance
between the two. We often feel like we’re walking
a tightrope, trying to maintain a perfect midpoint
between the two, like this poor guy:

Because we feel like we’re living on a teetertotter, we have to sacrifice one to get the other;
the nicer we get, the less tough we can be. And
vice versa, the tougher we get, the less nice we
become. In the end, it feels like a zero-sum game
where we are unable to love in the way of Jesus.
To lean into one is to lean away from the other.
We end up aiming at “balance” but seldom hitting
anything that remotely resembles the posture of
Jesus toward others.
For example, parents sometimes notice that one
of them tends to be the “tough one” and the
other is the “nice one.” One of us brings niceness
(“good cop”), the other gets tough (“bad cop”).

LOVING TODDLERS WHO WON’T EAT
THEIR DINNER
This kind of dynamic is common in my (Matt’s)
home. Stories like this one from a few years ago
can (and do!) happen any night of the week.
One evening at dinner, our two-and-a-half yearold daughter Cece had finished off a spring
mix salad with sweet red peppers, carrots, and
broccoli, as well as a pork chop with mushrooms.
(Both of our kids are normally pretty good
eaters.) The only thing that stood in the way of
her and dessert was four bites of a baked potato
with cheese and butter on it. And even though
she just wolfed down a bunch of other food that
evening, she most definitely did NOT like “tatoes.”
My wife, Sharon, and I struggled with this. On
one hand, she’d eaten all the truly nutritious
stuff. She ate a LOT of food for a two-and-a-half
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year-old. What’s four bites of potatoes in the
larger scheme of things, really? But on the other
hand we established the Tebbe Family Dinner
Rules that state: (1) you eat what’s for dinner;
(2) sometimes you get to love dinner, sometimes
you just like it, and sometimes you don’t like it at
all, but (see #1), you eat what’s for dinner; and (3)
life is all about learning to do things that are good
for you, but that you don’t necessarily want or
like. This includes tatoes.
So we decided she needed to eat her tatoes
before she could have dessert. And Cece just sat
there, twenty minutes after the rest of us were
done eating, refusing to eat her tatoes.
Parents, you’ve been here, right? What does
love look like in this situation? We’ve walked the
tightrope of “being nice” and “getting tough” in a
LOT of different ways:
•

We’ve tried leaning toward “being nice,”
acquiescing to her protest and just giving
her something she wants to eat.

•

We’ve tried leaning toward “getting
tough,” using threats and punishments to
force her to eat the tatoes.

•

We’ve tried a weird mashup of both,
manipulating her by putting food on her
fork for her, telling her it wasn’t so bad,
arguing with her about how delicious
tatoes really are, etc.

•

We’ve wrapped “getting tough” in a lot
of “being nice” padding, bribing her with
things she wants: “If you eat your potatoes
you get 17 desserts!”

•

And then when we get tired of all of that
(and it’s exhausting!), there comes a point
where we just give up, take out our phone
and start looking at what’s happening on
Twitter/Etsy/Instagram, etc.

We went through all of those scenarios that
evening with Cece, and nothing helped her
embrace our family’s culture by eating her tatoes.
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JESUS DOESN’T BALANCE NICE AND
TOUGH
More on how that story ended later, but now
we just want to note the contrast between the
common ways we try to love those around us,
and the way Jesus did.
The love Jesus embodies doesn’t seem like
a tightrope that he balances on. We want to
suggest that the love that permeates Jesus’
character can be encapsulated in the phrase
“full of grace and truth.”
The prologue of the Gospel of John paints a
paradigmatic picture of Jesus for us, culminating
with these two packed-with-punch sentences:
“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling
among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the
one and only Son, who came from the Father, full
of grace and truth” (John 1:14). As if to drive home
the point, just a few verses later John proclaims,
“For the law was given through Moses; grace and
truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17).

grace and truth, we will do just that, and it would
be a fruitful exercise to peruse the Gospels with
this lens in mind).
To illustrate the “both-ness” of being full of grace
and truth, this article will introduce a 2×2 matrix
that helps us get a vision for what it looks like to
follow Jesus in his posture of love toward others.
This tool is diagnostic; it will help us see when
we’re missing the mark. It is also a training tool
that helps us find our center and live in the
posture of love in our homes, neighborhoods,
churches, and businesses.
As you may have guessed, the tool is called
the Grace and Truth Matrix. We put “Grace” on
the vertical axis and “Truth” on the horizontal.
The collision of the various ways to combine
grace and truth create quadrants that represent
different kinds of cultures/postures we can live
in.

THE GRACE AND TRUTH MATRIX

Jesus doesn’t “balance” grace and truth. He isn’t
walking the tightrope. He doesn’t become less
truthful in order to express grace, or less gracious
when telling the truth. Jesus is “full” of grace
and truth. Grace and truth aren’t techniques
he employs, grace and truth are the posture he
inhabits, and it allows him to freely and creatively
engage with others in love. In other words, love
isn’t a tightrope; it’s a wide-open field full of
grace and truth we get to live in! He is graciously
truthful and truthfully gracious. His grace is full of
truth and his truth is full of grace.
Furthermore, in Jesus Christ, truth without grace
isn’t really truth (it’s more like “getting tough”),
and grace without truth isn’t really grace (it’s
more like “being nice”). When we try to get one
without the other, we end up with neither. Instead
we create shadows, or parodies, of grace and
truth.
For the sake of length we can’t get into the many
examples of this dynamic that we see in the life of
Jesus (although if we ever write a whole book on

3.1 The Grace and Truth Matrix

THE SHADOW CULTURES
To be full of both grace and truth is to create a
culture that looks like Jesus, which we’ll come
back to at the end. First let’s examine the other
quadrants, which represent the shadow/parody
cultures.
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TRUTH WITHOUT GRACE:
CALL OUT
When we are committed to “truth,” but there
is little grace, it creates a Call Out culture. Its
adherents are concerned mainly that things
are done “correctly,” and every flaw and
inconsistency is pointed out and dealt with. The
assumption here is that life is about doing the
right things in the right way, and the best thing
you can do for people who get it wrong is to point
it out.

Call Out culture reveals itself in our parenting
when we expect instant obedience, issuing
threats and punishments when our kids don’t
comply. “You’re getting it wrong and here’s how.
Now pull it together and get it right this time.”
In the end, Call Out culture overpowers others
and disconnects us from one another in
relationship. The “truth” it expresses isn’t really
Jesus-truth (which sets us free and sees more
than, or sees through, what’s wrong). Instead it’s
a shadow-truth that binds us up and crushes us
and others under its weight.
Needless to say, Call Out culture doesn’t result
in the righteousness it hopes for, and it doesn’t
ultimately lead us to a place of dwelling in the
love of Jesus. Instead it separates us from one
another. It creates a culture of hiding and of
performance driven by fear, guilt, and shame.
STOP AND REFLECT: Where have you
experienced Call-Out culture? How do you
know? Describe the contours of the culture
through specific interactions you remember.

GRACE WITHOUT TRUTH:
HANG OUT
Usually Call Out cultures are pursuing some
kind of external goal, and leveraging power to
bring others “into line” so they contribute toward
the goal. Achieving the goal is the main thing,
so relational carnage, though unfortunate, is
unavoidable collateral damage.

When we are committed to “grace” but hesitate
to speak the truth to one another, we create a
Hang Out culture.

So we call ourselves out. We call each other
out. We get obsessed with noticing sin and
error, thinking that by our vigilance we will
eventually be able to root it out of ourselves and
our community, and that this will bring us life.
This is the culture many “serious Christians” are
attracted to, because we think that getting tough
on sin for ourselves and others is how people
become holy. The logic of Call Out is the worse
we feel, the better we will grow spiritually!
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The highest concern in a Hang Out culture is that
everyone is getting along, there is no conflict,
and nobody feels uncomfortable. Any issue or
conversation that could bring discomfort or
awkwardness is managed away or avoided.

Hang Out culture never achieves the peace it
hopes for, and doesn’t ultimately lead us to a
place of dwelling in the love of Jesus. Instead it
simply keeps us in proximity to each other, but
separated on the level of our souls.

Call Out culture separates us from one another
in the interest of “calling it like it is,” while Hang
Out culture is kind of the opposite: we are so
concerned with staying together and everyone
being “okay” that we shrink back from difficult
conversations.

(Notice, too, that the nice/tough tightrope
actually runs between Hang Out and Call Out.)

Preserving the peace is of the utmost
importance, and because of this, confrontation
and truth telling (and truth listening) are hardly (if
ever) done. Triangulation and passive aggressive
behavior thrive in a Hang Out culture, because
the main thing is keeping everything copacetic.
Many of us grew up in family systems like this.
If the Call Out culture demands compliance
from children, the Hang Out culture just wants
the kids to be happy. Thus, in what may seem
counterintuitive, Hang Out culture can look quite
the opposite of “hanging out” for those who take
on the responsibility of making sure others are
perfectly happy. Within families, it is reflected in
the phenomenon of helicopter parenting—the
father or mother who swoops in to take care of
any problems that the child may face.

STOP AND REFLECT: Where have you
experienced Hang Out culture? How do you
know? Describe the contours of the culture
through specific interactions you remember.

NO GRACE NO TRUTH:
CHECK-OUT
The thing about Call Out culture and Hang Out
culture is that they require tremendous amounts
of energy to maintain, so we quickly become
exhausted in these cultures. All the energy we put
into calling others out or managing relationships
is tiring! So we often resign to Check Out culture.
We retreat from relationships and goals and
simply seek survival.

In the end, Hang Out culture disempowers
others by denying their agency, taking on others’
responsibilities as our own. The “grace” it seems
to express isn’t really Jesus-grace; his grace
empowered others, but Hang Out culture keeps
others dependent on us. The result is overconnection in relationships. Common words in
our culture for these unhealthy, toxic relationships
are co-dependency and enmeshment.
If a Call Out posture creates a culture of
performance and hiding, Hang Out culture
creates a culture of pleasing and pretending.
Everyone is working overtime to make each
other happy and pretending that they are fine.

3.1 The Grace and Truth Matrix

Check Out culture is all about selfpreservation. Instead of overpowering others or
disempowering them, we simply try to preserve
power for ourselves, to make sure we’re okay.
This is where we hide, medicate, numb our pain,
disconnect, or give up.
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Many leaders, exhausted after a long week of
maintaining their Call Out culture or Hang Out
culture, retreat to Check Out culture on their
day off. It looks like “rest,” but it’s not Jesus-rest,
which is rest that reconnects us to those we love,
and refreshes and replenishes us spiritually.

What we see in Jesus’ life, however, is a very
different posture toward others. It’s full of grace
and truth. Out of a deep motivation of selfless
love, he is committed to radical grace AND truthtelling, truth-listening, and truth-living. We call it a
Call In culture.

More seriously, sometimes we visit Check Out
culture for longer stretches of time, and it is
where people can give up on life and leadership
altogether. They don’t calibrate truth or grace
because they don’t care anymore. Many of our
addictions are the result of habitually checking
out. We train our bodies to require checking out
just to feel OK.

WHAT GRACE IS

STOP AND REFLECT: Where have you
experienced Check-Out culture? How do you
know? Describe the contours of the culture
through specific interactions you remember.

GRACE AND TRUTH TOGETHER:
CALL IN

Karl Rahner said this about grace:
Grace is not just pardon for the poor sinner
but “participation in the divine nature.”
Grace is God himself, the communication
in which he gives himself to man as the
divinizing favour which he is himself. Here
God’s work is really himself, since it is he
who is imparted.1
Instead of the shadow-grace of Hang Out culture
(nervously managing relationships), we express
Jesus-grace, which is all about reaching out
toward others to connect with them and be with
them.
Grace wasn’t invented to deal with sin, although
we often talk about it in our churches this way.
Grace existed within the Trinity before the
world was created because grace is God’s
giving of himself in relationship. Grace is God’s
empowering presence that reaches out to
connect. Grace is God’s desire to be with us. It is
the gift of relationship.
Grace has to do with presence. It seeks to
connect and be with others in deep, meaningful,
covenantal relationships. Grace says, “I see you, I
hear you, I am with you, I am glad to be here, you
matter.” A Call In culture is marked by increasing
connection, joy, and freedom in relationships.

We create the first three cultures in our own
strength. They are cultures of flesh. (Flesh is a
biblical term that simply refers to what we can
accomplish through human effort alone.) They
are modes of living focused on self, where we
use others; and they are devoid of love (as Jesus
defines it).

WHAT TRUTH IS
Likewise, instead of the shadow-truth of Call Out
culture (pointing out what’s wrong), we express
Jesus-truth, which sees more than what’s wrong
and sets people free.
1 Karl Rahner, trans. Dinah Wharton, Nature and Grace and
Other Essays, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1963), 24.
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Shadow truth (Call Out) uses “truth” as a
weapon; its goal is to win, prove oneself right,
and divide and conquer. Shadow-truth is
experienced as a heavy burden, an “ought” or a
“should” that overpowers and controls behavior
or compels external conformity in the name of
“righteousness.”
Jesus-truth is all about seeing people as God
sees them (not just what’s wrong with them), and
calling them in love to live out their true identity
in Christ. Jesus truth is vision, empowerment,
enlivening hope that calls people into God’s
kingdom.
Truth is about naming and living in reality as God
sees it. In a Call In culture, truth is employed as an
instrument of salvation, setting others free from
the bondage of performance. Jesus-truth calls
people into embracing God’s vision for their lives,
proclaiming what life under the reign of Jesus
looks like.
We connect with others and call them into the
divine union in which we ourselves are learning to
be centered, encouraging them to embrace their
agency in the kingdom. Call In culture empowers
others to embrace their God-given identity and
join him in his work.
As Henry Cloud said, “Just as grace is the
relational aspect of God’s character, truth is the
structural aspect of his character.”2
Scot McKnight also captures Call In culture well
with this phrase, “Love is to be with someone
and for someone unto something greater. Or
put another way, presence, advocacy, and then
direction.” 3

A NEW KIND OF CULTURE
Call In is something altogether different from
both Call Out and Hang Out. You can’t simply
“add some truth” to Hang Out and get Call In,
2 Henry Cloud, Changes that Heal: How to Understand
Your Past to Ensure a Healthier Future, (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1992), 20.
3 Scot McKnight, A Fellowship of Differents: Showing the
World God’s Design for Life Together (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2014), 64.

3.1 The Grace and Truth Matrix

because the “grace” of a Hang-Out Culture
isn’t Jesus-grace. Likewise you can’t “add some
grace” to Call-Out and get Call In, because the
“truth” of Call Out isn’t Jesus-truth.
Instead, it’s like learning a completely new
language. A conversion is needed. We need to
rethink everything we thought we knew about
grace and truth and sit at the feet of Jesus and
watch him work. We take his yoke and learn
from him how to walk in this new way of life and
leadership, the way of love.

LOOK FOR JOY
This article only scratches the surface of this tool,
and much more will get fleshed out in the context
of our cohort, but let’s end with an observation
about joy.
The Apostle Paul said that the kingdom of God
is a matter of “righteousness, peace and joy
in the Holy Spirit” (Rom 14:17). This is a good
description of Call In, where we experience
righteousness and peace together, and because
it’s empowered by the Holy Spirit and not our
flesh, we experience joy in the midst of it.
The counterfeit cultures, on the other hand, are
“flesh” cultures, in which we attempt to bring
about something good in our own strength. Call
Out seeks righteousness in its own strength,
destroying peace in the process, and because it
can never achieve this righteousness, it ends in
joyless striving. Likewise, Hang Out seeks peace
in its own strength, destroying righteousness in
the process, and because it can never achieve
this peace, it ends in joyless managing. Check
Out does not strive for either righteousness or
peace because it is too concerned about selfpreservation, and it does not deliver either joy or
rest. The lack of joy is a defining characteristic of
all three non-love cultures.
However, when we give ourselves over to the love
of God in Christ, full of grace and truth, we begin
to build a kingdom culture of righteousness and
peace together, which results in joy in the Holy
Spirit because it’s empowered by the Spirit.
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So one of the ways to tell if you’re living in a culture
that’s not full of grace and truth is a lack of joy. A
Call In culture will produce an abundance of joy.

CALLING A TODDLER INTO THE
KINGDOM
So here’s how the story of Cece and the tatoes
turned out:
That evening, after a half-hour of desperately
trying Hang Out, Call Out, and Check Out to Just.
Get. Her. To. Eat. The. Tatoes. So. We. Can. Have.
Dessert… something came over me: I decided I
would try and believe in her more than she did.
I sat right next to her and looked her in the eyes
and said, “Cece I know you don’t like tatoes. I
completely understand. And that’s okay, you
don’t HAVE to like them. Can I tell you a secret?”
I got really close to her ear so only she could hear,
and said, “Mommy cooks a lot of food that Daddy
doesn’t like, too.” I told her all the foods that
Mommy cooks that I didn’t like. I got the side-eye
from Mommy ’cause I think she knew what was
up, but I pressed on.
(Notice the connecting and empathizing… that’s
grace.)
I continued, “But tatoes are what’s for dinner.
And we eat what’s for dinner. Now, I want to eat
dessert with you tonight. I don’t want you to miss
out on the delicious chocolate cake that you’re
excited about. I want you to have good things.
And even though you don’t like tatoes, they are
good for you.
(Notice the maintaining of boundaries… that’s
truth.)
“Cece—look at me—I BELIEVE in you. You are a
strong, courageous little girl and you can do this! I
know you can! (I named several hard things Cece
had done in the last few days where she proved
to everyone how strong and courageous she is.)
You can eat these four bites of tatoes and then
enjoy your dessert. You don’t think you can, BUT
YOU CAN! You have all the power and choice
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here. You need to believe in yourself as much as I
believe in you and you can do it.”
(Grace and truth together… calling her into
relationship AND responsibility…)
It took another 20 minutes, but Cece finished
those 4 bites. After each bite we celebrated.
(Our 8 year old got into the act as well, partially
because he knew he wasn’t getting dessert until
she finished her dinner.)
STOP AND REFLECT: What parts of this story
do you identify as Jesus-grace? How about
Jesus-truth? Do you seen anything that is both?
How are these postures different than shadowgrace and shadow-truth?

GROWING IN GRACE AND TRUTH
This tool helps us to diagnose when we are
living in one of the “flesh” quadrants. This can
be extremely helpful because a large part of the
process of spiritual formation is simply “catching
yourself in the act,” i.e. noticing when you slip out
of the awareness of God’s presence.
The only way any of us can begin to walk in grace
and truth is to be filled with the love of God in
Christ. Jesus makes it clear to his disciples and
to us that we cannot “drum up” this kind of life by
trying harder, exerting more willpower, or learning
a new technique. It only comes as we “abide” in
him, like a branch abides in a vine.
As we learn to live in his love, our defenses
come down and we become open to receiving
grace. As we do so, grace begins to flow into and
through our lives to those around us. From this
place of grace, we begin to tell the truth about
ourselves. We stop hiding; we come out into the
open and start walking in the light, and there
we find that the truth, rather than binding and
enslaving us, actually sets us free.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/grace-truth/
grace-truth-matrix/
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Questions for

Reflection
1.

Where do you see these cultures in your life? Your home, marriage, workplace, small
group, church setting: are you living in a Hang Out, Check Out, Call Out, or Call In
culture?

2. What would you say was the dominant culture in the family you grew up in? How do
you know? In what specific ways has that impacted the culture(s) you create now?

3. Have you experienced a healthy Call In culture in the past? What was it like? What
are some of the artifacts (elements) of this culture you can identify? Who was
responsible for creating an environment of grace and truth? What can you learn
from her/him?

3.1 The Grace and Truth Matrix

75

My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

EXERCISE:
Catch Yourself
In the Act
Now that we’ve seen some of the contours of
how it feels to participate in the quadrants of the
matrix, we’re going to focus on paying attention
to how we as leaders slip into each of them in
our daily lives. Besides CALL IN, they are rooted
in our flesh (what we can accomplish on our
own), and are typically manifested in our lives
multiple times per day (even if it’s just an internal
disposition we notice).
One of the ways to become more effective at
using the Grace and Truth Matrix as a lens for life
is to practice catching yourself in the act. Here’s
how the exercise works:

3

CATCH YOURSELF IN THE ACT
1.

This week, simply make a note of each time
you notice yourself adopting a CALL OUT,
HANG OUT, or CHECK OUT posture. You
might write them down in a notebook, or
create a note on your phone. Find some way
to intentionally keep track of it this week.

2.

Then pay attention to how you feel about
noticing this. Embarrassed? Ashamed?
Nonchalant? Resentful?

3.

See if you can identify why you slipped
into the quadrant you did. What were you
seeking? What were you trying to make
happen?

Come to the cohort meeting ready to share what
you noticed from this exercise.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/grace-truth/
exercise-catch-act/

3.2 Catch Yourself in the Act
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

3

EXERCISE:
Seeing Jesus
Practice Grace & Truth

Truly radical Christian discipleship…. does not consist of foolishly trying to copy or
externally imitate his person and life story, or solely following his teaching, but above
all of accepting Jesus’ internal attitudes. That is why it is necessary to meditate on
scripture truly in depth and try to break through the letter into the spirit of the text.
~ Tomas Halik ~

The CALL IN quadrant on the Grace and
Truth Matrix is the one that we have the least
experience with and imagination for. Since
it is rooted in the posture of Jesus, it will be
important for us to fill our imaginations with how
he practiced grace and truth.
As we’ve said before, Jesus didn’t choose
between grace and truth; he calibrated both
grace and truth, all the time. His grace was full of
truth and his truth was full of grace. For our next
meeting spend some time meditating on the
following passages:
•
•
•
•
•

Matthew 16:13-23
John 8:1-11
Luke 5:1-11
John 21:1-19
Mark 10:35-45

As you read, use the Grace and Truth matrix as
a lens:
•

What do you notice about the stories
using the tool?

3.3 Seeing Jesus Practice Grace and Truth

•

In these texts, to what does grace and
truth give you access that you couldn’t
name otherwise?

As you meditate on these passages, pay attention
to how you see grace and truth interacting.
•

How does Jesus connect with and
empower people?

•

What about his posture catches your
attention?

•

What does Jesus do well that God wants
to teach you?

•

What in-your-life-now situation or
relationship will be the context for that
learning?

Come to the cohort meeting ready to share and
process what you notice.
Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/grace-truth/exercise-seeing-jesus/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON FOUR

EXERCISE:
Moving into
Call In
EXERCISE FOR THE WEEK:
1.

Continue to notice when you slip into Hang
Out, Call Out, and Check Out. Come ready
to share what you notice about those
quadrants.

2.

Continue to practice Call In as much as
possible. Come ready to share what you’re
learning about how to “move into” Call In
when you notice you’re somewhere else.
What are the nuts-and-bolts things you
need to do? Bodily movements you need
to make? Words you need to say? Thoughts
you need to rehearse?

3

P.S. Here are a couple hints on how to move
toward Call In…
•

When you’re in Call Out, you can move
into Call In by calibrating empathy and
connection with the other person. It’s
about moving from disconnection to
connection, seeing and hearing and
being with the other person.

•

When you’re in Hang Out, you can move
into Call In by calibrating boundaries
and getting real with the other person.
It’s about telling the truth about yourself,
being honest about your thoughts and
feelings, moving from hiding to reckoning
with what’s real.

Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/grace-truth/moving-call-in/

3.4 Moving Into Call In
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?
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04
M O D U L E

Word Works Wants

Lesson 1
Getting Our Wanter On The Table
Lesson 2
How Jesus Helped People Get Down to Desire
Lesson 3
Looking at Your Current Practices of Discipleship
Lesson 4
Naming and Submitting Desie
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LESSON ONE

Getting Our
Wanter On
The Table
To begin, let us quickly review where we’ve been.

PARADIGM: SEVEN AXIOMS
We’ve looked at seven axioms of a missional
theology, which is the paradigm for how we live
with God daily and lead others to do the same.
These truths are an attempt to name how we
see Jesus practice his spirituality. They are at the
center of orienting our life in God’s love in Jesus
Christ:
1.

God is always present and at work

2.

God is like Jesus and in him is no unchristlikeness at all

3.

God is so real he most fully meets us in
reality (i.e. right where we really are)

4.

God cares about it more than we do

5.

What God wants to do through us he will
first do in us

6.

The goal of our faith and discipleship is
union with the Trinity

7.

We learn love through embodied
participation

4.1 Getting Our Wanter on the Table

4

These axioms are one way to describe how Jesus
“sees” life; they are the assumptions he makes,
and they form the basis for how he relates to
God and others. By no means are we suggesting
that these are exhaustive or exclusive; many
other truths could be included here. But we
believe these seven axioms craft a theological
foundation for us to be centered on the love of
God in Jesus and develop a spirituality to learn
how to live like Jesus.

POSTURE: GRACE AND TRUTH
MATRIX
On the basis of these assumptions, we then
looked at the posture of Jesus. We saw that his
basic disposition was one of “grace and truth.”
As he interacted with and ministered to others,
his character was such that he was fully present
to them in love, as expressed in grace and truth.
Remember that grace is God’s giving of himself
to us in relationship. It has to with identity and
connection. Also remember that truth is God’s
revealing of reality and calling us to participate
robustly in it. It has to do with authority and
representation.
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(Note that we didn’t define love as much as
describe love, as it is exemplified in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus. This is because
definitions are good for helping us think about
truth, but descriptions are better for helping us
embody truth.)
This love, expressed in grace and truth, is the
measure of our discipleship to Jesus and the
mark we bear as followers of Jesus.

AND NOW… PRACTICES!
We will spend the rest of this course pressing
into the practices of Jesus that flow from this
paradigm and posture. These elements build
on each other, step by step, to create a robust
training process for living our lives in the way of
Jesus.
This module is all about the WHAT of Jesus’
practices—what is the overall “thing” we see
him doing? Therefore, we will spend the next
several modules focusing on the HOW of Jesus’
practices, and doing a lot of training in how to
minister in the same way as Jesus.

What do we do with this gap? How do we
take meaningful action to begin to move in the
direction of Jesus’ kind of love? In other words,
what do we actually DO as disciples of Jesus
who are growing into Christlikeness?

SMALL GROUP LEADERS
BEHAVING BADLY
Here’s a story about one of my (Matt’s) early
leadership experiences that illustrates where
most of us start in trying to answer these
questions.
Jacob was one of my small group leaders when I
was a junior high youth pastor. And he was really
late for our meeting. Not like “stuck in traffic” late,
more like “passive aggressive” late. Forty-five
minutes late. On one hand I was ticked off. I had
gone to bat for him a few times before this, and
he was making it harder for me to stick up for him.
On the other hand, I was relieved because I was
anxious about the meeting.

So here’s where we want to start: when we
introduce the paradigm and posture of Jesus,
most of us immediately notice that there is a
pretty substantial gap between our lives and
Jesus’ life.

Here’s why: six months before, Jacob had
finished a year-long internship at a discipleship
training school, and it had transformed his life. He
left irresponsible and immature and came back
disciplined and grown up. Jacob lived with his
mother, who commented that her disrespectful
boy had returned a polished and polite young
man. A year away from home studying the Bible,
being around other Christians, and working on
discipline and diligence in his personal habits
seemed to have paid off.

We see how he calibrates grace and truth
and opens up space for transformation; and
it’s amazing! Then we realize we can’t put our
kids to bed without losing our tempers and
yelling at them (Call Out culture). Or we notice
that “keeping people happy” is how we’ve
done ministry for years (Hang Out culture). Or
we realize that we’ve given up trying to lead
our churches into any meaningful corporate
transformation (Check Out culture).

But it was pretty clear the polish was rubbing off.
He’d promised to get a job once he returned, but
that hadn’t happened. As a result, his mother had
kicked him out of the house (she had made it clear
that this would be the consequence). Jacob had
moved in with a female friend and her roommate,
and eventually started dating the roommate.
So he is now living with two single women, one
of whom he is dating… and he’s leading a small
group in my junior high youth ministry.

WHAT DO WE DO WITH THE GAP
BETWEEN US AND JESUS?

That’s why I wasn’t looking forward to this
conversation.
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Two phone calls and numerous texts later Jacob
finally arrived, a full hour late. He walked into my
office, and as he dislodged his hand from his
pocket to shake mine, a pack of cigarettes fell
onto the floor. He looked down at them, then
back at me. Stifling a giggle, he muttered, “Oops”
and bent down to scoop the cigarettes up,
shoving them deeply in his interior jacket pocket.
The cigarettes, and his nonchalance about them,
were the last straw for me. I told him he couldn’t
lead a small group in the youth ministry anymore.
He said, “Okay,” and immediately left my office.
The meeting I’d waited sixty minutes for had
lasted sixty seconds.
I never saw Jacob again. As far as I know he no
longer considers himself a Christian.

HOW DO WE MEASURE JACOB’S
DISCIPLESHIP?
We tell this story in order to ask the question
about the “gap” for Jacob between his life and
what we see in Jesus. How did Jacob seek to
close this gap? And how do we evaluate the
quality of his discipleship?
We probably have a notion that dishonoring
his parents, living with his girlfriend, and openly
smoking cigarettes conflicted with his role as
“Small Group Leader.” We sense those behaviors
aren’t becoming of a disciple of Jesus, especially
when we contrast them with the good behaviors
we saw earlier in Jacob when he first got back
from his discipleship school.
The other thing that happened for Jacob during
his year away was a growth in his knowledge.
His understanding of theology and the Bible
increased as he studied with others.
Here’s what we notice: knowledge and behavior
are the typical things we focus on when it comes
to discipleship, and they’re the main strategies
we think of when it comes to “closing the gap”
we see between our lives and Jesus’ life.

4.1 Getting Our Wanter on the Table

Most of us, when we want to grow as disciples,
imagine ways to increase our understanding
and/or change our behavior. We focus on:
Content and conduct.
Doctrine and deeds.
Head and habits.
Words and works.

DOCTRINE DONE RIGHT
For example, some Christian traditions establish
an agreed-upon collection of knowledge
(doctrine). Generally, an important thing in
these traditions is for people to intellectually
comprehend the content of the doctrine.
Cognitive understanding and agreement is one
marker of Christian maturity.
The training that pastors receive at most
seminaries is primarily focused on the domain
of the intellect, emphasizing knowledge and
understanding. Tests measure the student’s
ability to get the correct answer, defend the
correct positions, and argue for the correct
propositions.

DEEDS DONE RIGHT
Some traditions focus on behavior. (They may
or may not be the same ones as above.) If
knowledge is the “internal” realm of discipleship,
behavior is the “external” realm. You know you’re
growing as a disciple if you exhibit good moral
conduct and avoid the bad. In the story above,
the “bad” behaviors were smoking and the
appearance of sexual impropriety. Or, for some
traditions, the behavior to emulate is speaking
in tongues. Or perhaps it is evangelistic fervor.
Behavior is seen as external conformity to the
internal knowledge of God, and it’s evaluated
according to standards laid out in Scripture and
our denominational traditions.
Whether one element takes the lead or they are
both applied in equal measure, knowledge and/
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or behavior seem to be the measuring sticks
we use to determine whether our discipleship
efforts are successful.

SOMETHING MORE IS NEEDED
“Spiritual formation in the tradition of Jesus
Christ is the process of transformation of the
inmost dimension of the human being, the heart,
which is the same as the spirit or will. It is being
formed (really, transformed) in such a way that
its natural expression comes to be the deeds of
Christ done in the power of Christ.”
– Dallas Willard1
If we want to close the gap between us and
Jesus, then obviously what Jesus knows (his
words) and what he does (his works) are vitally
important. To be with him and learn from him
how to live like him, we will need to submit our
minds to the gaining of new knowledge, and
submit our bodies to new behaviors. We need to
pay attention to the words of Jesus and attempt
to imitate the works of Jesus. We need doctrine
and deeds.
But here’s what we notice: by themselves,
words and works are insufficient to help us
really grow into Christlikeness. Focusing merely
on gaining knowledge and changing behavior
doesn’t seem to consistently produce wise
and mature disciples of Jesus. We’re not saying
that knowledge and behavior aren’t part of the
equation, just that they don’t seem to tell the
whole story.
Knowledge and behavior are crucial, but
insufficient. So what’s missing? How did Jesus
model discipleship? How do we start to close
the gap between what we see in Jesus and what
we see in our lives?

THE MISSING INGREDIENT
One of the reasons it’s so easy to focus on
words and works is that they are easy to observe
and measure. I can demonstrate knowledge
1 Dallas Willard, “Spiritual Formation: What it is, and How
it is Done.” http://www.dwillard.org/articles/individual/
spiritual-formation-what-it-is-and-how-it-is-done.

88

and display behavior; I can get a sense of my
“progress” in the right direction. But we’ve found
that the key to our transformation is something
that’s more difficult to observe and measure.
It’s something that lives in a deeper place than
doctrine and deeds.
The key is encapsulated in Jesus’ question to
the two disciples who begin following him in
John 1:35-39. He does not ask them “What do
you know?” or “What do you believe?” Nor does
he question them with “Do you follow the Law?”
or “Have you been good boys?” What Jesus is
wondering in that moment is, “What do you
want?”
His first question isn’t about what they know
or what they do, but what they WANT. Jesus
wants to talk about their desires. We’ll see in
next week’s exercise that this is a consistent
feature of Jesus’ ministry, but for now we just
want to emphasize that closing the gap in our
discipleship MUST involve getting our “wanters
on the table” so they can be transformed.
Our
discipleship
must
involve
the
transformation of our desires into the desires
of Jesus. This is how we actually learn to do what
Jesus said was the greatest commandment:
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your mind and with
all your strength” (Mark 12:30).
In other words, for love to permeate the entirety
of our humanness, it has to touch not only our
knowledge (mind) and our bodies (strength), but
also our deepest desires (heart / soul). Love the
Lord your God with your doctrine, your deeds,
and your desires. Your words, your works, and
your wants.
As James K.A. Smith says, “You are what you
love”2 (not what you think or even what you
necessarily do), and this is where formation must
focus, because our lives are steered by what we
long for much more than what we believe or how
we act.
2 James K.A. Smith, You Are What You Love: The Spiritual
Power of Habit (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2016).
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This is why we had you name what you’re hoping
to get out of GLA at the first meeting. We wanted
the naming of desire to be the starting place
for this journey of transformation. And if you’ll
remember our sixth axiom—divine union is the
goal of our discipleship—this doesn’t happen
unless our desires are transformed.
Almost the entire Sermon on the Mount is Jesus
helping people see that knowing the right things
and performing “correct” actions were not
enough to really be at home in God’s kingdom.
In each illustration, he was helping people dive
below the surface of knowledge and behavior,
into the heart, where our motivations are born,
where our lives are driven by what we most
deeply desire.
Here’s a way to visualize this:

3. The transformation of desire is the goal,
but the first step in this process is simply
to become aware of your desires as they
currently exist and name them as such (this
is a way of “meeting God in reality”).
4. Both discovering our true wants and
realizing how they are integrated with our
current words and works should occur
within the field of grace & truth (love).
This is necessary because one of the main
temptations we have when beginning to
name our desires is the temptation to hide in
shame when we realize we want the “wrong”
things. It’s necessary to name these things
in the environment of God’s love.
5.

The goal isn’t to ignore words and works,
but to integrate them with wants as they
are transformed.

For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/wordsworks-wants/wanter-table/

A few things to notice about this diagram:
1.

This triangle of words, works, and wants
appears in the Call In quadrant of the Grace
and Truth Matrix.

2.

Words and works are “above the water
line,” which means they’re easy to observe
and measure, whereas “wants” require more
honesty and discernment to discover. Many
of us have no idea what we really want.

4.1 Getting Our Wanter on the Table
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Questions for

Reflection
1.

On what has your experience of discipleship mainly been focused? How did a
words/works focus manifest itself? What were the results in your life?

2. What excites you about this model? What brings clarity or conviction? Why do you
think this is?

3. What concerns you about this model? What brings conflict or confusion? Why do
you think this is?
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

How Jesus Helped
People Get Down
to Desire
Jesus lived with a constant awareness of the
basic fault of humanity: we live with disordered
desires. Desire itself is neither good nor bad, it’s
simply part of being human. Instead cultivating
apathy toward desire (like stoicism), eliminating
desire (like Buddhism), or indulging desire (like
hedonism), Jesus invites us into ordering and
shaping our desires in love. Love is the center
around which our desires find their (super)
natural orbit.

4

single-minded (James 1:5-8) and not lose heart
(2 Cor 4:16-18), as our desires are quickened
and awakened (Luke 24:25, Ephesians 4:17-24,
1 Peter 5:8-9), thus bringing shalom between
mind, body, and heart.
In other words, when we integrate and align
what we think, what we do, and what we desire
in the love of God as revealed in Jesus, we are
complete and fully unified. This is the biblical
concept of shalom.
Jesus understood shalom: it’s why the greatest
commandment was to love God with all your
heart, soul, mind, and strength. Jesus is saying,
“Love must permeate your desires, your thoughts,
and your actions.” The greatest commandment
is the greatest because when Love is the center
of our hearts, souls, minds, and strengths, we are
one with God and others!
So discipleship has to address our attachment
to—i.e. our relationship with—our desires.
Unless we get our wants on the table in
discipleship, we will never be able to integrate
the aspects of our spirituality so that we look and
live like Jesus.

Of course, the Word/Works/Want tool reminds
us that we are after an integration of our Head,
Habits, and Heart. We endeavor to become
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This exercise is about meditating on passages
of Scripture where we see Jesus getting to
the desires of those he came to save. He
FIND YOUR CENTER

does this in many ways: stories, questions,
challenges, defying expectations, and provoking
antagonisms. As you read and reflect, take some
time to process using the questions provided.
You can read through all these passages in one
day, or spread them out over the whole week, but
spend enough time on each to really dig into the
reflection questions.

PASSAGE 2: MARK 10:35-52
“What do you want me to do for you?”
Jesus asks the same question to a pair of his
disciples (v.36) and to a blind beggar (v.51). The
disciples ask for control and power; the beggar
trusts Jesus for healing. Notice how Jesus deals
with their desires differently.

PASSAGE 1: JOHN 13:21-38

•

“What you are about to do, do quickly… Will you
give up your life for me?”

How does Jesus respond to James
and John? What does he do with their
question and the desire driving it?

•

The other disciples become angry
at James and John (hint: anger is an
indication that our wants are coming to
the surface) and Jesus responds to all
of them with a teaching. (Notice how
frequently Jesus’ teaching is in response
to revealed hearts!) How does Jesus’
teaching speak to their desires? What
does he say about their desires?

•

Why does Jesus ask Bartimaeus what he
wants? It’s obvious that he’s blind, and
this infirmity has led him to beg for daily
sustenance. It seems like the ultimate,
“Duh!” question. Unless it’s important for
Bartimaeus to name/own what he wants
and submit it to (i.e. trust in) Jesus.

•

In light of this: what is the faith Bartimaeus
demonstrates? How does that relate to
his desire? And what does this have to do
with the power Jesus came to operate in
(see v.44)?

•

How would you describe the difference
between James/John and the rest of the
disciples’ relationship to their desires and
Bartimaeus? What does Mark want us to
see by contrasting these two stories?

Here are two disciples and their desires on
display: Judas and Peter. Jesus takes the same
posture toward BOTH. He helps them name/own
what is in their hearts even when what is there is
not godly.
•

What do you notice about how Jesus
relates to Judas’ desire here? Does he
ignore it? Try to influence it? How would
you describe his posture toward it?

•

What do you notice about Peter’s desire
here? How is his aspirational desire
different than his actual desire?

•

Notice: in between Jesus empowering
Judas and then Peter to name/own
their desires, Jesus gives them a new
commandment (vv. 34-35). What do
you think is the connection between this
commandment (“Love as I have loved
you”) and desire?

4.2 How Jesus Helped People Get Down to Desire
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PASSAGES 3: JOHN 1:35-39 AND
JOHN 21:15-19
“What are you looking for?” … “Do you love me?”
Jesus’ first words in the gospel of John are a
question of the heart: what are you seeking?
And Jesus’ last words in the gospel of John are
a question of the heart: do you love me? If we
are going to be a disciple of Jesus our “wanter”
has got to be “on the table.” That’s where Jesus
meets us.
•

Andrew and an unnamed disciple are
following Jesus in John 1, and Jesus asks
them “What are you looking for?” They
answer they want to see where Jesus is
staying and Jesus answers, “Come and
see.” How would you describe Jesus’
response to their desire?

•

Peter has gone back to fishing after his
true desire was revealed on the night
of Jesus’ crucifixion. Jesus comes back
toward him, not with scolding, or shaming,
or shoulding, but with another question of
desire: “Do you love me?” This time, when
Peter owns/names his desire, how does
Jesus respond? What does he give him?

•

Notice the end of the section. Jesus
calibrates grace and truth by laying out
the cost of his desire—“stretch out your
hands,” and “lead you where you don’t
want to go”—and ends it with a “Follow
me.” Why does Jesus end this meeting
like this?
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PASSAGE 4: LUKE 9:57-62
“No one who puts a hand on the plow and looks
back is fit for God’s kingdom.”
Jesus deals with would-be disciples. There is no
doctrinal test, there is no morality bar; rather, with
each of the three potential disciples, Jesus gets
their “wanter” on the table.
•

What do you notice about each
engagement? How does Jesus engage
people who appear interested in him?

•

A few of the people in this text have
valid concerns/reasons for delaying their
discipleship. What strikes you about how
Jesus responds?

FIND YOUR CENTER

PASSAGE 5: LUKE 15:2, 11-32

PASSAGE 6: LUKE 4:14-30

“The Pharisees and legal experts were
grumbling, saying, ‘This man welcomes sinners
and eats with them”… “You are always with
me and all that I have is yours. But we had to
celebrate because this brother of yours was
dead and is alive…”

“Everyone was raving about Jesus” … “When
they heard this, everyone in the synagogue was
filled with anger.”

Jesus reveals their desire—their heart—through a
story, much like Nathan and David in 2 Samuel 12.
•

•

Notice how Jesus tells a story to reveal
hearts. He teaches with stories for a
purpose. Reflect a bit on the work this
story does to arouse and excavate a
heart. Why do you think it’s so effective?
How do the stories we consume (movies,
books, and television) do the same or
different work today?
Jesus’ story intended to bring conviction
and clarity about the state of the religious
leaders’ hearts. But at the end of the
passage their response is left up in the air.
Why do you think that is?

Jesus is all the rage after his first sermon in his
hometown, but he selectively ends his passage
in Isaiah 61 short of “the day of vengeance of our
God.”
They don’t get it immediately—they’re all raving
about him—but then Jesus tells two stories
(Elijah healing the widow at Zarephath in Sidon
and Elisha cleansing Naaman) that highlight
God’s mercy on Gentiles rather than Israelites.
This interpretation of the Isaiah text leads his
hometown to want to kill him.
•

Why does Jesus provoke his hometown
like this? What is revealed through his
teaching?

•

What is at stake for them if they own/
name their desires? What is the cost of
owning what they really want?

•

Notice how Jesus handles acclaim and
fame (see also John 2:23-25 and John
6:15, 22ff). What is different about his
desire—and how he navigates others’
desires—from how we typically deal with
things?

Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/words-works-wants/down-to-desire/

4.2 How Jesus Helped People Get Down to Desire
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

Looking at Your
Current Practices
of Discipleship

4

3. A window to look through at the world.

The tool helps us see others and the
cultures we inhabit in a new way, with a
new perspective.

We want to examine this final lens this week.
Think about your sphere or ministry or influence.
Maybe it’s a church or a small group, or perhaps
your family and friends. It can be anyone in
your life for which you have some sense of
responsibility to move toward Christlikeness.
Think about the main ways that you attempt to
influence them toward Christlikeness currently.
Map these onto the Words/Works/Wants tool:
The tool that is this diagram (like the Grace and
Truth Matrix) functions in three main ways:

1. A picture of truth in Jesus. The diagram

represents a dynamic or a reality at
work in Jesus’ ministry, captured in a
representational tool.

2. A mirror in which to see ourselves. The
tool shines light on who we really are; we
see our actual reflection in light of the
truth/reality the tool represents.

4.3 Looking at Your Current Practices of Discipleship

•

How much is focused on Words (teaching,
knowledge, information, doctrine/head/
content)?

•

How much is focused on Works
(behavior, obedience, morality, deeds/
hands/conduct)?

•

How much is focused on Wants
(motivation, orientation, desire/heart/
character)?

97

In a sense, this is a picture of your current
philosophy and practice of discipleship. Reflect
on these questions:
•

What good fruit have you seen from your
discipleship practice?

•

What areas of frustration have you felt in
your discipleship practice?

•

Overall, what do you notice about your
discipleship practice as you look at it
through the Word/Works/Wants tool?

Here’s a little parable to illustrate the goal or telos
of what a life lived integrating Words, Works, and
Wants looks like.1 Notice the difference between
a discipleship driven by only words and works
and one driven by the integration of all three.
When I (Matt) was newly married, my wife
Sharon and I bought a dog. Ivy we called her. This
was the first dog either of us had owned, and we
didn’t know what we were doing.
Ivy was a nervous dog. She would bark incessantly
at passing cars, squirrels in the yard, or random
sounds she happened to hear outside. Every
time I came home, she’d squat in front of me and
leave me a pool of her “excitement” on the floor.
Ivy was our “suburb dog.” On weekdays, she
would spend eight to nine hours in a crate at
home. We’d bribe her into the kennel in the
morning with a treat, and she’d be clawing at
the latch when we walked in the door. She was
always looking for a way to get out of her crate
and away from her captivity. She couldn’t wait
to go on a walk, and she’d be pulling at the leash
the entire time looking to run ahead, as if trying to
escape. We didn’t do a good job of training her,
so her nervous desire to escape never really left
her.
If Ivy was a nervous “suburb dog,” Buzz was a
relaxed “country dog.” Buzz was the name of
the dog that hung around the farm where my
dad grew up. Buzz just showed up one day at
1 The idea for this parable is taken from James Bryan Smith,
The Good and Beautiful God (Downers Grove: IV Press,
2009), 160-161.
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my dad’s house and my dad began feeding him;
that’s how Buzz became my dad’s dog.
Buzz stayed by my dad because my dad took
care of him. Pretty soon Buzz had his own
dog house on the farm. There were no fences
or collars or leashes for Buzz. He could go
anywhere he wanted and he often did. Early on
in their relationship, Buzz would come home with
porcupine quills in his nose or briars in his paw;
my dad removed them and nursed Buzz back to
health. Buzz didn’t wander as far after that.
Buzz became a part of the farm and eventually
he had a job: he would guard the chicken coop
from foxes and wolves. If any animal came close,
he’d bark and howl to alert my dad’s family of the
threat. Buzz would also follow my dad around on
his chores, often helping him round up the other
farm animals being raised there.
Buzz could go anywhere he wanted, but chose
to stay close to my dad. Ivy lived close to us but
caged for most of her life, and was always trying
to run away.
Here’s the deal: God has called us to a “country
dog” life with him, but most of us try to live a
“suburb dog” Christianity. God has invited us into
a rich, integrated word/works/wants discipleship,
but many of us insist on a word/works faith,
involving only our knowledge and behavior. We
use rules, bribes, threats, punishments, deals,
barters, cages, leashes, etc. to keep ourselves in
line, but find that our desires always lead us away
and into trouble. No rule is big enough to shape
our desire—it just cages desire until it eventually
works its way out. We never fully step into any
responsibility or authority in the kingdom of God
because we are busy trying to manage and limit
our longing to get out and run away.
God has invited us into a life that looks much
more like Buzz’s than Ivy’s. We are given freedom,
and that freedom can lead us into trouble. But
God doesn’t want to put us on a collar and leash
to make us stay in line; he wants us to learn the
blessedness of staying close because of the care
he gives. Buzz seldom left my dad’s side because
he knew he was taken care of; God wants his
FIND YOUR CENTER

goodness to likewise keep us close to him.
Also, Ivy was a pet who didn’t have any real
responsibility in our family. We’d play with her and
take her for walks, but her life was fairly boring.
Her role in our family was one of leisure. Buzz on
the other hand earned the trust of my dad’s family
and had a role to play on the farm. Because Buzz
was loyal and committed, he began to partner in
running the farm.
Country dogs stay close to the master because
they learn to trust his provision, and because
they have an indispensable role to play in the
family business.
When we attempt to live our faith by just words
and works, by merely knowing more and doing
better, we end up in a cage of certitude and
moralism. We tie holiness and growth to sinning
less and knowing more. When our desires, our
wants, are not on the table for discipleship, we
are left trying to steamroll them, ignore them,
or even carefully gratify them in “safe” ways.
But they are never transformed, so we end up

4.3 Looking at Your Current Practices of Discipleship

working against what we actually want! It just
doesn’t work.
What God desires for us is the country dog life:
learning to live in the freedom and responsibility
we share with our Master. We can go wherever
we want, but we’re learning to stay close to the
Master because there is provision and affection
there, as well as authority in the family business.
Unless we get our “wanter” on the table—unless
we learn to observe, name, and reckon with our
actual desires (good, bad, and ugly!)—we will
stay in a battle with our hearts. The way into a
country dog life with God is by meeting God in
our wants and desires, and integrating our head,
habits, and heart in the way of Jesus.
Come to your group ready to share what strikes
you from this reflection and exercise.
Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
c o m /g l a 1 /wo rd s-wo r ks-wa n t s /c u r r e n tpractices/

99

My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON FOUR

Naming and
Submitting
Desire

Often it can be difficult to get in touch with our
desires, with what we really want. But it’s crucial
if we’re going to grow as disciples of Jesus. This
exercise will help you get in touch with your
desires.
Most of us don’t know what we desire, and
even if we do, we don’t know what to do with it.
Most of us have learned to ignore our desires,
indulge our desires, or fight our desires. All of

4.4 Naming and Submitting Desire

4

these strategies have been employed and
taught in the Christian tradition, too. But none
of them are helpful, because none of them
result in the transformation of desire in the love
of God. This exercise will help us do something
different with our desires. We will do two things:
1.

Name our desires, and

2.

Submit them to God in prayer.
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PART 1: NAMING DESIRE
As we know, God is so real he fully meets us
where we are. So let’s spend some time locating
where we really are. To do this, we will simply
notice and name our cares, concerns, worries,
passions, and/or preoccupations—whatever’s
clamoring for space in our hearts and minds.
For instance, as I (Matt) type this sentence I am
aware of:
•

my desire for a different song to play
on my sound system (because I don’t
particularly like this one),

•

a gnawing hunger for lunch and a desire
for food,

•

a slight agitation at the roofers next door
making a LOT of noise,

•

a deep sadness/sympathy for some
children I read about this morning in Syria
who have lost their parents to the civil war
that continues to be fought there,

•

a simmering anxiety that “I won’t have
enough time to do everything I have to do
today,” and

•

a sense of joy that spring has come and
everything is GREEN and the sun is HOT.
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What about for you? Where are you right now?
Use these following questions to help you locate
where you really are right now, then see the
following exercise as a way to meet God in those
desires:
•

What concerns me right now?

•

What worry, fear, or anxiety am I aware of?

•

What am I daydreaming about or looking
forward to right now?

•

What joy, excitement, or peace am I aware
of?

•

What do I want now? Think physically,
spiritually, emotionally, and relationally?

As you become aware of what your heart is
doing, just notice and name your desires, without
judgment or filtering. Once you feel like you have
a good handle on what you want right now, pick
one or two desires that seem most significant or
important to pray through in Part 2.

FIND YOUR CENTER

PART 2: SUBMITTING DESIRE (PALMS
UP, PALMS DOWN)

4. Continue to breathe deeply and

After becoming aware of our desires, we will
pray into them with our bodies using an exercise
adapted from Richard Foster: palms up, palms
down.

your heart in the presence of God who
is smiling at you, turn your palms up on
your lap or at your side. Allow God to give
you back your desires rightly ordered.
Receive the easy yoke in whatever way
God wants to give it.

1. Sit or lay down comfortably, taking a

position in which you can be relaxed and
alert.

2. Breathe deeply and intentionally place

yourself in the presence of Jesus.
“Behold God beholding you and smiling,”
as Anthony deMello says. This may be
difficult for you. Many of us have a hard
time picturing God smiling at us. If it’s not
intuitive or accessible, do not fret. You may
instead think of a memory or scene from
your life that is filled with joy and peace;
hold that memory in mind, allowing God’s
peace and fullness to fill you as you sit in
God’s presence.

3. Turn your palms down and begin naming

the desires that you became aware
of today. They could be cares, worries,
agendas, or expectations. Make no
judgments, no apologies, no promises.
Simply turn your palms down in your
lap or at your side and let go of all that
you are presently aware of carrying.

4.4 Naming and Submitting Desire

surrender.

5. When you have named the desires of

6. Receive God’s presence with your palms

up; listen; consent to his love in the midst
of whatever you have been carrying.

7. Spend as much time as is necessary in

this exercise. Do not hesitate to repeat
palms down if concern or worry arrest
your heart during this exercise.

8. When you feel prompted to end, spend
some time thanking God for this time
and notice what this was like to be with
him.

Find some time this week to do Naming and
Submitting 2-5 times (!!). Come ready to share
what you notice from this exercise. What was
difficult for you? What was helpful? Any insight or
revelation come from it? Any frustration? Come
ready to share and process in your group.
Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
c o m /g l a 1 /wo rd s-wo r k s-wa n t s /n a m i n g submitting/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?
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M O D U L E

The Discipleship Wheel + DETECT
Lesson 1
Introducing the Discipleship Wheel
Lesson 2
DETECT: Paying attention to Kairos
Lesson 3
Detecting Kairos Through Examen
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LESSON ONE

Introducing the
Discipleship
Wheel

5

We thought we came to God by doing it right, and lo and behold,
surprise of surprises, we come to God by doing it wrong.
~ Richard Rohr ~

Based on the paradigm of Jesus (seen in the
seven axioms), and rooted in the posture of
Jesus (the Grace and Truth Matrix), our last
module began to look at the practice of Jesus
when it comes to living on mission and making
disciples. We saw that for Jesus, growing as a
disciple doesn’t just mean knowing more (words)
and doing better (works). It is essential for us to
get “below the water line” into the subterranean
world of desire (wants).
We said this is essentially WHAT Jesus did, but
we didn’t say much about HOW he did it. How
do we get below the surface and discover (so
God can transform) our desires? That’s what
this module introduces.
The tool we introduce here is the final “layer” of
the overall process of finding your center. This
module will introduce the process as a whole,
and in the coming months we’ll dive into each of
the six practices that comprise this tool.
Let’s get started!
5.1 Introducing the Discipleship Wheel
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HOW TO GET OUR WANTER ON THE
TABLE
So how do we actually discern our desires? And
how do we “hold” them in the Lord’s presence
so he can begin to transform them, especially if
what we want seems “bad”?
One of the main reasons we like to stay in the
realm of Words and Works is that it’s easier to
“fake it” above the water line—to say the right
things and do the right things, while ignoring my
actual desires, the actual state of my heart. It
feels scary to look at my real desires, to examine
what I really want.
But we need to. Why? Because God only
meets us where we really are, and he’s always
present and at work, so my actual desires aren’t
obstacles to meeting God, they’re the occasion
for meeting God! What seems like an obstacle (a
“bad” desire) is actually the starting line for the
process of becoming more like Jesus.

WANTING THE WRONG THING
I (Ben Sternke) wish I had known how to do
this years ago when I was teaching a class on
spiritual formation for the church I was serving at
the time. One of the very first exercises we did in
the class was designed to help us get in touch
with our desires. I invited each person to envision
themselves as blind Bartimaeus sitting beside
the road as Jesus walked past, crying out “Son of
David, have mercy on me!” (Mark 10:46-52).
In the exercise, as in the story, Jesus stops what
he is doing and turns aside to pay attention to us.
He asks us the question he asked Bartimaeus:
“What do you want me to do for you?” Then we
spent several minutes in silence telling Jesus
what we wanted him to do for us. We tried to get
in touch with our deepest desires and confess
them to Jesus.
After 15 minutes of silence, I invited people to
share, if they felt comfortable, what they said
to Jesus. I expected that people would get in
touch with a deep desire for transformation, or
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for healing, or for reconciliation, etc. And some
people did share those kinds of things. But what
took me off-guard was the answer I got from a
19-year-old young man who was taking the class.
He said, “I told Jesus I want to be a famous rock
star.”
I thought he was kidding at first, but he was dead
serious. He was a musician and had just formed
a band. And his honest answer to Jesus was that
he wanted to be famous. He wanted people to
hear his songs and see him on stage and think he
was awesome. At the time, I didn’t know what to
do with that! Neither did anyone else in the class.
I just affirmed his honesty and moved on with the
class.
I didn’t know how to handle what I considered to
be his “bad” desire, but this could have been a
moment of breakthrough for him if I had known
better how to reckon with it. Today I think I’m
much better equipped to help someone like him
process this desire; the honesty he displayed is
ground zero for the in-breaking of the kingdom
of God, because God is so real he most fully
meets us where we’re really at.

TYPICAL RESPONSES
This entire process, then, starts with
AWARENESS: being aware of what’s going on,
paying attention to our lives. When we become
aware of these deep desires, like sonar pings
from the deep places of our soul, we typically
respond in one of two ways.
1.

We ignore it, distracting ourselves from it
because we are uncomfortable with it. We
attempt to turn off our awareness.

2.

We attempt to fix it, jumping from a surfacelevel awareness straight to an action that’s
meant to solve the problem we’re perceiving.

Note on our diagram below that this jump from
awareness to action is a kind of surface-level
jump from Words to Works. The awareness is
a “Word” and the action is a “Work” meant to
quickly fix the problem.
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modification, as if my problem is that I forgot that
children were a blessing from the Lord, and that’s
why I yelled at them.
I don’t need to remember something I forgot, I
need to repent and believe the good news of the
kingdom of God!
First, we need a process for discipleship that
dives below the surface to discern what our
deep desires are. Then, we need a way to
discover why our desires have been shaped this
way. Finally, we need to bring them into alignment
with the presence of Christ and his Kingdom for
transformation.

For example, perhaps I have a stressful day at
work and I come home and I just want some
peace and quiet for a few moments. But my
kids are fighting about who gets to jump on the
trampoline next. So I yell at them to knock it off,
and send them to bed without supper.
A few minutes later I feel bad about this (here’s
where the “ping” of awareness is starting), and I
begin to inwardly berate myself for being such a
bad father and being so selfish. I reflexively react
to this by springing into action to “fix” myself:
•

I plan to memorize all the Scripture
passages I can find about how children
are a blessing from the Lord and how
I’m called to take up my cross and die to
myself.

•

I surprise the family with an evening out at
our favorite restaurant.

•

I decide to listen to calming music on the
way home from work so I’ll be less inclined
to yell at my kids when I get home.

ACTION is important and necessary, but instead
of jumping from awareness (Words) straight to
action (Works), we need a way to dive below
the surface for the ALIGNMENT of our desires
(Wants). We have to go beyond just the “WHAT”
of Words and Works into the “WHY” of Wants. As
we align our desires away from the “bad news”
of our idolatries toward the good news Jesus
proclaimed (the gospel of the kingdom), we take
faithful action in response to that good news,
which then opens us up to more awareness of
God’s kingdom breaking into our lives.

The “only” problem with these plans is 1) they
are rooted in toxic shame (we’ll have more to
say about this later in the course), 2) I don’t
need Jesus for any of it, and 3) they only deal in
external behavior. It’s all above the “water line.”
It’s all just information transfer and behavior
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This creates a virtuous cycle of transformation
that grows in momentum the more I practice it. In
that sense, it is like a flywheel—the first few times
cranking it are difficult, but once the momentum
starts it becomes easier to keep it spinning.

THE DISCIPLESHIP WHEEL
(SIX PRACTICES)
How do we do this? That’s what the Discipleship
Wheel is all about. It comprises six practices we
see consistently in the life of Jesus, designed to
help us get below the water line to our Wants,
where God is waiting for us. These are six
practices to help us stay in the virtuous cycle of
Awareness, Alignment, and Action.
This is how we repent and believe, how we pay
attention to God’s activity and participate in his
kingdom. Below is a quick overview of these six
practices; we will dive into them in more detail
during the rest of this course.

AWARENESS PRACTICES:
DETECT AND DIG
The two practices of awareness are 1)
detecting kairos moments, and 2) digging with
compassionate curiosity.

1. DETECT
The first practice is simply detecting these
“sonar pings” from the deep places of our
souls. We call them “kairos moments.” Usually
they’re everyday, ordinary events in our lives that
become counterintuitive “onramps” into noticing
the activity of God within us.
Instead of ignoring these things, we choose to
pay attention to them.
•

I get irritated when my kids don’t listen to
me: KAIROS.

•

I daydream all the time about writing a
novel: KAIROS.

•

I never look forward to going to work:
KAIROS.

•

I get excited every time we have neighbors
show up unexpectedly to our house:
KAIROS.

•

I don’t see eye to eye with my spouse
about our weekly menu for mealtimes,
but I keep my mouth shut and just get
frustrated: KAIROS.

•

I notice when I go for long walks in the
woods that I sense God’s nearness and
presence: KAIROS.

2. DIG
As we saw above, sometimes when we detect
a Kairos, we jump right into “fix it” mode, trying
to solve what we think the problem is. Instead of
“fixing,” the second practice in the Discipleship
Wheel is to dig below the waterline of visibility
into why this Kairos is occurring.
And the way we dig is important. We dig
with compassionate curiosity rather than
condemnation or anxiety. We embrace reality
as the place God meets us, so instead of
beating ourselves up or fixing the problem, we
simply choose to ask compassionately curious
questions about this Kairos.
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•

What am I feeling when my kids don’t
listen? Why do I want their compliance so
badly? What would that mean for me?

•

What is it about writing a novel that seems
so appealing to me?

•

What am I wanting my work to be like?
Why?

ALIGNMENT PRACTICES:
DISCERN AND DECLARE
From this place of awareness, we begin to
discover our desires, which is where we need to
seek alignment. The two practices of alignment
are 3) discerning “bad news” (i.e. lies I’ve
believed about reality, or the story I’m telling
myself that is doing bad work in my life), and 4)
declaring the good news of the gospel.

habits reveal it to us as we dig into the Kairoses
we’ve detected.
Dallas Willard said we are always living out our
actual beliefs, so we learn to discern the lies
we’ve believed in our pursuit of our desires. For
example, I may discover that I get irritated with my
kids because, when they don’t listen to me, I feel
insignificant and powerless. Thus my very identity
is at stake! If my kids don’t behave in a certain
way, I’m worthless! My desire for significance is a
good one (that’s part of how we’re created in the
image of God), but I’ve believed a lie about how I
can gain significance: if my kids listen to me.
Discerning these “bad news” stories—that often
live under the water line of our awareness—is a
key part of finding our center in the love of God.

4. DECLARE
After we discern the specific “bad news”
story, the answer isn’t to try harder to behave
differently. No, the remedy for bad news is
good news. We declare the good news that
Jesus proclaimed: the gospel of the kingdom.
Specifically, contextually, personally, we proclaim
reality according to God into this specific bad
news story.
There’s a lot more to say about this. (And all of
these practices! We’ll have an entire article for
each one in the future). But this isn’t a general,
abstract truth about God. It’s more like a
contextualized word from God to us that we learn
to receive. Less like “I know God loves me,” and
more like “Neither do I condemn you.” Less like
“God’s good, all the time!” and more like “Take up
your mat and walk.”

3. DISCERN

This is gospel-based, transformational practice,
and so we must declare an explicit, specific word
of good news before we will know what to do.

As we dive into what we really want, we begin
to discern where there is “bad news” at work in
our lives. Bad news means a lie we have believed
about God, ourselves, others, or reality. Most of
us don’t know what we actually believe, but our
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ACTION PRACTICES:
DO AND DEBRIEF
After we ALIGN our desires toward the kingdom
through the proclamation of the gospel, we
take action. The two practices of action are 5)
doing something concrete in response to the
good news, and 6) debriefing with friends in
community about the journey.

The stuff we do in response to good news
opens our lives to God’s power; it’s where
transformation begins. This is a concrete,
embodied demonstration of faith, where God
meets us to accomplish in us what we cannot do
on our own.

6. DEBRIEF
Finally, discipleship is never a solitary exercise, so
as a community of disciples, we always debrief
together about how our experiments in faith are
going. We never seek to “gotcha” each other or
bring shame on those who fail. Rather, we love
one another enough to ask questions about the
things we committed to doing, in response to
the good news. These conversations are filled
with grace and truth and always lead to more
awareness/kairos moments. (In fact, the entire
process takes place within the Call In quadrant
of the Grace and Truth Matrix. Within the posture
of love, trusting the paradigm of the kingdom, we
practice discipleship together.)
In the following weeks we will have an article for
each of these six practices (and some we will
unpack even more than that). But we wanted to
give you the entire picture of the process we’ve
been using week in and week out during our time
together.

5. DO
At the end of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
used many words to tell his hearers that if they
only listened to his teaching, they wouldn’t get
anywhere in the kingdom. In contrast, the person
who hears and puts his teaching into practice is a
wise person who is building on a solid foundation.

Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/discipleship-wheel/introducingdiscipleship-wheel/

This is why the fifth practice is to do something
about the good news we’ve heard! We respond
not as a way of earning something, but simply as
an act of surrender to the reality of the gospel.
If this word of good news that I’ve heard is true,
what would change about my life? How can I
take a concrete, embodied step in that direction
in order to open up my life to the transforming
power of the Spirit?
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Questions for

Reflection
1.

As you consider the entirety of the process, which practice do you feel you have the
most familiarity with? How about the least?

2. Most of us get stuck “above the water line” in Awareness —> Action. Can you think
of the last time this happened for you? Come ready to share/process this on our
meeting together this week.

3. Think back on our months together. How have you seen this Discipleship Wheel at
work? Can you think of specific ways in which your leader has lead you or others
around the Wheel?
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

DETECT: Paying
attention to
Kairos

5

Earth’s crammed with heaven,
And every common bush afire with God,
But only he who sees takes off his shoes;
The rest sit round and pluck blackberries.
~ Elizabeth Barrett Browning ~
We must learn to realize that the love of God seeks us in every situation,
and seeks our good.
~ Thomas Merton ~

As we saw in the overview of the Discipleship
Wheel, the first practice of this process is to
detect that something is happening. Recall that
we introduced this practice in the article on the
first axiom (Lesson 4)—God is always present
and at work—because they are related! If God is
always present and at work, then DETECTING a
sign of what he might be up to is a good place
to start.
That might seem like a simple thing, but it’s
actually something we need to learn how to do.
And most of us aren’t very good at it naturally.
Let’s dive in to discover and practice
detecting what God is doing as the first step in
transformation.
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JESUS IS STANDING BEHIND US
In his book Abba’s Child, Brennan Manning
recounts the following story about English writer
and Christian apologist G.K. Chesterton.
Standing on a London street corner, G.K.
Chesterton was approached by a newspaper
reporter. “Sir, I understand that you recently
became a Christian. May I ask you one
question?”
“Certainly,” replied Chesterton.
“If the risen Christ suddenly appeared at this
very moment and stood behind you, what
would you do?”
Chesterton looked at the reporter squarely in
the eye and said, “He is.”1
Chesterton understood something about faith
that is absolutely transformative. Our faith is not
merely about something that happened in the
past, or something that will happen in the future.
Our faith is also about the present. If we confess
the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of
Jesus, and the subsequent outpouring of the
Holy Spirit, we do not have the luxury of behaving
as if God were a long way off or his engagement
only a long time from now.
Quite simply, to be a Christian is to confess that
(as we said in Axiom #1) God is always present
and at work. This is the core belief of a faith that
is able to transform us.
•

His Spirit blows wherever he wishes (John
3:6).

•

Transformational moments with God are
the kind that end with the declaration,
“Surely, the Lord was in the place and I did
not know it” (Gen 28:16).

•

Jesus lived his life in this awareness of
God’s presence and work: “My Father is
always at his work to this very day, and I
too am working” (John 5:17).

1 Brennan Manning, Abba’s Child: The Cry of the Heart for
Intimate Belonging (NavPress, 2015), 79.
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WE DON’T BEG GOD TO ACT,
WE OPEN THE DOOR
Jesus promises to be with us always (Matt
28:20). Not sometimes. Not just during church
services or quiet times or Bible studies. Always.
He stands at the door and knocks (right now). His
presence is always coming towards us in love,
asking to be let in, so we can eat and fellowship
together with him (Rev 3:20).
Peter and Paul exhort their churches to be alert
and sober-minded—to prepare our minds for
action. Why? Because God is on the move, and
we want to move with him! We are to be watchful
(1 Peter 5:8). Why? Because God is always
present and at work, and we might miss it if we
aren’t intentional!
So our task isn’t to convince God to “show up”
with our prayers, studies, programs, or worship
services, as if he were disinterested or absent.
No, we “wake up” to the reality that we as the
Church are the dwelling place of God (Eph 2:22).

WE START WITH NOTICING
It’s one thing to say that God is always present
and at work, it’s another to be able to perceive
what He’s doing so we can join him. Jesus often
talked about having “eyes to see and ears to
hear.” How do we develop our spiritual eyesight
to be able to detect God’s movements? How do
we train our spiritual ears to hear the whispers of
God in our everyday lives?
How do we learn to see and hear how God is
present, right now in this very moment?
Manning later reflects on this reality in Abba’s
Child:
All day and every day we are being reshaped
into the image of Christ. Everything that
happens to us is designed to this end.
Nothing that exists is beyond the pale of His
presence (“All things were created through
him and for him” Col 1:16), nothing is irrelevant
to it, nothing is without significance in it.
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Everything that is comes alive in the risen
Christ. Everything – great, small, important,
unimportant, distant, and near – has its place,
its meaning, and its value. Through union with
Him…nothing is wasted, nothing is missing.
There is never a moment that does not carry
eternal significance.2
How do we then become the kinds of people
who are not only aware of this but participate
in it? How do we learn to pay attention to Christ
within us? How do we wake up from our slumber
and rise from the dead so Christ can shine on us?
How do we learn to see what we can’t see right
now?
We must learn to do this if discipleship is to be
a truly transformative process for us. Without
access to discerning what God is doing (so we
can join him), we are doomed to the results of our
own efforts and guesses at what God might be
up to.
This quote from Eugene Peterson beautifully
sums up what we need:
The assumption of spirituality is that God is
always doing something before I know it. So
the task is not to get God to do something
I think needs to be done, but to become
aware of what God is doing so that I can
respond to it and participate and take delight
in it.3

GAINING ACCESS TO GOD-IN-THEMOMENT: KAIROS
At the outset of Jesus’ public ministry, he
announced, “The time has come, the Kingdom
of God has come near. Repent and believe the
good news” (Mark 1:15). He was announcing
that, in his ministry, new access had come to
something that had previously been far away or
not easily available. The time had come for the
kingdom of God to “come near.”

Two of the most common words for “time”
in Greek are chronos and kairos. Chronos is
where we get our word “chronological.” It refers
to linear, minute-by-minute time. It’s what we
mean when we say things like, “This is taking a
long time!” or “What time is dinner?” or “Time to
catch the bus!” Kairos, on the other hand, refers
to an occasion or opportunity. It is time that is
pregnant with possibility. We reflect this in our
language when we say, “It’s crunch time,” or “It’s
your time to shine,” or “It was the best of times, it
was the worst of times.” Kairos can be short or
long—significance, not duration, is the concern
for kairos.
The word translated “time” in Mark 1:15 is kairos.
The Kairos had come—the significant moment
had arrived. The kingdom of God was at hand,
available, within reach. Kairos is the word we
want to use to name a doorway into perceiving
the activity of God in and around us. One way
to define the kingdom of God is to say it is simply
“what God is doing.” So we use the phrase
“kairos moment” or the capitalized “Kairos” to
name opportunities for us to perceive where the
kingdom of God is available to us.
Here are some other metaphors that refer to the
same kind of event:
•

when heaven touches earth,

•

when the curtain is pulled back,

•

when we hear a knock at the door, and

•

when our hearts are stirred.

Notice that all of these metaphors assume that
there is “another world” that is just as real as our
“normal” world, typically just beyond our ability
to perceive. That “other world” is God’s kingdom,
and the events that open a “portal” for us to
perceive and participate in God’s kingdom we
call kairos moments.

2 Manning, Abba’s Child, 89-90.
3 Eugene Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to
the Art of Spiritual Direction (Eerdmans, 1993), 4.
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NOT JUST THE “BIG” STUFF

•

You have a fight with your spouse where
you “blow it.”

Normally when we think of this kind of moment,
our imagination leaps to big, meaningful events
where it’s obvious that something deeper is
going on:

•

You find yourself avoiding, or seeking to
impress, a coworker.

•

You get anxious every time you need to
talk about money with your spouse.

•

I sense God speaking to me clearly
through Scripture,

•

You find you don’t know how to relate to
the new staff member at your church.

•

“mountaintop” experiences like retreats
in the wilderness or pilgrimages to
monasteries, or

•

A conversation with your child reminds
you of something you promised but
forgotten to do.

•

church services and times of prayer.

There’s a phrase in our Christian subculture
we have reserved for these big moments: God
moments. God definitely is present and at work
in these. But most of our lives don’t feel like
this! If we only have a sense of God’s activity
and presence during special times and events,
we’ll be left to live most of our life on our own,
guessing what God is up to and trying our best in
our own strength.
However, we believe God is always present and at
work, including the mundane, ordinary moments
of our lives. And these are the places in which
we need to learn to detect what he’s doing. So
most kairos moments don’t seem like a big deal.
Usually they are everyday, ordinary events in our
lives that become counterintuitive “onramps”
into noticing the activity of God within us.
You are probably already aware of these kinds of
things in your life.
•

A song lyric or a scene in a movie captures
you.

•

A passage of Scripture speaks to you or
“jumps off the page.”

•

You consistently feel irritated when you
get home from work.

•

You can’t stop thinking about a
conversation you had earlier in the day.

•

A conversation where you have
an “ah-ha!” or “uh-oh!” moment.

5.2 DETECT: Paying Attention to Kairos

When we consider these examples, we notice
that a kairos moment can be a positive or
negative experience. It can happen in a crowd or
alone. It can be public or private. But most often
it will be something “small” that just catches your
attention a bit.

DON’T EXPLAIN OR FIX
You probably already catch some kairos
moments in your life, but if you’re like most of the
leaders we work with,
1.

you don’t typically interpret them as places
where God might be at work, and thus

2.

you struggle to respond to them in a way
that opens you up to transformation.

For example, if you notice that you get really
annoyed at other people’s incompetence
(Kairos), you may just chalk it up to your
personality, or your low blood-sugar. Or you may
think you’re justified in feeling annoyed because
the problem really is their incompetence!
We explain away our Kairoses as “normal” or
“justified.”
Another example: you let your anger get the
better of you in an argument with your spouse,
and you lash out with a hurtful insult. You feel
terrible about this and hate that you can’t control
your anger (Kairos). You respond by doing double
chores for the rest of the month, being extra nice
to your spouse, and by memorizing six Scripture
passages about anger. We try to fix our Kairoses
so they don’t happen anymore.
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Explaining away and fixing are the two ways
most of us automatically respond to Kairos.
Neither one is helpful for opening us up to
transformation. So our problem is that we’re
already doing something with our Kairoses, but
what we’re doing is not truly effective for change
and renewal.

START WITH SIMPLY DETECTING
So what do we do with kairos moments? The first
step is to DETECT them. Simply notice kairos
moments and name them as kairos moments
(and refrain from explaining them away and/or
fixing them).
Paul Stevens says this:
If God has come in the flesh, and if God keeps
coming to us in our fleshly existence, then all
of life is shot through with meaning. Earth is
crammed with heaven, and heaven (when
we finally get there) will be crammed with
earth. Nothing wasted. Nothing lost. Nothing
secular. Nothing absurd… All are grist for the
mill of a down-to-earth spirituality.4

ASSIGNMENT:
PRACTICE PAYING ATTENTION
We will have much more to say about this
process (including how we “repent and believe”
in light of noticing a Kairos), but for now, we’d
like you to simply pay attention to when kairos
moments occur and write them down in as
much concrete detail as possible.
For example, “I tend to get defensive when I feel
criticized” is less helpful than “I argued with my
husband for 30 minutes Tuesday night because
he criticized the TV show I was watching.”
Again, don’t try to do anything with them
(including explaining them away or fixing or
rationalizing them!). Just notice them with
compassion (they can often feel embarrassing
to admit, even to ourselves). Just gently name
them as kairos moments and come ready to
share next week what you noticed.
Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/discipleship-wheel/detect/

Because Christ came in the flesh, he always
comes to us in our embodied existence.
Because Christ is risen and the Spirit has been
poured out, we can actually live a life that is
constantly interactive with him. We can inhabit
a down-to-earth spirituality. But this doesn’t
come naturally to us; it has to be learned and
practiced.
It starts with simply noticing kairos moments.
We must learn to pay attention or we will continue
to walk through life asleep, unaware of the “thin
places” that brush our souls throughout our days.
These are kairos moments; God longs to use
these opportunities to usher us deeper into his
kingdom. By engaging and entering into our own
lives more fully, we learn to pay attention and
participate in what God is doing in us, among us,
and through us.
4 R. Paul Stevens, Down-to-Earth Spirituality: Encountering
God in the Ordinary, Boring Stuff (InterVarsity
Press, 2003), 184.
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

Detecting
Kairos Through
Examen

5

You can only act in the world you can see,
and you can only see what you have learned to say.
~ Stanley Hauerwas ~

This week we continue to explore this first
practice of the Discipleship Wheel: Detecting
God’s activity by noticing kairos moments.

I (Ben Sternke) have to admit that when I first
started using the word “Kairos” to describe
what I was noticing, it seemed a little hokey. I felt
sheepish saying “I had a Kairos yesterday.” Why
not just say, “I noticed a place where God might
be at work”? Why do we use a special word to
describe this?

LANGUAGE ENABLES US TO SEE
Sociologists tell us that language creates culture.
As we name things, we’re able to see reality in a
new way.
For example, until modern times, humans
couldn’t see the color blue. No ancient language
had a word for “blue” — not Greek, not Chinese,
not Japanese, not Hebrew. And without a word
for the color, there is good evidence that they
may not have seen it at all.
A researcher named Jules Davidoff put this to
the test by going to the Himba tribe in Namibia,
who have no word for “blue” in their language.
Experiments showed that they could not
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distinguish between green and blue, but people
from cultures with a word for “blue” can always
easily spot the difference.
What’s even more interesting is that the Himba
have more words for shades of green than we
do, and they are more easily able to distinguish
between these than we are.
Davidoff says that without a word for a color,
without a way of identifying it as different,
it is much harder for us to notice what is
unique about it — even though our eyes are
physically seeing the blocks it in the same
way. So before blue became a common
concept, maybe humans saw it. But it seems
they did not know they were seeing it.1

FOUR METAPHORS TO HELP YOU
NOTICE KAIROS
This week we want you to continue to notice
Kairoses in your life, but we’re going to give you a
specific practice in which to do it (a basic prayer
of examen that we describe below).
To assist you in this exercise, and help you notice
different kinds of kairos moments, here are four
metaphors we use to help people “catch Kairos”:

1. BRICK WALL
A brick wall Kairos is a big event that brings life
to a sudden STOP.

Some languages have no future tense, so they
think about time completely differently than
Western cultures.

Life doesn’t work the way it used to from this
point forward: a death, a marriage, a divorce,
winning the lottery, getting fired, having a baby,
etc. It’s hard to miss brick wall kairos moments.

When something has a name, we can suddenly
see it.

2. SPEED BUMP

We need language to be able to see and name
experiences we are probably already having, but
because we don’t have language for it, we can’t
really see it, just like the Himba couldn’t see the
color blue.
Unless we have the language, we can’t see God
in the present. Language gives us access to a
reality hidden in plain sight.
This is why we’ve found it so helpful to have a
specific word for the dynamic of noticing God
in the midst of our everyday lives. This is why it’s
helpful to learn to say, “I think I’m having a Kairos!”

A speed bump Kairos is a little event that seems
to happen repeatedly; a pattern or habit that
sticks out to you. A few examples
•

You notice you’re irritable with the kids
when you get home from work in the
evening.

•

You notice that you’re consistenly late for
appointments.

•

You find that when you help out with
household chores your spouse is in a
much better mood.

•

You consistently hide in the bedroom
when your in-laws are over.

•

You notice a certain hobby is refreshing
and life-giving.

1 Kevin Loria, “No one could describe the color ‘blue’ until
modern times.” Business Insider. February 27, 2015.
https://www.businessinsider.com/what-is-blue-and-howdo-we-see-color-2015-2.

5.3 Detecting Kairos Through Examen
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3. MIRROR

ASSIGNMENT: EXAMEN

A mirror Kairos is where you see yourself more
clearly, more like who you really are.

This week, at the end of each day, take 5-10
minutes to prayerfully reflect on the day, looking
for kairos moments. Go through the events and
conversations of the day, using these questions
as a lens to help you notice your kairos moments:

You get a picture or a description that fits you.
This is an experience of, “Oh my goodness, that’s
me!” or “I never saw myself that way before!”
Sometimes it can be positive, perhaps when
someone comments on how patient you are with
your kids. Other times it feels more negative, like
when someone comments on how difficult you
are to talk to.

4. VISION
A vision Kairos is a picture or description of
where you’d like to go in the kingdom; it’s a
revelation of the good future God is pulling you
into.
•

You meet someone who is parenting in a
way you’d like to adopt.

•

You get a glimpse of where God wants to
take you, often accompanied by a deep
“yes!” that swells inside; a feeling of calling
in the kingdom.

•

What were the high points? What were
the low points?

•

Where did you experience stress, anxiety,
or irritation?

•

Where did you experience peace,
inspiration or beauty?

•

Were there moments of success or
breakthrough?

•

Were there moments of failure or struggle?

•

Did you experience conflict or tension in
relationships?

•

Did you experience harmony or joy in
relationships?

Simply write down the concrete moments that
come to mind as you prayerfully reflect on your
day. Come to your group ready to share what you
notice.
Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/discipleship-wheel/examen/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

06
M O D U L E

DIG: Get Below the Surface

Lesson 1
What to do with Kairos: Repent and Believe
Lesson 2
How to DIG: Compassionate Curiosity
Lesson 3
Exercise: Practice Digging
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LESSON ONE

What to do with
Kairos: Repent
and Believe
We’ve introduced the language of “kairos
moments” as a way to see what we normally
miss—God’s active, engaged presence in our
lives via his invitation to enter the kingdom of
God. This is how we develop God awareness:
becoming present to the God who is with us.
This practice of naming Kairos is how we detect
God’s kingdom “in our midst.” But just because
we’ve had a Kairos doesn’t mean we’ve grown,
learned, or changed.

BEYOND JUST DETECTING

6

So detecting kairos moments—having some
mindful awareness of God’s activity and
movements in my life—was a big deal for me.
Almost too big of a deal, because I became
content with simply noticing and naming Kairos
moments as though they were an end unto
themselves!
I got stuck in my Kairos moments. For awhile, it
was enough for me to say, “Huh, here’s that speed
bump with my wife again,” or “I keep having this
mirror Kairos about my character in leadership!
So cool!”

My first few months of identifying and naming
kairos moments was a game changer for me
(Matt). Learning to detect Kairos felt like a whole
new world opened up for me. Up until then I had
largely segmented my life into spiritual activities
(quiet times, worship services, outreach, etc.)
and “normal life.”

But simply being aware of these kairos moments
isn’t enough for transformation. Knowing that
God is with me doesn’t quite get me where I
need to go. We have to do something with our
kairos moments.

This compartmentalized spirituality cut me off
from meeting God in my actual life. On my best
day I would pray about my real-life needs and
concerns during my quiet time, but then in my
actual life, in the moment a Kairos would come, I
was largely unaware and unresponsive.

So what do we do when we notice a Kairos?
What does Jesus say Kairos is for?

6.1 What to Do With Kairos: Repent and Believe

WHAT IS KAIROS FOR?

At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in the Gospel
of Mark we read a summary statement of the
good news he proclaimed. Here we see the
“big idea” of the gospel Jesus preached: “The
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time (kairos) has come, the kingdom of God is at
hand. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark
1:15). To put it succinctly, Kairos is an opportunity
to enter the kingdom of God (which corresponds
to the ALIGNMENT phase of the Discipleship
Wheel).
How do we enter the kingdom of God? Jesus
gave us explicit instructions: repent and believe.

SO WHAT IS REPENTANCE, REALLY?
I (Matt) once had a leader in my church tell
me, “You can’t use the word repentance with
me. My grandmother ruined that word for me.”
In my experience many Christians (and nonChristians) have a complicated relationship with
the concept of repentance.
Our conviction is that discipleship involves
embracing repentance as the ordinary, regular
experience of a Christian. One can’t really
be a disciple of Jesus without making friends
with repentance. Ongoing, regular, healthy
repentance is the hallmark of a vital Christian
spirituality.
Thus repentance is too important to discard from
the Christian life. But our observation is that most
Christians have jacked up views of repentance.
So much abuse and misunderstanding surrounds
repentance that we must carefully and pastorally
rehabilitate repentance—what it is and how it
functions in our lives.

REPENTING OF OUR BAD IDEAS
ABOUT REPENTANCE
“Repentance does not… bring us closer to God.
Rather, repentance is a by-product of being
drawn near to God.”
- AJ Swoboda1
The word we translate “repent” in the New
Testament is the Greek word metanoia, and
it means “to have a change of mind/heart.”
1 AJ Swoboda, “I’m a Pentecostal environmentalist.”
Faith & Leadership. June 16, 2014. https://www.
faithandleadership.com/aj-swoboda-i’m-pentecostalenvironmentalist.
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It expresses an inner change that aligns our
minds/hearts with God. Scripture talks about
this process a lot, even when the word “repent”
isn’t necessarily used.
•

Repentance is the way we are “renewed
in the spirit of our minds” (Eph 4:23).

•

Repentance is the way we “have this mind
about us, which is ours in Christ Jesus”
(Phil 2:5).

•

Repentance is the way we actively “set
our minds on things above, not on earthly
things” (Col 3:2).

•

Repentance is the process of “demolishing
arguments and futile ways of thinking that
are opposed to the knowledge of God” (2
Cor 10:4).

•

Repentance is how we “capture every
thought and make it obedient to Christ” (2
Cor 10:5).

•

Ultimately, the goal of repentance is to
have the “mind of Christ,” being able to
“spiritually discern all things” (1 Cor 2:1016).

Repentance is the process of being changed
inwardly; a turning from darkness toward the
light, choosing life instead of death. It is essential
in the process of learning a new way of life.
The New Testament word for disciple (mathetes)
literally means “learner,” and this is what we do
every time we repent. The only way a disciple
learns is by repentance. To give up repentance
is to give up learning, maturing, and growing.
There is no discipleship without active, ongoing,
regular, normalized repentance.

AGREEING WITH GOD ABOUT
REALITY
The simple definition we want to offer is this:
repentance is agreeing with God about reality.
That’s it. It’s hearing what God says about what’s
real and true, and saying “yes” to it. It’s an inward
shift, a change of perspective to align our mind
with God’s mind. It’s moving from what I think
FIND YOUR CENTER

about life to what God knows about life.
Therefore, repentance requires that we “hear
from the Lord,” because we need a word from
God about reality to agree with! Revelation is a
key part of this.

HOW WE GET REPENTANCE WRONG
If repentance is this simple, why do we have
such a hard time with it? Part of the reason is
that we have a lot of misconceptions about
what repentance is. In general, we have found
that attitudes toward repentance map onto the
Grace and Truth Matrix.

It’s not feelings of guilt, shame, and condemnation
that make our repentance genuine. Emotional
self-flagellation can never change our hearts.
Forty lashes from the “whip of guilt” might make
us behave a little better in the short term, but it
will never transform the kind of person we are.
And that is the goal of this process.
It’s not our repentance that leads to the Lord’s
kindness, it’s the Lord’s kindness that leads us
to repentance (Rom 2:4). And his kindness will
lead us through repentance. Repentance is the
process whereby we learn to treat ourselves in
our badness the way God in Christ treats us.

1. FEELING REALLY BAD ABOUT OUR
SIN (FOLLOW)

This is so important! So many of us have learned
to respond to our sin not by trusting in the work
of Christ (Rom 8:1, 31-39), but by trusting our
feelings of shame and guilt: “If I feel awful enough,
God will forgive me.” Or worse, by trusting a
distorted view of God that sees him as angry,
vengeful, and full of wrath toward our sin: “God
hates me right now, and so I must hate myself
too.”

One bad idea about repentance is thinking that
it’s feeling really bad about our sin.

Ultimately, how we repent reveals the kind of
God we believe in:

The fact is that you’re already doing something
with your Kairoses, and it’s likely that it’s one of
these three things. Do you recognize yourself
operating according to one of these?

Now, don’t hear what we’re not saying. Sin is
terrible. It destroys people’s lives and separates
us from God and one another. It’s catastrophic
for humans and the planet. Sin makes us “feel
bad” and it’s okay to feel bad because of sin.
There are occasions when tears and weeping
are appropriate. We realize how heinous our sin
has become and we feel wrecked by it (see, for
example, James 4:1-10 and Joel 2).
But feeling really bad for our sin can simply
be another form of moralism. It can be an
expression of self-effort to fix things. “Feeling
bad” can be our attempt to compensate or
“make up for” our badness. Many Christians
have confused self-inflicted emotional torture
with godly repentance. In fact, emotional despair
over our sin can become the go-to “Protestant
Penance.” We don’t say Hail Marys and Our
Fathers like our Roman Catholic friends do, but
our sorrow and remorse can function similarly.

6.1 What to Do With Kairos: Repent and Believe

•

Is he exasperated and angry? Well, you’d
better make sure he knows you feel really
bad about it this time, or who knows what
he’ll do.

•

Is he full of kindness, patience, and love
toward you? Well, you can surrender to
him and agree with him about reality.

We call this poor response to a negative Kairos
“follow”—we “follow” our sin, believe in it, trust it,
and let it have sovereignty over our lives. It maps
onto the Hang-Out quadrant of the Grace and
Truth Matrix.
If we find that this is our experience of repentance,
we are over-identifying with our sin. We think
we are our sin. We have become enmeshed with
it, literally “one” with our sin rather than “one” with
Christ. We “follow” our sin in the sense that we
allow it to name and shape who we are and how
we respond to Kairos.
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2. PROMISING TO DO BETTER
(FIGHT/FIX)

efforts. So, technically, it’s not if we fight but how
we fight that counts.

Another bad idea about repentance is thinking
that it is promising to do better, in which case
we focus on overcoming our sin. This is what
Dallas Willard referred to as “the gospel of
sin management,” where we measure our
righteousness by how little we sin. We focus
on sin, trying to do battle with it in order to
overcome it. We attempt to “fix” ourselves so we
stop sinning.

This, too, maps onto the Grace and Truth Matrix.
Fighting sin in our flesh (our own strength apart
from God) is in the Call Out quadrant. We “call
out” our sin and attempt to overcome it through
harsh treatment or strict discipline.

The tragedy of trying to fight and fix our sin is
that we get caught in a never-ending cycle of
behavior management bondage: Try Harder →
Fatigue → Quit → Feel Guilty → Try Harder →
Fatigue → Quit → Feel Guilty → Try Harder, ad
nauseam…

Can you relate to this response to Kairos? Trying
to fight sin or fix it (making promises, committing
to spiritual disciplines/practices, etc.) in your
own power?

3. A SIGN OF IMMATURITY (FLEE)
In our experience, most people vacillate between
“Follow” and “Fight/Fix.” But there is another
response to Kairos that ends up being a bad idea
about repentance: we think needing to repent is
a sign of immaturity.
Many of us have come to believe that repentance
is a bad thing: something for pagans and immature
Christians. We think, “I should be far enough
along by now to not have to repent as much as
I used to!” And so we “flee” from repentance; we
avoid it, seeking to leave it behind. We are “better
than that now.”

If willpower and behavior management were
the path to life, then the cross of Jesus Christ
wouldn’t have been necessary! Our standing
with God (our “righteousness”) isn’t measured
by how little we sin but by how much we love,
and “working on your sin” doesn’t teach you how
to love (at least not the way most people “work
on” their sin). Sinning less does not equal loving
more, but loving more will (super)naturally
result in sinning less.
Godly repentance is about turning towards
God’s love in greater and deeper ways. That is
how we fight against sin: we increasingly trust
and rely on God’s love, instead of merely our own
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Whether we’re convinced that repentance
is only for unbelievers, or we get exhausted
following our sin, or we are worn out from fixing/
fighting our sin, many of us simply flee from our
Kairos moments. We’re done; we’ve had enough
and stop caring. This corresponds to the Check
Out quadrant on the Grace and Truth Matrix.

DEALING WITH KAIROS IN GRACE
AND TRUTH (FACE/BEFRIEND)
Repentance is a gift, not an embarrassing
mistake. It is the doorway into the mind of
Christ, not confirmation of our condemnation.
Repentance is the evidence that God has
committed in Jesus Christ to never stop hunting
down and un-truthing the bad news that wages
war against your soul.

FIND YOUR CENTER

This means repentance is good news. It’s the
doorway into growth, maturity, and healing. It is a
gift of grace. Repentance is the process whereby
the kingdom of God gains increasing territory in
our lives.
So let’s learn to meet God in our Kairos moments
in grace and truth! Let’s learn to repent in light
of God’s love in Christ. How do we do that? We
learn to face/befriend our Kairoses.

an advocate in Jesus who intercedes at the right
hand of the Father for us. He doesn’t shield his
eyes from our sinfulness, he comes looking for
us, calling us into receiving the grace and truth of
his kingdom. We can face the truth about reality,
knowing that God’s love will uphold us.

BEFRIEND YOUR KAIROS
It’s normal to be repulsed by our sin under the
conviction of the Holy Spirit. But the scriptures
are clear over and over, not only in the life of
Jesus but in the teaching of Paul in the epistles:
Jesus embraced those he sought to transform.
Jesus moved toward sinners, even while they
were still sinful! And then it was his relationship
with them that enabled repentance! (It’s almost
as if his kindness led them to repentance!)
As we face the truth about ourselves, we also
learn how to embrace and accept who we are,
just as we are. This is a humbling experience,
to accept yourself before Jesus just as you are
with no justifications, pious promises, excuses, or
obfuscations.

FACE YOUR KAIROS

In our next article we will unpack this face/
befriend posture to a greater degree (the DIG
movement in the Discipleship Wheel).

God is so real he only meets us where we really
are (Axiom 3), and the God who meets us is just
like Jesus who stood in suffering solidarity with
sinners (Axiom 2). Therefore, we can gaze upon
the worst of ourselves in confidence that we have

Remember: the person leading your group has
been modeling how to face and befriend Kairos
moments with you this entire time! You probably
know more about it than you think you do based
on his or her example.

6.1 What to Do With Kairos: Repent and Believe
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

ASSIGNMENT

Some questions for us to consider:

Notice your knee-jerk reaction to negative
Kairos moments this week. What is your default
response? What do you do without really thinking
about it? Do you “follow,” trying to feel bad? Do
you “fight/fix,” vowing to do better? Do you “flee,”
trying to ignore or excuse?

•

•

•

How do you respond when you get
“caught in the act” of sin (either by others
or your own conscience)? Do you defend
yourself? Attempt to hide? Promise to do
better?
What kind of God sits “behind” your
response? Does your view of God permit
you to surrender in your badness? Or
do you find that you get defensive and
guarded about your failings?
How does God treat you in your
wrongness?

Come to your group ready to share and process
together.
Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/dig/kairos-repent/

(Keep in mind, too, that these questions are
meant to provoke a Kairos! Simply pay attention
to what comes to mind as you answer these
questions, and notice it without judgment or
condemnation.)
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

How to DIG:
Compassionate
Curiosity

6

We dig to unearth where our hearts are—to discover what we really want; what we
desire—and then hold it up to the Kingdom of God and see if it’s in alignment with it.
~ Jonathan Fettig ~
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So we’ve begun to DETECT kairos moments.
Hopefully you are beginning to notice these
moments more and more in your everyday life.
But as we saw in the last article, while noticing
is the necessary starting place, it’s not enough
to facilitate transformation. Detecting a Kairos
doesn’t automatically bring breakthrough. Like
those who encountered Jesus in his earthly
ministry, we can still “go away sad” if we don’t
learn to respond (Mark 10:17-22).
We must respond to the opportunity of the
Kairos by repenting and believing the good news,
and the beginning of this process is what we call
DIGGING.

GETTING REAL
Recall that repentance is essentially agreeing
with God about reality. We are turning from our
way of thinking to God’s way of thinking. From our
vision of reality to God’s vision of reality. There
are two aspects of reality that God wants us to
agree with him about: 1) where we really are, 2)
and what God wants us to know about that.
When we have kairos moments that are
“positive,” often God wants to affirm and validate
the goodness of where we are (see Matthew
16:13-20 for example). When we have kairos
moments that feel more “negative,” God typically
wants to challenge our view of reality by showing
us his view (see John 21:15-17).
However, in both cases we have to reckon with
where we really are, and since God most fully
meets us in reality (Axiom 3), the practice of
DIGGING is about becoming present to where
we “really are.” Digging is about getting beneath
the surface of our lives and finding out what’s
really going on under the “water line” in our
deepest desires and longings, so we can begin
to align those desires with the good news of
God’s now-and-coming kingdom.
Self-awareness and God-awareness go hand-inhand. If we are going to meet God in our actual
life, we need to become more acquainted with
the depths of who we are and what’s happening
in our souls.
6.2 How to DIG: Compassionate Curiosity

THE POWER OF QUESTIONS
But how do we do this? How do we become
more aware of what’s really going on “down
there” in our souls? We see Jesus do this by
asking questions.
It’s remarkable to see how infrequently Jesus
actually gave answers to the questions asked of
him. Most of the time he was asking questions.
He asked questions and told stories to help
people become more self-aware (so they could
become more God-aware). He knew that giving
people the “right answers” wouldn’t help them
know God, especially when their questions were
asked to simply verify what they thought they
already knew (this would be the “Fight” or “Fix”
temptations we talked about in the last article).
Jesus knew that until people could name where
they really were, they could not receive the
kingdom of God. So, Jesus was ruthless about
getting to the heart of things. We literally can’t
read one chapter of the Gospels and not witness
this dynamic in Jesus’ ministry.
Here are a few potent examples to fund our
imaginations:
•

“Why do you call me good?” Jesus
responds to a rich young ruler who asks
what he can do to inherit eternal life (Luke
18:19).

•

“What do you want me to do for you?”
Jesus says in response to the demand
of James and John to do whatever they
asked. He then follows up their request
with another question,

•

“Can you drink the cup I drink and be
baptized with the baptism I am baptized
with?” (Mark 10:36, 38)

•

“What do you want me to do for you?”
Same question, different context. Jesus
says in response to a blind beggar who
calls out for mercy from the side of the
road. Notice, it is highly unlikely Jesus
didn’t know the answer to this question,
but he did know how important it was for
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the blind beggar to name his desire and
submit it to him (Luke 18:41).
•

“What do you want?” Jesus says to
Andrew and another disciple who were
following Jesus (John 1:38). Do you see a
pattern here? It’s vitally important for us to
name what we want with God.

•

“Will you give
the Samaritan
thus begins a
her heart and
(John 4:7).

•

me a drink?” Jesus asks
woman at the well, and
long conversation where
life are laid bare to God

“Do you want to get well?” Jesus asks
an invalid who sat for decades next to the
Sheep Gate waiting to be healed (John
5:6).

Even the stories he tells are usually to answer a
question. An expert in the law asked, “Who is my
neighbor?” Jesus responded with the Parable of
the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37).
Also, when the Pharisees and teachers of the law
were upset that Jesus associated with sinners
(an implicit question), Jesus told them a series
of three parables culminating in an older son
standing outside his younger brother’s welcome
home banquet. The narrative leaves a question
hanging in the air: “Will the older son (i.e. the
Pharisee and teacher of the law) come into his
father’s house and celebrate?”
Questions are a powerful tool in Jesus’ ministry.
In fact, Jesus asks 307 questions in the Gospels!
He’s a master at asking questions. If we are going
to become more like Jesus and do what Jesus
did we must become careful and wise in asking
good questions! This is a KEY commitment we
must make if we’re going to learn to DIG well.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN OUR
QUESTIONS AND JESUS’ QUESTIONS
Jesus was asked 183 questions or so, and he
only directly answers 3 of them!1 His responses
1 Martin B. Copenhaver, Jesus is the Question: The
307 Questions Jesus Asked and the 3 He Answered
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2014).
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reveal the difference between our questions and
his:
•

We typically ask questions for answers;
Jesus asks questions to confront the
listener with their own thought process,
preconceptions,
assumptions,
and
beliefs.

•

We ask questions for information; Jesus
asks questions to provoke transformation.

This makes sense when we remember that Jesus
wants to see repentance first and foremost. He
wants us to reckon with our own conception of
reality and examine it in light of what God has to
say. In order for us to do this, we have to reckon
with what we actually think, something we are
normally only dimly aware of!
We have to learn to ask questions the way Jesus
does, to reveal hearts, to help us dig deeper into
what is really going on, and to reveal reality and
open space for repentance and transformation.

THE 5 C’S OF DIGGING
Questions are how we get below the surface
and begin the process of repenting and believing
that comprises the Discipleship Wheel. After
we DETECT a Kairos, the next move is to DIG.
Digging is where we get clarity on reality, figuring
out what’s really going on. This is all done in
grace and truth, within the upper-right “Call In”
quadrant of love.
We use 5 C’s to describe the way we DIG, and
they’re related to the Grace and Truth Matrix:
•

GRACE = Compassion + Connection
(with Courage)

•

TRUTH = Concreteness + Curiosity
(again, with Courage)

These aren’t “steps” as much as they are
elements of the digging process we need to be
aware of. In other words, there is some overlap
among them,. Let’s talk about each in turn to
uncover what the DIG process looks like.
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COMPASSION

CONNECTION

When we first notice a Kairos in ourselves, we
often shift quickly into judgment:

If compassion is the internal state we must bring
to a Kairos, then connection is how we extend
that compassion toward others in love.

•

“I shouldn’t feel this way about my kids.”

•

“This is terrible, I know.”

•

“I can’t believe I’m saying this…”

Because of this, the first move we need to
make when digging into a Kairos, whether it’s
ours or someone else’s, is simply to bring some
compassion. This means we bring a gentle
tenderness to our Kairos, trusting that it is the
kindness of the Lord that leads us to repentance
(see Romans 2:1-4, Matt 7:1-5). It’s okay to just
“be where you’re at.” This is essentially what we
mean when we speak of facing and befriending.
To face and befriend a Kairos equals having
compassion.
This can be difficult for those of us who are usually
hard on ourselves and others. In fact, most people
who are “serious Christians” have a difficult time
bringing compassion to the unwanted or “wrong”
parts of ourselves and others. We want to bring
analysis and condemnation in an effort to fix the
problem, giving advice and analysis on how to
“do better next time.”
We need to learn to bring compassion to our
Kairos because that’s what God does! In the
midst of our badness, God doesn’t condemn, he
compassionately forgives and heals. Learning to
do the same for ourselves and others aligns us
with who God is and how he works. It’s essential
if we’re going to discern what God is doing and
saying in the midst of a Kairos.
If when we were yet enemies of God Christ
died for us, how much more gracious and
compassionate will our heavenly Father be to us
now?! (Romans 5:6-11)

6.2 How to DIG: Compassionate Curiosity

Discerning what God is up to in a Kairos is not
a mechanical process to grind through, it’s
a personal encounter to attend to. We aren’t
pushing a button on a machine, we are opening
up space for people to encounter God and one
another. Connection is vital.
Recall that personal, relational connection
is basically what grace is (section 11). We
connect by calibrating plenty of grace in our
communication—both words and body language.
We really listen, and we do so with a view toward
understanding and change, rather than just
figuring out how to respond. We indicate with
our bodies, our eyes, and our voices that we are
present with the one who is sharing. We indicate
we are with and for him or her.
We can learn from Jesus in this, of course,
because he was a master at connection. He
communicated intimacy and “with-ness” through
eye contact:
•

“Jesus looked at him and loved him” (Mark
10:21), and

•

“The Lord turned and looked straight at
Peter” (Luke 22:61).

Jesus would remove people from crowds so he
could personally connect with and touch them
while healing them (Matt 8:1-3; Mark 7:33-35,
8:22-26). He used first names to communicate
intimacy (“Martha” in Luke 10:38-42) or directly
addressed women in public, a demonstration of
intimacy that was outside the bounds of Jewish
culture (John 4:7, 8:10). His disciples learned to
do all this from Jesus, imitating him well (see Acts
3:3-7—eye contact, touch, etc.).
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Connection communicates:
•

“I see you.”

•

“I hear you.”

•

“I understand; I get it.”

•

“I’m with you.”

•

“I’m for you in this.”

This is an extremely important part of how we
DIG, because it creates a safe environment
for people to explore where they’re “really at.”
Something profound happens when we make
the effort to bring compassion and connection
to those around us. Especially those sharing
Kairoses they’ve detected. This is how we
calibrate grace in our digging.
Check out the short video online called “Brené
Brown on Empathy” (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw) to see the difference
between empathy and sympathy, and a concrete
example of how to connect with someone via
empathy.

CONCRETENESS
We calibrate truth in our digging by bringing
concreteness and curiosity to our conversations.
Let’s talk about concreteness first.
It’s important to get as specific as possible
when dealing with a Kairos, rather than dwell
in abstractions or generalizations. Oftentimes
digging stalls out because no details about the
Kairos are actually shared. Generalized thoughts
or abstract patterns don’t help much to dig into
what’s really going on in a Kairos. We need to get
into the actual thoughts, feelings, and actions
of a Kairos for our digging to be fruitful.
Here are some examples on how to get concrete:
“My Kairos is that I lose my patience with my
husband and kids frequently.”
“Tell me about the last time this happened—
what do you remember?”
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“I feel distant from God.”
“How do you know? What evidence do you
have that this is true?”
“We often struggle with making God’s truth real
in our lives; we can just live in our heads and not
do anything.”
“Well, yes, that is true in general about all of us,
but how is this true for you? What particular
relationship or context in your life does this
show up in?”
The more particular, specific, personal, and
detailed we can get about our Kairoses the
better. This involves telling our story, getting
into the nitty-gritty details of it. The words that
were actually spoken, the actions actually
taken, the specific thoughts and feelings of the
moment. In fact, if we ever feel like we can’t really
get our hands around what God is saying to us,
there’s a good chance that we haven’t done the
hard work of getting concrete.
Oftentimes this is difficult for people because
telling our story in concrete terms makes us
vulnerable. It feels safer to share a general
observation about “what people tend to do
when they’re angry” than to share what I actually
did when I got angry last Tuesday when my kid
refused to eat their peas at dinner.
(This is also why we must bring compassion
and connection: it feels scary for most people
to share as vulnerably as they need to. A
general truth to remember: vulnerability doesn’t
happen unless everyone feels emotionally safe.
Emotional safety is nurtured through connection
and compassion.)
Remember God is so real he can only meet
us where we really are. Getting specific and
concrete is how we get to “where we really are,”
and we almost always meet God there.

CURIOSITY
Compassion and connection hold open a space
for emotional and spiritual safety so that we
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might discover things about ourselves. Getting
concrete is the first part of that discovery
process, and we dive further into it by practicing
curiosity.
Actually, this is somewhat frightening for most
of us. Becoming curious about our Kairos
means diving into the depths of vulnerability
and authenticity. We start to discover the “whys”
behind our habits. We uncover our core beliefs
about ourselves, God, and others. This is not a
path most of us are used to walking. We have
many ways to avoid vulnerability. But when we
share our story, as others are connected to us
with grace, and as they offer compassion to us
rather than condemnation, a space opens up for
us to discover what God may be up to.
So we should get curious. If getting concrete
takes a lot of “what” questions, being curious
is about asking “why” questions. These change
depending on the particularities of the Kairos,
but usually focus on getting us to think about our
thinking. We take a step back and reflect on our
assumptions and narratives:
•

Why do you think you responded like
that?

•

What makes you afraid of that?

•

Why is that the story you tell yourself in
this situation?

•

Why does this keep happening to you?

•

What is that response doing for you? Why
is so appealing to you? What work is this
doing for you?

Our goal is to get at the underlying belief that
God wants to speak to. What story, narrative, or
script am I living out? What lie do I believe about
God, myself, or others? What beauty, truth, or
Goodness does this Kairos reveal that the Lord
wants to affirm?
Again, we look to Jesus to show us how to do this.
He is a master of curiosity. A master questionasker. He would often challenge and dispute the
assumptions and stories people brought to him.
This curiosity is fiercely compassionate while
6.2 How to DIG: Compassionate Curiosity

at the same time challenging and disputing the
stories people have about God, themselves,
reality, and others.
Posture is important here. This isn’t narcissistic
navel-gazing, but a prayerful activity of talking
with God about who we really are. We get beneath
the calculating, analyzing, fixing, controlling mind
that always wants to be in charge, be right, and
have things “my way.”
Ultimately, this is an exercise of surrender:
•

It’s more contemplation than calculation.

•

More awareness than analysis.

•

More surrender than study.

•

More receiving from God than achieving
for him.

•

More experience than examination.

•

More encounter than explanation.

•

More submission than control.

•

More imagination than interrogation.

•

More pondering than prescription.

•

More allowing what emerges than
engineering a solution.

(For a great example of “compassionate
curiosity” in action, check out the audio clip from
the podcast Mystery Show in the online version
of this lesson: https://gravityleadership.com/
gla1/dig/dig-compassionate-curiosity/)

COURAGE
Finally, this entire process takes courage.
Honestly, most of us are deathly afraid of this kind
of interaction because it reveals so much! We’re
not used to having vulnerable conversations
like this, filled with grace and truth. Most of us
prefer to play it safe in our relationships, but
this process demands we go beyond a surface
“niceness” into deeper places, because that’s
where transformation can happen.
Looking at ourselves with God can be a terrifying
experience (see Job 42:6, Isaiah 6:5, Luke 5:8).
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Perhaps this is why the most repeated phrase
from God to humans is “Do not be afraid!” We’d
much rather ignore, justify, rationalize, avoid, or
medicate the truth about ourselves. We come
by these evasive moves honestly (Genesis 3:813), but they have never done good work for us. It
takes courage to stand before God just as we are
and name what really is.
This is the essence of what “confession” is. The
Greek word for confess (homologeo) means to
say (logeo) the same as (homo). We are seeking
to agree with God (“say the same”) about the
reality of ourselves as we confess the truth of
who we really are.

DIG TO RECKON WITH REALITY
These are the 5 C’s of DIG: Compassion,
Connection, Concrete, Curiosity, Courage. This
is how we DIG once we’ve identified a Kairos,
with the goal of discerning what God wants to do
in the midst of it.
Karl Marx famously said that religion is the opiate
of the masses. While we may quibble with his
idea when it comes to true Christian spirituality,
Marx actually had a prophetic edge here. Many
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continue to use their spirituality as an escape
from reality, to numb their pain and remain
disconnected from their hurt. Religion can
become a “spiritual” escape from real life.
But genuine Christian spirituality is a rigorous
commitment to reality. It is a deeper rootedness
in the real world, as Jesus himself prays for us
(John 17:15), trusting that the real world is where
we interact with God.
A beautiful picture of God meeting us where
we really are occurs in John 4, when Jesus
encounters the woman at the well. Jesus reveals
who the woman is to herself—he deals with what
REALLY IS—and then he reveals himself to her.
We see here, in a distilled, distinct way, that when
the woman reckons with who she really is, she is
able to see God as he really is.
This is our first step of repentance—dealing with
where we really are. We DIG to discover that,
trusting that God will reveal himself to us in the
midst of it.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/dig/digcompassionate-curiosity/
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Questions for

Reflection
1.

In order to be God-aware you must be self-aware. How does this idea strike you?

2. What about this practice of DIGGING (Connect, Compassion, Concrete, Curiosity,
Courage) is most difficult for you? Why?

3. Do you feel like you have access to your inner world? How do you know?

6.2 How to DIG: Compassionate Curiosity
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

Exercise:
Practice
Digging

6.3 Exercise: Practice Digging

6
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We’ve learned so far that after we DETECT a
Kairos, we DIG.
The practice of digging is the first step of
repenting and believing. Here’s what we’ve
learned so far about this practice:
•

•

We resist the temptation to fight/fix,
follow, or flee from our Kairos. Instead
we face/befriend whatever we notice
happening within us, accepting it as it is.
We DIG in this place with “compassionate
curiosity,” which is shorthand for
compassion, connection, curiosity,
concreteness, and courage.

PRACTICE DIGGING THIS WEEK
This week, look for opportunities to DIG with
the people you encounter. This isn’t appropriate
in every situation, of course, so be discerning.
It’s also best if you don’t tell people that you’re
“practicing on them.”
Instead, simply look for opportunities to respond
to people and situations around you with
compassionate curiosity. For example:
•

Your spouse comes home from work
upset… DIG with compassionate curiosity
instead of dismissing or fixing.

•

Your daughter is avoiding her
homework… DIG with compassionate
curiosity instead of just ramping up the
challenge.

•

An employee is having difficulty with
a coworker… DIG with compassionate
curiosity instead of just telling them to get
along.

•

A friend has a new romantic interest…
DIG with compassionate curiosity
instead of evaluating, judging or merely
acknowledging.
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•

A staff person is agitated and critical in
staff meeting… DIG with compassionate
curiosity instead of waiving it off or telling
them to cut it out.

The key is to disrupt what is perhaps a “normal”
behavior for you, in the interest of helping others
(and yourself!) pay attention to what’s happening
“beneath the surface.”
Here’s a quote from John O’Donahue on the
importance of questions to inspire you in this
exercise this week:
One of the most exciting and energetic forms
of thought is the question. I always think that
the question is like a lantern. It illuminates
new landscapes and new areas as it moves.
Therefore, the question always assumes
that there are many different dimensions to
a thought that you are either blind to or that
are not available to you. So a question is really
one of the forms in which wonder expresses
itself. One of the reasons that we wonder is
because we are limited, and that limitation is
one of the great gateways to wonder.1
LOTS of good work happens relationally and
spiritually when we learn to practice DIGGING
with compassionately curious questions. Go for
it this week!
Also, bring a Kairos from your week to the next
meeting. We’ll use these Kairoses to practice
digging together.
Visit this lesson online: https://gravityleadership.
com/gla1/dig/practice-digging/

1 John O’Donohue, Walking in Wonder: Eternal Wisdom for
a Modern World (New York: Crown, 2015), 6.
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

07
M O D U L E

DISCERN: Unearthing Bad News
Lesson 1
The Shape of Our Bad News
Lesson 2
The Bad News of Security: I Am What I Have

Lesson 3
The Bad News of Belonging: I Am What Others Think
Lesson 4
The Bad News of Significance: I Am What I Do
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LESSON ONE

The Shape of
Our Bad News

7

The last temptation is the greatest treason:
To do the right deed for the wrong reason.
~ T.S. Eliot ~

The first two practices of the Discipleship Wheel
(DETECT and DIG) help us with our awareness
of the places God is actively at work to conform
us to the likeness of Christ. Now we get into the
alignment part of this process whereby we align
our Words/Works/Wants with the Kingdom of
God. The first step in alignment is the practice of
discerning the “bad news” at work underneath
the surface of our lives.

We now get in touch with our “wanters” and
begin to discern the ways our desires have been
hijacked by untrue stories. The “bad news” that
we discern are lies that seeks our trust and our
worship. Idols, in other words. Idols promise us
something only God can deliver; and lies are the
stories we believe that carry this false promise.

GETTING TO THE HEART
Lasting transformation happens when we get
below the surface of our words and works and
into our wants. As Jesus said in the Sermon
on the Mount, our righteousness has to go
“beyond” (i.e. deeper than) that of the Pharisees
and teachers of the law. He didn’t mean more
strict, but rather a different kind of righteousness
altogether. One that wasn’t “skin-deep,” only
dealing with knowing and doing the right things.
Jesus was talking about a righteousness that
goes deeper than doctrine and deeds, all the
way down into our desires.
Jesus made it clear throughout his entire ministry
that you can assent to “correct” doctrine and
behave “correctly” and still completely miss the
Kingdom of God! Unless we get down into our
desires, our motivations, and our wants we often

7.1 The Shape of Our Bad News
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miss the bad news (idolatry and lies) that run our
lives! That’s what the practice of discerning bad
news is all about.

BAD NEWS = LIE-IDOLS AGAINST
LOVE
As we said earlier, by “bad news” we mean lies
we believe that become idols we worship, and
that interfere with our capacity to live in God’s
love. If living in grace and truth (love) is the goal
of our discipleship (divine union), then bad news
(lie-idols) are surrogate gods and alternative
stories that seek to be substitutes for God/love.
There seem to be three main “ways” that set
themselves up against Jesus’ way of love,
three main areas of bad news that sabotage our
worship and rob us of being centered in God’s
love. These “ways of doing things” come up over
and over in the biblical record and throughout
human history.
•

These ways are seen as early as Genesis
3, when the serpent tempts Eve.

•

They show up again in the story of Jesus
being tempted in the wilderness.

•

They are also named by the Apostle John
in his first letter to the church (the three
“things that are in the world”).

They also appear throughout Scripture in more
subtle ways, and if we are paying attention,
we will see them at work in our own lives as
well. Christian teachers have noticed these
patterns for centuries. Thomas Keating calls
them “programs for happiness,”1 and they are
essentially the three main ways we attempt to
obtain, in our own strength, what we were created
to have in our relationship with God but lost in the
fall: Security, Belonging, and Significance.
We will unpack these one at a time in subsequent
articles, but let’s take a look at Genesis 3 to
introduce them.
1 Thomas Keating, Invitation to Love: The Way of Christian
Contemplation, (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), Chapter 1.
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You are probably familiar with the story. A serpent
slithers into the garden God gave to the man and
the woman. The serpent begins speaking with
the woman, questioning God’s motives in his
prohibition of eating fruit from the Tree of the
Knowledge of Good and Evil. The serpent creates
antagonism by misquoting God (“Did God say
you can’t eat any of this delicious fruit?”). The
woman falls for the antagonistic bait and dives
into arguing with the serpent about what God
said. “No, only from this one tree. We’ll die if we
eat that fruit.” Then the serpent offers the woman
a different vision of what will happen when she
eats the fruit: “Your eyes will be opened and you
will be like God, knowing good and evil.”
Look at the woman’s response in verse 6: “When
the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was
good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also
desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some
and ate it.”
Notice the three things the woman internally
noticed about the fruit. It was:
•

Good for food

•

Pleasing to the eye

•

Desirable for gaining wisdom (which
would make her “like God”)

The three things the woman noticed about the
fruit are the three ways she was tempted. She
saw that the fruit was “good for food,” meaning
she could sustain her life with it. Instead of
trusting God to provide for them through the
abundance of the other trees in the garden,
she grasped for what she was convinced she
needed. She trusted the fruit for security over/
against God’s prohibition.
She saw the fruit was “pleasing to the eye,”
meaning it was beautiful to look at. Instead of
trusting that God would bless her with beauty
and beautiful things to behold, she grasped for
the beautiful object in front of her. Wanting to
identify with something beautiful, she made an
idol of the fruit, identifying with it in an effort to
secure belonging.
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She saw the fruit was “desirable for gaining
wisdom,” meaning she would become “like
God, knowing good and evil.” Instead of trusting
God to give her wisdom and power when she
was ready for it, she grasped for the control
she felt she could gain through knowledge. She
sought significance and power outside of God’s
goodness, making an idol of power.

THE THREE WAYS EXPANDED
These are the three ways the bad news most
often comes to us. The bad news is essentially
the lie-idols that consistently sabotage our
trust in God.
They have been labeled a number of different
ways by different teachers:
•

Finding identity in What I Do, What I Have,
and What Others Think Of Me (Basil
Pennington)

•

The temptations to be powerful, relevant,
and spectacular (Henri Nouwen).

•

Power and control, security and survival,
and affection and esteem (Thomas
Keating)

To make them easy to remember, we will call
them Security, Belonging, and Significance.
(When they are capitalized, they refer to the
temptation to seek these in our own power; lower
case indicates the legitimate needs we have.)
We will dive into each of these in forthcoming
articles, but for now, keep in mind the following
resonances as you use these words:

These are the dominant stories of bad news
that seek to motivate and move us. We will find a
way to make into an idol anything that promises
us security, belonging, or significance. We must
discern the bad news at work in our lives, and
this is why we detect kairos, why we dig with
compassionate curiosity!

HOW THE BAD NEWS PLAYS OUT
“The enemy never immediately tempts us with
what is obviously bad; instead, he is more likely
to deceive us with appearances of good.”
– St. Theophan the Recluse
These counterfeit ways are the temptations that
have beset humankind since the very beginning,
and they continue to haunt our lives today. But
we don’t often live with the awareness of these
forces pressing in on us. Why is that?
One of the reasons is that the bad news often
isn’t overt and obvious. Its power in our lives is
hidden, which makes it all the more pernicious.
This is why we dig.
Another reason is that the bad news often comes
to us as a good idea. Since we were created for
security, belonging, and significance, we are
quite adept at convincing ourselves that our bad
news is really good news!
Let’s take a look at how these counterfeit ways
hide themselves by looking at the account of
Jesus’ temptations in Luke 4:1-13.
Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, left the Jordan
and was led by the Spirit into the wilderness,
where for forty days he was tempted by the
devil. He ate nothing during those days, and
at the end of them he was hungry.

•

Security – “good for food,” the need for
safety and security, the fear of not having
enough; the core lie: “I am what I have.”

•

Belonging – “pleasing to the eye,” the
need for approval and affection, the fear
of not being enough; the core lie: “I am
what others think.”

The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of
God, tell this stone to become bread.”

Significance – “desirable for gaining
wisdom,” the need for power and control,
the fear of not doing enough; the core lie:
“I am what I do.”)

The devil led him up to a high place and
showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of
the world. And he said to him, “I will give you

•
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Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not
live on bread alone.’”
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all their authority and splendor; it has been
given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want
to. If you worship me, it will all be yours.”
Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the
Lord your God and serve him only.’”
The devil led him to Jerusalem and had him
stand on the highest point of the temple.
“If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw
yourself down from here. For it is written:
“‘He will command his angels concerning you
to guard you carefully; they will lift you up in
their hands, so that you will not strike your
foot against a stone.’”
Jesus answered, “It is said: ‘Do not put the
Lord your God to the test.’”
When the devil had finished all this tempting,
he left him until an opportune time.
A few things are important to note at the outset
of our examination of this story. We’ll discuss
these things in the article today and then begin
to dive into each temptation more deeply.

DOING THE RIGHT THINGS IN THE
WRONG WAY
First of all, it’s important to note that Jesus went
into the desert intentionally to prepare for his
public ministry. Immediately prior, at his baptism,
his identity and vocation were confirmed by the
Father’s word and the Spirit’s presence: “You
are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased”
(Luke 3:20).
So Jesus knew who he was; he knew he was
called to announce and demonstrate that God’s
kingdom was present and available to all through
him. The only question left was, “How?” In what
manner would he bring the kingdom?
This means that the temptations were not
intended to lure Jesus away from his mission,
but to lure him into implementing his mission in
a counterfeit way, out of a heart that was seeking
to prove something rather than a heart secure in
his identity. Don’t miss this: the devil didn’t argue
with Jesus about his identity or his vocation, but
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rather tempted him toward living those things out
in a way other than being centered in God’s love!
He lied to Jesus about how to live out his identity
and vocation.
The temptation is to do the right things in the
wrong way.
Oftentimes we think temptation is what happens
to people who are casually strolling through the
wrong part of town. We think of temptation as
what happens to people who are looking for ways
to sin. But we doubt the devil spends much time
on those people at all. Why? Because they’re
already primed and ready to sin! You don’t need
to tempt someone who is walking around trying
to figure out how to sin.
C.S. Lewis’ book The Screwtape Letters is one of
the most brilliant explanations of how temptation
actually works. Lewis points out over and over
that people are tempted to do good things (like
prayer) in ways that slowly and imperceptibly
lead people away from God. The same is true in
our lives. If you’re reading this, you’re probably
not trying to figure out how to sin more. Just the
opposite! You want to make disciples of Jesus,
you want to see the mission of God fulfilled, you
want to see the kingdom of God come on earth
just as it is in heaven!
And that’s exactly why you can count on being
tempted to accomplish that good vision in
a counterfeit way. As we’ve said before, it is
entirely possible to learn to speak the words of
Jesus and do the works of Jesus, but if we don’t
also learn to align our wants to the way of Jesus,
we will be susceptible to wasting our efforts
using these counterfeit ways. That’s what an
idol essentially is: an object to which we attach
ourselves (i.e. worship) that promises to give us
what only God can. Every idol is a counterfeit
way of seeking belonging, significance, and
security.
Jesus models the way to overcome these
temptations in this passage: seeing and
naming these counterfeit ways. He is one well
accustomed to living out of love; his heart is
conditioned by God’s very presence and power
FIND YOUR CENTER

with him. Jesus leads the way as he sees and
resists these temptations.

THE ALLURE OF GOOD IDEAS
“What attracts men to evil acts is not the evil in
them but the good that is there, even under a
false aspect and with a distorted perspective.”
– Thomas Merton
The second thing to note is that it’s unlikely that
the devil appeared to Jesus with red pajamas
and a flaming pitchfork. He probably didn’t
smell like sulfur and announce, “Hi, I’m the devil
and I’m here to tempt you.” Why? Because it
would have been too obvious! That’s not how
temptation works, because it wouldn’t be very
tempting. Hold on, you’re the devil? These must
be temptations, then! No, thank you! Too easy,
right?

the devil sits on one shoulder urging them to
punch someone and an angel sits on the other
shoulder urging them to be nice. It’s more like
several angels urging us to do various things, and
they all sound like good ideas!
So Jesus has a calling and is seeking to live it out,
and is being tempted as a human in the same
way we’re tempted. He knows the good work he
has to do, but he is being tempted by multiple
good ideas that come to mind as to HOW to do
this good work.
These temptations work the same way in our
lives. They are disguised as good ideas, and they
are temptations to accomplish good things in
ways that aren’t love. These temptations very
often prey on those who have a sense of calling
and want to accomplish good things. If you’re
reading this, it probably includes you.

That’s not how the devil rolls. Instead, he
disguises himself as an “angel of light,” because
that’s his only chance of gaining a foothold in our
imaginations (2 Cor 11:14). If Jesus was tempted
in every way, just like us, we can assume he
didn’t hear an evil voice in his head urging him to
commit terrible crimes. Most people can resist a
temptation to burn their neighbor’s house down
or intentionally harm someone, much less the
Son of God! No, the devil doesn’t come to Jesus
in an obvious way and tempt him to do obviously
evil things. He came to Jesus in the same way
he comes to us, in a much more subtle way,
through our thoughts and ideas.

COUNTERFEIT WAYS ARE SUBTLE
WAYS

What does temptation sound and feel like, then?
Quite simply, it sounds like an idea that pops
into our heads. Something occurs to us, we have
an idea, and we think about it. Sometimes those
ideas are creative and interesting and inspired,
and sometimes those ideas are straight from the
pit of hell, but it’s hard to tell the difference in the
moment. They all seem like interesting ideas at
the time. This is the way the devil comes to us as
an “angel of light.”

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

The important thing to realize is that the bad
news is a lie that makes an idol seem like a
good idea! It’s not like in the old cartoons where
7.1 The Shape of Our Bad News

We will explore each of the three counterfeit
ways more deeply, but for now, let’s review the
subtlety of these temptations:
1.

The counterfeit ways are temptations to do
good things for bad reasons. To accomplish
the right things in the wrong way.

2.

The counterfeit ways enter our awareness in
subtle ways, most often disguised as good
ideas for doing good things.

1.

Which part of this article stirred the
strongest emotional response from you?
Conflict? Clarity? Confusion? Why do you
think that is?

2.

Can you tell a story of a time you had a
“good idea” that was eventually revealed as
a counterfeit way?

For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/discern/
shape-bad-news/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

The Bad News
of Security: I
Am What I Have
TIn the last article, we talked about how the
temptations we fight against seem to group
themselves into three main categories. These
categories fit with what Eve noticed about the
forbidden fruit, the ways Christ was tempted in
the wilderness, and the three things that are “in
the world,” according to the Apostle John.
We can name them as follows:
•

•

Security – the fruit was “good for food,”
appetite/consumption, the need for
security, the fear of not having enough (i.e.
scarcity mentality), “I am what I have,” the
“lust of the flesh” in 1 John.
Belonging – “pleasing to the eye,”
approbation/celebrity, the need for
approval, the shame of not being enough,
“I am what others think,” the “lust of the
eyes” in 1 John.
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THE COUNTERFEIT WAY OF
SECURITY
The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God,
tell this stone to become bread.”
The text mentions that Jesus had been fasting
for forty days and was hungry. At the most basic
level, it seems Jesus is being tempted to leverage
his access to divine power to fulfill his basic
needs.
Your fast is over, you’re hungry, and you’re the
Son of God, so why not use your access to your
Father’s resources and give yourself what you
need? You know he’ll back you up. It’s a nobrainer.

Significance – “desirable for gaining
wisdom,” ambition/competition, the need
to win/succeed, the guilt of not doing
enough, “I am what I do,” the “pride of life”
in 1 John.

Notice that there’s nothing inherently wrong with
leveraging your resources to provide for your
needs. We were created for security; security
is a good thing! As we said in the last article, the
devil doesn’t tempt Jesus to do wicked things.
Instead, he tempts Jesus to accomplish his
mission in ways other than dependent love.

Now let’s take a deeper look at the temptation
of Security.

The devil comes to Jesus in this moment
whispering a good idea. He’d been fasting for
awhile, the human body needs food, and he

•
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knew how to use his access to God’s power to
turn stones to bread. So why not? What’s the big
deal, anyway?
Later in his ministry, Jesus actually does this
a few times! He multiplies food for crowds
because they were hungry. This is just how it’s
done: you perceive a need and you leverage your
resources to meet it. Right?

FEAR OF NOT HAVING ENOUGH
Jesus obviously doesn’t see it that way, though.
Listen to his response to this “good idea.”
Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live
on bread alone.’”
Jesus’ answer indicates that this temptation was
about trusting “bread alone” to give us what we
need for life. The temptation is to make an idol
of Security; to believe the lie that ‘I am what I
have.’ Our need for sustenance is at stake in this
temptation. Our ability to obtain what we need
for life.
The temptation is to reduce what we need to
merely physical sustenance (“bread alone”) and
to rely on our human resources to provide those
things for ourselves. Jesus is being tempted
to operate out of a fear of not having enough,
to use his power to procure security for himself
instead of trusting his Father to provide for him
and give him the sustenance he needs.
Again, it is not inherently wrong to turn stones
into bread, or to use your resources to provide for
your needs, but Jesus realizes this is a temptation
to trust human resources to provide for our
needs, rather than trusting God and his word to
provide us with what we need. It’s a temptation
to idolatry, to untether himself from his Father
and just use his resources to provide for himself.

SECURITY IN THE REST OF
SCRIPTURE
This lines up with Eve noticing that the forbidden
fruit was “good for food.” Sure, God had given
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them a word that they would “die” if they ate
the fruit (whatever that meant), but since the
fruit was “good for food,” she took it, trusting the
fruit’s ability to provide rather than the word from
God that said the fruit would bring death.
This is also the temptation at work in the Apostle
John’s use of the phrase “the lust of the flesh” as
one of the “three things that are in the world.” It
simply refers to the natural desires (lust) of our
bodies (flesh).
•

The temptation of Security was at work
when the Israelites refused to enter the
promised land because they were afraid
of the inhabitants.

•

It was at work when the Israelites kept
back some of what God told them to offer
completely to him.

•

It was at work when David took a census
of his armies.

•

It was at work when the rich young ruler
walked away from Jesus sad.

•

It was at work when Peter denied he knew
Jesus three times.

•

Jesus speaks to the temptation of
Security in his Sermon on the Mount
(Matt 6:16-34)

In and of themselves, these desires are not bad,
and fulfilling them is not wrong. For example, in
the case of Peter denying Jesus, it’s not wrong to
want to stay alive. And it’s not wrong to do things
that keep us alive. But, for Peter, his desire to stay
alive elevated itself above his desire to remain
loyal to Jesus. Staying alive superseded his love
for Jesus. In that moment, his life meant more to
him than his love for Jesus. (It’s also worth noting
that later Peter repents and learns to resist this
temptation. According to tradition, he is later
martyred, refusing to elevate his own life above
his love for Jesus. This is Peter’s victory over the
temptation of Security.)
The tricky thing about temptation is that the
“thing” we’re being tempted to do isn’t usually
wrong in and of itself. It’s not wrong to want to
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be secure. It’s not wrong to want comfort and
enough to eat. But we run into trouble when those
normal, everyday desires elevate themselves to a
place of idolatry, where we believe that fulfilling
our bodily desires for food or sex or safety or
comfort or security will give us what we really
need. We fall for the temptation of Security when
we trust those things to give us the security we
are seeking, rather than trusting God, and every
word that comes from his mouth, to give us what
we need.

In each of these situations, Security also might
not be at work. Processing helps us discern
what’s happening. The core question we
organize our lives around is “Will I have enough?”
We fear we won’t have enough, and employ our
energy and resources to secure enough.

SECURITY IN EVERYDAY LIFE

NUTS AND BOLTS OF SECURITY

We can see evidence of this temptation at work
in our lives every day. Any time we act out of a
fear of not having enough, we are succumbing
to the temptation of Security. Any time we pivot
in this fear to achieve safety and security apart
from God, the idol of Security is at work.

“I am sure God never teaches the fear of
anything but Himself.”
– C.S. Lewis

But it’s not always clear. All we can do is begin
to notice situations in which we feel fear, and
explore what’s happening in our soul to see if the
temptation of Security might be at work.

Security’s Program for Happiness (i.e. Idolatry)
is safety and security. The silent message is “I
will be happy when I am safe and secure.” This
is the driving force behind one’s actions—the
desire for security.

•

•

•

When we can’t seem to throw anything
out “just in case we need it,” Security
might be at work.
When we only buy the cheapest versions
of the goods and services we need,
Security might be at work.
When we feel sick to our stomachs when
we need to use our savings account to
pay for a car repair, Security might be at
work.

•

When we can’t refuse free samples,
Security might be at work.

•

When we try to appease people to keep
them in our church (so they keep tithing
and we can continue to draw a salary),
Security might be at work.

•

When we can’t imagine offering our house
for our small group to meet in because
we’re afraid we might not have the
energy for it, Security might be at work.
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•

When we must “stock up” and always
have a “surplus” on hand because we
refuse to run out of something, Security
might be at work.

The Core Sin of Security is fear. We are afraid of
what we feel will harm us or make us less secure.

The Core Question of Security is “Will I have
enough?” There is constant calculating and
forecasting, and no such thing as “too much.”
The Lie of Security is “I have something to lose.”
Because of this, we are constantly protecting our
resources and energy.
The False identity of Security is “I am what I
have.” To be empty of resources and energy is
one of the worst things we could imagine.
The idolatry of Security is a scarcity mentality
driven to meet our need for safety and security

OVERCOMING THE FEAR OF NOT
HAVING ENOUGH
The temptations of Jesus didn’t end when his
time in the wilderness was over. One version
says the devil left him “until an opportune time,”
meaning these temptations came up again
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and again for Jesus in the form of “good ideas,”
“reasonable thoughts,” and “prudent decisions.”
•

Why not let the crowd make you king
by force so you can provide for them by
multiplying bread?

•

Why not stay in Capernaum and stoke the
fires of revival with some more miracles?

•

Why not call down legions of angels and
vindicate yourself instead of submit to the
humiliation of death on a cross?

The good news for us is that, at every stage,
Jesus resisted operating in these counterfeit
ways. He was tempted in every way, just like we
are, yet without sin. He remained in the way of
love all the way to the end. All the way to death
on a cross.
Here’s the good news for us in this: Jesus, as the
prototype of a new humanity, resisted temptation,
succeeding where Adam and Eve failed. He
embraced the full weight of each temptation on
the cross, defeated each one in the resurrection,
and secured this victorious new reality for us in
the ascension and outpouring of the Holy Spirit.
On the cross, Jesus felt the full weight of the
temptation of Security. He was utterly needy—
not just hungry or tired, but dying. When they
taunted him, asking why he didn’t come down
off the cross if he really was the Son of God, we
are sure he was tempted to do it. But instead, he
stayed needy, refusing to secure his life.
He emptied himself completely, trusted his
Father to provide for him to the very end, even to
death on a cross. It looked like God had not come
through for him. It appeared that his trust in the
God he called Father was misplaced.
But three days later we found out the truth. In
his resurrection, Jesus’ trust in his Father to
provide for him was vindicated. He defeated the
temptation of Security once and for all when he
rose from the dead, because he revealed what
happens when you trust God to provide for
you—God does! Maybe not in the way you want,
or in the timing you assume, but in the end, God
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provides good things to those who will receive
his gifts.
Those gifts are poured out in the ascension
of Jesus and the coming of the Holy Spirit. As
members of his body, we share in his victory
over the fear of not having enough. The sense of
abundance that Adam and Eve lost in the garden
is restored in the life, death, resurrection, and
ascension of Jesus.

GOOD NEWS FOR OUR FEAR
The idolatry of Security tempts us to believe
the lie that we must pull ourselves up by our
bootstraps and provide for ourselves. It traffics
in the fear of not having enough, and inspires all
kinds of action based on that fear.
But the good news revealed in Jesus is that we
are abundantly supplied in Christ. The truth
is that God does provide for his people. The lie
that Eve believed about God (he can’t be trusted
to give us what we need) is dispelled in Christ.
God will provide for all our needs according to
his riches in Christ Jesus (Phil 4:19). This is the
gospel for those who wrestle with Security. God
knows what we need, and longs to provide it.
A particularly potent prayer for those who
struggle with Security is the third petition of the
prayer Jesus taught his disciples to pray: “Give us
today our daily bread.” It’s a simple request that
orients us toward God in humility and trust. We
don’t assume it’s all up to us to find what we need
today; instead we trust our Father in heaven to
give us what we need.
We don’t assume our security lies in stockpiling
resource for a potentially disastrous future;
instead we trust that our Father in heaven will give
us our daily bread. We trust that our Father gives
good gifts to those who ask, and so in humility
and trust, we ask, “Give us today our daily bread.”
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
1.

Where do you see the temptation of
Security at work in your life? Try to name at
least three concrete situations from the past
few weeks.

2.

Is Security a pattern in your life? That is, do
you come back to this again and again? Is
Security your “go-to” counterfeit way? How
do you know?

AN EXERCISE FOR SECURITY:
FASTING
“Practices are the nuclear reactors of the
Christian faith, arenas where the gospel and
human life come together in energizing, even
explosive ways. Practices create openings in our
lives where the grace, mercy and presence of
God may be made known to us.”
– Craig Dykstra
“All spiritual disciplines have one purpose: to get
rid of illusions so we can be more fully present
to what is. These disciplines exist so that we can
see what is, see who we are, and see what is
happening.”
– Richard Rohr
As we journey through each of the three
temptations of Jesus, we will take an extended
pause in each segment to do a transformational
experiment. Each of these reflections is designed
to help you confront how that particular bad
news is at work in you.
You may recognize these transformational
experiments as practices traditionally called
spiritual disciplines. Many spiritual disciplines are
encouraged regularly in Christian communities
(Scripture reading, prayer, worship, service) and
others are less common today.
We will focus on the spiritual disciplines in which
Jesus was engaged in the wilderness: fasting,
sabbath, solitude, and silence. These disciplines
form the core of Jesus’ spiritual practice and
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are excellent at bringing the bad news that lives
beneath our awareness to the surface.
This week as we focus on Security, our
transformational experiment will be with the
discipline of fasting.
We are told in Matthew 4:1-11 that Jesus spent
40 days fasting in the wilderness and afterwards
‘he was starving’. Many of us have fasted before—
perhaps it was required in advance of a medical
procedure; maybe the religious tradition you
grew up in practiced a Lenten fast; or it may be
that you’ve fasted for some wild and crazy crash
diet!
This week, we are going to choose something
to fast from that will help us face our Security
temptations and experience the presence and
power of God right there.

A WORD ON FASTING
Fasting isn’t:
•

A way to suffer for God.

•

A spiritual practice that demonstrates
how pious or devout you are.

•

Righteousness (i.e. it doesn’t equal
holiness or sanctification).

•

A way of trying really hard spiritually so
that God will respond.

Fasting is:
•

Wisdom – It’s love and knowledge
meeting together in a practice that avails
us to God’s resources to meet our needs.

•

Training – It’s the indirect effort that gives
us access to something we can’t attain on
our own.

•

Surrender – It’s a voluntary ‘making
ourselves weak’ so that we can know the
strength and power of God (2 Corinthians
12:9-10).
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Simply put: fasting is a way to place ourselves
in the way of grace by withdrawing our reliance
on earthly things so that we can feast on God’s
presence and power.

•

Notice what the disciples were
concerned with: their lack, their scarcity,
their inadequacy. What was Jesus
concerned with? How did he calibrate
grace and truth with his disciples in their
fear and sense of lack?

•

“You give them something to eat.” Put
yourself in this story. What is your reaction
when Jesus says this to you?

Some possible ways to fast:
•

Fasting from food: drinks, chocolate,
desserts, coffee/caffeine, alcohol.

•

Fasting from media: cell phone, TV, radio,
music, email, computers, games.

DISCERN A DISCIPLINE OF FASTING

•

Fasting from habits/comforts: shopping,
looking in the mirror, elevators, parking in
a close spot, finding the shortest line at
the store, reading, sports.

Think through your life. What food, habit, or
media could you fast from in the coming week
in order to make yourself weak so that you
could experience God’s power?

SCRIPTURE MEDITATION
This week, meditate on Matt 14:13-21. Read
it through several times on different days and
pause to write what you notice:
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Practice this fast and come to the meeting ready
to share your fast and process any Kairoses that
came up for you as you did it.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/discern/
security/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

The Bad News of
Belonging: I Am
What Others Think

7

Happy are you when people insult and harass you and speak all kinds of bad and
false things about you, all because of me. Be full of joy and be glad, because you
have a great reward in heaven. In the same way, people harassed the prophets who
came before you.
~ Jesus Christ ~

We are working our way through the pitfalls of
humanity, the snares of our soul that lie to us as
seen within the three temptations Jesus faced
in the wilderness. These are attachments that
tripped up Eve, that tempted Jesus, and which
John says to be cautious of because they belong
to “the world” (the domain in conflict with the
kingdom of God).
To review, here is how we’ve named them:
•

•

160

Security – the fruit was “good for food,”
appetite/consumption, the need for
security, the fear of not having enough (i.e.
scarcity mentality), “I am what I have,” the
“lust of the flesh” in 1 John.
Belonging – “pleasing to the eye,”
approval/celebrity, the need for approval,
the shame of not being enough, “I am
what others think,” the “lust of the eyes”
in 1 John.

•

Significance – “desirable for gaining
wisdom,” ambition/competition, the need
to win/succeed, the guilt of not doing
enough, “I am what I do,” the “pride of life”
in 1 John.

Now let’s take a deeper look at the temptation
of Belonging.

THE COUNTERFEIT WAY OF
BELONGING
Here’s what Luke tells us about this temptation,
this counterfeit way:
After that the devil brought him into the holy
city and stood him at the highest point of the
temple. He said to him, “Since you are God’s
Son, throw yourself down; for it is written, I
will command my angels concerning you,
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and they will take you up in their hands so
that you won’t hit your foot on a stone.”
The highest point of the temple would be the
most visible place in all of Jerusalem. Throwing
oneself off the temple and being caught by an
angel would be quite a spectacle! To be seen and
known publicly as the Messiah would surely be a
good thing, right? Jesus would win the affection
and esteem of everyone, demonstrating without
a doubt his true identity as God’s own son.
But Jesus is hesitant—not just here but
all throughout his earthly ministry—to win
the acclaim of the crowds with amazing
demonstrations of power. He instructs those
he heals to not talk about it with anyone (Mark
1:43-45), and even commands his disciples who
confess his true identity to keep it under wraps
(Mark 8:29-30).
Jesus does public miracles and then refuses
to cash in on his high approval ratings to garner
more acclaim (Matt 14:22, John 6:14-15). Right at
the beginning of his public ministry he preaches
a zinger of a sermon that initially brings him
praise, but as he interprets what he really meant,
it almost gets him killed in his hometown (Luke
4:14-30).
Jesus does prophetic acts seen by many, and
the reaction is mixed. Some are amazed and
some want to kill him (Mark 11:15-19). Overall,
Jesus shows a steady, unwavering distrust in
what people thought of him (John 2:23-25),
because he knew who he was. He didn’t have
an unmet need for esteem and affection; he was
the Beloved of the Father. Being the Beloved
comes with all the affection and esteem a
human can possibly want. He already belonged
to the Father, so the temptation to find belonging
another way—popularity; celebrity; winning
acclaim, esteem, or the affection of others—did
not appeal to him.
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THE SHAME OF NOT BEING ENOUGH
Jesus sees the devil’s test for what it is: a crafty
way to bypass the suffering and glory of the cross
for a moment of being spectacular. Belonging
at its root is a bypassing of suffering, of being
rejected and scorned in favor of quick and easy
esteem. Popular ones aren’t crucified, they are
deified, honored, catered to.
The temptation of Belonging is about where
we get our personal sense of belonging. Every
human is born with the need for belonging.
Belonging to God and with others; we were
created to belong.
Jesus’ response to the devil’s temptation, “Do
not test the Lord your God,” is from Deut 6:16. But
that’s only half the sentence from Deuteronomy.
The rest is “as you did at Massah.” Massah was
the place in the wilderness where the people
grumbled about water (you can read all about
it in Exodus 17). This was a seminal moment in
Israel’s history where they refused to trust God’s
covenant promises that he would provide and
take care of them. The word Massah means “test
or prove.” Jesus here seems to think throwing
himself off of the temple mount would be akin
to forcing God’s hand, making God “prove” that
Jesus belonged, that he had a place as a Son.
But what we find in Jesus is that this belonging,
his sense of affection and esteem, must be
rooted and grounded in God’s approval alone.
This is the temptation in the wilderness, to
operate out of a fear of not being enough, and to
use powerful, miraculous displays to secure and
ensure his standing with God and with others.
This is what it means to “fear the Lord”—that we
take our cues from him, that we orient our sense
of self, identity, and authority from his presence
and power.
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BELONGING IN THE REST OF
SCRIPTURE
Eve saw that the fruit was “pleasing to the eye,”
which just means it looked great! It was pleasing
to look at. When we seek our belonging in what
looks good, we are operating in the temptation
of Belonging; Belonging assumes that if it looks
good, it must be good! (Likewise, if I look good to
others, I must be okay.) This is the same thing the
apostle John is speaking of when we talks about
“the lust of the eyes” in 1 John 2:15-17.
Where else do we see Belonging at work in
Scripture?
•

This temptation was at work in the building
of the tower of Babel to “make our name
great” (Genesis 11:4).

•

This temptation was at work when the
Israelites chose Saul as their king (he just
looks like a king!), contrasted with the
man God chose as king, David (1 Samuel
9:2, 16:6-7).

•

This temptation shows up in fearing
people (Prov 29:25) and becomes the
undoing of the Israelites (Isaiah 51:12-13).

•

This temptation seems to drive the prayer
of Psalm 23—to fear no evil while enjoying
a banquet at the table with enemies. David
often sings of this correct orientation to
draw his significance and belonging from
God (Pss 27:1, 118:5-9).

•

Jesus taught on this temptation often:
following him would involve suffering from
others (Matt 5:11-12), and

•

True rejection comes from rejecting God
(Luke 12:4-5), not from others rejected
you.

•

This is why Jesus “didn’t believe in others”
even when they believed in him (John
2:23-25), and why he didn’t allow others
to make him King (John 6:14-15).

•

There were even those who believed
in him during his earthly ministry but
didn’t go public because they would lose
esteem (John 12:41-43).
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•

And Jesus commanded those who
experienced healing or properly
confessed his identity to NOT tell anyone
(Mark 1:43-45, 8:29-30) because he
knew any fame from who he was and what
he did (i.e. belonging) could compromise
his mission.

•

This temptation seems to beset Timothy
in Ephesus as Paul encourages him to
reorient his authority and call on God,
rather than what others think (1 Tim 1:1820, 4:11-14; 2 Tim 1:6-8).

•

This temptation overcame Peter in
Antioch when he stopped eating with
Gentiles (Galatians 2:11-16).

•

This temptation was an impetus for
Paul to write to the people of Corinth,
for they allowed Christian teaching to
be absorbed into a celebrity culture (1
Corinthians 1:10ff).

•

This was the temptation Paul faced daily,
but in the face of rejection and being
reviled, he rejoiced in the love of God that
is indestructible (Rom 8:31-39).

Like the other temptations of Significance and
Security, belonging is not a bad thing in and of
itself. We were created for community, intimacy,
love, and commitment with others. Being wellliked is not a sin! But like all religious temptations,
it becomes toxic when the “good idea” becomes
a driving motivation and we orient our desire
around it.

BELONGING IN EVERYDAY LIFE
Other words we’ve used to describe this “bad
news” are “esteem” and “affection.” These do
deeper work at communicating what the fear
of not being enough does within us. It’s how we
seek to get our need for belonging met apart
from God.
How do we come to recognize when this
temptation shows up in our life? Start noticing
kairos moments when you have fear/concern/
anxiety about your belonging and standing
with others.
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Here are some ways that the temptation of
Belonging may be at work.

NUTS AND BOLTS OF BELONGING

•

When I try to impress others how do I do
it? My intellect? My humor? My niceness?
My fashion? My athletic abilities? My
talents?

The Core Sin of Belonging is shame. We are
afraid to be seen for who we really are, so we hide,
pretend, and perform. Shame keeps us from true
vulnerability because we fear that, if we’re seen
for who we really are, we will be rejected.

•

When I feel the need to set the record
straight on a misunderstanding about
my actions or character. I find myself
managing impressions, or needing to
defend or justify my actions when I’m
critiqued.

The Program for Happiness is affection and
esteem. The silent message is “I will be happy
when people like, appreciate, and accept me.”
The need to be accepted and affirmed by others
drives our actions.

•

When I have to have the last word in a
disagreement/discussion.

•

When I say “yes” to others’ needs and
demands but end up resenting or
regretting it.

•

When I say “yes” to others and I neglect
more important and pressing relationships
and responsibilities.

•

When I say “yes” to others to keep the
peace or make them happy.

•

I suffer from FOMO (Fear of Missing Out)
which shows up in an insecurity about
friends interacting without my presence
and invitation.

The False Identity of Belonging is “I am what
others think.” We are empty inside, and use
others’ esteem and affection to fill our sense of
identity.

•

When I use my personality strengths to
impress, manage, manipulate, or massage
relationships.

HOW JESUS MEETS OUR NEED FOR
BELONGING

•

When someone responds to me in a
negative way—they are short with me,
dismissive, etc.—I internalize it as my fault.

•

When I blame myself for other people’s
choices or how they respond to me.

•

When I preach, teach, lead and do not
receive affirmation, I find I go into a funk.

•

When I say (or don’t say) something for
fear of “what others may think.”

In each of these situations a need for belonging
may not be at work, but these are a smattering of
the kairos moments that need to be processed
and discerned.
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The Core Question of Belonging is “Am I
enough?” We doubt who we are, looking for
others to validate and affirm our belonging and
significance.
The Lie of Belonging is “I have something to
hide.” This is the message of shame; we deeply
doubt we have goodness, worth, and beauty in
ourselves, so we hide who we are from others. “If
you really knew who I was you’d reject me.”

Jesus resisted the temptation to trust the
esteem and affection of the crowds and leaders
throughout his earthly ministry. It’s not that he
didn’t care at all what they thought; he did. But
what they thought didn’t become who Jesus
was!
He knew he belonged to the Father so he was
free to belong (to the apostles) or not belong (to
the religious leaders) as he lived in the center of
God’s love!
This is clearly seen in Luke 13:31-35. Pharisees
came to Jesus to “warn” him about Herod’s
intention to kill him. Were the Pharisees just
trying to get rid of him so that they could reclaim
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the acclaim of the people? This was, after all,
one of the main reasons they killed Jesus—he
become more popular than them in the eyes of
the crowds, and Jesus threatened their political
and social esteem with the Romans (see John
11:45-57).
In a very real sense it was fear of losing
belonging and esteem that killed Jesus. The
motivations of the Pharisees in this passage
are dubious. They weren’t concerned for his
well-being, but rather their own clout and social
capital with the people. They thought they
could scare Jesus away and regain what they
perceived to have lost.
Jesus’ response is beautiful. He refused to be
bullied by the Pharisees and Herod, standing
up to their scheme to get rid of him and boldly
proclaiming he would die rather than gain their
approval.
But in the next breath, he laments in deep sorrow
about how Jerusalem has rejected him. This is
important. Jesus doesn’t despise what others
think about him. He’s not callous and unfeeling.
Rather, he simply is free to love others because
he doesn’t need them in order to know his own
sense of worth, identity, and belonging.
He had a healthy connection to his friends: their
death and betrayals hurt him (John 11:35; Luke
22:39-46, 61), but their pressures and opinions
could not sway him from his mission (see John
4:27-42).
This is important: we don’t overcome the
temptation of Belonging by despising others
and cutting ourselves off from healthy
relationships. Belonging is a genuine, God-given
need and desire. To belong is good!
The good news for us is that Jesus resisted the
temptation of Belonging at every stage of his
earthly life. He becomes, for us, the New Adam;
he succeeded in trusting God’s esteem and
affection for him where Adam failed.
He becomes the New Israel, trusting God’s
faithfulness in the wilderness and not bowing
to the will of opinion polls as king. He becomes
164

the new humanity as he lives and operates in the
complete security of who he is, drawing healthy
distinctions between himself and others while
staying faithfully connected.
On the cross, Jesus felt the full weight of the
temptation of Belonging. All his friends had
left him. He was once again confronted with
the temptation to make a public spectacle to
vindicate himself in the sight of others; he was
tempted by the crowds (Matt 27:39-40, 49),
by the religious leaders (Matt 27:41-43), by the
soldiers (Luke 23:36-37) and by a fellow criminal
(Luke 23:39-43).
Jesus, himself, is the rejected one.

THE GOOD NEWS FOR OUR SHAME
But the good news is that the story doesn’t
end there. The stone that the builders rejected
has become the cornerstone! In and through
his resurrection and ascension into heaven, the
one who was rejected is accepted. The one who
resisted the temptation of Belonging was rejected
at the cross and accepted in his resurrection. And
in Christ Jesus we are accepted into God’s family
where we have esteem and affection, belonging
and acceptance (Eph 2:11-22). Our adoption into
Christ’s family means we can to live “despising
the shame” as Christ did on the cross (Heb 12:2).
The good news revealed in Jesus is that we are
chosen to be beloved sons and daughters of our
heavenly Father. God sees you, knows you, and
created you; you are fearfully and wonderfully
made (Ps 139:13-14). This is why we always say,
“God is so real he most fully meets you where
you really are.” Shame wants us to believe that
we have to hide from God and others; but God is
waiting for us in our shame to accept us into his
family full of belonging and intimacy.
This is the gospel for those who live in shame:
God sees you, he knows you, and he loves you
just as you are.
A particular potent prayer for those who struggle
with Belonging is the first line of the prayer Jesus
taught his disciples to pray: “Our Father, the one
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in the heavens (i.e. the one who is everywhere, all
around us), holy is your name.”
We affirm that we are in God’s family, we bear
his name, and his name is set apart and glorious.
We declare our identification as those who are
bound together by the One who chooses and
accepts us in Jesus.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
1.

2.

Where do you see the temptation of
Belonging at work in your life? Try to name at
least three concrete situations from the past
few weeks.
Is Belonging a pattern in your life? That is,
do you come back to this again and again?
Is Belonging your “go-to” counterfeit way?
How do you know?

AN EXERCISE FOR BELONGING:
SOLITUDE

But solitude can be a devastating experience. It
puts to death our need for people to fill our lack,
and puts us squarely in the crosshairs of God’s
grace as we confront our fear of being enough.
Solitude removes us from the view of others and
forces us to simply be, exposing our heart to God
and to our own awareness.

SCRIPTURE MEDITATION
The opening vignette of Jesus’ ministry in the
gospel of Mark gives us a 24 hour snapshot, a
“day in the life of Jesus.”
Read through Mark 1:21-39.
Read the passage slowly, meditatively. Don’t read
to finish; read to savor. This is not a race, you get
no bonus points for finishing this assignment
quickly or efficiently. Allow yourself the grace
right now to linger in the presence of God.
Now reflect:

“It was an important day in my life when I at last
understood that if Jesus needed forty days in
the wilderness at one point, I very likely could
use three or four.”
– Dallas Willard

•

What do you notice about Jesus’
commitment to solitude?

•

Notice how his solitude is connected to
his popularity/belonging with others (also
see Luke 5:15-26 and John 6:14-15).

“All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s
inability to sit quietly in a room alone.”
– Blaise Pascal

•

How and when do you resist or avoid
solitude (being alone, quiet, disconnected
from technology)?

•

What is comforting or discomforting
about being alone?

We said that fasting is a discipline for those
seeking to orient their hearts to God in the
temptation of Security. For those facing the
temptation of Belonging, the discipline of
solitude can be a powerful posture of receiving
God’s grace and truth.
Jesus spent forty days in the wilderness, alone.
Have you ever spent forty days alone? For many,
this would be much easier than fasting from food
and water for forty days. Those of us with small
kids and demanding schedules and crowded
commitments often fantasize about getting away
from it all and being by ourselves for an extended
holiday.
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Spend some time journaling or in prayer about
what you notice, and track any kairos moments
you have as you ponder (e.g., any emotions you
have, specific relationships or situations that
come to mind as you process, etc.).
Continue this exercise by practicing solitude this
week (notes on how to do this on the next page).
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PRACTICE SOLITUDE
“We are so afraid of silence that we chase
ourselves from one event to the next in order not
to have to spend a moment alone with ourselves,
in order not to have to look at ourselves in the
mirror.”
– Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Carve out some time to practice the discipline
of solitude. Set aside up to a half day (4 hours or
so) to be alone with God. One long, prolonged
engagement in solitude is better (for this
exercise) than smaller, daily chunks of time.
You may go for a walk, run, drive, sew, chop wood,
etc.—stillness is an inner posture cultivated by
intentionality and presence—but don’t bring
your phone or any books you’d like to read. Just
be alone with God.
Let go of any expectations you have for specific
outcomes for your time—we don’t accomplish
solitude as much as we give ourselves over to it.
Often people will wonder: What do I DO in
solitude? That’s just it: you don’t do anything.
If you’d like to focus on something—as a way of
intentionally placing yourself in the presence of
God—simply recognize that God is as close to
you as your very breath (he gave it to you, after
all—Gen 2:7). As you breathe, let it be a prayer:
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inhale God’s life and presence, exhale all your
desire to control and make something happen
during this time.
In addition to following or praying your breath, you
may wish to use a prayer word that continually
brings your attention and focus back to God. This
can be anything that helps you stay present to
God: Spirit, Jesus, Here, Father, etc. This is simply
meant to help you tend to the God who is with
you (God is always present).
As you are alone with God pay attention to what
arises within you:
•

What tends to pop into your mind as you
spend time alone?

•

What anxiety, fear, or anger are you aware
of?

•

What relationship or unresolved situation
comes to mind?

•

Notice any resistance or relief you
experience in solitude.

During and after this experience, spend some
time journaling, tracking and reflecting on any
kairos moments you experience.
id it.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/discern/
belonging/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON FOUR

The Bad News
of Significance:
I Am What I Do
In the first article of this series, we talked about
how the temptations we fight against seem to
group themselves into three main categories.
These categories fit with what Eve noticed about
the forbidden fruit, the ways Christ was tempted
in the wilderness, and the three things that are
“in the world,” according to the Apostle John.
They are ways of talking about the overall
categories of “bad news” we wrestle with in
discipleship and mission. We can name them as
follows:
•

Security – the fruit was “good for food,”
appetite/consumption, the need for
security, the fear of not having enough (i.e.
scarcity mentality), “I am what I have,” the
“lust of the flesh” in 1 John.

•

Belonging – “pleasing to the eye,”
approbation/celebrity, the need for
approval, the shame of not being enough,
“I am what others think,” the “lust of the
eyes” in 1 John.

•
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Significance – “desirable for gaining
wisdom,” ambition/competition, the need
to win/succeed, the guilt of not doing
enough, “I am what I do,” the “pride of life”
in 1 John.

7

Now let’s take a deeper look at the temptation of
Significance.

THE COUNTERFEIT WAY OF
SIGNIFICANCE
Matthew tells us the devil took Jesus to a very
high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms
of the world and their splendor. “All this I will give
you,” the devil said, “if you will bow down and
worship me.”
We can imagine all the great kingdoms past and
present parading themselves in Jesus’ mind:
Babylon, Persia, Greece, Rome, etc.. And Jesus
gets an idea: “I could do that. In fact, I could do
that better than anyone ever has! I could be the
ruler everyone is waiting for!” The interesting
thing is that this is exactly his mission. Jesus
ruling over the kingdoms of the world is a good
thing, it’s part of the job description of Messiah.
The temptations that Jesus faces aren’t
suggestions to do overtly wicked things
(“bowing down to Satan” may seem overtly
wicked, but we’ll talk about that below). Instead,
the devil tempts Jesus (and us) to accomplish
his mission in ways other than the way of love.
FIND YOUR CENTER

The temptations aren’t counterfeit goals, they
are counterfeit ways.
The devil comes to Jesus again in the form of a
good idea. His mission was to rule the kingdoms
of the world, so why not take the devil up on his
offer?

WORSHIPING THE DEVIL?
“If the end was to be truly beautiful, the means
would have to be beautiful too. In fact, the means
are the end in the process of becoming.”
– Brian Zahnd

Jesus wasn’t being tempted to conduct black
masses and sing the devil’s praises, he was
being tempted to seize control and rule the
nations with violent force. This is what it means
to worship the devil.
Jesus knew he could rule the nations without
going to the cross, but it would not be the way of
God, so Jesus said, “Away from me, Satan! For it
is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve
him only.’”

THE RING OF POWER

The devil’s request may seem odd to us: “Bow
down and worship me.” Was Jesus really
tempted to worship the devil? When we think of
worshiping the devil we think of black masses,
pentagrams, and covens; was this what Jesus
was tempted to do?

This reminds us of J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the
Rings. The story revolves around a ring of power
that has been forged by an evil wizard. It is called
“the one ring to rule them all.” Whoever wears
the “one ring” wields great power, and eventually
the ring falls into the hands of an exceedingly
unremarkable character named Frodo.

No. That kind of “devil worship” doesn’t do nearly
as much damage as what Jesus was tempted to
do. Bowing down to worship the devil is a much
more subtle temptation. In Luke’s version of the
temptations, the devil claimed that the authority
and splendor of the kingdoms of the earth “has
been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I
want to.”

One of the main themes of the story is wellintentioned characters experiencing the
temptation to use the power of the ring “for good.”
One character actually tries to murder someone
to gain access to the ring for the “greater good.”
What they don’t understand is that, in the end,
the ring can’t be used; rather, whoever wears it
gets used by its maker.

What does it mean that the devil owns the
authority and splendor of the kingdoms? It
seems to mean that what’s behind the power
and authority of these kingdoms is a demonic
power of violent force (contrast with Luke 22:25,
1 Peter 5:3, and Phil 2:1-11 for example).

Even the best intentions to use the power of the
ring for good will end in disaster. One of the wiser
characters understands this danger. Gandalf
comprehends how important it is to destroy the
ring (instead of trying to use it); he rejects Frodo’s
offer of the ring:

The common theme among every empire in
the history of the world is that they rule through
violent force. They subjugate others to their will
through the threat of violence and death. The
way they rule is through oppression, subjugation,
and violence. Fall in line, or else.

Don’t tempt me Frodo. I dare not take it, not
even to keep it safe. Understand, Frodo, I
would use this ring from a desire to do good,
but through me it would wield a power too
great and terrible to imagine.1

This way is why the kingdoms of the earth belong
to the devil, and it’s part of what the counterfeit
way of Significance looks like.
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The devil essentially offered Jesus “one ring to
rule them all.” But Jesus understood that when
you seize that kind of power, eventually that kind
1 The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, directed
by Peter Jackson. (2001; Burbank, CA: New Line Cinema), DVD.
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of power enslaves you. Jesus would become an
All-Powerful King, but it would be by a cross, not
a sword. His significance would be in walking in
the way of love, not power.

23:3). His posture amidst their political
wrangling solidified a friendship between
Pilate and Herod, for they were united in
using demonic power against Jesus (Luke
23:12). Demonic power always finds
a scapegoat, an “other” to be against,
uniting those with a common “enemy.”

THE TEMPTATION COMES BACK
He rejects the temptation here in the desert, but
notice it comes back throughout his ministry:
•

•

•

•

•
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After Jesus feeds the 5,000, the crowd
is convinced that this is the King they’ve
been waiting for! They resolve to take
matters into their own hands and “make
Jesus king by force.” Of course, Jesus
withdrew from them and went to a
mountain to pray (John 6:14-15).
When Jesus begins speaking to his
disciples about his impending death, Peter
rebukes him, saying “Never, Lord! This shall
never happen to you!” Jesus recognizes in
Peter’s rebuke the temptation to avoid the
cross and become king in a demonic way.
So he turns to Peter and says, “Get behind
me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to
me; you do not have in mind the concerns
of God, but merely human concerns”
(Matt 16:21-27).
We see it when Jesus is praying in the
Garden of Gethsemane hours before his
arrest. He urges his disciples to pray so
they don’t fall into temptation (which is
why he is praying too), and he feels the
very human urge to avoid suffering and
death. Feeling the temptation to refuse
the cup, he prays, “Father, if you are
willing, take this cup from me.” But then
he follows it up with, “Yet not my will, but
yours be done” (Luke 22:39-46).
He commands his arrest not be a violent
affair, going so far as to heal the one who
uses the power of violence against him
(Luke 22:49-53). He even reminds those
there that he has violence at his disposal if
he wanted to use it (Matt 26:53-56).
Jesus refuses to kowtow to power or
wrestle for control with Pilate and Herod,
remaining quiet before them (Luke 22:66-

•

Even on the cross Jesus had to resist
taking matters into his own hands. The
crowds, the religious leaders, and the
rebels crucified with him all goaded him
to use his power to save himself (Matt
27:38-44).

SIGNIFICANCE IN THE REST OF
SCRIPTURE
This lines up with Eve noticing that the forbidden
fruit was “desirable for gaining wisdom.” The
serpent raised a question mark over God’s
character in Eve’s mind, causing her to doubt
that God’s intentions toward her were good.
Rather than trust God to give her wisdom when
she was ready for it, she attempted to gain
access to this wisdom outside of her relationship
with God. Why? She thought it would give her a
sense of significance that she was lacking, or so
the serpent had convinced her. She attempted
to take control of her life through the wisdom and
knowledge the fruit would provide.
This is also the temptation at work in the Apostle
John’s use of the phrase “the pride of life” as
one of the “three things that are in the world.”
The Amplified Bible defines it as “pretentious
confidence in one’s resources or in the stability
of earthly things.” Dallas Willard has called it
simply “the will to dominate.” Eugene Peterson
says it is “wanting your own way.”
And of course Significance is all over the
scriptures:
•

The temptation of Significance was at
work when the Israelites demanded a
king “like the other nations.” They wanted
to wield the same kind of power the other
nations had.
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•

It was at work whenever the Pharisees
tried to shame Jesus into silence. They
were afraid of losing their influence and
power.

•

It was at work when James and John
tried to politically maneuver their way
into the highest seats of power in Jesus’
government.

•

•

•

•

•

When we have difficulty letting someone
else run the meeting, Significance might
be at work.

•

When we find we usually drive the car
(rather than let other people drive),
Significance might be at work.

•

It was at work in Saul as he breathed out
murderous threats against The Way, as
the early Christians were called (Acts 9:1).

If you’ve ever thought, “I’m going to have to
do this if I want it done right,” Significance
might be at work.

•

It was at work when Simon the Magician
wanted the Holy Spirit and tried to pay for
it (Acts 9:9-24).

If it bothers you when people don’t take
your advice, Significance might be at
work.

•

If you can justify and rationalize something
in order for some “good end” to be
realized, Significance might be at work.

•

If you think of “collateral damage” as
necessary and inevitable, Significance
might be at work.

•

If you’ve ever had grand visions of
changing the world, Significance might
be at work.

•

If you have a drive to accomplish “great
things,” Significance might be at work.

It was at work (but successfully resisted)
when the people of Lystra tried to make
sacrifices to Paul and Barnabas after they
performed a miraculous healing (Acts
14:8-18).
Whenever the Apostles were arrested,
beaten, or threatened for preaching in
the name of Jesus, we see Significance
at work.

SIGNIFICANCE IN EVERDAY LIFE
We can see evidence of the temptation of
Significance at work in our lives every day. When
we act out of a desire to control, or just want our
way, or force someone else to do something,
we are succumbing to the temptation of
Significance.
Of course, these situations are not usually
immediately clear to us, so it takes some patient
attention. Start noticing kairos moments when
you feel guilty for not accomplishing enough
or for your reaction when your will is not being
done.
•

When we feel a need to be in charge of
things, Significance might be at work.

•

When I think the world would be
better off if people would just listen
to me, Significance might be at work.
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Now, in each of these situations, Significance
also might not be at work. Processing Kairos
helps us discern what’s happening.

NUTS AND BOLTS OF SIGNIFICANCE
The Core Sin of Significance is guilt. Because
worth is measured in accomplishment, there’s
always more to do.
Significance’s Program for Happiness is power
and control, or achievement. The silent message
is “I will be happy when I have achieved enough to
be significant.” We chase achievement because
we think it will bring a sense of significance to
our lives. When it doesn’t, we assume the next
achievement will do it.
The Core Question of Significance is “Have I
done enough?” The answer is “No!” We have
a hard time celebrating our accomplishments
because we’re already thinking about the next
one.
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The Lie of Significance is “I have something
to prove.” Because of this, we are constantly
employing our energy and resources to achieve
greater and greater things in order to prove our
worth.
The False identity of Significance is “I am what I
do.” To be doing “okay” or to be average, or even
worse, to be weak and dependent, is one of the
worst things imaginable.
The Fear of Significance is “I don’t have what
it takes.” We are chronically attempting to prove
ourselves worthy, good, useful; our fear is that we
won’t be able to come through in a crunch, that
we’ll be exposed as a failure.

OVERCOMING SIGNIFICANCE
Jesus resisted temptation in his life, embraced
the full weight of temptation on the cross,
defeated temptation in the resurrection, and
secured our victory over temptation in his
ascension and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.
As the prototype of a new humanity, he blazes a
trail for us to follow in overcoming the counterfeit
ways.
Let’s take a closer look at the cross and
resurrection.
The cross looked like the ultimate FAIL for the
King of the Jews. What a terrible Messiah! He
never even raised an army. He failed to capitalize
on his popularity to overthrow Rome. He spent
too much of his time trying to train fishermen to
do the things he was doing. And in the end, he
was crucified along with two other anonymous
bandits on an insignificant Friday afternoon.
On the cross, Jesus felt the full weight of the
temptation of Significance. To be tortured and
killed is the ultimate consequence of weakness.
To submit to the unjust and cruel punishment
of demonic power laid on him was an act of
submission and faith in God’s power.
And three days later, the one who humbled
himself and became obedient unto death is
raised from the dead, and is now exalted to the
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highest place, bearing the name that is above
every other name. At his name, every knee will
bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
And now those who are “in Christ” experience
a power and significance that doesn’t depend
on their accomplishments, but simply on their
adopted identity, which is freely given to them.
As members of his Body, we share in his victory
over the guilt of not doing enough. The sense
of significance that Adam and Eve lost in the
garden is restored in the life, death, resurrection,
and ascension of Jesus.

GOOD NEWS FOR OUR GUILT
Significance tempts us to believe the lie that we
must accomplish great things to be significant. It
traffics in guilt, which motivates us to do more.
But the good news revealed in Jesus is that we
are already significant, just because we are in
Christ. We can now offer our gifts to the world in
love, knowing they come from God. We are free
to accomplish great and small things, knowing
our significance doesn’t depend on whether
those projects succeed or fail.
The lie that Eve believed about God (he won’t
share his power with us) is dispelled in Christ: “All
authority on heaven and earth has been given
to me. Go!” God will empower us to accomplish
wonderful things (whether great or small) with
him in his kingdom. This is the gospel for those
who wrestle with Significance. God declares you
significant, and he gifts you so your work can be
a blessing to the world.
A particularly potent prayer for those who
struggle with Significance is the second petition
of the prayer Jesus taught his disciples to pray:
“Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth
as it is in heaven.” Significance tries to convince
us that our life depends on our will being done.
The lie it whispers is that if we don’t get what we
want, we’ll die. This prayer trains us instead to
trust that it is best for us when God gets what he
wants. We trust that our Father’s kingdom is what
will empower our flourishing, not our kingdom.
So we pray for his kingdom to come, and his will
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to be done, trusting that it will go for us as it did
for Jesus when he prayed this prayer.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:
•

Where do you see the temptation of
Significance at work in your life? Try to
name at least three concrete situations
from the past few weeks.

•

Is Significance a pattern in your life?
That is, do you come back to this again
and again? Is Significance your “go-to”
counterfeit way? How do you know?

AN EXERCISE FOR SIGNIFICANCE:
SILENCE
“In a noise-polluted world, it is even difficult to
hear ourselves think let alone try to be still and
know God. Yet it seems essential for our spiritual
life to seek some silence, no matter how busy we
may be. Silence is not to be shunned as empty
space, but to be befriended as fertile ground for
intimacy with God.”
– Susan Muto
The discipline of silence can be a powerful way
to receive grace and truth in the midst of our
struggle against the temptation of Significance. If
fasting is a discipline that helps us face our need
for Security, and solitude puts us in touch with
our need for Belonging, then silence (and also
secrecy and service) are disciplines that lead us
to confront our issues with significance. Silence
often goes along with solitude, but it doesn’t
need to.
Two of the main ways we seek to control people
and situations is through our words and the
force of our personalities. We use our mouths
to manage outcomes, to get others to do what
we want, and to make sure others know that we
know things. Usually this happens automatically,
without a conscious decision being made.

automatic, and we very often use our mouths
to do it! The discipline of silence forces us to
examine our motivations for speaking.
Jesus most likely exercised this discipline in
his 40 days in the wilderness. Therefore, he
used a powerful “spiritual discipline cocktail”
of fasting, solitude, and silence to combat the
devil’s temptations of Security, Belonging, and
Significance.
Jesus also exercised silence in the face of those
falsely accusing him at his trial and crucifixion.
Notice, he was quiet before those who held
“power”—he subverted the authorities with
silence. He refused to defend himself, to prove
their allegations false. However, he also used
silence as a discipline to surrender himself to
God in the face of demonic power (Mark 14:5365).
Silence feels like death, especially when we
desperately want to seize control of situations
by talking—to assert ourselves or manage
outcomes (even good ones!). In it, though, we will
experience God’s grace coming to us to help us
overcome the temptation of Significance.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:
•

How do you avoid or resist silence? What
is your go-to noise to fill silence with?

•

Where do you leave room for simple
silence with God in your life?

•

If you don’t have it, why do you think you
avoid or resist it?

Continue this exercise by discerning a practice
of silence (described on the next page).

This is why silence can be such a powerful
discipline for those tempted with Significance.
Our efforts to control are impulsive and
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PRACTICING SILENCE IN EVERYDAY
LIFE
These are all ways to practice silence in everyday
life. Choose AT LEAST ONE to try this week:
•

When someone insults you, turn the other
cheek. Don’t defend yourself or return the
insult.

•

Better yet ,bless the one who curses
you—Jesus said to do that!

•

Commute to and from work or run errands
without radio or conversation.

•

Let others speak in a meeting before you.

•

Let others take credit for your ideas;
let your good deeds be done in secret
without announcing them.

•

Do chores, cook dinner, mow the grass,
etc. without music, conversation, or noise.

•

Spend a day not talking—try going sunup
to sundown taking a vow of silence!

•

When you’re concerned that someone
has the wrong idea about you, simply stay
quiet about it.

•

Notice when you are tempted to talk
about your achievements, and resist the
urge.

•

Ask questions about others rather than
offering something about yourself.

ENGAGING IN A DISCIPLINE OF
SILENCE
•

Find a place where you can be
uninterrupted. Set a timer for 20 minutes..

•

Go into silence and turn off all distractions
(silence cell phones; no music or artificial
noise).

•

Take 10 deep breathes, and with each
exhale use the words “Here I am, God”
as a way of offering yourself to him in this
time.

•

Close your eyes and repeat the words
“Here I am” as you continue to focus on
your breath, inhaling and exhaling.

•

As distractions come to mind (which they
will!), just imagine they are clouds floating
along in a crystal blue sky. Notice the
thoughts and then allow them to sail on
by.

You may want to focus on a blue sky in your mind
while you repeat, “Here I am,” whenever you
sense a distraction. Continue to breath and offer
yourself to God for the duration. Allow God to
simply be with you and you with God.
At the end of your time reflect on this exercise:
•

What was this like for you?

•

What came to mind as you sat in silence?

•

How do you feel afterwards?

For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/discern/
significance/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?
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LESSON ONE

Good News to
Dispel the Bad
News

8

Knowing the “right answers” doesn’t mean we believe them. Believing means we
are set to act as if the ‘right answers’ are true. Perhaps the hardest thing for sincere
Christians to come to grips with is the level of real unbelief in their own life: the
unformulated skepticism about Jesus that permeates all dimensions of their being
and undermines what efforts they do make toward Christlikeness.
~ Dallas Willard ~

The first two practices of the Discipleship
Wheel (DETECT and DIG) help us with our
awareness of the places God is actively at work
to conform us to the likeness of Christ. In our
last module we introduced the first practice of
the alignment part of this process: DISCERNing
“bad news” at work underneath the surface. Our
bad news consists lies we believe—that become
idols we worship—about how to get what we
most deeply desire. Once we’ve discerned this
bad news, what do we do?

WHAT DO WE DO WITH OUR
BAD NEWS?
One temptation is to jump into “fixing it” by trying
harder to behave better. “I know this! I just have
to do it better!” Spoiler alert: if you haven’t hit this
8.1 Good News to Dispel the Bad News
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wall yet, trying harder doesn’t work. Our best
human efforts will never bring about the deep
transformation we need.
So instead of trying harder, after we DISCERN
bad news, the practice we need to learn is to
DECLARE good news!

DISCONNECTED IN THE FALL
But then came the fall, where we became
disconnected from God and what he had given
us:
•

Instead of the security of abundant
provision, we have to wrestle our food out
of the ground through our own sweat and
toil (the curse).

•

Instead of the significance of authoritative
participation, we are exiled from the
garden and thus feel the need to prove
ourselves to be powerful through our
achievements (e.g., the Tower of Babel and
the violence of the post-fall world).

•

Instead of the belonging of affectionate
partnership, we have enmity and strife
between people (Cain murders Abel,
Lamech brags about killing lots of people),
and hiding in shame from God when he
comes looking for us.

THE TRAJECTORY OF GOOD NEWS
“The glory of God is man fully alive.”
– St. Irenaeus
So how does this work? How is hearing good
news the beginning of dispelling the bad news
and opening space for transformation in our
lives? Here’s an overview of how this works,
through the lens of the overall story of Scripture.
In the beginning, God created the heavens and
the earth, and made humans in his own image.
He provided us with everything we needed to
participate with him in his life:
•

We had abundance, giving us a sense of
security. Eat from any tree in the garden!
You have everything you need. We had
Abundant Provision.

•

We had authority to act on behalf of God
as his image-bearing representatives,
giving us a sense of significance. Name
the animals, tend the garden, fill the earth
and subdue it! Your work matters. You’re
creating good in God’s world. We had
Authoritative Participation.

•

We had a secure identity—made in God’s
image and likeness—which gave us a sense
of belonging. We were created male and
female together, walking with each other
and God in the cool of the day. We had
Affectionate Partnership.

These are the deepest needs we have as
humans, and in creation, God provided for all of
them.
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Living after the fall, we experience a lack of the
security, significance, and belonging we were
made for. We end up with an identity crisis: made
in the image and likeness of God, we now live as
“cracked eikons.”
But because we were made for security,
significance, and belonging, we continue to long
for that which we are disconnected from. We
look for ways to compensate for our lack, and
we buy into lies about how to obtain these things
that we most deeply desire.
•

We look for security in what we have,
believing the lie that an abundance of
possessions or money will provide the
security we long for.

•

We look for significance in what we do,
believing the lie that having power and
control will provide the significance we
long for.

•

We look for belonging in what others think
of us, believing the lie that the esteem
and affection of others will provide the
belonging we long for.
FIND YOUR CENTER

Our identity crisis causes us to try and construct
an identity from these things; thus we create
what some call a False Self. But because it is
essentially empty at its core, it creates a “vacuum”
that is constantly “sucking” one or more of these
things into itself in an effort to fill the void inside.
This is life in the flesh, separated from God.

•

Through Jesus we receive God’s invitation
to authoritative participation in his
kingdom, giving us significance again.

•

Through Jesus we receive God’s abiding
presence for affectionate partnership,
giving us belonging again.

We were made for God to provide our security,
significance, and belonging, but our sin (the bad
news at work in our world) has compromised this.
We see this sad tale borne out in the scriptures,
in human history, and in our own lives.

What we were once attempting to grasp and pull
into an empty/False Self through idolatry and sin,
we now find abundantly given through the love
of God, allowing us to turn around and let this
fullness of love flow out toward others.

This is the shape of our bad news, as we
discussed in the last module. The “bad news” in
our lives consists of lies we believe about how to
obtain the security, significance, and belonging
we most deeply desire, and the idolatry we
practice to secure our desires apart from God.

GOOD NEWS GIVE IN THE NEW
COVENANT

The good news: promised in Israel, restored in
Christ!
So what’s the answer to this dire situation?
Jesus!
God called a people to be his own possession,
and through Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David
among others, he began working through
covenant to restore our significance, security,
and belonging. The scope of God’s work through
Israel is too vast to cover in this introductory
article, but Genesis 15 and 17 begin to lay
out God’s promise: to give Abraham’s family
security and provision, to make his descendants
a missionary people that will bring light to the
nations, and to do this by committing God’s self
to him. Security, significance and belonging.
The good news promised in Israel is the good
news fulfilled in Christ. Through the incarnation,
crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus,
what was lost in the fall and promised to Israel
has been restored to all humanity.
•

Through Jesus we receive God’s promise
of abundant provision, giving us security
again.

8.1 Good News to Dispel the Bad News

The next article will look more deeply into where
we see these three aspects of good news
playing out in Scripture, but for now we want to
highlight one passage where all three aspects
are declared in one place in order to bring this
into focus.
In Matthew 16:13-20, Jesus asks his disciples
who other people say he is. Who is he, really?
What’s his identity? The disciples give a few
answers they’ve heard, and then Jesus asks a
more pointed question: “Who do you say that I
am?”
Peter, as usual, speaks up: “You are the Messiah,
the Son of the living God.” Jesus perceives this as
a deeply significant moment. Peter has discerned
Jesus’ true identity, which Jesus takes as a sign
that his Father has been at work in Peter’s life, to
make him to be one of the children “born of God,”
in covenant with God through Jesus.
So Jesus proclaims good news to Peter in this
moment of covenant. His words highlight all three
aspects of good news that we’ve just outlined:
Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for
this was not revealed to you by flesh and
blood, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell
you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will
build my church, and the gates of Hades will
not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the
kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on
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earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever
you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.

This is the good news we proclaim into our bad
news!

Notice the good news of belonging: “This was
revealed to you by my Father in heaven! He’s
been communicating with you and you’ve been
listening to him. I’m giving you a new name now
that you belong to me and my Father in covenant.”

We need to say more about the contours of the
good news, and how to proclaim it contextually,
but for now the main points we are trying to make
here are these.

Notice the good news of significance: “I will give
you the keys of the kingdom of heaven. You have
authority to bind and loose in my name.”
Notice the good news of security: “I will build my
church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail
against it. You are forever taken care of; not even
death can remove you from the provision of my
presence.”

I ALREADY HAVE WHAT I WAS
LOOKING FOR...
“One of the tragedies of our life is we keep
forgetting who we are.”
– Henri Nouwen
This restored identity in Christ (the True Self)
knows that “I already have the thing I was looking
for. God has freely given it to me, and Christ’s
victory assures it can never be taken away from
me.” If the bad news is a lie-idol we believe and
follow in an effort to obtain what we most deeply
desire, the good news is the joyful proclamation
that God has given us everything we need for a
godly life (2 Peter 1:3), which includes the truest
fulfillment of what we most deeply desire.
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First, the bad news (the lie) is that you can’t
have what you most deeply desire unless you
work harder, make more money, achieve more
success, find a new group of friends, get your
spouse to help out around the house more, etc.
It’s a carrot on a stick that you never actually
reach. It’s a promise made by an idol that never is
fulfilled. You always have to do something more
or get something more. Your False Self is trying
to “suck in” belonging, significance, and security
into the emptiness at its core. In order to get what
you desire, you have to strive and scrape and
negotiate for it.
Second, the good news (the truth) is that God
has freely given you what you most deeply desire
in Christ. You don’t need to perform in any way
to obtain it. You already have access to it, and
the only thing to do about it is simply to receive
it, to joyfully surrender to it, and to act as if it’s
true. Your True Self already has access to all the
belonging, significance, and security that you
need, and out of the fullness at the core, you are
free to act in the world on the basis of having all
that you need, confident of your identity in Christ.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/declare/
good-news-dispel-bad-news/
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Questions for

Reflection
1.

What stirs in you as you read this? Notice the emotions and thoughts that came to
the surface as you read, and simply name them. Why do you think these particular
emotions and thoughts arose?

2. Think about the last Kairos you were aware of. Are you able to more clearly see what
bad news was at work? Take a stab at what the good news might sound like for this
Kairos.

3. How does this gospel—this good news—differ from other versions you’ve learned or
heard? What do you notice about the differences?

8.1 Good News to Dispel the Bad News
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

The Shape of
Good News

In the last article we talked about the trajectory
of good news, that everything we most deeply
desire and need (belonging, significance, and
security) was:
•

given in creation,

•

lost in the fall,

•

promised in Israel,

•

and restored in Christ.

8.2 The Shape of Good News

8

Of course our experience of this restoration is
partial and contested in this time of the “overlap
of the ages,” but it will be fully experienced and
realized when the kingdom comes in its fullness.
Now we’ll take a deeper look at the shape of
the good news. Where do we see these three
aspects of good news show up in Scripture? And
how can we allow this to stoke our imaginations
for what it might sound like to hear good news
about the belonging, significance, and security
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we receive in the gospel of Jesus Christ? After
all, the goal of this aspect of our training is that
we become “gospelers,” people who know how
to hear and proclaim good news for one another!

THE GOOD NEWS OF BELONGING
The good news of belonging is rooted in
our identity in Christ. It’s all about intimacy,
acceptance, and affection from God. My identity
is located in Christ, who is always faithful. He has
adopted me into his family and wants to be with
me. I know I belong in him, and he communicates
this to me with loyalty, affection, and esteem.
The good news of belonging is:
•

Given in creation (made male/female in his
image, God walked in the cool of the day, in
God’s presence continually).

love”; 6:3 – “I am my beloved’s, my beloved
is mine” (the early church interpreted this
as Christ and the church).
•

Isaiah 49:16 – “See, I have engraved you
on the palms of my hands.”

•

Matthew 12:49 – “Pointing to his disciples,
he said, ‘Here are my mother and my
brothers.’”

•

John 1:12-13 – “Yet to all who did receive
him, to those who believed in his name, he
gave the right to become children of God—
children born not of natural descent, nor
of human decision or a husband’s will, but
born of God.”

•

John 14:3 – “And if I go and prepare a place
for you, I will come back and take you to be
with me that you also may be where I am.”

•

John 15:15 – “I no longer call you servants,
because a servant does not know his
master’s business. Instead, I have called
you friends, for everything that I learned
from my Father I have made known to you.”

•

Lost in the fall (enmity with others, hiding
in shame, mistrust that God is honest with
us).

•

Promised in Israel: “My treasured
possession” (Hosea, Deut 7:7-8).

•

•

The bad news is faced by Jesus in the
wilderness: the temptation to esteem and
affection by a public miracle at the temple;
each temptation began with “If you are the
Son of God…” which implies that Jesus’
identity is tied to performing some act
that would actually betray his trust in his
identity!

John 17:22-23 – “I have given them the
glory that you gave me, that they may be
one as we are one— I in them and you
in me—so that they may be brought to
complete unity.”

•

Romans 8:15 – “The Spirit you received
brought about your adoption to sonship.
And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’”

•

The bad news is defeated on the cross:
the “God-forsakenness” of Christ on the
cross is taken into the grave (“My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?”)

Romans 15:7 – “Accept one another, then,
just as Christ accepted you, in order to
bring praise to God.”

•

Galatians 2:20 – “I have been crucified
with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ
lives in me. The life I now live in the body,
I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved
me and gave himself for me.”

•

Galatians 3:26-28 – “So in Christ Jesus
you are all children of God through faith,
for all of you who were baptized into Christ
have clothed yourselves with Christ. There
is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor
free, nor is there male and female, for you
are all one in Christ Jesus.”

•

Ephesians 1:4-5 – “For he chose us in

•

•

The good news is restored in new creation
(Eph 1:3-23, 2:11-22; Gal 3:24-29)

THE GOOD NEWS OF BELONGING IN
SCRIPTURE
•

Psalm 68:6 – “God sets the lonely in
families.”

•

Song of Songs 2:4 – “His banner over me is
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him before the creation of the world to be
holy and blameless in his sight. In love he
predestined us for adoption to sonship
through Jesus Christ.”
•

Ephesians 2:11-22 – “But now in Christ
Jesus you who once were far away have
been brought near by the blood of Christ.”

•

Ephesians 3:18 – Paul’s prayer that
“together with all the Lord’s holy people”
(the whole family of God together) we
would be able to grasp the love of God.

•

Hebrews 2:11 – “Both the one who makes
people holy and those who are made holy
are of the same family. So Jesus is not
ashamed to call them brothers and sisters.”

•

1 John 3:1 – “See what great love the
Father has lavished on us, that we should
be called children of God! And that is what
we are!”

•

1 John 5:21 – “And we are in him who is true
by being in his Son Jesus Christ.”

Davidic covenant and kingship).
•

The bad news is faced in the wilderness:
(“bow down and worship me and I’ll give
you power”).

•

The bad news is defeated on the cross
(weakness, being bound, submitting to the
Powers and defeating them through death
– 2 Cor 12:10, Phil 2, 4:4-9).

•

Restored in new creation (after his
resurrection, Jesus enlists his disciples as
authorized agents of new creation).

THE GOOD NEWS OF SIGNIFICANCE
IN SCRIPTURE
•

Matthew 16:13-20 – “I will give you the
keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever
you bind on earth will be bound in heaven,
and whatever you loose on earth will be
loosed in heaven.”

•

Matthew 28:18-20 – “All authority in
heaven and on earth has been given to
me. Therefore go and make disciples of all
nations…”

•

Luke 22:29-30 – “And I confer on you a
kingdom, just as my Father conferred one
on me, so that you may eat and drink at
my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones,
judging the twelve tribes of Israel.”

•

John 15:5 – “I am the vine; you are the
branches. If you remain in me and I in you,
you will bear much fruit; apart from me you
can do nothing.”

•

John 20:19-22 – “Receive the Holy Spirit.
If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are
forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they
are not forgiven.”

•

John 21:15-19 – “Feed my sheep.”

•

Romans 8:17 – “Now if we are children,
then we are heirs—heirs of God and coheirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his
sufferings in order that we may also share
in his glory.”

•

Ephesians 2:10 – “For we are God’s
handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to

THE GOOD NEWS OF SIGNIFICANCE
The good news of significance is rooted in the
authority that comes from our identity in Christ.
We are significant because God has given us
authority and responsibility to exercise power as
his representatives in his kingdom.
God has authorized us as his partners in new
creation, so what I do matters. I have an important
vocation because I am part of God’s family. He
involves all his children in the “family business,”
so our work is significant.
The good news of significance is:
•

Given in creation (name the animals, tend
the garden, fill the earth and subdue it).

•

Lost in the fall (Adam and Eve failing to take
responsibility and scapegoating snakes,
God, and each other; violence towards
each other — Cain, Lamech — and the
Tower of Babel).

•

Promised in Israel (“All nations will be
blessed through you”; the story of Joseph;

8.2 The Shape of Good News
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do good works, which God prepared in
advance for us to do.”
•

•

Philippians 3:7 – “But whatever were gains
to me I now consider loss for the sake of
Christ” (what it looks like for someone to
not need accomplishment and accolades
to be significant).
1 Peter 2:9 – “But you are a chosen
people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation,
God’s special possession, that you may
declare the praises of him who called you
out of darkness into his wonderful light.”

THE GOOD NEWS OF SECURITY
The good news of security is rooted in the
abundance of provision that comes from our
identity in Christ. It’s all about the fact that we are
completely safe in God’s kingdom, that we have
provision and peace. I am always safe and secure
in God’s kingdom. He provides all I need.
The good news of security is:

•

Psalm 27 – “The Lord is my light and my
salvation—whom shall I fear? The Lord is
the stronghold of my life—of whom shall I
be afraid?”

•

Matthew 6:25-34 – Don’t worry about
your life, “But seek first his kingdom and his
righteousness, and all these things will be
given to you as well.”

•

Matthew 28:20 – “And surely I am with you
always, to the very end of the age.”

•

John 10:10 – “I have come that they may
have life, and have it to the full.”

•

John 10:28 – “I give them eternal life, and
they shall never perish; no one will snatch
them out of my hand.”

•

John 15:16 – “You did not choose me, but
I chose you and appointed you so that you
might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last—
and so that whatever you ask in my name
the Father will give you.”

•

Romans 8:31-39 – “If God is for us, who
can be against us? …we are more than
conquerors… nothing will be able to
separate us from the love of God that is in
Christ Jesus our Lord.”

•

Given in creation (eat from any tree!).

•

Lost in the fall (you’ll eat only by toiling in
soil).

•

•

Promised in Israel (learning to rely on God’s
provision; the Exodus from Egypt, manna in
the desert, etc.).

1 Corinthians 3:21-22 – “All things are
yours… and you are of Christ, and Christ is
of God.”

•

Philippians 4:11 – “I am not saying this
because I am in need, for I have learned to
be content whatever the circumstances.”

•

Philippians 4:19 – “And my God will meet
all your needs according to the riches of his
glory in Christ Jesus.”

•

Hebrews 13:5-6 – “Keep your lives free
from the love of money and be content
with what you have, because God has said,
‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake
you.’ So we say with confidence, ‘The Lord
is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can
mere mortals do to me?’”

•

2 Peter 1:3 – “His divine power has given us
everything we need for a godly life through
our knowledge of him who called us by his
own glory and goodness.”

•

The bad news is faced in the wilderness
(“turn these stones into bread”).

•

The bad news is defeated on the cross
(“I thirst… I lay down my life and take it up
again”; 1 Cor 15:20-28, no fear of death
remains)

•

Restored in new creation (Rev 20:14, 21:4
– “The gates are never shut… The leaves
of the trees are for the healing of the
nations…”)

THE GOOD NEWS OF SECURITY IN
SCRIPTURE
•
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Psalm 23 – “The Lord is my shepherd, I lack
nothing…”

FIND YOUR CENTER

PROCLAIMING GOOD NEWS IN
CONTEXT
We hope this gives you a fuller picture of how
each aspect of good news “sounds.” It’s important
to remember, though, that proclamation of
good news is always contextual in discipleship
and evangelism. It demands listening and
understanding first.
We’ll talk more about this in the next article, but
as you listen to people talk to you, whether about
a Kairos or more generally, listen for bad news at
work in their lives.
•

Do you hear anxiety around what others
think? Dig a bit for what’s at stake for them
in what others think. What are they trying
to get? The good news is likely something
along the lines of “You already have the
belonging you seek because you have an
identity in Christ. You’re a child of God, part
of his family.”

8.2 The Shape of Good News

•

Do you hear anxiety about not having
enough? Again, dig for what’s at stake in
having enough. The good news is likely
something along the lines of “You already
have the security you’re seeking, because
you have abundant provision in God’s
kingdom. God provides for his children.”

•

Do you hear anxiety about not doing
enough? Again, dig for what’s at stake
in their doing. What are they trying to get
with all their doing? The good news is likely
something along the lines of “You already
have the significance you’re seeking,
because you have authority in Christ. Your
work matters because God invites you to
partner with him in new creation.”

For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/declare/
shape-of-good-news/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

How To
Proclaim
Good News

8

The word of God is never something finished, to be surveyed
like a particular landscape, but it is something new every moment,
like water from a spring or rays of light.
~ Hans Urs von Balthasar ~

In this module so far, we’ve seen that:
•

The bad news in our lives is the lie that we
need to perform or strive to get belonging,
security, and significance and the idolatry
that results as we seek those things apart
from God.

•

The good news is that, through our new
covenant identity, God has freely given us
belonging, security, and significance in and
through Jesus.

So how do we learn to actually proclaim this
good news to ourselves and one another? There
are quite a few potential pitfalls here:
•

How do we learn to proclaim good news
so it doesn’t devolve into trite sentiment or
“positive thinking”?

•

How do we learn to proclaim good news
contextually and specifically so it doesn’t
become general, abstract truths that we
blithely throw around? (“God is good.”)

8.3 How to Proclaim Good News

•

How do we learn to proclaim good news
freely and joyfully so it doesn’t become a
passive-aggressive guilt trip? (“God’s not
worried… why are you?”)
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LEARNING TO PREACH THE GOOD
NEWS FROM JESUS
As usual, we want to take a look at how Jesus
proclaimed good news to his disciples. This will
begin to give us an imagination for good news
that transcends the pitfalls discussed above.
The good news Jesus preached consistently
focused on two related announcements:
1. Who God really is, and
2. Who we are (and how reality is) because
of who God is.
Let’s take a look at how this fleshes itself out by
looking at John 21:1-17. This is the text where,
after the resurrection, the disciples have a
miraculous catch of fish, and Jesus reinstates
Peter. As you read, ask this question: how does
Jesus proclaim good news to Peter in this text?

GOOD NEWS FOR PETER’S LACK OF
SECURITY
The first point of bad news into which Jesus
proclaims the good news is Peter’s lack of
security. He does this through fishing advice.
After the resurrection of Jesus, some of the
disciples have gone back to fishing. There is a
sense of “giving up on the dream” here: going
back to what they know because they’ve given
up everything to follow Jesus, and now they’ve
got nothing to show for it.
So they go back to fishing, but they’ve been at
it all night and still have nothing to show for it.
Interestingly, Jesus first asks the disciples to get
real about their lack. “Friends, have you caught
any fish?” he asks. “No,” they answer.
“Throw your net on the right side of the boat
and you will find some more,” Jesus says. They
trust Jesus’ invitation (even though they don’t
recognize him yet), and they’re unable to haul in
the net because they catch so many fish. John
realizes that it’s Jesus, and Peter jumps into the
water to get to shore quicker.
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The fishing advice is Jesus’ contextualized
proclamation of good news to his disciples: he
invites the disciples to throw their nets on the
other side of the boat, and then provides for their
lack.
Jesus offers good news in a place where they
were experiencing a lack of security. All night
fishing, nothing to show for it. They aren’t fishing
for leisure or sport, they’re fishing because their
livelihood is at stake. One of the temptations
Peter (and the other disciples) faced was to fear
not having enough, and Jesus met him in that
fear and provided abundantly (the good news of
security).
But Peter had to trust Jesus’ fishing advice—he
had to receive the grace, he had to surrender to
the invitation. Peter displays his trust in Jesus by
simply taking his advice and throwing his net on
the other side of the boat.
Ultimately this simple interaction is all about
the gospel: who God is (the Lord of all creation
who provides for his children), and who Peter is
because of who God is (blessed, provided for,
living in abundance, secure, safe, taken care of).
“You can trust me to provide for you, Peter. Apart
from me you can do nothing; but in me you have
everything you need.”

GOOD NEWS FOR PETER’S LACK OF
BELONGING
The second point of bad news into which
Jesus proclaims good news is Peter’s lack of
belonging—his loneliness, his shame—and he
does this by eating breakfast with him.
The last time Peter looked into Jesus’ eyes, he
had just denied him three times (Luke 22:5462). Peter’s disloyalty to Jesus had severed his
relationship with him; he had failed to follow the
only “law” of the new covenant (love) when he
confessed with his mouth that he didn’t know
Jesus.
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Peter was isolated from covenant with Jesus
because of his shame. He was insecure about
whether he really belonged with Jesus anymore.
Into this insecurity about belonging, Jesus
dignifies Peter by asking him, “Bring some of the
fish you’ve just caught,” and then he welcomes
Peter to the table, “Come and have breakfast.”
In this simple act of cooking breakfast and eating
it with Peter, Jesus communicates, “I give you all
my worth, honor, and value. You are in my family.
You still belong with me at my table.”
Notice the words are only part of this
contextualized gospel proclamation. “Come
and have breakfast” is followed up with actually
having breakfast together. This is the gospel
embodied through an act of honor and agape
love.
Table fellowship is good news to someone who
has disavowed knowing Jesus. It means Jesus
accepts, receives, welcomes, identifies with, and
loves you.1 Jesus identifies with and includes
Peter and his friends in his company, and in
so doing declares his shame to be untrue and
undone. You do belong.
The “breakfast event” is good news, but Peter had
to participate in it. He had to surrender to being
served by Jesus (again!) and submit his body to
the reality of that identity (“I am one who Jesus
loves, serves, takes as an intimate companion”)
by sitting down and putting fish into his mouth.
The breakfast event declares, “you are
acceptable to me, Peter. I will remain loyal
and united with you despite your failings. My
love makes you enough for me. Receive my
acceptance and validation. You belong!”

1 For more on table fellowship and covenant, and how this
act signifies and ratifies more than 21st Century Westerners
recognize, see Subversive Meals: An Analysis of the Lord’s
Supper under Roman Domination during the First Century
by R. Alan Streett and The Death of the Messiah and the
Birth of the New Covenant by Michael J. Gorman.

8.3 How to Proclaim Good News

GOOD NEWS FOR PETER’S LACK OF
SIGNIFICANCE
The third point of bad news into which
Jesus proclaims good news is Peter’s lack of
significance, and it is through a commission to
shepherd others with the authority of Jesus (the
Good Shepherd) that he does this.
After breakfast, Jesus has a brief, meaningful
conversation with Peter where he asks him three
times, “Do you love me?” and then commissions
him three times, saying “Feed my lambs” or “Take
care of my sheep.”
Most of us have been taught to see this passage
as Jesus “restoring” or “forgiving” Peter, which is
true, but these questions and commissions are
also another way Jesus proclaims good news to
Peter.
Jesus is dealing with Peter’s guilt here, and the
resulting lack of significance that he is wrestling
with. Peter had been overly confident in his
ability to stand with Jesus and do the work of the
kingdom (“Even if all fall away, I will not!”). Now
that he has realized his weakness, he fears that
it means he no longer has a place in God’s plans.
Jesus proclaims the good news of significance
to Peter here, first by inviting him to confess his
faithful love (by asking “Do you love me?”), and
then by authorizing Peter as his representative
(by commanding, “Feed my sheep”).
Peter isn’t told to buck up, make it happen,
work harder, or strain more. Peter isn’t offered
an exhaustive explanation of how Jesus’
death secured his forgiveness, nor is he given
a sure-fire formula of salvation. He is simply
given a command to do the simple work of the
kingdom, which gives back to Peter his sense of
significance.
“I am the one who forgives, Peter, even your
deepest transgressions. There is still a place
for you as my authorized representative. What
you do matters. Will you trust my love enough to
participate?”
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OBSERVATIONS ABOUT HOW JESUS
PROCLAIMS GOOD NEWS
All three instances of good news in this story
(fishing advice, breakfast, and question/
commission) were particular to Peter and
how he needed to respond to Jesus’ lordship
at that moment. Jesus doesn’t offer abstract
theological formulas or elegant theories to agree
with. Instead, Jesus comes in the particularities
and circumstances of Peter’s life and offers him:
•

abundant provision in his lack of security,

•

affectionate partnership in his lack of
belonging, and

•

authoritative participation in his lack of
significance.

ANOTHER EXAMPLE: ZACCHEUS
There are all kinds of other examples of Jesus
proclaiming concrete good news in context
throughout the Gospels. In Luke 19:1-10, Jesus
proclaimed good news to Zaccheus, but he
didn’t explain an atonement theory or ask if he
wanted forgiveness for his sins. Instead, Jesus
invited himself to lunch at Zaccheus’ house,
which, in Jewish culture, is the same thing as
saying: “I’m willing to leverage all my honor on
your behalf, willing to give you belonging in my
family and significance and worth beyond what
your life deserves. Will you accept this new
identity and relationship to God through me?”
The good news to Zaccheus wasn’t “you get to
go to heaven when you die,” but rather, “come
out of that tree. I’m having lunch at your house.”
The good news Jesus extends to people is
specific and particular. Zaccheus needed to
respond to the lordship of Jesus in that moment
in a concrete fashion.

ANOTHER EXAMPLE: PENTECOST

Peter took the opportunity to do a few things
we have seen already as a part of gospel
proclamation.
•

He began with naming reality (i.e.
Christians speaking in tongues; others
thinking they were drunk).

•

He retold the story to show this was
actually the fruit of the Holy Spirit at work
(not the spirits of fermentation).

•

He proclaimed the resurrection of Jesus
from the dead (Jesus is Lord!).

•

Finally, he called people to identify with
Jesus and follow him (be baptized in the
name of Jesus for forgiveness of sins).

SO HOW DO WE PROCLAIM
GOOD NEWS?
Proclaiming good news “in real life” will be a lot
like what Jesus did for Peter in John 21:1-17.
This is what “gospeling” will sound like most of
the time. It’s not that we don’t need atonement
theories; rather, we’ve been asking them to do
the wrong work.
Jesus and his disciples don’t seem to think our
deepest problem is our lack of sufficient insight
into the mechanics of how God forgives our sin in
Christ. Rather, in text after text, story after story,
we see the good news of security, belonging,
and significance being proclaimed in particular
ways, in particular contexts.
If we want to know what was so good about the
gospel Jesus preached, we need to pay attention
first to the problems Jesus spoke to and acted
against—the lack of security, belonging, and
significance that people experience—and
second to the promise that these things are
restored to us in Christ.

We see another example in Acts 2:1-41, where
Peter and the other believers had just received
the promised Holy Spirit and began to draw
attention and scrutiny from the Jewish leaders.
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So what does it mean to proclaim good news like
Jesus?
1. We offer concrete, specific proclamation
(or enacting) of “Who God is” and “Who
we are because of who God is” that
speaks directly to the “bad news” that’s
showing up in someone’s life.
2. We invite an immediate, embodied
response of trust (throwing a net to the
other side of the boat, eating the breakfast,
feeding the sheep).

8.3 How to Proclaim Good News

Why is this? Because, as the quote from
Balthasar at the beginning of this lesson shows,
the good news isn’t static “information” that I
recall, it is dynamic proclamation that must be
spoken anew each day!
In the next article, we’ll discuss some practical
examples of how this plays out in actual
conversations. But for now, come to the next
meeting prepared to share and process a
Kairos that came up for you in this article.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/declare/
how-to-proclaim/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON FOUR

Practical Tips
for Proclaiming
Good News

8

So far in this module, we’ve looked at the
trajectory (Lesson 1) and shape (2) of good
news, as well as how Jesus proclaimed good
news in context (3). In this final lesson we offer
a few practical tips for discerning bad news and
declaring good news in “real life.”

TIPS ON DISCERNING BAD NEWS
Keep asking why. Adopting a “beginner’s
mindset” and just asking “Why?” like a threeyear-old often works really well to help people
uncover what’s really going on under the surface.
Don’t assume the “badness” of the Kairoses you
hear. Instead ask them to specifically identify
why their bad news feels bad.
For example,
“I don’t want to tell my board about it because
they might think badly of me.”
•

“Why is it not OK for people to think badly
of you?”

“If I stand up to my boss, I might get fired.”
• “Why can’t you get fired? Why do you feel
you need to keep this job?”

8.4 Practical Tips For Proclaiming Good News

Remember it’s about desire. What am I really
wanting here? Don’t underestimate the power of
simply asking the question, “What do you want?”
when you don’t know what else to do.
Remember that we trust bad news to get us
something we think we need (something that
is ultimately good for us to have). Think about
the good news here as a framework: what “good
thing” am I looking for? Is it belonging? Is it
significance? Is it security?
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Here are a couple helpful questions to get at this:
•

“What’s at stake for you here?”

•

What do you gain (or lose) if this happens?”

TIPS ON DISCERNING GOOD NEWS
If the good news feels “generic” or
“sentimental,” it’s often because the bad news
isn’t clear enough. Sometimes it’s worth thinking
back and digging a little deeper into the bad
news if the good news doesn’t sound all that
good.
Good news needs to be NEWS, not advice.
Good news is different than good advice. Advice
focuses on behavior—how to fix or manage the
situation. News is a report, a proclamation of
something that is true and real.
Good news needs to be PERSONAL, not just
an idea. A “good idea” is about God, and you
then need to “apply” it to your life. It places all
the emphasis on thinking, i.e. “Just think harder
about this truth or scripture about God, and you’ll
believe it.” But good news needs to be personal:
from God to you, to which you surrender with
your whole life (including your body).
Good news includes me, but it isn’t all about me.
It’s about God and what he’s doing to restore the
world. The good news catches me up in God’s
story rather than tries to fit God into my story.
Good news is (generally, and from the “human”
side) about security, significance, and
belonging. It declares who God is (Jesus is Lord!),
and who we are because of who God is: loved.
And because of our union with the Triune God
who is love, we receive security (“You are safe”),
significance (“You matter”), and belonging (“You
belong here”).
Good news is about what you already have in
Christ. It needs to be news about something
you already have in the gospel. Good news
proclamation is a declaration that you already
have what you’re seeking, in and through Jesus.

196

Good news isn’t something I possess; it’s about
a Person who possesses me. Salvation isn’t
a commodity that I possess, it’s a life in which I
participate. When we say we “have” security,
significance, and belonging in the gospel, we
don’t “have” these things as possessions to use,
but as byproducts of a life we receive.
Good news is coherent with the whole story of
Jesus. Following the church calendar is a good
way to immerse yourself in the whole story: his
incarnation (Advent and Christmas); his life,
teaching, and revelation to all people (Epiphany,
Lent, and Ordinary Time); his crucifixion (Holy
Week and Good Friday); his resurrection and
ascension (Easter); and the sending of the Holy
Spirit (Pentecost). The gospel is the whole story,
not just the mechanics of how Jesus’ death
atones for sin.
Learn to proclaim the good news in particulars
and specifics, rather than theological
abstractions and general propositions. Jesus
(and his disciples) regularly do the hard work
of translating grand theological truths into the
granularities of our everyday lives. We want to do
the same: hear and proclaim the good news into
specific contexts and realities, not just repeat
stock phrases, no matter how true.
Good news will sound like something Jesus
would say to someone he loves. He doesn’t
use fear, guilt, and shame to get people into the
Kingdom. He came to save us from fear, guilt,
and shame! Proclamation of good news is full
of grace and truth, it empowers and enables
repentance, and it makes surrendering in trust
the only reasonable act of worship.
Use the same grammar as the bad news.
One way to help the good news become more
specific and contextual is to frame it in the same
terms as the bad news, using the same grammar
and phrases as the bad news. This helps our
brains make a connection between the lie and
the truth, so that the truth doesn’t just sound like
“nice words.”
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This kind of proclamation of good news is
similar to prophecy in the New Testament, so
it must be tested and vetted by the scriptures
and the Church. This goes along with what we
see happening in the New Testament (1 Thess
5:20-21, 1 Cor 14:1-25, 1 Peter 4:10-11, 1 John 4:1,
Acts 15, etc.). The person leading the discipleship
group doesn’t “speak for God” in some kind of
special way! If you think you’re hearing good
news, it needs to be tested, vetted, and agreed
upon by the Church and in accordance with the
scriptures.
Finally, remember that good news often sounds
very “normal” and “real life,” not theological
or technical. This is what Jesus’ good news
proclamations sounded like:
•

“Pick up your mat and go home.”

•

“Come down at once for I must stay at your
house today.”

•

“Will you give me a drink?”

•

“Throw your nets off the other side of the
boat.”

•

“Come and have breakfast.”

Jesus seems to believe that if you trust HIM in
your bad news, your sin will be dealt with as a
matter of course. There are a lot of people who
have merely trusted their understanding of “how
forgiveness works,” and have completely failed to
trust Jesus with their real lives.

HOW DO I KNOW IF IT’S
“FROM GOD”?
Sometimes people get nervous about the fact
that the good news we are learning to proclaim
over one another is somewhat “prophetic”: we
aren’t simply quoting Scripture at each other; we
are contextualizing and using our imaginations
as we formulate good news in each situation.
So how can I be confident that my personal,
concrete word of good news is really “from
God” and not just wishful thinking? Here are
three filters to sift your good news through:
1. The Character of God. Does this good
news line up with the character of God
that Jesus reveals? Does it sound like
something that the Father of Jesus would
say?

Notice that Jesus doesn’t normally quote
passages of Scripture at people (or tell them
to go away and think about Scripture). He is
full of God’s Word (being God’s Word himself)
so he simply extends invitations into the good
news: invitations to significance, belonging, and
security.

2. The Story of Jesus. Does this good news
seem like a coherent extension of the story
of Jesus (which is the gospel)?

Notice also that Jesus doesn’t ask people to
assent to a correct theological framework. It’s
enough to trust him—right where they’re at, with
whatever they’re wrestling with.

If your good news “passes” these filters, then the
absolute worst thing that could happen is that
you spoke some good news that, although you
“made it up,” coheres very well with the gospel.
That’s not that bad, right?

•

Shriveled hand? “Stretch out your hand.”

•

No fish? “Throw your nets on the other side
of the boat, and you’ll find some.”

•

Condemned publicly? “Neither do I
condemn you. Go and leave your life of
sin.”

•

Excommunicated from community? “Will
you give me a drink?”

8.4 Practical Tips For Proclaiming Good News

3. The Fruit of the Spirit. Does this good
news produce the fruit of the Spirit in your
life when you hear it and respond to it?

Ultimately the only way we move toward greater
competency in hearing from God is to dive in and
try it out. Participate in hearing and responding.
Test it in community and see what the results are.
Take an experimental approach to this. If you
speak a word of good news that passes the three
tests above, but God didn’t specifically speak it
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to you, the worst thing is that you came up with
a way of preaching the gospel all by yourself, and
there are worse things you could be doing with
your time! You really don’t have anything to lose
by diving into this with both feet!

AN EXAMPLE FROM EVERYDAY LIFE
Roger’s Kairos was that he went out skiing with
his wife’s family and actually enjoyed himself. This
was a Kairos because it was so different from
what he normally did. His usual posture was to
withdraw from relationships with his wife’s family,
almost hiding from them. Usually in situations
with his extended family, he’d let everyone else
go do an activity, while he’d stay behind and
read. He did not want to engage because he
was afraid it would drain him of energy and be a
“waste of time.” This was a pattern that had held
true throughout his marriage. But this time he
chose to go out skiing, and he found it refreshing
and fun.
As we processed, we found that the bad news
was that those kinds of relationships were
“draining” and unimportant, and he needed
to preserve his energy for better things. Also
at work was the bad news that he couldn’t be
himself around others—he had to put on an act,
because being who he was with other people
wasn’t enough for them to like or enjoy him.
His assignment was to bring this to God in prayer
and ask, “Lord, what do you want me to know
about this?” I (Ben Sternke) challenged him to
listen for a PERSONAL, SPECIFIC word from
God (rather than an abstract truth he could
apply to his life).
The following week he reported that he was
VERY tempted to leave the good news in the
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realm of an abstract, third-party fact. Something
like, “God created everyone in his image, so I
don’t have to be afraid of others.” Or “God loves
me and my extended family, so I can do it too.”
But he pressed into my challenge to proclaim
specific, personal good news, and listened for
what God wanted to share with him. This is what
he wrote down: “Roger, you don’t have to be
afraid. I love you. Your life is a gift, not just to
you but to everyone around you. Open up the
gift. Enjoy it. – Dad”

PUT IT INTO PRACTICE
Tips like the ones in this section are only really
helpful for those who are actively practicing the
declaration of good news. This practice is one of
the most difficult for people to learn, and thus it’s
the one that’s easiest to avoid.
But practice this intentionally, and over time,
through a lot of awkwardness and failure, you’ll
grow your capacity to declare good news in
every relationship and arena of your life. You’ll
grow in your discipleship, you’ll become a
better disciple-maker, and it will become the
foundational practice for evangelism. Keep
going!

ASSIGNMENT
Come to the next meeting ready to share and
process your Kairos as it relates to the practice
of declaring good news.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/declare/
practical-tips/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?
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DO: Responding to Good News
Lesson 1
DO: An Embodied Demonstration of Trust
Lesson 2
How (Not) To DO
Lesson 3
Gaining an Imagination for DO
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LESSON ONE

An Embodied
Demonstration
of Trust

9

Knowledge is only a rumor until it lives in the muscle.
~ a saying of the Asaro tribe of Indonesia and Papa New Guinea ~
You only truly believe that which moves you to action.
~ Douglas Cheney ~
To believe something is to act is if it were true.
~ Dallas Willard ~

The goal of the Discipleship Wheel process is to
become better able to pay attention to what God
is doing and saying, and then to be able to more
fully participate in his mission in our everyday
lives. The fifth practice, to DO in response to the
good news we’ve received, is where we begin
to put flesh onto our participation—where the
rubber meets the road, so to speak.
Recall that the three main “moves” of the
Discipleship Wheel are:
1. Awareness (DETECT and DIG)
2. Alignment (DISCERN and DECLARE)
3. Action (DO and DEBRIEF)

9.1 DO: An Embodied Demonstration of Trust
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Therefore, the fifth practice transitions us into
the third move of the Discipleship Wheel, where
we take the awareness that digging into a Kairos
moment has given us, as well as the alignment
that has come by discerning bad news and
declaring good news, and then do something
with it.

1 and 2 Corinthians: Paul always ties his believe
statements (“Do or don’t do this!”) to his repent
statements on identity (“Remember who
Jesus is and who you are!”). Read Philippians,
Colossians, 1 and 2 Peter and you will see this
repent and believe, listen and respond, hear and
obey rhythm is repeated over and over.

REPENT AND BELIEVE:
THE PATTERN OF SCRIPTURE

Repent and believe is the spiritual logic through
which the early church understood how they
followed Jesus. Repentance lines up with
Awareness (Detect and Dig) and Alignment
(Discern and Declare), and Believe lines up with
Action (Do and Debrief). So we need to talk
for just a bit about what believing actually is,
because most of us have it wrong.

In our discussion of the practice of detecting
Kairos (Module 5, Lesson 2), we mentioned Mark
1:15, where Jesus announced the agenda for
his ministry: “The time (Kairos) has come. The
kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe
the good news.” So our response to Kairos (an
opportunity for God’s kingdom to break in) is to
1) repent and 2) believe.
This same pattern is apparent as you read the
New Testament epistles:
1. Repent (this is who God is and who we are
because of who God is)
2. Believe (this is how we respond to this
reality)
Take Romans for example:
•

Romans 1-11 – This is who God is and who
we are because of who God is (Repent).

•

Romans 12-16 – This is now how we live in
accordance with that (Believe). “Therefore
in view of God’s mercy, offer your bodies.”

Ephesians has a similar pattern:
•

Ephesians 1-3 – This is who God is and who
we are because of who God is (Repent).

•

Ephesians 4-6 – “Therefore, live a
life worthy…” Paul essentially tells the
Ephesians, “This is how you believe all of
it!!” (Believe)
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WHAT WE BELIEVE ABOUT
BELIEVING
Believing is basically trust, and the requisite
outward display of trust. We often think of
repentance as an outward activity and believing
as an inward activity, like cognitive assent to an
idea. We “agree” with something and we think
that means we “believe” it.
Part of the issue here is one of language: we use
the word believe as a synonym for think. We say
things like, “I believe that the earth is round,” or “I
believe that Indonesia’s population is 261 million.”
But this kind of “belief” doesn’t demand my trust
in any meaningful way. It’s a fact I assent to, not a
personal invitation into relationship. I don’t have
to trust these “beliefs” in any meaningful way for
my life to function.
Many of us treat God like that: we assent to
facts about God (we call these “beliefs”), and
God becomes a kind of spiritual fact to us. “I
believe Jesus died for my sins,” or “I believe God
created everything.” This kind of belief doesn’t
really require us to trust God with our lives.
Instead, it ends up contributing to our distorted
ideas about “faith,” in which it is disconnected
from our everyday lives—our desires, habits, and
relationships.
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FROM MENTAL ASSENT TO ACTIVE
TRUST

the same root word in Greek, and you’ll see them
used interchangeably in Scripture.)

Pastor and author Greg Boyd has a helpful
discussion of this in his book Benefit of the Doubt:
Breaking the Idol of Certainty. He describes the
way we use the word “belief” today as analogous
to “mental conviction.” After detailing what it
means to mentally assent to facts, he explains
the distinctiveness of biblical faith:

Simply put, belief (faith) is a mental conviction
as worked out in an embodied demonstration
that we trust what God says about reality. The
evidence of our trust is substantive action. We
only truly believe that which we act on. As Dallas
Willard says, “to believe something is to act as if
it’s true.” It’s that simple.

On the other hand, the reason I’m married
to Shelley is because I don’t merely believe
Shelley exists; I have faith in her. True, it
would be rather hard for me to be married to
Shelley if I didn’t first believe she existed as
well as believe some other relevant facts that
were important to my idea about the kind of
woman I wanted to marry. In this sense, faith
presupposes belief. But faith goes far beyond
belief in that its focus is not on a mental
conviction but on willingness to act on that
mental conviction.1

For example, if someone claimed to believe
it’s safe to fly in an airplane but refused to ever
set foot on one, do they really believe it’s safe?
The demonstration of their trust would be to
buy a ticket and get on the plane. They would
be trusting the engineers who designed the
plane, the manufacturer who built the plane, the
mechanics who’ve been maintaining the plane,
and the pilots who will operate the plane.

In his book Present Perfect: Finding God in the
Now, Boyd continues to unpack how what we
believe about “believing” gets in our way:

The goal of our repentance is to hear the good
news that dispels the bad news that we’ve been
believing.

We treat beliefs as though they have magical
power, as though merely believing something
makes it so… The truth is, merely believing
Jesus is Lord no more makes him Lord of my
life than believing Kim Jong-il is the leader
of North Korea makes me his follower… the
belief itself is not the surrender. The important
question, therefore, is not what you believe.
The important question is what you decide to
do, moment-by-moment, on the basis of what
you believe.2

The goal of our believing, then, is to actively,
concretely respond to that good news with a
demonstration of trust. This is what DO moves
us into…

(By the way, in order to distinguish the concepts,
Boyd uses the word “faith” to indicate a
willingness to act on mental conviction and
“belief” to indicate mere mental conviction. We
like this distinction, but we will use “belief” and
“faith” interchangeably because they come from
1 Greg Boyd, Benefit of the Doubt: Breaking the Idol of
Certainty (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2013), 113.
2 Greg Boyd, Present Perfect: Finding God in the Now
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 47-48.

9.1 DO: An Embodied Demonstration of Trust

DO IS ALWAYS A RESPONSE TO GOD

DO is a response to the good news of who God
is (Jesus is Lord!) and who we are because of
who God is. DO is not how we fix our problem,
undo our sin, or repay those we’ve wronged. It is
first a surrender to what God has said, and then,
within a concrete situation in our lives, acting
in an embodied demonstration of that trust.
Therefore, we may amend our definition above:
belief (faith) is a mental conviction as worked
out in surrender to what God says about reality,
which is fulfilled in an embodied demonstration
of trust.
We’ve found that most people we work with
don’t have an imagination for this kind of DOing.
Here are a few phrases we often hear that
indicate someone is still trying “fix the problem”
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(striving in the flesh) instead of surrendering to
the good news (actually trusting God):
•

“I just need to stop _____.”

•

“I know I should _____. I’ll try harder.”

•

“I have to just _____ more.”

But DO is less about willpower and more about
willingness. It’s less about striving and more
about surrender. Less about fixing behavior and
more about freedom and liberty. If it doesn’t
feel like freedom, it’s probably not a good DO
response to good news.

DO IS PERSONAL: WE ARE TRUSTING
A PERSON
Finally, because DO is rooted in biblical believing,
it isn’t about trusting a fact as much as it’s about
trusting a person. It’s not trusting someTHING,
it’s trusting someONE. This is because “belief”
is a covenantal word, in both the Old and New
Testaments.

a trusting reciprocal relationship. Greg Boyd
states it succinctly: “People enter into covenants
because they trust one another; people enter
into legally binding contracts precisely because
they don’t.”3
Belief/Faith/DO is the covenantal response of
someone who has been summoned by their
covenantal partner. It’s a surrender to a Person
in an embodied demonstration of trust, not
conformation to a principle or idea.
This is important because one of the most
pernicious temptations for the religious person
is to exchange faith in Jesus with faith in faith,
exchanging covenantal trust for contractual
religious bondage.
In summary, DO is the beginning of Belief, our
response to the good news we have heard in our
repentance. DO is:
1. Not simply dutiful obedience (I need to…),
but response to good news (I have heard
____, therefore I will ______).

In a covenant, two parties bind themselves to
each other. The good news is that in Jesus Christ
we have a new covenant between God and
humanity. Belief (DO) is how we participate in the
covenant love of God in Jesus Christ. Believing
(DOing) is keeping covenant. It is surrendering to
love.

2. Not just an internal cognitive process, but
embodied in mind, body, and relationships.

We live in a world that largely sees human
relationships in contractual terms, not covenantal
terms. A contract is a legal arrangement
between two parties meant to protect each
from wrongdoing. We sign contracts with people
(buying a house or car for instance) to protect
us from others who might harm us without the
contract in place. We trust the law in a contract.

5. It is a personal commitment to someONE,
not simply an abstract obligation to
someTHING.

But in a covenant we trust the person. A
covenant is not protection from each other,
but a pledge to one to another. A contract is
for “services rendered,” but a covenant is for
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3. Not about willpower and control, but about
willingness and freedom; less striving and
more surrender.
4. The natural, normal consequence of
hearing the declaration of good news.

For more on this vision of faith, see Gospel
Allegiance: What Faith in Jesus Misses for
Salvation in Christ, by Matthew Bates, especially
chapter 5.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
ht tps: //gravityleadership.c om /gla1/do/
embodied-trust/
3 Boyd, Benefit, 115.

FIND YOUR CENTER

Questions for

Reflection
1.

What brings clarity, conflict, confusion, or conviction in this article?

2. How does the temptation to keep belief as purely “mental assent” show up in your
life? Can you name specifics?

3. One of the most difficult parts of the discipleship process for many people is to
develop an imagination for how to respond with an “embodied demonstration of
trust.” How do you understand that phrase? Does it make sense in a concrete way?

9.1 DO: An Embodied Demonstration of Trust
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

How (Not)
to DO

9

If you know these things, you will be happy if you do them.
~ Jesus (John 13:17) ~

In the last article we laid a theological foundation
for what we’re doing when we DO: believing good
news, which is an embodied demonstration of
trust. Let’s talk more concretely about what this
looks like practically.

TURNING OUR BACKS ON CONTROL
Many times, our only imagination for how to DO
something in response to the gospel is to take
control. We imagine “getting serious about it”
or “forcing ourselves” to do something we don’t
want to do. The problem with these kinds of
actions is that they keep us firmly in control of the
outcome. This is a problem because letting go
of control is actually one of the keys to spiritual
maturity.
If we’re going to DO something about good
news that becomes transformative for us, it
cannot include control. To DO is to respond to
what God is saying by laying down your life as a
living sacrifice. This is the posture of surrender,
not control. (Sacrifices waiting on an altar don’t
have a lot of control over what happens!)

9.2 How (Not) to DO

HOW TO WALK ON WATER
We often lack imagination for how to respond
to God in a non-controlling way. To help expand
our imaginations, let’s look at the story of Peter
walking on water in Matthew 14:22-33. Take the
time to read the story fully, even if it’s very familiar.
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Immediately Jesus made the disciples get
into the boat and go on ahead of him to the
other side, while he dismissed the crowd.
After he had dismissed them, he went up on
a mountainside by himself to pray. Later that
night, he was there alone, and the boat was
already a considerable distance from land,
buffeted by the waves because the wind was
against it.
Shortly before dawn Jesus went out to them,
walking on the lake. When the disciples saw
him walking on the lake, they were terrified.
“It’s a ghost,” they said, and cried out in fear.
But Jesus immediately said to them: “Take
courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.”

who Jesus is (he’s the Lord of Creation)
and who the disciples are because of who
Jesus is (filled with courage).
•

Peter understands that this good news
needs a response. So how does he
respond? What does he DO about it? He
shouts, “If it is you, tell me to get out of the
boat!” So Jesus said, “Come.”

•

So he gets out of the boat. He doesn’t
meditate on Jesus’ words or start an
analytical discussion with the others on
what Jesus means by “Don’t be afraid.” No,
his response is visceral: it is surrender, it is
getting out of the boat to walk on water!

•

Which then leads to another Kairos:
“When he saw the strong winds he
became afraid and started to sink.” In the
DOing we often come face to face again
with another Kairos, another instance of
bad news acting in our life.

•

So Jesus rescues him, and then helps
him DIG: “You of little faith, why did you
doubt?” This isn’t a rhetorical question or a
subtle rebuke. Jesus seriously wants Peter
to wrestle with the question. “Let’s DIG,
Peter—why did you doubt?”

“Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to
come to you on the water.”
“Come,” he said.
Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked
on the water and came toward Jesus. But
when he saw the wind, he was afraid and,
beginning to sink, cried out, “Lord, save me!”
Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and
caught him. “You of little faith,” he said, “why
did you doubt?”
And when they climbed into the boat, the
wind died down. Then those who were in the
boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are
the Son of God.”
Notice how the elements of the Discipleship
Wheel are present:
•

Detecting Kairos: Peter and the disciples
are scared of the storm, and terrified when
they see Jesus walking on the lake (“It’s a
ghost!” they exclaim).

•

Discerning the bad news of (lack of)
security: the storm is threatening to swamp
the boat, and there’s a ghost walking
toward them! We’re going to die!

•

Jesus declares good news to them in the
midst of their fear: “Do not be afraid; it is
I, have courage!” This is good news about
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Here are a few characteristics of a faithful
response (DO) we can draw from this story:

1. DO IS CONCRETE AND SPECIFIC
DOing is not “trying to be more intentional”
about something. DOing is a concrete, specific,
measurable act on the good news in the same
arena in which the bad news showed up.
Think of it this way: DO needs to be
•

measurable (you know whether you’ve
done it or not),

•

manageable (you don’t have to change
the world with this act of surrender, just
take one step out of the boat), and

•

meaningful (it aligns with the good news in
the same arena as the bad news).

FIND YOUR CENTER

Here’s an example: Jessie’s Kairos was that she
didn’t spend very much time in prayer. She really
wanted to, but every attempt seemed to fail, and
she felt guilty about it. After DIGGING with her for
a bit, she heard God proclaiming this good news
over her life:
“Jessie, I’m inviting you to come away and spend
time with me because I LOVE you and long to be
with you. I’m so excited to share things with you.
And remember: I never condemn you, you don’t
have to prove anything to me and I’m always here
for you in love.”
She felt a new freedom, passion and eagerness
to spend time with God in prayer.
So what does she DO about it? She quickly
came up with this plan: “I’m going to get up each
morning this week. My kids get up at 6:30 a.m.,
so I’ll get up at 5:00 a.m., and then I can have
a good chunk of time in prayer before they’re
awake.”
Let’s examine this DO:
•

Is it measurable? Yes, Jessie would know if
she got up or not to pray!

•

Is it meaningful? Yes, the DO met God in
the same arena as the bad news.

•

Is it manageable? Probably not. She
had three kids under the age of five, and
sleepless nights were still pretty common
in her household. Getting up at 5:00 every
morning for 90 minutes of prayer just
wasn’t realistic, and would likely consign
her to further discouragement after a few
mornings of failure.

So, in this situation, we chatted about the
importance of starting slow and responding in
a way that would be possible for her life stage.
If you want to run a marathon, you don’t start
training for it by trying to run 26 miles the first
day!
So she recalibrated her DO. She decided to get
up 15 minutes early at least three times during
the next week. She would start by rereading
9.2 How (Not) to DO

a printed copy of the good news that God had
spoken to her, and then she would pray in a way
that she felt best connected her to God.
This became a runway for her towards greater
freedom, deepened communion, and renewed
passion for God. The word from God became a
strengthening, re-centering truth out of which
she was able to respond and draw closer to God.

2. DO DOESN’T EARN GOD’S FAVOR
Our DOing doesn’t please God. He’s already
pleased with us. DO isn’t righteousness; we are
already righteous in Christ.
Another way to say this is that DOing is not
moral performance FOR God, it is mutual
participation WITH God. The good results that
come into our lives are not rewards for good
behavior, they are natural results of partnering
with God. DOing as moral performance feels like
trying harder, fixing, anxious effort, and striving.
DOing as mutual participation feels like the fruit
of Spirit, ease, lightness, freedom, and rest.
See the chart on the next page for details on how
the difference between moral performance and
mutual participation feels.

3. DO IS EMBODIED AND SOCIAL
DO isn’t a private, internal experience. It is an
embodied demonstration of trust that moves
out into the world and involves our relationships
and responsibilities. It is literally how we believe.
We don’t merely “think our way” into new ways
of living, we also “live our way” into new ways
of thinking. This is reflected in Romans 12:1-2,
Philippians 1:9-10, Ephesians 3:14-21, Matthew
13:10-12, 1 John 2:4, etc. In order to become
what we say we believe, we must participate in
that knowledge through love and obedience.
Our Western, post-Enlightenment culture has
tended to obscure this fact; it has distanced
our bodies from our brains. This has led to what
is commonly called the “18-inch gap between
my head and heart.” We are dis-integrated and

209

DO as a moral performance

DO as mutual participation

Perform FOR God

Participate WITH God

Trying harder

Letting go

Anxious earning

Peaceful effort, easy yoke

Stay in control

Surrender

Accomplishment

Receiving

Reward for a job well done

Fruit from being connected

Human strength

Power of the Spirit

Trying to do better

Death and resurrection

distanced from our hearts by living (primarily) in
our heads. DO helps us become more integrated,
whole, and single-minded in our devotion to
Christ.
Peter’s belief in Jesus wasn’t a private, internal
experience. When Jesus said “Come!” he didn’t
close his eyes and thank God for the idea of
walking on water.
Oftentimes people are waiting to feel or think
a certain way before they’re certain they really
believe something. But the good news is that
you don’t need to wait to feel anything before
believing good news. You just need to get out
of the boat! Even if you feel fearful, you can
take practical action, and in so DOing, you are
believing good news!
We don’t have the imagination for how to “get
out of the boat” in our life situations largely
because we tend to keep our beliefs internal and
private. Thus all we can sometimes think to DO in
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response to God’s good news is to “think about
it more.” But our faith is meaningless unless we
engage our body in a response. Belief is a public,
embodied demonstration of trust and not a
private, individualized, internal experience.
So in DOing, think about what surrender to
good news looks like in your body and in your
relationships.

4. DO IS ABOUT SURRENDER,
NOT CONTROL
DO isn’t a way to fix or manage our badness; it
is surrender, submission, letting go, dying. It’s
taking up our cross, not taking up our willpower.
When Peter surrenders in the story, he
relinquishes control! Walking on water isn’t a way
to manage or fix his fear. Rather, he surrenders to
Jesus in the face of his fear, and that surrender
is seen in his submission to Jesus’ invitation to
“Come.”
FIND YOUR CENTER

Notice the freedom and power that Peter
participates in. Obedience, when done as
surrender, is experienced as an “easy yoke”
of freedom, love, and power (Matt 11:29-30).
He’s not “trying hard” to walk on water, he’s just
walking, and trusting Jesus’ word to “Come.”
DO is a spiritual discipline that opens our lives up
to God’s grace to enable us to do things we can’t
do in our own strength (like walk on water). One
of the sure signs that we are truly surrendering
to God in our DOing is that his power meets us
to bring about results we can’t explain.
If you’re having trouble coming up with a DO that
isn’t private and/or “fix”-oriented, ask yourself
these questions:
•

What is the “reasonable act of worship”
in view of the mercy you have received
(Romans 12:1-2)?

•

If I said “yes” to this good news, what would
I do that I wouldn’t have done otherwise?

•

What does this good news empower me to
do in a new way? Or start doing? Or stop
doing?

•

What would I NOT have done this week if
not for this good news?

•

What sorts of habits has the bad news
formed within me? How do I begin to walk
in the freedom that this good news offers
me?

•

What godly habit can I begin to cultivate in
light of this proclamation of the gospel?

•

How can I share what I’m learning with
someone else?

•

What discipline offers my body up to this
mercy? What practice puts me in a posture
to avail myself to this mercy?

REMEMBER AND RESPOND
Finally, here’s a rubric to use as you try to decide
what to DO in response to the good news:
remember and respond.

1. REMEMBER
One of the hardest parts of responding to what
God has said to us is keeping the truth in mind.
Simply remembering and meditating on the truth
of the good news is a vital first step in DOing, and
it leads to fruitfulness. (Above we discouraged
merely meditating, as if it were belief itself; but
meditating on truth can be a powerful part of
belief.) Ultimately the bad news we believe is
simply a habit of thought, so learning to have
some new thoughts is an important part of
believing good news.
As part of our plan to DO something about the
good news, it’s helpful to have a way of keeping
the good news before our minds and hearts. This
coincides with the admonition God gave Israel in
Deuteronomy 6:4-9. We need to keep the good
news on our minds and talk about it with our kids;
we remember it as we rest and work, when we
wake up and go to sleep, and we write it down in
places where we can see (doorposts) and where
others can as well (foreheads).
So, in working out your DO, think, “How can I
bring this good news to mind this week?” Here
are some suggestions:
•

Post-it Notes in the bathroom, in the car, or
on the computer screen

•

Alerts in one’s phone

•

Write it in a journal

•

Share it with someone

2. RESPOND
In addition to remembering the good news,
our DO should also involve a response to it
(embodied, social).

9.2 How (Not) to DO
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We can think about our response as having two
main components, proactive and reactive.
Proactive response is how I will respond to
the good news this week, no matter what else
happens. It’s a spiritual discipline we put in place
in order to say yes and surrender. Part of this
may be worship. God trained Israel to worship
him through the Psalms (Israel’s hymnbook).
There are 6 main worship responses seen in the
Psalms:
•

Affirmation of Truth

•

Confession of Sin

•

Lament

•

Praise

•

Thanksgiving

•

Petition

Which of these responses is fitting and
appropriate for what God is saying to me? Who
does it involve?

For example, let’s say your Kairos was that you
realized you had never really grieved the death
of your mother. You processed this Kairos and
found that the good news God was proclaiming
was, “It’s safe for you to grieve because I am with
you. I can handle your dark emotions, and I want
to care for you in your grief.”
A proactive response to this good news might be
to pray psalms of lament out loud every morning
as you think about your mother and how much
you miss her. A reactive response might look like
this. You realize that when you feel a stab of grief,
you tend to look for a snack to numb the pain.
Now, whenever you feel those stabs of grief,
instead of going to the kitchen for a snack, you
find a quiet place to cry and pray.
Come to the meeting next time ready to share
and process a Kairos from this article. (And be
prepared to process all the way though to a DO!)
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/do/how-todo/

Reactive response is the forming of a new
habit in response to an existing situation. It’s
something I put in place that only gets triggered
when something happens to me.
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?
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LESSON THREE

Gaining an
Imagination
for DO

9

In the last article, we used the story of Peter
walking on water to help to develop our
imaginations for what DO is all about. “Getting
out of the boat” serves as a good metaphor for
responding to the good news we are hearing
from God in a Kairos.
As a final exercise to help us gain an imagination
for DO, you’ll read and meditate on several New
Testament passages that give a fuller picture of
what this discipline looks like in Scripture. This
is important because DO is typically one of the
most difficult practices of the Discipleship Wheel
for people to practice.
It seems our imagination for DO is significantly
impoverished. Most people think about DO as
either
•

primarily cognitive (I’m going to “think
about it” some more), or

•

primarily corrective (here’s how I’m going
to fix my brokenness).

But neither of those ways of DOing results in
transformation. The cognitive approach keeps
our response in the realm of our thoughts only,
9.3 Gaining an Imagination for DO

ignoring the power and opportunity of bodily
habits. As Ronald Rolheiser said, “When we
understand something only in so far as we can
grasp it intellectually, and only in so far as we can
possess it, and only in so far as we can remain in
control and secure in the face of it, we relate only
partially to that reality.” Just thinking about stuff
doesn’t really help us.
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As for the corrective approach, it keeps me firmly
in control of the discipleship process, solving
problems and fixing myself. God is unnecessary,
except to give me information about what to
“work on.”
So if we want to see real transformation, DO
can’t be primarily cognitive or corrective.
Instead, we need to learn how to practice DOing
that is primarily cooperative. This means we are
literally co-operating with God in our discipleship,
learning to surrender to the good news that God
is proclaiming to us in the specific contexts of our
lives, and then participating more fully in his love
every day.
Spend some time reading and meditating on the
Scripture texts and reflections below to gain a
greater imagination for what DOing looks like in
God’s kingdom.

MARK 3:1-5
Notice that Jesus calls for faith by inviting the
man with the shriveled hand to take trustfilled action, “Stretch out your hand.” This is a
potentially embarrassing moment for this man
who has been ashamed of his shriveled hand his
whole life.
Trusting Jesus to heal is the same thing as
stretching out his hand, and the healing happens
as he stretches out his hand, not before. Until he
stretches out his hand, he’s not really exercising
faith (trust).
Imagine if the man had said instead, “How dare
you? You are a very mean person…” and walked
away? Or if he had said, “Thank you, Lord! I know
you can heal, but let me think about this a little
longer and make sure my hand is really healed
before I stretch it out in front of everyone.”

1 CORINTHIANS 8:1-3

Too often we think the Christian life is about
acquiring the right knowledge, so we get stuck
on the first four practices of the Discipleship
Wheel (Detect, Dig, Discern, Declare), endlessly
thinking and analyzing what God may or may not
be saying.
But increasing our knowledge without
surrendering to love leads to arrogance
and foolishness (“If you love me, obey my
commandments,” John 14:15, 23). Loving God
is responding to his grace with obedience to his
commandments, and this leads to knowing and
being known by God—an intimate communion as
we hear and do.
DO keeps God’s love from remaining a mental
abstraction or a good feeling. We participate in
and receive God’s love as we DO.

TITUS 2:11-12
God’s grace teaches us to say “No” to
ungodliness. This is key for our DOing because
too often we think that trying harder, meditating
on consequences, fearing punishment, ramping
up threats, etc. will teach us to live a godly life. But
nothing short of God’s grace can empower us to
say no to ungodliness.
Again and again the New Testament teaches
that the only thing powerful enough to overcome
ungodliness is a YES to God’s grace. DO is how
we say YES to grace. The result may be that we
sin less (often this will be the case), but our focus
isn’t on the “no,” or on sinning less; rather, our
focus is on saying YES to God’s grace and we do
that in and through our DO.
Our YES to grace is an embodied response of
trust bound up in the habits, practices, desires,
and relationships of our life. Our surrender to
God’s grace is a YES that overcomes all the
ungodliness in our life.

“Knowledge puffs up while love builds up. Those
who think they know something do not yet know
as they ought to know.”

9.2
216How (Not) to DO

FIND YOUR CENTER

2 TIMOTHY 3:1-9

ROMANS 12:1-2

The Ephesian church under Timothy’s leadership
seemed to have the interesting problem of
wealthy women with lots of time on their hands
listening to teachers who weren’t proclaiming
truth. These women elsewhere are called
gossips and busybodies (1 Tim 5:13). What’s
striking is that they actually look like they care
about God, “they have a form of godliness but
deny God’s power” (2 Tim 3:5). They are “always
learning, but never arrive at an understanding of
the truth” (2 Tim 3:7).

Paul starts this section by saying, “In view of
God’s mercy…” This is referring back to the mercy
of God that made one family out of two (Jews
and Gentiles) through Jesus Christ (which is
essentially Romans 1-11 in a nutshell). The mercy
here is that God has acted as reconciler (this
is who God is) and family-maker (who we are
because of who God is). This is the mercy that
Paul has “in view” here.

How can this be? They deny God’s power
because they love pleasure rather than loving
God (2 Tim 3:4). In other words, they want to
listen to teaching, but not do anything about it.
They are mainly interested in words; they are
not at all interested in integrating their lives by
discerning and aligning their wants with the
kingdom of God and producing works on that
basis. Thus all their “learning” ends up being
powerless and futile. This is what happens when
we don’t respond to grace, when we don’t DO
anything with what we’ve heard.
We get smarter, we get more influential, but
because we don’t DO in response to good news,
we don’t bear the fruit of the Spirit in our lives.

JAMES 1:22-25
To hear and not DO, James says, is to forget who
we are. This coincides with our understanding
that the good news is about identity: who God is
and who we are because of who God is.

And what are we to do about that? “Offer your
bodies as a living sacrifice” (12:1). Paul is clear
here: we must DO something about the good
news we have received. And it involves our
bodies. In fact, the entire Discipleship Wheel is
seen here: renewing our minds (Repentance—
Detect, Dig, Discern), so we can know more as
we surrender to God’s grace (Belief—Declare,
Do, Debrief), and then we’ll know what God’s will
is (a new Kairos!).

MATTHEW 7:15-27
At the end of the longest recorded teaching of
Jesus in the Gospels, we see three back-to-back
instructions on what to DO with Jesus’ teaching.
The theme is the same in all three: DO something
about what you heard. Put the teaching into
practice, or it will be of no use to you.
We want to be people who build our house on
the rock, and we can’t think our way there; we
must DO something about what we’ve heard,
putting Jesus’ teaching into practice for the
transformation of our lives.

When we hear a word about the good news
of identity but we don’t act on it, we end up
forgetting who we are! The “perfect law” here
is Christ’s love: that which brings identity and
freedom for those who trust Jesus.
DOing is putting love into practice, it’s
remembering who we are and what we “look
like.” Our blessing comes as we align our lives
(our DOing) with God’s love (the perfect law).

9.3 Gaining an Imagination for DO
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
Here are two questions to help you reflect on
these readings:

1. As you think about your tendencies

Come to the next meeting with a Kairos from this
exercise to share and process
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
ht tps: //gravityleadership.c om /gla1/do/
imagination-do/

in DOing, which mistake are you most
likely to make: responding cognitively
or correctively? Do you typically want
to “think about it more,” or do you jump
into action to “fix it”? Can you think of a
concrete example of when this played out
in your life?

2. What surprised you most about the

scriptures and reflections you read?
Was the surprise filled more with delight/
excitement or confusion/concern? Why
do you think this is?
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

10
M O D U L E

DEBRIEF: Accountability in
Community
Lesson 1
The Why and How of Debriefing
Lesson 2
But What If...
Lesson 3
Practice Debriefing
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LESSON ONE

The Why
and How of
Debriefing

10

Our journey through the Discipleship Wheel
is almost complete. On the foundation of the
paradigm (axioms), in the posture of love
(Grace and Truth Matrix), we’ve been learning
the practices of growing in discipleship (the “D”
words of the Discipleship Wheel).

1. We DETECT a Kairos and allow it to just
be there, neither ignoring it nor jumping
into fixing it.

2. We DIG into the Kairos, exploring it with
compassion and curiosity.

3. We DISCERN what “bad news” is at work:

the hidden lie about God or myself that
runs my life.

4. We DECLARE good news from God to us:
what God says about reality.

5. We DO something in response to the

good news: not controlling outcomes
or fixing problems, but surrendering; a
concrete “yes” to the good news that we
can see; a spiritual discipline or faithful
response that moves us, body and soul,
toward the kingdom.

But we aren’t sent out to DO and then neglected
or abandoned. Oftentimes as we DO, we
encounter intense battle and frustration, while
other times we experience breakthrough and
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blessing. It’s important to talk about this stuff with
others, because God has been working in your
life up until now, and of course he’s still working
in the midst of you surrendering to good news.
So the final practice of the Discipleship Wheel is
to DEBRIEF with others in Christian community
about our DOs. Discipleship is a “team sport.”
The context of our growth in the kingdom of
God is Christian community, and we need to
process and reflect with others about how our
experiments of trust went (our DO).
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JESUS DEBRIEFED WITH HIS
DISCIPLES
After seasons of ministry and mission with
his disciples, Jesus didn’t just move on to the
next thing. Instead, he conducted important
debriefing sessions with his disciples. He used
these times to help his followers process what
they’d experienced, to explain to them what
had happened, and to train them in his kingdom
competencies.
Sometimes Jesus initiated these times, other
times the disciples did, but these sessions always
involved reporting on what God had done, asking
questions, getting greater clarity, and receiving a
call to deeper faithfulness.
Notice how central debriefing was to Jesus’
disciple-making strategy:
•

After sending out the seventy-two (Luke
10:17-24).

•

After teaching the parable of the sower
(Matthew 13:36ff).

•

After Jesus’ interaction with the Samaritan
woman at the well (John 4:27ff).

•

After the feeding of the five thousand
(John 6:25ff).

•

After Peter, James, and John witnessed the
Transfiguration (Matthew 17:9ff).

•

After praying in the Garden of Gethsemane
(Mark 14:32ff).

If we’re going to make disciples in the way of
Jesus, this kind of debriefing will need to be an
intentional and regular part of our rhythms.

WHY DO WE DEBRIEF?
In our discipleship process, debriefing serves at
least two purposes: it offers accountability and
leads to more Kairos moments.
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1. ACCOUNTABILITY
If you’ve been a Christian for any length of time,
its likely that you’ve heard of an “accountability
group,” or even taken part in one. Typically these
groups come together to try to intentionally
overcome sin by regularly confessing one to
another. They aim to avoid these sins by “holding
each other accountable.”
Accountability and confessing sin to one another
is a beautifully redemptive activity, of course
(for example, see James 5:16 and Hebrews
3:13,10:23-25), but the way these groups are
often conducted causes more harm than help.
On one hand it’s good to have encouragement
and to be known in community. On the other
hand, much of what we’ve experienced in
accountability groups has been full of fear, guilt,
and shame, all employed to get us to try harder to
behave better and manage our sin.
To put it another way, in the worst experiences
of accountability groups, we have used the
very things Jesus came to set us free from
(fear, guilt, and shame) as tools to overcome
sin! The best that happens is that we stop the
outward act of sin because of the pressure of the
“accountability,” but we never really overcome
the sin, because we haven’t dealt with anything
beyond the surface.
Accountability, if it is going to be truly redemptive
and bring us into the flow of God’s kingdom,
has to be much more than pressure to stop
sinning. It’s the difference between what we
can accomplish in our own strength (short term
behavior modification in the power of the flesh)
and what God can do when we surrender to him
(long term heart renovation in the power of the
Spirit).
The chart on the next page outlines some of the
differences.
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Debrief is our commitment, in love, to each
other that we will fight for the other’s good in
the Kingdom of God. We become advocates for
each other. Think of it this way: it’s as though, in
hearing good news, we have found a treasure in
a field:
“The Kingdom of heaven is like a treasure
that somebody hid in a field, which someone
else found and covered up. Full of joy, the
finder sold everything and bought that field”
(Matthew 13:44-46).
The Kairos is the signal from the metal detector
that tells us there’s a treasure below the surface—
the treasure of the kingdom, hidden in our lives.
As we dig and discern what God is up to there,
we are excavating a treasure: God’s kingdom

that wants to break into our lives! But we have
to “sell everything we have” in order to buy the
field, in order to gain what is available. Our DO is
“selling everything we have.”
Accountability in our DEBRIEF time is essentially
exhorting and encouraging each other to sell
everything and buy that field! My posture towards
you in love is always, “Go get that treasure! You
can do it! God has declared good news to you!
It’s right there in your life for the taking!”
Spiritual accountability in DEBRIEF is always
about advocating for each other’s good, not
accusing someone of failure or wrongdoing,
or posturing ourselves as adversaries or
antagonists. (We already have an adversary,
nobody needs more than one.)

Spiritual Accountability

Fleshly Accountability

Empowers the other

Overpowers / disempowers the other

Accepts and owns responsibility

Blames and shifts responsibility

With and for the other

Against or accusing the other

Treats failure as a Kairos

Treats failure with punishment

Embracing identity

Trying harder

Trusts the gospel to renovate heart

Trusts fear of punishment to avoid sin

Focuses on good news

Focuses on overcoming bad news

Love motivates change

Fear and shame motivate change

Gets to root causes

Stays on the surface

Full of identity, authority, and “get to”

Full of should, ought, and “have to”

“Yes! Do! Come!”

“No! Don’t! Stop!”

10.1 The Why and How of Debriefing
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2. DO LEADS TO MORE KAIROS
The second purpose for DEBRIEFing our DOs
is that it often leads to more Kairos moments.
When we DO, we are acting on the grace God
is giving us in the gospel. Whenever we do this,
it opens us up further to God’s work in our lives.
When you act on grace, more is given. When you
begin to walk the path, you get more guidance.
When you say “yes” to the good news, your
vision clears up and the whole landscape
begins to look different! Scripture attests to the
reality that the more we lay hold of the kingdom
through obedience, the more grace we are able
to receive.
•

•

Romans 12:1-2 – “…offer your bodies…be
transformed by the renewing of your minds
so that you can figure out what God’s will
is…”
Matthew 7:1-5 – Our willingness to respond
to God’s grace increases our spiritual
sensitivity to discern spiritual realities and
live more fully in God’s kingdom. The result:
we are able to discern more of what God
is doing.

Spiritual growth is about decreasing our
resistance to grace by aligning our mind and
hearts with the Kingdom of God. We aren’t
increasing our holiness as much as we are
decreasing our resistance to holiness. The river
of living water already wants to flow through you;
our “Yes” to God in obedience is throwing open
the flood gates of his creative, sustaining new
creation (John 7:37-39).
Our spiritual posture determines our spiritual
perception. The more we DO, the more we
see, which brings about more Kairoses, which
means even greater opportunities to live more
consistently in the flow of the kingdom! (See
Romans 12:1-2.)
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Responding to God’s grace opens up new
possibilities that wouldn’t have existed unless
we said “Yes” to the grace God was offering, so it
becomes a virtuous cycle that brings us steadily
into the ever-expanding world of kingdom living.
The Discipleship Wheel can be thought of as a
three-dimensional “upward spiral” into a truly
spiritual life!
DEBRIEFing is how we continue to pay attention
to how God continues to work in us as we DO
in response to the good news. Therefore, in
DEBRIEFing we ask two primary questions:
•

“Were you able to do what you set out to
do?”

•

“How did it go?”

Many times in our DOing we will gain a new
perspective, see something we didn’t before, go
deeper into a reality we had only begun to explore
before, etc. So DEBRIEF means we want to know
what you’ve seen, what you are discovering, how
your DOing is opening your life up to God’s grace
in new ways, and what God is doing in you and
through you as you surrender to him.
In summary, we DEBRIEF to
•

leverage our love on your behalf
through accountability, exhortation, and
encouragement, and

•

hear any reports of further clarity,
comfort, conviction, or Kairoses that you
experienced as a result of your DO.

For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/debrief/whyhow/
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Questions for

Reflection
1.

What is your attitude and experience with accountability? What have been the
positives for you? How about the negatives?

2. Do you have an imagination for how to follow up with someone on a ‘do’ and
advocate for their good? Many of us have models of avoidance, attack, and
acquiescing when it comes to accountability
• Check out/Avoidance – We just don’t ask people how they’re doing.
• Call out/Attack – We aggressively move toward them with an agenda.
• Hang out/Acquiesce – We bring it up, but no matter what they say, we just
smile, nod, and say, “That’s great.”
• But we’re aiming for Call in/Advocate – What is your experience with people
who will ask and advocate for you? That’s Grace and Truth in accountability. Do
you have real-life examples and models to imitate in this sort of accountability?

3. Which of the three postures is easiest for you: avoid, attack, or acquiesce? How do
you know? Come ready to tell a story about the last time you experienced one of
these three postures in accountability.

10.1 The Why and How of Debriefing
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

But What If…

10

Sometimes as we DEBRIEF, things don’t go…
smoothly. Let’s take a look at what happens in
DEBRIEF when things don’t go as planned. Here
are a few common issues that come up.

ISSUE #1: WHAT IF I FAIL TO
DO MY DO?
We’ve all been there. Sometimes we simply
forget to do our DO. Sometimes we intend to do
it, but life happens, and all of a sudden a week
has gone by and you realize you didn’t even think
about doing your DO!
Other times we make an attempt at DOing and
we don’t succeed. We don’t get to bed on time,
our schedule gets upended by a deadline at
work, or maybe we just chicken out because it
feels too scary.
So what do we do when we fail to do our DO?
No matter what the reason for failing to do our
DO, the important thing to remember is that
failure is part of it. We aren’t being graded on
how consistent we are with our DO. There are
no brownie points being awarded for successful
DOing. And God isn’t disappointed with you
when you fail.

This is hard for those of us who put a lot of stock
in our moral performance. And we come by it
honestly. We’ve been rewarded from childhood
for performing morally. We memorized the Bible
verses, we did all our chores, and we invited our
friends to youth group and church camp. All that
positive reinforcement we received for “being
good” encouraged us to keep doing what was
expected. But, there’s a flip side to it that some
of us have experienced: no one ever taught us
how to fail well.

Simply put, failing to do our DO is nothing more
and nothing less than a Kairos!
10.2 Debrief: But What If...
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To put it another way, we were rewarded for
doing well, but also punished or ignored for
failing. And that’s left a lot of us with a phobia of
failure. We fear it, and thus avoid it like the plague.
We can’t stand to admit it when we said we’d do
something and didn’t actually do it. Furthermore,
if “not failing” has become a part of our identity,
we will not know how to fail in a task without also
branding ourselves as a “failure” on an identity
level.
However, in discipleship to Jesus we have the
opportunity to learn how to fail without embracing
an identity of failure. We do this by treating a
failure as a Kairos, which means we treat it with
grace and truth, as well as with compassionate
curiosity. This is how we learn how to fail forward.
Jesus modeled this beautifully with Peter, whom
he often encouraged to not let himself be defined
by failure (Luke 22:32, John 21:15-19).
Recalling the way we contextualized the Grace
and Truth Matrix for DEBRIEF in the last article,
here is how each of the DEBRIEF options sound
when confronted with a failure to DO:
•

Hang out (Acquiesce): “That’s OK, you get
a pass. We all mess up sometimes!”

•

Call out (Attack): “Why can’t you figure
this out? How can we fix this?”

•

Check out (Avoid): “…” (Just don’t ask
about it. Skip the DEBRIEF step.)

•

Call in (Advocate): Treat it as a Kairos and
process it. “So what happened? What
prevented you from doing this? Was it a
lack of desire or a lack of know-how?”

ISSUE #2: WHAT IF I DO MY DO
AND NOTHING HAPPENS?
The second lurking fear we have as we DEBRIEF
is a fear of “nothing happening.” We had heard
from God, we had received some meaningful
good news that spoke to our bad news, and we
had expected AMAZING THINGS to happen
as we came up with some concrete plan of
response. But as we surrendered to God in our
obedience to his good news, we frankly didn’t
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notice anything significant happening.
We do our DO, and it’s unremarkable. Ordinary.
No spiritual fireworks or revelatory insights.
What’s up with that? “I did my part, God,” we say.
“Why don’t you hold up your end of the bargain!?”
This is really, really normal.
Remember we don’t come up with a DO in order
to “get God to do something.” In our DOing, we
give up control. Our DO is 100% surrender. So,
when we DO, we leave the results up to God.
•

DO isn’t a way to control God or get him to
do what we want.

•

DO isn’t how we fix what we think is wrong.

•

DO isn’t the way we manage our behavior
or that of others.

•

DO doesn’t secure God’s blessings.

It’s easy to fall into the trap of believing that our
obedience to God puts him in our debt. But God
doesn’t owe us anything in exchange for a DO
done in response to his good news. He is free,
and he wants us to be free as well!
So, if “nothing happened” in your DOing (as far
as you can tell), that’s perfectly fine. Our job is
to listen and respond, to hear and obey, to act
responsively to God’s voice in surrender. God
does with our obedience whatever he wants to.
Which brings up another important question to
ask when we think that “nothing happened” in our
DO: how do you know nothing has happened?
Just because you aren’t conscious of it doesn’t
necessarily mean nothing has happened. After
we eat a meal, we’re not always aware of all the
ways the food is affecting us, but that doesn’t
mean “nothing happened.” When we DO in
response to God’s voice, we can be confident
that God’s grace really is working in our lives,
even if we’re not aware of it.
So, as much as possible, leave the results up to
God. Allow him to do work in his time, even if you
aren’t conscious of an immediate benefit from
it. Don’t let this prevent you from DEBRIEFing!
FIND YOUR CENTER

Oftentimes amazing breakthroughs come on the
backend of processing a Kairos that came from
a failed DO or a DO where “nothing happened.”
If someone reports on their DO and says, “I did it,
and I can’t discern that anything happened,” just
affirm that God is always present and at work.
Cast vision for continuing to look for his activity.
Celebrate that whatever was done was done in
faith.

A FEW OTHER ISSUES TO PAY
ATTENTION TO
1. DOing can take you in a completely new
direction
Oftentimes we have an inkling of what God is up
to and what he’s doing, but in our DO we discern
some completely unrelated work going on. This
is very common. God will start where we’re at
(he meets us where we really are, remember?),
and he will take us someplace else. We aren’t in
control here. Roll with it, go with it, see where the
Spirit takes you. God is present and at work—he’s
actively leading and guiding the whole time.

So, they may be making plans they don’t really
want to DO. This was a common theme for me
(Matt) in my early days of leading cohorts. I had
this happen to me multiple times. I eventually
realized that I and the people I was discipling
were taking on what they ought to do rather than
owning and naming where they really were.
If people make plans and don’t do them, it may
be because they aren’t being honest with you (or
themselves) about where they really are.
3. Sometimes we set the bar too high on our
DOs.
Sometimes we fail in our DO because the plan we
made wasn’t manageable or measurable. It was
“too big” or “too vague” to actually accomplish or
measure. Pay attention to this as well.
A question for reflection: failure and control?
DEBRIEFing helps us confront our relationship to
failure and control.

2. What about repeated failing or excuses in
DOing?

We will learn to befriend failure as a place for
meeting with God; it’s the only way we can
cooperate with God’s grace in order to detach
our identity from our moral performance.

There may be a situation in which someone
repeatedly gives excuses or doesn’t follow
through with their DO. It happens over and over.
In situations like these, remember: it’s simply a
Kairos.

We will learn to give up our association of
obedience to God and control over our world and
those around us. As we DO without conditions
or strings attached we learn the easy yoke of
surrender and the uncontrolling ways of love.

Name it as your Kairos (telling the truth about
yourself): “I’m having a Kairos. I keep asking you
if you did your DO and you say no every time,
and I’m not sure how to help you. What do you
think that’s about?” It may be an indication that
in your processing with them, they aren’t really
getting down into their wants. Remember, in our
DISCERNing of bad news, we are discovering
what we really want.

Considering your life story, which is more difficult
for you: embracing failure or giving up control?
How do you know?

10.2 Debrief: But What If...

For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/debrief/
what-if/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON THREE

Practice
Debriefing
As with every practice of the Discipleship Wheel,
we learn it best by participating in it (they are
practices, after all, so we can never really learn
them by thinking about them).
So it’s time to practice DEBRIEFing. Here’s an
exercise:
Chances are, you are already in some kind of
accountable relationship with someone, even
if you aren’t actively discipling anyone right
now. Consider your closest relationships: your
spouse, kids, roommates, friends, colleagues,
church members, small group participants, etc.
This week, among those relationships, look for
opportunities to DEBRIEF. Here’s what it might
look like:
•

Move toward someone in a follow up/
checking in posture to be an advocate
for them (toward a spouse who said they
wanted to go to bed earlier, or a child who
was cleaning their room, or a colleague
who opened up to you about her concern
about her grandmother’s illness). How
does this change the way you have difficult
conversations?

10.3 Practice Debriefing
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•

Deal with the failure of someone who
is, in some sense, responsible to you (a
child who came home after curfew, an
employee who dropped the ball on an
important contract, a spouse who didn’t
say they were going to be late for dinner).

•

Make a phone call or schedule an
appointment with someone to intentionally
check in and check up on a previous
conversation.

•

If you have kids, notice your parenting: Are
you seeking to control your kids? Are you
incentivizing them to perform morally (thus
setting them up to fear failure)? What does
it look like to have meaningful constructive
conversations about persistent or ongoing
issues, instead of primarily seeking to
control their behavior or nag them about
their failures?

Notice this week how many opportunities you
have to engage in the practice of DEBRIEF with
others, and come to the group ready to share
and process what you noticed.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/debrief/
practice/
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?
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LESSON ONE

Discipleship
Wheel SelfEvaluation

11

Congratulations on finishing Gravity Leadership
Academy Journey 1: Find Your Center!

to evaluate your current competency in these 6
practices.

Before we move to the final meeting and what’s
next, we’ll pause to take inventory a bit. Since the
6 practices of the Discipleship Wheel are so key
to this way of being, and we never really “arrive”
in our ability to practice them, it will be helpful

This isn’t to make you feel bad (or good!),
and you aren’t being graded. It’s more of a
helpful checkup to notice where you are gaining
competency and where you still need to grow.

11.1 Discipleship Wheel Self-Evaluation
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Use the questions below to rate yourself in each
of the six practices and write down a Kairos that
emerges for you as you do this exercise. (Which
you can use the Discipleship Wheel to process!
See how that works?)

1. DETECT
How often do I recognize Kairos moments in my
life? Several times per day? Only when someone
asks me to think about it?

2. DIG
When I recognize a Kairos, what is my default
posture toward it? Do I calibrate compassionate
curiosity or do I judge it, blame others, fix, or
avoid it?
Do Kairos moments provoke real curiosity
from me? Am I genuinely curious about my and
others’ Kairoses? Am I growing in the patience
necessary to genuinely calibrate compassion
toward others?

•

Do I only notice the BIG stuff? Can I name
small, ordinary Kairoses as well?

•

Do I only notice EXTERNAL things (other
people, stuff that happens outside of me)?
Can I name internal (feelings, thoughts) as
well?

•

Do I only notice NEGATIVE or POSITIVE
stuff? Can I name ways God is both
challenging and affirming me?

How well do I calibrate grace and truth for
people, creating a Call-in culture? Do people
feel defensive because of my posture with them?
Or do they tend to relax and open up?

How long does it typically take me to recognize
a Kairos as a Kairos?

Based on the questions above, rate your ability
to DIG on a scale of 1-10.

•

•

For example, I may feel frustrated and
anxious about a conversation with my boss
for several days before realizing it’s a Kairos
that needs to be processed.
Alternatively, I may recognize it as a Kairos
right after the conversation.

How good am I at asking honest, open-ended
questions that unlock insight for myself and
others? Do my questions provoke increased
curiosity in those I speak to?

Which of the 5 C’s (Compassion, Curiosity,
Concrete, Courage, Connection) is most difficult
for me? How do I know? What are some ways to
train in this competency?

Based on the questions above, rate your ability
to recognize Kairos on a scale of 1-10.

Where do you need to develop and grow? List
ways where you want to grow in DETECTing
Kairos.

3. DISCERN (BAD NEWS)
How good am I at helping people identify bad
news in a gentle, non-condemning way?
Can I identify my own bad news readily? Do I
know how to name the idolatries and lies of my
own life and can I speak about them openly?
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Can I identify “the desire beneath the desire,”
helping myself and others find where Security,
Significance, and Belonging are at play?
Based on the questions above, rate your ability
to DISCERN on a scale of 1-10.

Based on the questions above, rate your ability
to DO on a scale of 1-10.

Reflect: Am I more comfortable with reactive
plans (responding to some cue or stimulus in a
new way) or proactive plans (doing something
regardless of what happens to you)?

4. DECLARE (GOOD NEWS)
How well can I hear/craft a personal, concrete
word of good news? A word FROM God, not
(merely) ABOUT God.
How comfortable am I “prophesying” words of
good news to others in a humble way?
Based on the questions above, rate your ability
to DECLARE on a scale of 1-10.

6. DEBRIEF
How well can I practice accountability with
others in a spirit of grace and truth?
Do my Kairoses tend to “spiral upward” as
I debrief them, or do they get lost after I do
something?
How intentional am I at debriefing regularly
with those I am discipling?

5. DO
Can I quickly imagine multiple ways to say
“yes” to good news that are measurable,
manageable, and meaningful?
Does my DOING feel like surrender and
freedom, or control and striving?
Am I seeing the fruit of the Spirit growing in my
life as a result of my DOING?
How well do I identify liturgical responses
(praise, thanksgiving, lament, etc.) to what God
is saying?

How do I handle failure during a debrief?
Based on the questions above, rate your ability
to DEBRIEF on a scale of 1-10.

What Kairos emerges for you as you engage in
this exercise? Come to your next meeting ready
to share and process.
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/next/selfevaluation/

Do I feel confident that I can lead people into
the difference between “Do as control” and “Do
as surrender”? How do I know?

11.1 Discipleship Wheel Self-Evaluation
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My Kairos
[DETECT]: From my life...

[DETECT]: From the article/exercise...

[DIG]: What I’m noticing is...

[DISCERN]: My bad news (the lie my body believes)...

[DECLARE]: My good news (who God is, who I am, what’s real)...

[DO]: My embodied response...

[DEBRIEF]: How did it go?

LESSON TWO

Final Group
Meeting

Congratulations on making it to the finish line of
Gravity Leadership Academy Journey 1: Find
Your Center!
People sometimes wonder why we named our
organization Gravity Leadership. In nature, gravity
is the phenomenon that brings stuff together,
acting an all objects, from atoms to galaxies.
We believe the gravity of the Christian life is the
love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ, and our
coaching and training is focused on helping
leaders root their lives and ministries more
strongly in the orienting center of God’s love. We
pray that this has been the case for you!

11

FINAL GROUP MEETING
INSTRUCTIONS
To prepare for your final group meeting, please
come ready to:

1. Share the most important breakthrough
for you during your time in GLA.

2. Share a word of encouragement for
everyone else in your cohort. (For
example, where have you seen them
grow? Where do you see God at work in
their life? Perhaps even a prophetic word
or a scripture that comes to mind.)

For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/next/finalcohort-meeting/

11.2 Final Group Meeting
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LESSON THREE

What’s Next?

Now that you’ve completed Gravity Leadership
Academy Journey 1: Find Your Center, where
do you go from here?

START A DISCIPLESHIP GROUP
If you haven’t done so yet, consider starting a
local discipleship group that uses the Gravity
Leadership Academy process.
What you’ve learned in GLA is meant to be shared
and multiplied, and leading others through the
process is the very best way to continue to
deepen your own learning and strengthen your
practice.
Because of your participation in GLA, you can
order workbooks for 20% off. You can order
copies of this workbook here:

11

In Find Your Center, you learned to set your
life and ministry revolving around the center
of gravity of God’s kingdom—a life of paying
attention to and participating in it. You learned
a pathway for an everyday spirituality rooted in
noticing and responding to God’s presence.
We’ll take that strong center of gravity to which
you oriented yourself in Find Your Center (a
centripetal force), and begin to help you extend
its influence outward toward those around you
(a centrifugal force): your family, your neighbors,
your friends, and those you lead.
This isn’t about adding extra burdens to an
already-too-busy life. This is about learning to live
ONE life on mission with God. You’ll learn to go
from trying to do life AND mission to living a life
OF mission.

https://gravityleadership.com/workbooks40

To find out more, watch the video invitation and
check out the enrollment page:

JOIN JOURNEY 2: ESTABLISH YOUR
ORBIT

gravityleadership.com/establish-your-orbit/

We also invite you to enroll in Gravity Leadership
Academy Journey 2: Establish Your Orbit. It’s
10 more months of coaching and training that
follows directly from Find Your Center.
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OTHER WAYS TO STAY CONNECTED
If Journey 2 isn’t in the cards for you, there
are other ways to stay connected to Gravity
Leadership as well.
Make sure you’re getting our weekly emails
(gravityleadership.com/join), where we link to
new content and curated articles for leaders.

BOOK A WORKSHOP
One of the best ways to create a sense of
traction and momentum in your church is to
bring in an outside voice for a special event. We’d
love to partner with you in this way by bringing a
live workshop to your church.
Our workshops are engaging and fun to
participate in, because we focus on reallife training, not just teaching. In other words,
you DO STUFF and get feedback instead of just
listening to us talk.
Check out our workshops at:
gravityleadership.com/workshops

BOOK A BOOT CAMP
One of the things we hear often in our coaching
cohorts and live events is that there is a need
to train not just pastors but people in the pews.
Not just leaders but everyday Christians who are
trying to discern how to lead small groups, lead
their families well and simply live on mission in
their everyday life.
Gravity Leadership Boot Camps are a response to
this need. They’re one-day training sessions that
are open to the “everyday people” in churches
who are wanting to grow in discipleship, mission,
and leadership.

30 DAYS TO KICKSTART YOUR LIFE
ON MISSION
This is an online course you can check out at:
gravityleadership.com/kickstart-mission

PREACHING FOR TRANSFORMATION
Preaching For Transformation is an online
workshop and coaching course. Check it out at:
g rav i t y l e a d e rs h i p.c o m /p re a c h i n g-fo rtransformation/

BESPOKE CONSULTING
We can come and work with you and your
church specifically to help you find a discipleship
process that works.
Fill out the form at:
gravityleadership.com/consulting
or talk to your coach if you’re interested in having
us come out to work with you and your church.
Also, if you have other ideas, talk with your coach,
or email us at:
gravityleadership.com/contact
We want Gravity Leadership to be a community
of leaders who are encouraging one another as
we learn to lead like Jesus, live on mission, and
make disciples.
Grace and peace!
For more resources, visit this lesson online:
https://gravityleadership.com/gla1/next/whatsnext/

See more info on our Boot Camps at:
gravityleadership.com/bootcamps

11.3 What’s Next?
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