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Scribes of the kingdom who have brought
us treasures, old and new

MATTHEW 13:52
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When Jesus was asked what the greatest of all the commandments was, he quoted from the book of Deuteronomy: “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first commandment” (Matthew 22:37-38). In other words, the most important thing a human being does is to love God.

Do you remember mood rings? These were popular a long time ago. They changed color according to the mood of the wearer. (It was actually according to body temperature, but the sellers tried to pass it off as a mood change, and they made a lot of money; even some of mine.) What if someone made “love of God” rings that indicated the level of love the wearer feels for God? And what if everyone had to wear them? If dark blue was the color that indicated no love for God, and light blue was the color that indicated overflowing love for God, I imagine that a lot of people we see on the streets would have somewhat darkened rings on their fingers—and a lot of those people would even be Christians. To be honest, my own “love of God” ring would have been a rather washed-out blue had it not been for my good fortune. Thanks to God, I became the Forrest Gump of the Christian world.

MANY MARVELOUS MENTORS

In the movie Forrest Gump, the main character, Forrest, is an ordinary—somewhat challenged—man whose life is nothing special except that he has a good heart. Along the way, this “nobody” meets a lot of “somebodies.” Forrest is an accidental bystander who stumbles into some of history’s greatest moments (Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech) and greatest people (several U.S. presidents, celebrities, innovators). When I look back on my life, I feel like Forrest. I came from a Christmas-and-Easter-only Methodist family, and did not actually become a Christ-follower until my senior year of high school. I liked sports, pretty girls and Jesus—in that order. I was utterly average academically. I was literally three hundredth in a graduating class of six hundred. Not something to jazz up a resumé.

During my freshman year of college at a state university where I was playing sports and still pursuing pretty girls, Jesus began moving up the list. By the second semester he took over the top spot in my heart, so I decided to transfer to a Christian college. I chose a school called Friends University (I assumed they would be friendly at least) in Wichita, Kansas. I was an average student attending a small school in an out-of-the-way town, with no idea of what the future would hold. All I knew was that my yearning to know God was growing each passing day.

I did not know who Richard J. Foster was, or that he had written one of the most significant Christian books in the last hundred years (Celebration of Discipline). All I knew was that I had a class with him on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 10:30-12:00. He was unlike anyone I had ever known. He was really smart, but also funny. He loved to laugh, and he knew God in a way unlike anyone I had ever met—like he was a friend. He would teach me ways to know the God he knew.

Years later a mutual friend told me that Richard had been praying for a student to come along in whom he could invest his life and wisdom, and that apparently, not long after meeting me, he told this friend I was the one God had chosen for this Paul-and-Timothy-like mentoring. All I knew was that Richard was giving me additional reading assignments, praying with me, allowing me to babysit for him and his wife, and taking me on trips where he was speaking. It was during those personal times that I learned the most from him.

During my senior year, Richard connected me to Henri Nouwen, the great spiritual writer, as I was trying to decide which seminary to attend. At Henri’s suggestion I applied to Yale Divinity School, and I got in. (Obviously, I had improved academically.) After seminary I served as a pastor in a local church, got married to Meghan, the prettiest and most down-to-earth girl I have ever seen (thank you, Jesus), learned some about how to lead a church, and found out quickly that being a pastor is really difficult. The one primary mission for a pastor should be to make disciples, but there are a thousand other pressing needs, problems and agendas that easily throw us off-track. Thankfully, my long association with Richard kept me focused on staying grounded in my own spiritual life.

A few years later I took a job teaching alongside Richard in the religion department at Friends University. While working as a professor I had another Forrest moment: a man named Rich Mullins, a famous Christian recording artist (he wrote and recorded “Awesome God” and “Step by Step”), took one of my classes. Having Rich in a class about God was like having Einstein in your math class—I was intimidated. But we became close friends, and eventually he lived in the attic apartment of our home for a little over two years. Through Rich I met Brennan Manning (author of The Ragamuffin Gospel). Brennan would also become a mentor and friend, and perhaps no one has taught me more about the love of God than he.

In 1987 Richard Foster invited me to help him build and launch a Christian spiritual renewal ministry called RENOVARÉ. He told me the name he had chosen for this ministry one day while eating a plate of spaghetti. No one could say the name or knew what it meant. We would spend the next twenty years, along with some other amazing men and women, traveling across the country leading conferences, retreats and seminars in an attempt to help people learn how to live a deeper, more balanced life with God. Some people thought we were “New age” because of our funny name and because Richard used foreign terms like contemplation and social justice, and sometimes we were even picketed. Oh, the joys of serving Jesus!

Through Richard and RENOVARÉ, I met Dr. Dallas Willard (author of The Divine Conspiracy), who teaches philosophy at the University of Southern California. I have never known anyone as brilliant as Dallas. He, like Richard, is a true disciple of Jesus. In 1994 Dallas invited me to coteach a class with him at Fuller Seminary in the doctor of ministry program. I accepted, and went on to teach that class with him for ten years. The class met for eight hours a day for two weeks each summer. I was just a glorified teaching assistant; Dallas taught 90 percent of the class. This meant that I was able to sit and listen to him teach for about seven hours a day over the course of ten days—about seventy hours. And I did this for ten years, which means I have heard Dallas teach on God, the kingdom of God, the Bible, the spiritual disciplines and life in general for over seven hundred hours!

Some of the finest teachers have poured their lives and their teaching into me, a nobody from nowhere, and I am most blessed. I suppose that is the way Christianity has worked from the beginning. Jesus took twelve nobodies on a three-year camping trip and invested his life in them because he believed in them. The influence of all of these people—Richard, Henri, Rich, Brennan and Dallas—on me is so strong that I am not sure I have any ideas that were not shaped by theirs. Their fingerprints are all over the book you are holding. I have studied all of their books, listened to their sermons, songs and lectures on tapes and CDs, but I can honestly say that it has been the one-on-one time spent with each of them that has influenced me the most. The long hikes with Richard, letters exchanged with Henri, nightlong discussions with Rich Mullins, lingering dinners with Brennan and ice-cream-eating sessions with Dallas (he likes vanilla—who orders plain vanilla?) are deeply imbedded into my soul.

HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE

This book is the culmination of twenty-five years of learning from these great men. In particular, the idea for this book started soon after I began working with Dallas. He kept talking about the need to create “a curriculum for Christlikeness” for individuals and churches. His blueprint for such a curriculum can be found in the ninth chapter of his great book The Divine Conspiracy. Even as he was developing that chapter, I kept pressing him with the question, “Can this really be done, Dallas?” He would say, “Yes, of course.” Then I would ask, “Why don’t you do it?” and he would say each time, “Because I think you should do it, Jim.”

No pressure.

In 1998 I began creating a curriculum based on Dallas’s simple blueprint for a course in learning to live as Jesus taught us to live. In 2003 I went to the church leadership board of the church where I attend (Chapel Hill United Methodist Church, Wichita, Kansas) and asked them if I could invite some people in the church to go through this curriculum with me. They eagerly agreed, and the first year I led twenty-five people through the thirty-week course. Midway through that year I began to suspect that Dallas was right all along. Genuine transformation into the character of Christ really is possible.

Since that time I have led another seventy-five people through it, and the results have always been the same: significant life change. In church, spouses come up to me and say, “What are you doing to my husband—he is a different person! He is more patient and more attentive to our whole family than ever before. I don’t know what is going on, but you can be sure I am taking the course next year.” In addition, this curriculum has been used by high school students in youth groups and college students on campus. When people ask me who the target audience is for this material, I always say, “Anyone who longs for change—young or old, new Christian or mature Christian, male or female, it doesn’t matter.”

THE BEGINNING OF A SERIES

The book you have in your hand is the first book in The Apprentice Series, which along with two other books form a “curriculum for Christlikeness.” The aim of this first book is to help people discover the God Jesus revealed.

Each chapter deals with false concepts and the true one, namely, the narrative of Jesus. Each chapter also contains a soul-training exercise to help imbed the narrative of Jesus more deeply into our minds, bodies and souls. These exercises are not meant to make you more religious or impress God. They are meant to help you see and understand the world as Jesus did. At the end of the chapter there is a page that highlights the main ideas in the chapter. Throughout each chapter are questions that can be used for individual reflection or group interaction and discussion.

This book is titled The Good and Beautiful God because the focus is on the character of God and how we move into a life of intimacy with God. The second book in The Apprentice Series is titled The Good and Beautiful Life, which introduces the reader to the kingdom of God and focuses on our inward character, dealing specifically with the vices that cause ruin: anger, lust, lying, worry, judging others and so on. Following the Sermon on the Mount, this second book will look at the narratives behind these character flaws (for example, What are the narratives that lead to anger?) and will replace those narratives with Jesus’ narratives about life in the kingdom of God. As with this book, each chapter will contain an exercise that is aimed at helping imbed the proper narrative into our souls.

The third book in this series is titled The Good and Beautiful Community. The focus of this book is to help us learn how to live as apprentices of Jesus in our ordinary, everyday lives. How do I live out Jesus’ kingdom vision in my family? What impact will my life with God have on my life at work? In what ways can I, as a Christ-follower, change the world I live in? What will loving my enemies and blessing those who curse me look like in my daily life? Ultimately it all comes down to this: “the only thing that counts is faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6), at home, at work, in our community and on our planet.

But it all starts with knowing the God Jesus knows, and loving God with every fiber of your being. This is the spring and the foundation of the other two books, and in fact the entire Christian life. This may be the only book you read in this series, and if so, I pray that somehow your “love of God” ring brightens.


How to Get the Most out of This Book
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This book is intended to be used in the context of a community—a small group, a Sunday school class, or a few friends gathered in a home or coffee shop. Working through this book with others greatly magnifies the impact. If you go through this on your own, only the first four suggestions below will apply to you. No matter how you use it, I am confident that God can and will accomplish a good work in you.

1. Prepare. Find a journal or notebook with blank pages.

You will use this journal to answer the questions sprinkled throughout each chapter and for the reflections on the soul-training experience found at the end of each chapter.

2. Read. Read each chapter thoroughly.

Try not to read hurriedly, and avoid reading the chapter at the last minute. Start reading early enough in the week so that you have time to digest the material.

3. Do. Complete the weekly exercise(s).

Engaging in exercises related to the content of the chapter you have just read will help deepen the ideas you are learning and will begin to mold and heal your soul. Some of the exercises will take more time to complete than others. Be sure to leave plenty of time to do the exercise before your group meeting. You want to have time not only to do the exercise but also to do the written reflections.

4. Reflect. Make time to complete your written reflections.

In your journal go through the questions posed throughout and at the end of each chapter. This will help you clarify your thoughts and crystallize what God is teaching you. It will also help with the next part.

5. Interact. Come to the group time prepared to listen and to share.

Here is where you get a chance to hear and learn from others’ experiences and insights. If everyone takes time to journal in advance, the conversation in the group time will be much more effective. People will be sharing from their more distilled thoughts, and the group time will be more valuable. It is important to remember that we should listen twice as much as we speak! But do be prepared to share. The other group members will learn from your ideas and experiences.

6. Encourage. Interact with each other—outside of group time.

One of the great blessings technology brings is the ease with which we can stay in touch. It is a good idea to send an encouraging e-mail to at least two others in your group between meeting times. Let them know you are thinking of them, and ask how you can pray for them. This will strengthen relationships and deepen your overall experience. Building strong relationships is a key factor in making your experience a success.
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