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			Wow. Just wow! Michelle, you didn’t know what you were signing up for when you said “I do” thirty-three years ago. Thank you for your blind faith. Or your naivete. But certainly for your support. People who know me well know what you have to deal with. All are impressed and amazed by your character, strength, and perseverance. Rightly so.

			Adam, Alex, and Jacob, you had no choice in this arrangement. Well, maybe you did on a spiritual plane. We really don’t know. You were born into this. Each of you arrived as an open window to the wisdom of the ages, and you’ve generously let the light shine through. I’ve learned so much from you. Go figure.

			Thank you for allowing me to tag along as you’ve encountered life’s story and for giving my own story added shape and depth in the process.
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			Before You Even Get Started

			Alex snuck quietly into the church and removed the cover from the grand piano. He had been eyeing up the instrument since it had been installed five years prior. Very few people in the parish, certainly none of the staff or volunteers who were mingling about that afternoon, knew he had been taking lessons for eleven years. Knowing him only as the kid who sat on the sanctuary steps during Mass as a toddler, and the always-smiling server who could be counted on week in and week out throughout his youth, they had no idea what a gifted musician he had become. Odd how we do that to each other, isn’t it? How we miss each other’s gifts because we’ve already defined them?

			In the dark corner of the church, Alex opened the piano’s top with the confidence of someone who had done it a hundred times before. He stretched his long fingers and played a few soft scales. Once comfortable with the instrument, he began playing a rich, embodied “Clair de Lune” that infused the entire church with fresh breath. Time paused to create space for unexpected music. Father Paul emerged from his office to follow the sound, with four staff members and three volunteers trailing behind. They stood in the back of the church, unable to make out the shadow behind the piano. When he finished, they expressed appreciation with a smattering of applause.

			Alex immediately uncorked the real reason he came to the church that afternoon. Pushing back the bench and standing at the keys, he ripped into a perfect rendition of Billy Joel’s “Piano Man.” A few among the gathered assembly shifted uncomfortably. Was this appropriate in a church? They weren’t quite sure how to respond. Standing in an entrance on the other side, I held my breath, both proud of and nervous for my son. 

			Father Paul knew exactly what to do. “Bravo!” he shouted across the nave. “Bravo!” He moved closer to see the identity of the pianist. “Alex? Is that you, Alex? I had no idea you were so gifted! Thank you for sharing that with us!” 

			That’s the closest Alex ever got to rebelling against the Church. Until he quietly left. 

			Alex is a bright guy. I’m not talking about your garden-variety-advanced-algebra brightness. Sure, he might not know how to fix the lawnmower. Come to think of it, I’m not sure he knows how to use the lawnmower. Maybe that’s not fair. Maybe. But intellectually he breathes rare air. He understands things like binary asteroids and how to calculate the orbital trajectory of Jupiter’s moons. I don’t know why anyone would need to know that, but he does. 

			He also understands people. I mean, he really gets them. Alex has amazing social intelligence, which strikes me as a bit surprising for a space geek whose leading passions, even as an adult, are Lego and Star Wars. Music, science, humanity—it all comes naturally to Alex. But the one thing Alex doesn’t understand in spite of an immersive upbringing is organized religion. As Alex went through high school and college, he still loved the parish and loved the people, but he grew increasingly disenchanted with organized religion in general, which he accused of hypocrisy and exclusion. I tried reframing hypocrisy as the human condition and exclusion as tribalism, but Alex wouldn’t bite. 

			When I shared the title of this book with him, I was shocked at how vehemently he objected. I had thought his passions for faith had waned to nary a whisper. Boy, was I wrong! “Just stop,” he said. “Before you even get started, just stop. Jesus is not a dweeb!” The more he talked, the more animated he became. He was adamant about protecting the image and reputation of his very good friend, Jesus. 

			“That’s the point,” I countered. “Jesus seeks to live, breathe, work through, and be present in every person, no exceptions.” I added the no exceptions part to appeal to his millennial sense of radical inclusion. It did get him to pause. For a moment.

			“But he would not wear socks with sandals,” he insisted.

			I wrote the stories in this book to emphasize how human Jesus is and how sacred humans are. I fear we are losing connection with both sides of that equation. Religion doesn’t make sense to a lot of people anymore because we’ve created this false divide between Christ and humanity, seeing them as separate rather than as a common union—many parts, one body. 

			The stories in this book are divided into sections because it helps the content seem organized and the reader feel oriented. In truth, life has a way of unfolding both sequentially and randomly, often at the same time. It’s seldom tidy. Some structure is helpful; much of it is arbitrary. In this book, it’s mostly inconsequential. If you’re the type of person who sticks to your grocery list, start at the front and read straight through. It’ll feel more comfortable for you. If, however, you’re more inclined to wander aimlessly and let surprising things fall into your shopping cart, go nuts and approach it like a book of poems you open willy-nilly. There are no rubrics here. Thanks be to God.

		

	
		
			Wisdom

		

	
		
			Go, Mennonite Guy!

			The Mennonite guy has the best tomatoes. Normally, I’m not a big fan of the ol’ love apples. Unless I’m squeezing them from a bottle onto a burger or spooning them spiced over pasta, I’m typically not interested. But the optics of the Mennonite guy’s tomatoes are irresistible. They are metaphors for something, everything, that is or can be right in the world. My weekly stroll past the stand he tends with his ruddy-cheeked daughters is a favorite Farmers Market ritual for me. These earnest, sincere people with those amazing tomatoes have the power to stop time.

			Directly across from the Mennonite guy is a stand run by a throwback hippie couple selling organic vegetables. They are rare gems of a different sort, with an unwavering dedication to ideals long since abandoned by most of their generation. They pay a price for their convictions, however. Their bounty is not as robust as the high-yield farmers. They offer more root vegetables, such as leeks, radishes, and carrots, giving their display a more earthy tone. I love their soft-spoken, gentle conversation and unassuming smiles. 

			I relish the moment each Saturday morning when I occupy the poetic space between the Mennonite guy and the hippie couple. They come from vastly different worlds yet have so much in common. It’s a fascinating human harmony of contrasts and synergies. Both are rooted in bygone eras, clinging religiously to their values and resisting what the world thinks of as progress. Go, Mennonite guy and his ruddy-cheeked daughters! Go, hippie couple! Although I know neither of them, I am so thankful for both of them. Secretly, I envy their convictions and honor their values, even as I choke on the hypocrisy of my own unwillingness to give up ESPN or cheese curds. 

			These are but two stands in the sea of diversity that has become my local Farmers Market. The rows of white awnings shade a potpourri of humanity created in God’s image and likeness: extended Hmong families, Native Americans, Indian immigrants, and Hispanic Americans all peppered among Euro-American old-timers who’ve farmed in the area for generations. 

			Flowing shoulder-to-shoulder, a lazy river of folk in all shapes, sizes, ages, and colors meanders from stand to stand. They continuously get in each other’s way, clogging arteries with neighborly conversation and tripping over strollers. No one seems to mind. No one is in a hurry as they sip coffee and eat spring rolls. This is the poetry of the Farmers Market. It renews my spirit and inspires my belief in humanity. It also leaves me wondering why we can’t live like this all the time. If thousands of people with diverse histories and stories can crowd together each week in a downtown Farmers Market, what stops us from doing so elsewhere and always? 

			This may be the closest thing I know to actually being church beyond the Church. It’s a common humanity, void of pretension, each person created as a unique self-portrait of the Creator, and all gathered by a common need to be nourished. At the end of the day, the Mennonite guy, the hippie couple, and the Catholic deacon-dad standing between them have nothing and everything in common. Can we carry the spirit of the Farmers Market beyond the market? If not, the experience has been diminished. Can we carry the spirit of church beyond the Church? If not, the experience has been diminished.

			Pollsters and Prophets

			The doorbell rang. I took a deep breath and held it a bit before letting it out slowly. Earlier in the day I had spotted a couple of young men in white short-sleeved dress shirts and black ties a few blocks over. They looked like copier repairmen but happier, with more of a sense of purpose. On a Saturday morning, this could only mean one thing—doorbell evangelists hitting the bricks to save souls. I reminded myself to have an open heart. After all, who couldn’t use a good soul saving once in a while? 

			When I answered the door, I was surprised and confused by the sight of a young man wearing jeans and an unbuttoned flannel shirt over a plain black t-shirt. He had not come to recruit me to join him among the chosen who will escape the raging fires of an eternal hell. Not at all. He was taking a survey with just one question. Without glancing at his clipboard, he looked straight at me and asked, “Are you better off today than you were four years ago?” Oh great, I thought, a campaign volunteer disguised as a pollster. I’d rather chew glass for ten minutes. But he was standing on the front step of my home, where two of the house rules are unconditional positive regard and radical hospitality. I would smile warmly and engage.

			“Let’s see…am I better off?” I repeated his question while looking skyward and stroking my graying beard. “I’ve learned a lot in the past four years. I’ve suffered some and grown from it. My spirituality is stronger, so, yes, I am better off.”

			Silence. He just stood there and looked at me. 

			Of course, I knew what he had been driving at. It’s a question that has been posed every election cycle since Ronald Reagan asked it way back in 1980. Regardless of the incumbent party or the condition of the economy, every challenger asks it with the presumption that we all believe our lives are getting progressively worse and it’s an incumbent politician’s fault. And now I was being asked it again. Am I better off than I was four years ago? This question has been asked so often over the last forty years that we have come to accept it as a litmus test for deciding how to use our voting power.

			As I stood on my doorstep and looked at the perplexed young man, it occurred to me that this question is exactly opposite from the famous John F. Kennedy inaugural quote in 1961: “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.” In those days, a time many remember with naively romantic nostalgia, we as a culture lived from the inside-out. We were encouraged to ponder what we could each do to serve the greater good of all. But something happened in the twenty years that followed, so that by 1980 we were living from the outside-in, asking ourselves not what we could do for one another in the broader community but rather what the broader community had done for us. Am I better off?

			We had transitioned from the servant ethic to the master ethic, from a belief that the community should benefit from me to a belief that I should benefit from the community. It’s a transition from a production ethos to a consumer ethos. And not only have we applied it to our politics, but as a culture we have also applied it to our faith.

			A while ago when I was visiting with a group of high school students, the issue of Mass attendance came up. “I don’t go to church,” one of the students offered, “because there’s nothing there for me.” Others nodded in agreement. “And my parents don’t go either,” someone else chimed in, “because they don’t get anything out of it.”

			Indeed, the consumer ethic is rooted in at least two generations. As a culture, we seem to have become reticent to invest ourselves in anything that does not promise a direct and immediate personal benefit.

			Back in 1961, when Catholics crowded into churches every Sunday morning for a Mass that was offered in Latin via a very low-grade sound system, they thumbed their rosary beads, murmured devotions, and mostly stole glances at their watches. But still they came. Perhaps many were driven by a fear of hell, a sense of Sunday obligation, or a desire to adhere to social expectations, but seeded in those shadowy motivations was a sense of humility, an acknowledgment that my life is but one piece of a larger picture. They came from a culture in which the preferred (if not always practiced) social and moral disposition included a servant ethic. The questions JFK was asking each American to ponder were What gifts do I have to offer? not What are you doing for me? And What can I give? not What am I getting?

			Faith isn’t retail and Christianity isn’t Amazon Prime. The gospel makes it pretty clear that true disciples are not bargain hunters, hoping to get something for the lowest possible cost. That’s the disposition James and John—two apostles Jesus loved very much—brought to him when they were arguing over who Jesus favored more. They wanted to get something for themselves—a choice seat at a metaphorical banquet table. They were in it for their own benefit. “You don’t understand,” Jesus tells them. “Can you drink from the cup that I drink? None of this is about serving the self.” In fact, Jesus goes on to tell them and us whoever wishes to be great among you will be your servant. Whoever wishes to be first among you will be slave of all. For the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve (Mt 20:26–28).

			This is hard stuff. This Christianity business is tough, and I sure wish I were a lot better at it. But if we take it seriously, we need to embrace the idea of living from the inside-out. If the litmus test for our lives is Am I better off? then we’re not getting it at all. It is far better that we ask Who is better off because of me?

			Loving Nerds on Mondays

			In the brilliant 1985 movie The Breakfast Club, five high school kids are required to serve detention on Saturday in their large suburban school library. This premise messes up my entire notion of heaven and hell. When I was sixteen, I would have seen the idea of spending an entire Saturday in the library as cruel and eternal punishment, but forty years later the idea strikes me as heavenly bliss. What changed? 

			Each of the movie’s primary characters arrives wearing a mask of superiority. One thinks she is better than the others because she’s super popular and comes from a wealthy family. Another because he’s a star athlete who works hard in pursuit of goals. The third believes he’s better because he’s academically gifted and smarter than the rest. The fourth, who society would label a burnout, thinks he’s superior because he is more authentic and comes from the real world. He postures himself as cooler, tougher, and having a better grip on the world beyond the falsehoods of high school. And finally, there’s an aloof girl who observes everyone from a distance with the superior air of a theater critic. They’re thrown together in the library for the day and told they each need to write a paper on the topic “Who am I?”

			It’s sort of what life as a whole is like when you think about it.
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