
 

 

 



 

 



Praise for 
REMODELED 

 

“Berry Simpson is one of my favorite Christ-followers of all time.  In 

ascending order of importance, he's been a successful businessman, 

transformational public servant, committed church member, godly fa-

ther, passionate husband, and sold-out disciple of Jesus.  He's also been 

a dear and trusted friend of mine for three decades.  Each of his books 

has inspired and challenged me, but Remodeled is his most engaging 

yet.  Each story will live in your spirit long after you turn the page; the 

questions he asks will prompt soul-searching and Christ-seeking.  Along 

the way, the Master Carpenter will remodel your soul.” 

 James C. Denison, Ph.D. 

 President, Denison Forum on Truth and Culture 

 

“Berry brings into focus the scripture of our lives with its transforming 

power to change common spaces into sacred spaces. As I read about 

Berry's life, God began to talk to me about my life.” 

 Jeff Andrechyn 

 Captain US Airways 

 Director, Expeditions of the Heart 

 

 “If you have ever lived in a home being remodeled, you know how dis-

concertingly dusty and disarrayed it can be. It seems like it takes forever - 

but there is a goal: new smelling remodeled comfortably livable space 

you will call home. Berry Simpson's "Remodeled - Stories from a 

changed heart" reflects a journey through the personal remodel of his life 

by the master builder God himself. The book is an exciting, delightful, 

dramatic, ecstatic, thrilling, chilling, funny and happy look over the 

shoulder of the author into his private life experiences and lessons 

learned. It contains real stories from a real life, lived in a real world with 

real gut wrenching observations about how God goes about "remodeling" 

one’s life over a lifetime. If you dive a pickup truck, you will enjoy this 

book. If you have ever built a house, you will relate. If you've ever gotten 

mad over something petty, have fond memories of your grandpar-

ents, served on the city council, wanted the best for those you love, ques-

tioned yourself or questioned God - I mean really questioned God, this 

book is for you. Based on Ephesians 3:17-19, Simpson deconstructs the 



passage into small relevant phrases that impact one’s faith, life, purpose 

and who the believer is becoming in Christ. Berry Simpson is a great 

hold-your-attention winsome writer, but more than that he is a real-deal 

Believer. That makes "Remodeled - Stories from a changed heart" a real-

deal profitable read. You will like it, tweet it, mark it up and find yourself 

suggesting it to others, it's that good I promise.” 

 John Garner 

 recreationandsportsministry.com 

 lifepointcoaching@wordpress.com 

 

"Remodeled is transparent and generous. Berry Simpson shares his par-

ticular stories, but since he's human, they're quite a bit like your stories 

and mine. He doesn't flinch at the embarrassing parts or look away from 

the uncomfortable, so he provides cover to think honestly about our own 

selves. And as he studies his life with hope, wonder and gratitude, he 

offers inspiration to examine the signs of God's remodeling work in our 

lives."  

 Marv Knox 

 Editor, Baptist Standard 

 

“When I read Remodeled I found myself doing a Bible study. I put 

aside the book several times to examine my own life. I learned that I 

had, over the past decades, turned it into a castle of my own design. 

     The Lord used Berry to have me step outside my creation to see that 

the design was not of the Lord, but mine. My heart was right with God 

but not yet molded into what he wanted to do with it. My ministry, caring 

for orphans in Kenya, sharing of the Good News, encouraging Christian 

runners to be more open to share Jesus as they ran their miles, now had 

a new headquarters! I clearly saw the need to allow Jesus to remodel my 

heart to better serve Him! 

    I can only imagine how long I might have gone wasting valuable spir-

itual time if I had not read this mighty message from Berry....Thank You 

Lord for using this book to not only help Rrrick - but other Christians in 

need of this basic and powerful message." 

 Rrrick Karampatsos 

 Author, Heading Toward The Finish Line 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 My first book, Running with God, was a collection of stories 

describing my thirty years as a runner and follower of God. 

 I was a senior in college when I began running in June 1978, 

at first to win the heart of a girl, then for fitness, and eventually for 

mental escape. Along the way, I learned to enjoy the time alone 

inside my head, and found my most creative and deepest thoughts 

and insights came while I was running. 

 It was also during my college years when I first started growing 

as a follower of Jesus. I joined a systematic discipleship program 

which depended primarily on Bible study, scripture memory, and 

mentoring. As an engineering student, the structure fit me well, 

and it helped me move from the faith of my parents and grand-

parents into a faith of my own. 

 Over time, running and discipleship merged until my daily 

runs became spiritual sessions. This was not something I expected 

to happen, but something I’ve enjoyed and benefited from, even 

depended on, for over thirty-four years and 36,000 miles. 

 My second book, Retreating with God, was full of stories 

about backpacking in the Guadalupe Mountains of west Texas. I 

started backpacking to get away and commune with God. Feeding 

my heart on mountain trails became a constant process of step-

ping deeper into my relationship with God, and gave me a better 

understanding of my love for my wife, Cyndi. 

 This third book, Remodeled, is a continuation of that journey, 

and it is full of stories from my changed heart. In fact, I’ve 

changed more than I thought I needed to. Having grown up in 

church among a devout and faithful Christian family, I assumed if 

my heart needed changing it would be only small increments. Yet 



REMODELED 

2 

 

I’ve seen Jesus do extensive remodeling to my heart. Not the easy 

way, as with a few flicks of the wrist like a Transformer toy, but 

through everyday experiences. These stories describe how Jesus 

tore down walls to enlarge my heart, opening my life to trust his 

love and grace. 

 I’m asking you to join me on this journey of remodeling. I 

hope my stories remind you of your own stories, and help you see 

how your own life intersects with scripture. I hope that you’ll let 

Jesus remodel your heart into his home. The process will be 

messy and dusty and, like all remodeling projects, take longer than 

you expected. But it will be worth it. I pray that Christ will be 

more and more at home in your heart, living within you, as you 

trust in him. 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER ONE 

OPENING 

 

Sacred Space 

 Monday was our twenty-ninth anniversary, so Cyndi and I 

took our lawn chairs and a Subway oven-roasted chicken sandwich 

on toasted wheat bread, baked chips, and Diet Cokes, and had a 

happy-anniversary picnic in our new dining room, which was still 

concrete and two-by-fours. Later we shared the ear buds on my 

iPod and danced our first dance in our new living room to Shelby 

Lynn singing “I Only Want to Be with You.” It was a sweet mo-

ment. 

 We were building a new house, our first attempt at such a 

project, and during construction we drove to the site every day to 

take pictures and check on progress. Really, what we were doing 

was trying to help this house grow. We had contributed dreams 

and imagination and experience to the design, not unlike contrib-

uting DNA to a baby, and now we were determined to watch as 

much of the progress as possible. 

 After weeks, it finally looked like a real house instead of a 

maze of wood and concrete and cross-bracing. It was satisfying to 

walk through and remember the drawings that Cyndi and I 

worked on for three months. It was a little scary, too, to realize 

that skilled craftsmen were turning our napkin sketches into two-

by-fours and plywood and concrete. We just hoped we hadn’t 

designed something stupid and everyone had been smiling and 

nodding all this time, waiting for us to wake up to reality. 

 Our paper floor plans were theoretical, all about hopes and 

dreams and ideas of how we’d actually use the space in the future 

years. Seeing the unfinished doors and framed walls that had been 
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mere drawings was amazing. For months we’d moved walls 

around on paper, debating the best place to hang our coats, or put 

our computer and printer, or watch TV. Now we could actually 

begin to imagine living inside and entertaining friends. 

 Watching the construction reminded me of a time early in my 

engineering career when I designed my first tank battery for a 

newly drilled oil well. I was so happy to see the actual tanks, pip-

ing, and circulating pumps, just the way I drew them with drafting 

triangles and compass! I drove up to the battery when no one else 

was with me to walk around and put my hands on the pipes, feel-

ing their reality, their density, and the molecules that had once 

been only a concept. The metamorphosis from design on paper 

to steel on the ground made me happy. It made me feel accom-

plished and manly. 

 Cyndi and I based much of our life—the actual pattern of how 

we lived and slept and worked and loved—on the layout of our 

house. When we bought our first house on Whittle Way Street in 

1982, I was only twenty-six and Cyndi was twenty-four. We had a 

two-year-old son, Byron, and a second baby on the way. We 

hadn’t been a family long enough to have established patterns of 

our own, so the house we bought shaped us more than we shaped 

it. But now, with this new house, we had the opportunity to do the 

shaping.  

 I expected to develop a relationship with these rooms. I ex-

pected them to become knowledgeable witnesses to our dreams. I 

expected the shape of this house to shape my future life and be-

havior, even guard my identity and help me remember who I am. 

Maybe I’d write a book sitting in this very room I was standing in. 

Maybe we’d sit with close friends in that other room, watching a 

great movie and talking about our lives. Maybe Cyndi would stand 

in the kitchen, cooking S’mores with grandchildren and creating 
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lifelong memories. Maybe I’d chase Cyndi into that room, and 

that one, and all the rooms. Maybe someone in our family would 

live awhile in some of these rooms, finding in them a safe haven in 

a world of uncertainty. 

 It’s only in the past few years that I have come to appreciate 

the sacredness of space: the actual cubic feet, the geography, the 

pictures and décor and story of a particular place. I was too young 

to understand all of that before. I had thought of space as mostly 

utilitarian; I never imagined it was connected to my heart. 

 It wasn’t that space itself had magical spiritual qualities. I 

know that some consider certain geographic locations to be holy 

places, but I don’t believe the holiness is in the rocks and trees 

and air. I believe the holiness comes from people doing holy 

things in those places, and from pilgrims having expectant hearts 

when they visit. Places are sacred because of the time we invest in 

them. They become sacred because our hearts are there. Cyndi 

and I were putting as much of our hearts into this space as we 

knew how, making it as sacred as we could. 

 Dancing around the two-by-fours on our twenty-ninth anniver-

sary was great fun. It was one of those sacred moments that turn 

empty space into home, and we could hardly wait until we lived 

there. 

 

Questions: 

Tell about something you designed. How did is change you? 

 

What is your favorite room, and why? 

 

Where are your personal sacred spaces? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER TWO 

AND I PRAY 

 

Thanks for the Prayer 

 Cyndi looked me in the eyes and told me she had been pray-

ing for me all day long. Well, that was good news any day, but it 

was especially good news on this day. It had been an extremely 

stressful day in city government. Cyndi and I knew it would be a 

hard day even before it started, and I also knew that Cyndi would 

be praying for me all day. Still, hearing her say it aloud was a pow-

erful reinforcement. 

 Together we looked in Ephesians 3, the passage she had been 

praying for me and for all my government buddies. It was a prayer 

the apostle Paul prayed for the church members in Ephesus: 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your 

hearts, living within you as you trust in him. May your 

roots go down deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; 

and may you be able to feel and understand, as all God’s 

children should, how long, how wide, how deep, and how 

high his love really is; and to experience this love for 

yourselves, though it is so great that you will never see the 

end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at last you 

will be filled up with God himself. (Ephesians 3:17–19 

TLB) 

 Cyndi and I discussed the details for an hour. I asked, “What 

does it mean to be filled up with God himself?” Think of it: being 

full of something so expansive that we will never see the end of it 

or fully understand it. I’m not sure how we can contain something 

that is bigger than we are, but I’m sure that if we do, we’ll grow 
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too. What Paul prayed for the Ephesian believers, Cyndi prayed 

for me that day: that God would fill me with his love. 

 The prayer says, “May you be able to feel and understand … 

[God’s] love.” I usually find it easier to feel love than to under-

stand love, but I’m glad that Paul used both words, feel and un-

derstand, to describe our lives. It is easy to compartmentalize our 

Christian lives into two categories: things we feel and things we 

learn. But God wants us to grow in both. He wants us to feel more 

and understand more. 

 This isn’t just another one of those good ideas that we should 

think about considering someday when we finally get the time. 

Paul said that “all God’s children should …” That’s the language 

of an expectation if not a direct command. 

 Genesis says God created us in his image, and his image is 

revealed in our capacity to imagine the spiritual world and to long 

for transcendent things that are bigger than us. God created us for 

himself, and not only do we have the capacity to enjoy him, but we 

are restless until we rest in him. 

 Like Paul, Cyndi prayed, “May your roots go down deep into 

the soil of God’s marvelous love.” Deep roots like those don’t 

come without effort on our part. We stimulate our root growth by 

reading the Bible every day, reading spiritual books, memorizing 

Scripture verses (like the above prayer, for example), and engaging 

in Bible study. We need to do our share in root stimulation, with 

faith that God is the nurturer and the source of all growth. 

 What I thought about most in Cyndi’s prayer was its opening 

verse: “I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your 

hearts.” I want Christ to be at home in my heart. I want him to be 

comfortable in a heart furnished with things he likes. I want the 

interior of my heart to honor and glorify Christ. 
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  In the years since Cyndi first prayed this prayer for me, 

the passage of Ephesians 3:17–19 has taken over my life. Hardly a 

day goes by that something doesn’t happen to steer me into the 

truths of Paul’s prayer. 

 In fact, the custom license plate on my Toyota Tacoma 

pickup reads EPH 3–17. My friend Bill once asked about it and I 

quoted the first part of the passage to him: “I pray that Christ will 

be more and more at home in your heart.” He said, “So every 

time I see your pickup, you are praying for me? That’s good to 

know.” 

 Paul’s prayer stirs up big images in my mind—images of home, 

trust, relationships, and peace. And in the context of this prayer, I 

can’t really separate those four areas into any logical progression 

or pattern. They intertwine, dependent on one another, and my 

stories about each spill over into all the others. 

 So when I write about this passage, it comes out more as a 

literary collage than a sequential pattern. Unusual for an engineer 

like me, but true. 

 

Questions: 

What is your favorite prayer? 

 

What is your most frequent prayer? 

 

How do you want people to pray for you? 

 

How do you handle stressful days? 

 

Which comes more natural to you, feeling or understanding? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER THREE 

AT HOME IN MY HEART 

 

 We use the heart as a symbol for emotions, as in, “I love you 

with all my heart.” But in the Bible, the heart stands for something 

much bigger than emotions. It refers to the center or core of the 

personality from which our intellect, emotions, and will all flow. 

For Christ to dwell in our heart means that our whole inner life—

our thoughts, our feelings, our motives, our intentions—is some-

thing Jesus would be comfortable with, which would make him 

feel at home. 

 

Where Do You Feel At Home? 

 One Tuesday evening in January, Cyndi and I were on a study 

date at Rosa’s sharing a plate of tacos. Cyndi was grading papers 

and finishing her Bible Study Fellowship study, and I was writing 

in my journal about Ephesians 3:17. Intrigued by the phrase “at 

home,” I asked myself, When do I feel at home? 

 It was already dark outside, and as I stared out the window for 

inspiration, it occurred to me that I’m more at home in the even-

ing after it gets dark. If it’s still daylight when I come home, I har-

bor thoughts of going out and doing chores; it feels like I’m still 

on the job. But if it is dark outside, I know I’m inside to stay. As a 

result, wintertime always feels homier to me than summertime 

since in the winter it’s usually dark when I pull into the garage. 

The house feels more like an island, a safe haven, when it’s light 

inside and dark outside. 

 When I get home from work, I like to change into casual 

clothes. Doing so immediately alters my mood and softens my 

thoughts. I have circled the wagons. I don’t mind leaving to run an 
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errand for Cyndi or walk Lady around the park, but those are the 

exceptions. Usually I am home to stay. 

 I asked Cyndi, “Where do you feel at home?” 

 Cyndi replied, “Do you mean, where do I feel comfortable 

and I can be myself?" 

 Cyndi said that familiar places and familiar people made her 

feel at home: our house, surrounded by our own family things 

with meaning and memories, and her classroom at school. It was-

n't the classroom itself that felt at home, but her teaching materials 

that she used daily. 

 Cyndi said she felt at home when expectations were predicta-

ble. She was very uncomfortable when she didn’t know her role or 

what she should be doing. 

 “How about you?” she asked. 

 I told her I felt at home in a place where I could settle in. In 

our old house, that meant my hammock in the backyard or the 

swinging chair on the front porch. I am still working on finding 

similar spots in our new home. I don’t feel at home in a chair un-

less it moves, or specifically, rocks back. If there is a way to rock 

back in a chair, I’ll usually find it, even though I get in trouble with 

Cyndi. Elementary school teachers don’t like chairs rocked back 

on the hind legs. 

 I felt at home in the Guadalupe Mountains on one of the 

Bowl trails or in my tent. On Hunter Peak staring at the horizon, 

and on Wilderness Ridge drinking in the sunset, I felt at home. 

 I feel at home at the county library sitting at the upstairs study 

tables in the non-fiction section. I am home in Whataburger and 

Rosa’s, two fast-food restaurants, because they both have good 

booths and good Diet Coke. 

 I feel at home in a place if I can comfortably be by myself or 

alone with Cyndi. That's why crowded restaurants feel at home to 
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me, since I can hole up in the corner and work on my Bible study 

lesson, or read, or write in my journal and spend time thinking. 

Since people leave me alone, it feels like solitude. 

 I feel at home in my pickup because it always has a book to 

read and it’s where I keep my journal and pens. My friend John, 

who traded his own pickup for a small car in order to save gas 

money, asked me why I still have my pickup. “Because it makes 

me happy.” For him, a truck wasn’t home, it was transportation. 

 I feel much more at home in a new place once I’ve run there. 

At the Tramperos Ranch—the old headquarters for Cyndi’s family 

in northeast New Mexico—I felt at home on the road up Pig 

Mountain because I ran on it so much. In Tulsa, I feel at home 

on the Arkansas River trail even though I haven’t run there in 

years. I also feel at home on the Animas River trail in Farmington. 

I guess I have invested so much time and sweat and mental rumi-

nations and heartbeats on those trails that I have made them 

mine. I am also at home running at the Par Course and Kelly 

Park in Midland, and Town Lake in Austin, and White Rock 

Lake in Dallas. 

 I feel at home in our classroom at my church, where I teach 

an adult Bible study class, even though I am seldom ever alone 

there. Sometimes I like to go up there and just hang out. It feels 

warm and friendly, like “our place.” I guess I feel at home in there 

because teaching is an emotional and heartfelt time for me, and I 

have a lot invested in that space. Actually, I feel at home any time 

I am teaching. 

 I feel at home with people when I don't have to impress 

them—when I can relax. I also feel at home with people who’ve 

shared experiences with me, like long trips or marathons, or with 

fellow teachers. I feel at home with my hiking buddies because 

we’ve shared all those hours on the trail. 
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 I always feel at home during intimate moments with Cyndi, 

and it doesn’t matter where we are because I am comfortable and 

accepted and don’t feel like I have to impress her. When we first 

married, I was nervous, scared that I would do something stupid 

to blow this great deal I had stumbled into and chase Cyndi away. 

I’m not afraid of that anymore. Cyndi and I have been together 

more than thirty years now, and I am very comfortable with her. 

 In our house, I feel at home in my large walk-in closet (Cyndi 

calls it my “man cave”), in our bedroom, and in my library. 

 I feel like a visitor in our kitchen and living room, however, 

since few of the things in those rooms, besides furniture, belong to 

me. 

 I told Cyndi that, in general, I felt at home when I could be by 

myself. And Cyndi, on her part, felt at home when she knew her 

role and what was expected of her. Cyndi said, “I think those are 

the same things. You like being by yourself because you know 

your role.” She is pretty smart. 

 My sister-in-law and her young son have lived with us more 

than three years now. They needed a place to land, and I am hap-

py that we’ve had room for them. It’s not easy for me to share my 

home, however, and I’m constantly aware of the adjustments we 

make for each other. But my heart’s desire is for Tanya and Kevin 

to feel at home—safe, guarded, not alone, one of us, protected, 

cherished, comfortable, settled. I hope they feel that way. 

 I have felt at home with God ever since I was baptized when I 

was seven years old. I think it was because I was taught the gospel 

of grace from my earliest days. Ever since I was old enough to 

understand anything spiritual, I’ve known that God accepted me 

as I was regardless of my personal goofy behavior. He saved me 

out of his grace, as a free gift. It is hard not to feel at home in 

those conditions. 
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 However, after my discussion with Cyndi about home, the 

question that Ephesians 3:17 really raised was this: Does Christ 

feel at home in my heart? Where does he feel at home? 

 The key is the word “dwell.” It means, to take up permanent 

residence; to unpack, settle down, hang our pictures on the walls 

and get comfortable. (Like Tanya trying to make a home for her-

self and Kevin in our house—a space of her own where she can 

hang pictures, move furniture, and make it as much like her own 

home as possible. She and Kevin deserve a safe home.) 

 “Dwelling” connotes a deeper, more intimate, more stable 

and consistent, more thorough and far-reaching relationship with 

God than many believers ever experience. I ask myself, Is Jesus 

comfortable inside my heart? Does he feel at home? Does he 

dwell there? Or does he sometimes feel more like an unwelcome 

guest? 

 Does he know his role in my life? Does he know I need him 

or does he feel ignored? No one would feel at home if they were 

given the silent treatment by their host. Am I a predictable host? 

Is Christ, living in my heart, nervous about what comes next? 

What I mean is, sometimes I worship and sometimes I sin. I’m 

sure he doesn’t feel at home if my heart is full of sin. 

 I don’t think I’d feel at home if my host continually made it a 

point to do everything better than me and spend his energy prov-

ing his own superiority. Does Christ feel at home in my heart 

when I do that to him? 

 When Jesus looks around my heart, is he surrounded by his 

own stuff? Does he see peace, love, joy, kindness, goodness, gen-

tleness, and self-control? Or does he see only my stuff: self-

centeredness, selfishness, self-sufficiency? 

 I cannot get away from that question: Is Christ at home in my 

heart? 
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Happy That Things Work 

 I hate it when something breaks down, because it is my re-

sponsibility to fix it, and I don’t really know how to fix anything. 

I’m not the handyman type, no matter what you may have heard. I 

will eventually study the problem and finally fix it, but mostly I just 

muddle my way through repairs, taking things apart, staring at the 

parts, and then putting them back together. 

 Most mornings I wake up happy to discover that everything in 

our house still works. It’s the same feeling I have after returning 

from an out-of-town trip when I drive down our street and notice 

that our house hasn’t burned to the ground while we were away. 

 I remember one particular Friday when I didn’t wake up so 

happy. For starters, I missed the snooze button on my alarm clock 

and hit the switch to my halogen reading lamp instead. Ouch! A 

thousand needles in my eyes. 

 I went back to sleep only to be tenderly reawakened by Cyndi 

a few minutes later. She spoke softly and lovingly into my ear, 

“We don’t have any hot water.” 

 I checked the circuit breakers in the garage and the restart 

button on the electric water heater. When that didn’t work, I 

knew I was out of tricks, so I called Sears. They said they would 

have their repairman check out the water heater that very day, and 

would I like him to bring a 25-pound box of laundry detergent 

that was on sale since he was coming to my house anyway, and 

would I like to go ahead and pay for the soap and the service call 

on my Sears charge card now? 

 I said, “No thank you.” 

 “The repairman will come by your house between 7:30 a.m. 

and 7:00 p.m. Will that be convenient?” 

 Why do they even bother asking if it will be convenient? Does 

it matter? 
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 “Yes, I will be here waiting all day,” I said. 

 While I was waiting, it occurred to me that living without hot 

water was not much of a life. I could live without a washing ma-

chine or a dryer, like Cyndi and I did when we were first married. 

I could even live without an oven or a refrigerator. I’m sure we 

would eventually get tired of eating out every meal, but it would be 

manageable. But no hot water? I guess I could always go down to 

the gym and run a couple of miles as an excuse to use their show-

ers, but not everyone in my family thinks showering in a gym is a 

good idea. 

 I’ve been to Karimoja, in northern Uganda, and I know what 

people who live without hot water and without baths or showers 

look like. I don’t want to look like, or smell like, those people. 

 Taking a hot shower is one of our most civilizing acts. Stand-

ing under that steaming stream washes away cares, worries, bad 

dreams, muscle soreness, and tangled hair. It’s cheaper and more 

effective than going to a therapist. Hot water is part of what turns a 

structure into a home. 

 That afternoon the Sears repairman told me that the water 

heater tank was leaking, and since the heater was still under war-

ranty I could have a new one for free. I said, “Good idea.” 

 I exchanged the heaters, and to save a few bucks, I installed 

the new one myself the next morning. The only part of the instal-

lation I was afraid of was soldering the copper plumbing connec-

tions, but I had seen it done and I thought I was as smart as the 

guys who did it for a living. I bought a torch and solder and did it 

myself. It wasn’t pretty, but it held. 

 The next morning was glorious. We all had plenty of hot wa-

ter, and my plumbing connections did not leak. I was happy that 

once again, things in my house worked. It felt like home again. 
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Hidden Verses 

 While our new house was under construction, after it was in-

the-dry but before sheetrock covered the studs, we invited friends 

to come over and write Bible verses on the two-by-fours and raft-

ers. The verses would be hidden from view once the walls were 

finished, but we’d know they were still there. It would be like a 

secret yet permanent blessing. I took photos of the verses that I 

found, but I’m sure there were some too hidden for me to discov-

er. The ones I found said, 

“And I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in 

your heart, living within you as you trust in him.” —

Ephesians 3:17 (OK, I’ll admit I wrote that one myself). 

“Let us press on to know the Lord.” 

“I run in the path of your commands, for you have set my 

heart free.” —Psalm 119:32 

“I can do all things through Christ.” —Philippians 14.8 

“Your plans for us are too numerous to list. If I tried to 

say all your wonderful deeds I would never come to the 

end of them.” —Psalm 40:5 

“Berry loves Cyndi.” (I wrote that one too. And yes, I 

know it isn’t a Bible verse, but it should be.) 

“The Lord bless you and keep you. The Lord make his 

face shine upon you, and be gracious to you. The Lord 

lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.”—

Hebrews 6:26 

“Truly my soul silently waits for God; from him comes 

my salvation.” —Psalm 62:1 

 “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begot-

ten son, so that whoever would believe in him shall never 

perish.” 

“The Lord is my strength and my shield.”—Psalm 28:7 
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“That if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord and 

believe in your heart that God has raised him from the 

dead, you will be saved.” —Romans 10:9 

“Those who dwell in the shelter of the Most High will rest 

in the shadow of the Almighty.”—Psalm 91:1 

“The Lord bless you and keep you.” 

“Truly my soul silently waits for God; from him comes 

my salvation.” —Psalm 62:1 

“He who walks with integrity walks securely.”—Proverbs 

10:9 

 

Remodeling 

 My mother-in-law seems to feel most at home when she is 

remodeling. Since I first met her in 1976, she has been continually 

remodeling every place she’s lived in. I like her a lot, and I am 

always happy when she comes to visit, but I worry that I’ll come 

home from work someday to find sawhorses in my living room, 

the wall of my library open to the yard, and sawdust on all the fur-

niture. 

 I want my mother-in-law to visit often, and I want her to feel 

comfortable and at home with us, but I don’t want her to feel so 

much at home that she starts remodeling my house. This isn’t the 

Family’s House; it is my house. And I’ll take care of any remodel-

ing myself. 

 Unfortunately, I'm afraid I’ve been that way with Jesus most of 

my life. I want him to be at home in my heart, but not so much 

that he starts remodeling. However, when Paul wrote, “I pray that 

Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts,” he was 

praying that we would open our hearts wide, let Christ in, and give 

him free reign to change anything he wants to. That is what I want. 

That’s how I want to live. 
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How Much Do I Need? 

 It was spring 2001 when I decided to sell my Ford Ranger 

pickup. Our daughter, Katie, was leaving for Denmark for an en-

tire year, and we didn’t need to keep three vehicles with only two 

drivers. I certainly didn’t want to pay for insurance and all of that. 

 But deciding to sell was hard. Pickups are vehicles of hope. 

That empty bed represented endless possibilities. If a problem 

came up, I could haul it away. If you needed help, I could come 

through for you because I could haul your stuff. Hauling loads in 

my pickup made me feel justified and valuable. 

 Was I willing to give all that up? 

 Still, it wasn’t a new truck. The air conditioning hadn’t worked 

for two years, the vehicle was sometimes noisy to drive, and it re-

quired constant diligence to keep the red paint bright and shiny. 

In fact, the truck needed waxing monthly, even weekly, to keep a 

shine on it, which is to say that it wasn’t usually very shiny since I 

only got around to waxing it once a year. 

 It was a 1988 Ford Ranger XLT extended cab with a bed lin-

er, two fuel tanks, and 150,000 miles. The spare tire rode vertical-

ly inside the bed against the driver’s side like in an old-timey 

pickup. The Ranger was unique and easy to recognize since no 

other truck in town looked like it. I bought it in 1994, and driving 

it became something of an identity for me. 

 For many years, Cyndi bugged me to get something nicer to 

drive. And then something happened that absolutely turned her 

against my truck. She was driving the non-air-conditioned pickup 

from Midland to Big Spring on a sweltering July evening to join in 

a Walk to Emmaus worship service when the engine overheated 

and left her stranded beside Interstate 20. She had to stand beside 

the road in her pretty white dress and flag down a ride with a truck 

driver. She curled her lip toward my truck ever since that day. 
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 And I’ll admit, my left leg had long lost the joy of driving a 

standard transmission. Some people say everyone should drive a 

standard at some point during their life so they will “learn how to 

really drive.” I’m not sure about that. I don’t believe shifting my 

own gears is nobler than allowing an automatic transmission to 

shift for me. Driving a standard might be safer than an automatic, 

though, since it is nearly impossible to talk on a cell phone while 

using both feet and hands to drive.  

 The trouble was, I loved my pickup. I enjoyed driving it, and 

I was struggling with the decision to sell it. It was my home truck. 

It was where I kept all my journals and daily devotional books and 

my cool fountain pen and highlighters. How was I going to carry 

the trash all the way to the alley behind our house every weekend 

without my truck? With my own arms? Had it come to that? 

 I unloaded my truck to get it ready to sell, and when I piled 

everything on the garage floor, I was amazed at how much stuff I 

had been carrying around: My King Silver Sonic 3B tenor trom-

bone in a black canvas gig bag. A lawn chair made of blue canvas 

and black plastic tubing, folded into a four-foot-long nylon bag. A 

Tyvec windbreaker rolled tightly into a Ziploc bag. A jar contain-

ing felt-tipped pens and highlighters and my cool fountain pen; 

books (My Utmost For His Highest by Oswald Chambers, Thun-

der and Lightning by Natalie Goldberg, my journal, and Celebra-

tion of Discipline by Richard Foster). A lot of small stuff like 

notepads and Carmex and Rosa’s gift cards, as well as typical truck 

things—oil, jumper cables, rope, and tools. 

 It seemed like a lot. Did I really need all that stuff? What if 

this had been a full-sized truck—how much would I have in my 

pile? That was a scary thought. 

 I’m fascinated by how we decide what stuff to carry with us, 

and I’m always trying to fine-tune my own collection. I want to 
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know how little I can carry and remain civilized, entertained, and 

productive. 

 In one of my favorite books about running, Meditations from 

the Breakdown Lane1
, James Shapiro wrote, 

For years I had been fascinated by the idea of ultra-

lightweight camping gear. What fascinated me was the 

minimal weight, the minimal bulk, the very lack of pres-

ence—underneath was the one captivating theme: how 

close can you live to the bone’s edge on a long trek, how 

completely self-sufficient can one be with a handful of 

pounds. 

 Even now, when I unload my jeans pockets at the end of the 

day I generate another pile of stuff: loose change; sunglasses; ball-

point pen; 3x5 note cards; a key ring with five keys and a one-and-

a-half-inch Swiss Army knife with scissors; a black leather wallet 

which contains my cash, driver’s license, credit card, library card, 

and building security key card; and my iPhone with contacts, e-

mail, texts, Facebook, Freecell, and Flikr (so I can show off pho-

tos of my granddaughter). I use each of those items every day, so I 

can’t reduce the pile much. I also can’t add to it since everything 

has to fit in my pants pockets. 

 When I look at my pile on the bathroom counter, I wonder 

how long I could survive if that were all I had. Of course, having a 

credit card in the pile is nice, since I could buy anything else I 

needed. 

 An even better question would be: I wonder what I’d be look-

ing at if I piled up my personal habits—the behavior patterns and 

thought processes that I use every day and never travel without? 

Would I be proud of what I saw? Would it be truly essential stuff 

or just a lot of old baggage that I’m too insecure to toss over the 

side? 
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 I hope I would see prayer in the pile, and a hunger for the 

Word of God. I hope I would see a seeking heart. I hope I would 

see humor and fun and smiles. 

 Is my pile of particular habits and disciplines enough to get 

me through life? I don’t have a personality VISA card to buy my 

way out of trouble; I have to rely strictly on what I already have. 

However, I do have a deep source of strength in Cyndi and unlim-

ited survival resources in Jesus. Those aren’t bad assets. 

 There is a Bible story about young David and old King Saul. 

Saul was trying to kill David and pursued him relentlessly across 

the desert, turning David into a fugitive in hostile territory with few 

resources. David eventually found himself stripped clean of assets 

and hiding in a cave. He lost his job, his position of prestige, his 

best friend, his wife, and even his self-respect. Yet, in spite of all 

his losses, David wrote in the Psalms that God comforted him. He 

had a bottomless faith and a permanent dependence on God. 

Even stripped down to nothing, David still had enough stuff. He 

had the Lord. 

 How much stuff do I need in order to feel at home? Surely 

not a giant pile. I need Jesus. That should be enough. 

 

Questions: 

 

Where do you feel at home?What makes you feel like you’re not 

at home? 

 

What Bible verses would you hide within the walls of your house? 

 

Can you feel at home among uncertainty? Does the amount of 

uncertainty you can handle depend on whom you are with? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

LIVING WITHIN YOU 

 

Rearranged 

 When a guest comes to stay in our house, there is always a 

great flurry of cleaning and straightening and buying food and 

snacks. However, we usually get it wrong, especially if it’s a long-

term guest. We don’t understand how our guest will actually live 

in the space we’ve provided. 

 For example, once we knew that Cyndi’s sister, Tanya, and 

Tanya’s five-year-old son, Kevin, were going to move in and live 

with us for a few months, we went to work in our guest bedroom 

trying to make it warm, accepting, and convenient. But Tanya 

wanted Kevin to feel stable and safe, so she made even more 

changes to make the small space feel like home. Cyndi and I 

could only do so much, since our version of home was merely an 

approximation of theirs. The best we could offer Tanya was the 

freedom to make her own changes. To be honest, it wasn’t as easy 

to allow someone else to make changes in my home as it was to 

write this paragraph. 

 I’ve learned that for Tanya and Kevin to feel at home in our 

house, I have to trust them. I have to be willing to let them make 

changes. However, my ability to trust other people diminishes the 

deeper they move into my personal corners. For example, I don’t 

want anyone fooling around with my closet, or my bathroom, or 

my bedroom, or my library, or my garage. I’ve surprised myself, 

even scared myself, by how proprietary I can be with space. 

 We had lived in our new house only a month or so when I 

pitched a fit, and I was not proud of it. Someone I love moved my 

books. It was something I’d given them permission to do, but for 
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some reason and to my surprise, their actually doing so made me 

angry. 

 Cyndi, Judy, and Tanya had been working hard decorating 

our house, and I couldn’t have been prouder of what they’d done. 

The place looked and felt warm and cozy, and each day it felt a 

little more like home. At one point, while decorating around the 

piano, they asked if they could use some of my books. “I know 

how particular you ‘book people’ are,” said Judy, “and how you 

put your books exactly where you want them so you can find them 

again.” 

 I said, “It’s OK, use what you like. I don’t mind.” 

 But when I came home two days later and saw my library 

shelves rearranged, I got mad. Some of my history books were 

now with my running books, Robert Parker was mixed with Andy 

Rooney, reference books were scattered all over the place, and 

spiritual books were now among travel books. Who could possi-

bly live that way? This wasn’t decorating; this was vandalism. I had 

a lot of time invested in those books. I had spent four weeks un-

packing boxes and arranging—not in a rigid arrangement like a real 

library, but in broad categories that matched my reading tastes. 

Not only have I read all of those books at least once (well, 95 per-

cent of them), but I often go back to them and look up quotes, 

ideas, and photos. Like a mechanic who expects his tools to be in 

the right place every time he looks for them, or a master chef who 

wants her knives and pots to be where they are supposed to be, I 

want my books placed where I can find them again, which is exact-

ly where I put them. 

 I should have simply waited a few days to move the books 

back where they belonged. I should have done it quietly, and no 

one else would have ever noticed. Instead, I made a point of un-

doing the women’s work. And in my self-righteous huff, I acci-
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dently broke two ceramic eagles that had been gracing the book-

shelves. Our stained-concrete floors are beautiful, but they are 

unforgiving if a childish man drops something breakable. 

 The thing is, I seldom pitch a fit in public. Most of my fit-

pitching is internal and private, more seething than explosion. If 

you are in the room when I get mad, you might not even notice. I 

prefer to do most of my life by myself, and that includes anger, so 

when I’m at my worst behavior, it isn’t obvious to most observers. 

 In fact, regarding this particular episode, I’d have preferred to 

keep it all to myself and never mention it to anyone. I was hoping 

it would just go away quietly. But it didn’t. Cyndi kept asking, 

“Have you seen those two eagles?” Bummer. I was ashamed by 

my behavior and embarrassed to confess that I had broken them 

both. 

 When I told Cyndi my story, it scared her. She didn’t know I 

had been so upset about my books, and it frightened her to think 

that something else might be lurking in the shadows that I was 

mad about. She started moving her stuff out of the library—her 

two laptops, her phone, her schoolbooks, and all that. She just 

wanted to take care of me and give me space. But I stopped her. I 

said, “I don’t want to live any part of my life without you, and I 

don’t want to be in any space that doesn’t have your stuff in it. 

Your stuff and my stuff belong together. I would rather re-box all 

my books and move them to the attic than live in a room without 

your fingerprints on it.” 

 The mystery was, if I was so proud of Cyndi, Judy, and Tanya 

and how they nested us into this large new house, why did I over-

react to the moving of a few books? It scared me to realize that I 

had boundaries I wasn’t aware of, and the potential to hurt some-

one I loved over an issue I never expected. That didn’t feel very 

stable to me. 
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 Maybe we all have firm boundaries from which we will move 

no more. In his book Our Game2
, John le Carré wrote about 

Caucasus warriors who, surrounded by enemies, threw their 

cloaks to the ground and stood on them, declaring, “I will retreat 

no further.” Maybe we all have those moments within us, and 

maybe we aren’t even aware of them until we get pushed. 

 But if that was true, then I had to ask myself, why couldn’t I 

respond with grace and love instead of anger and resentment? 

Was this something I could improve? Could I be trained to be-

have like Jesus? Could I retrain myself? 

 In fact, I love Cyndi and Judy and Tanya more than I love my 

books or my control over my environment. I’m pleased with the 

influence they have had on my life, on how I live each day, on 

how I schedule my space. My life is better because of them. 

 However, if they hang pink curtains in my closet, stand back. I 

might pitch another fit. There is only so much rearranging, or re-

modeling, I can absorb at one time. 

 

Hard Lesson 

 I spent Monday morning in my favorite study hall—

Whataburger, home of spacious booths and free drink refills—

working on a series of talks I was scheduled to give at Sunday 

evening worship at my church. I planned to spend eight weeks 

teaching through the Beatitudes from Matthew 5, and I had a lot 

of polishing-up to do on my outlines.  

 After two hours working, I packed up my gear and moved 

downtown to my office. I worked for a couple of hours paying 

bills in Quicken before leaving to meet Cyndi. She was teaching a 

noontime exercise class, substituting for another teacher who was 

on vacation, and she needed to pass Kevin off to me so I could 

entertain him during her class. 
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 Just as I was leaving the office, my young friend Steven came 

down the hall and asked, “Do you drive a red Toyota pickup?” 

 Not sure where this was headed, I said, “Yes. Why do you 

ask?” 

 Steven said, “I have some bad news. Your pickup has been 

booted.” 

 It turned out that the group where I have an office had re-

leased the parking spots where I parked, but because I wasn’t on 

the regular e-mail distribution, I didn’t get the word. That morn-

ing I had wondered why I was the only one in the parking lot. Did 

I miss a holiday? 

 No, I just got left out of the communication loop, and conse-

quently I got booted. If this has never happened to you, being 

booted means that the parking lot monitor attaches a big metal 

clamp around one of the wheels of your car or truck, making it 

impossible to move. It is an alternative to towing. The lot then 

holds your truck hostage, extorting a pile of money which they 

don’t have to share with a tow truck driver. 

 I phoned Cyndi to tell her she had to hang on to Kevin for a 

little while longer until I could free my pickup. 

 As I rode the elevator down to the parking lot, I’ll just admit 

that I was not happy. I was fuming. I thought of all the things I 

could say to the Boot Guy. I wondered what I would do to him if 

I were still in city government. I dreamed of hateful things I might 

write and distribute to everyone I knew. I could even include his 

photo on Facebook. 

 “There are some professions in this world that lift your heart 

and bless those around you,” I thought, “and there are other pro-

fessions that leach off of mankind and turn your heart into a black 

hole.” You can imagine which of those two professions I claimed 

for myself and which I claimed for the Boot Guy. After all, this 
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was the same man who routinely put boots on minivans driven by 

grandmothers who inadvertently parked in the wrong place when 

they brought their grandkids to the Children’s Reading Time at 

the county library. What could be more evil than that? 

 In the elevator, I was gearing up for combat, strapping on my 

bandoleers and sharpening my knives. But just before the elevator 

reached the ground floor, I flashed back to the study I had been 

doing earlier that morning at Whataburger: “Blessed are the poor 

in spirit; blessed are the meek; blessed are the merciful.” 

 Bummer. Why did I have to remember that? 

 It occurred to me that the Boot Guy was not my biggest prob-

lem. His heart was not on the line—mine was. Choosing between 

blessing and darkness was not his choice, it was mine. He was just 

doing his job. I had a choice to make. 

 So I made the phone call to the Boot Guy, paid my eighty 

dollars (cash, of course), and watched him set my pickup free. 

 I’ll be honest; I wasn’t man enough to say something nice to 

him. I couldn’t manage anything graceful or merciful. But I didn’t 

bark at him, either. I just kept my mouth shut and said nothing. 

That was all the meekness I could be that particular morning. 

Grim silence was the best I could do. 

 “Good luck to you, sir,” was the practiced response of the 

man, who was used to talking to very angry people, as he walked 

away with the big steel boot and my eighty dollars cash. 

 During that critical moment in the elevator, I heard Jesus say 

to me, “Berry, you have a choice to make, and you have to make 

it right now. You can choose to act like yourself or choose to act 

like me. Why don’t you trust me with this one? Act like me this 

time. Make your heart like my heart.” 

 I’m glad that during my angry, self-righteous elevator ride, I 

had my ears open enough to hear Jesus speak. I’m also glad I only 
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had to ride down from the third floor. I doubt I could have taken 

much more learning in one trip. The lesson I got was hard 

enough. 

 

Burning Bush 

 God once spoke to Moses when he was alone, from a burning 

bush, during one of Moses’s normal days on the job. Moses was 

tending sheep in the wilderness. He wasn’t worshiping or reading 

or attending a spiritual retreat. He was just tending sheep. From 

the text in Exodus, it appears that God even surprised Moses 

when he spoke to him. It was something Moses didn’t expect. 

 It doesn’t seem as if the location of the bush was an especially 

holy place. Moses didn’t approach it that way. He just wanted to 

know why a bush was on fire. Moses approached out of curiosity, 

not reverence. 

 However, to Moses’s credit, he responded immediately to 

God once he knew what was happening. He understood the sig-

nificance right away. Moses was a quick study. Even if this was a 

normal day at work for Moses, he understood the voice of God 

immediately. To me, that means he was comfortable thinking 

about God. He had his spiritual eyes and ears open. He knew and 

understood and responded to God at once. 

 Moses didn’t even flinch at the presence of the bush or the 

voice. He just responded as if he’d been expecting it. 

 The text says that God didn’t speak until Moses had stopped 

to notice. That is significant. God won’t press his word on us. He 

is patient, and he comes to us in his grace. He politely waits until 

we notice before speaking 

 Moses consciously turned toward the bush, and in so doing, 

he turned toward God. The implication is that God spoke to Mo-

ses because of Moses’s attentiveness and expectations. 
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 The narrative says, “The angel of the Lord appeared to him 

in a blazing fire.” We can’t know exactly what Moses saw, but it 

probably wasn’t an angel dressed in a trench coat with big feather 

wings, like John Travolta. He also probably didn’t see a chubby, 

naked little baby. However, he didn’t see just an ordinary brush 

fire, either. He saw something totally unbelievable. 

 Jesus often said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” Mo-

ses had his spiritual ears on. He had ears to hear and eyes to see, 

and when he saw the burning bush he knew better than to pass it 

by. Moses didn’t ask God to produce a pedigree, or furnish wet or 

dry fleeces like the later judge, Gideon. Moses immediately 

grasped the source and significance of this voice.  

 Not that he agreed with the voice. 

 Moses doubted his own abilities and skills to do what God 

asked him to do to convince Pharaoh to let the Hebrews leave 

Egypt. He was rightly afraid that neither the Egyptians nor the Is-

raelites would believe what he said, and he even begged God to 

pick someone else. But Moses never fretted over who it was that 

spoke to him. He knew right away it was God, and he never wa-

vered. 

 One thing I wonder: why did God want Moses to take off his 

shoes? I know it was holy ground, but why did holy ground de-

mand bare feet? 

 It was uncomfortable. It was desert. 

 I don’t believe God’s reason was to put Moses in better con-

tact with the actual dirt. The ground wasn’t holy because of the 

dirt; it was holy because of God. 

 Neither was sans-sandals a worship style generally endorsed 

by God. He didn’t ask the later Israelite priests to worship bare-

footed, even in the Holy of Holies in the temple. Why was it so 

critical this time? 
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 I believe it had to do with vulnerability. Until we stand before 

God, vulnerable and open, we cannot worship him. If we are full 

of ourselves and our own thoughts and our own ego, we can’t wor-

ship him. It would’ve been hard for Moses to feel in charge of the 

situation standing on the hot dessert sand, barefooted. He was 

very vulnerable. 

 I think the vulnerability reminded Moses that this encounter 

was God’s doing, not his. He was coming to God on God’s terms, 

not his own. 

 That is a good lesson for me. I need to live my life vulnerably 

before God, not wrapped up in my own armor of ego and selfish-

ness. I have to stand before God stripped of armor and shoes, 

however that may happen. 

 Maybe that’s the reason I was so offended when the women 

moved my books. I didn’t want them to look that closely into my 

life. I didn’t want to be accountable. 

 Maybe that’s the reason I’ve struggled with having permanent 

guests in our house. I only want to be close and vulnerable on my 

own terms. 

 But if I want Jesus to make his changes in my heart I have to 

loosen the grip on my stuff, learn how to be poor in spirit, and 

maybe take off my shoes on the desert sand. 

 

Questions: 

What places do you keep just for yourself? 

 

Have you ever suffered because you pitched a fit? 

 

Any elevator moments, when you stepped back, just in time? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LEARNING TO TRUST HIM 

 

Don’t You Trust Me? 

 I was very tired that day, having been up most of the previous 

night tossing and turning in bed, worrying about our upcoming 

summer vacation and whether I’d thought of everything; worrying 

about my teenage son in college and how the money will work 

out; worrying about my job and career and where it is taking me, 

and am I happy about that, and how will we manage financially; 

worrying about politics and trying to do the right thing and won-

dering if I have a long-term future in government; worrying about 

why I run so slow and why I can’t manage to get down to my ideal 

racing weight; worrying about the ministry of writing and teaching, 

and wondering where it’ll go next; worrying about Cyndi and how 

to be a good husband and meet her needs and help calm her spir-

its when she tosses and turns … and so on. I rolled around in bed 

for a while, went to the kitchen to read for a bit, then tossed 

around in bed some more, then read a while. The next morning, I 

was exhausted as I drove my pickup to the downtown post office 

to pick up my mail. 

 I was sitting in my Ford Ranger, waiting at a red light near the 

downtown Midland Post Office, when God reminded me that he 

had been watching out for me all along. He said, “You gave all 

those things to me. Why do you want them back? Don’t you trust 

me?” 

 Bummer. He was right. 

 I had always prayed for God to take control of my life, and I 

had always, at least theoretically, felt I had given him all I had. But 

not until I was forty-two years old, having been a born-again Chris-
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tian for thirty-five years, did I experience real peace. The peace 

that came from absolutely giving away all my stuff to God and 

walking away empty-handed. 

 However, because I thought I was so smart and able to plan 

my way out of problems, my tendency was to gradually take back 

my stuff a little bit at a time until I found myself once again bent 

double under the load, staggering along trying to keep my balance. 

It was a bad plan and it hadn’t served me well at all. It occurred to 

me then that I should let a professional mover carry my burdens. 

Someone like God. When I try to carry them myself, I bang 

things around and beat up the corners and throw out my back. 

I’m not as strong as I think I am. I’m not as smart as I think I am. 

 As I sat in my truck waiting for the light to change, God said 

to me, “I am the God who rescued you from yourself. I am the 

God who wants all your concerns and worries. You gave them to 

me. Why do you keep taking them all back?” 

 “I don’t know. I didn’t realize I had done that. It happened so 

gradually. One day I was at peace; a few days later, I spent the 

night tossing and turning.” 

 The car behind me interrupted my conversation with God, 

graciously calling my attention to the now-green traffic light by 

honking his horn. I drove on, asking myself, Why can’t I draw 

close to God and stay there? Will it get easier with time? Will 

each time I return to God make the next time a little easier until 

someday I find myself relying on him all day, every day? Can I do 

better? 

 I knew the root problem. I continually looked for ways to do 

this myself. I wanted “depending on God” to be a skill I could 

master. But it was trusting in God that I needed, not new skills. 
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Trust Takes a Long Time 

 I crawled into bed after spending an hour on my laptop taking 

notes from an Erwin McManus podcast sermon about being poor 

in spirit. I grabbed my bedside book, Walking with God3
, by John 

Eldredge, and read from pages 92–97. Eldredge was exploring the 

question of love, and how did he really feel about love, and what 

flawed beliefs had he adopted in the past that limited him now. 

Eldredge kept coming back, over and over, to the question, 

“What do I believe about love?” 

 And then he heard an answer, “That it never stays.” 

 Eldredge realized this voice was God telling him of an ancient 

agreement, a silent assumption that shaped his current life. At 

some point in his life, after being hurt over and over and over, 

John had decided that love never stays, and this underlying 

thought formed him even though he wasn’t aware of it. 

 Here’s the thing. When I read that phrase, “That it never 

stays,” I heard a voice of my own saying, “I am always second-

string. I am never anyone’s first choice.” 

 How did that happen? I read one phrase from the book, but 

heard another phrase. It was a real shock. Where did that thought 

come from? Nothing like that had ever happened to me before. 

 Yet even in my moment of surprise, a lot of events started to 

make sense, as if the tumblers in a lock started falling into place, 

one at a time. I knew I had to take this moment seriously, so I got 

out of bed, found my backpack, grabbed my journal, and started 

writing. I didn’t really have a choice. 

 As I wrote “I’m never anyone’s first choice,” I realized that’s 

why Cyndi’s old relationship still haunted me: because I felt I was 

not her first choice. 

 The Enemy had used that ancient dating relationship against 

me for thirty years, haunting me at vulnerable moments, and I felt 
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helpless to stop it. Since 1978 the story had been a direct strike at 

my fear of being insignificant, being a little boy in a man’s world. 

 Adding to my pain was the embarrassing realization that it was 

so trivial, something other people deal with every day. I should 

have outgrown this by now. It was, after all, a story from 1978. I 

should be further down the road of maturity. All of these thoughts 

had nagged at me for three decades along with the central issue. 

 But as I wrote in my journal that April night, I realized that all 

the haunting had never been about Cyndi; it had always been 

about me and my own heart. The picture was still fuzzy, but it was 

getting clearer. 

 The voice had said, “I am always second-string. I am never 

anyone’s first choice.” Past events flashed through my mind faster 

than I could write them in my journal. 

 Did my feeling of being second-string lie behind my repeated 

reluctance to step up into leadership roles? Was it the reason why 

I waited to be asked, waited in order to be polite, waited until 

people let me know they wanted me? I told myself I was being 

humble, but maybe I was just living the life of a second-stringer. 

 Did that explain my fear of publishing? Why should I expect 

God to bless my writing? Why should I expect people to read my 

writing when I was their second choice? Who did I think I was—a 

first-stringer? A starter? 

 It was time to talk to God about the matter. 

 OK, Lord, I ask you to keep speaking to me about 

this. I want to hear your voice and respond to your de-

sires. Help me and heal me with this. I give you complete 

permission to ransack my memories and show me any 

and all agreements I may have made. Bring them out and 

reveal them to me and heal me. I need your help to un-

derstand why I believe I am never first choice? 
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 Lord, as best as I know how right now, I renounce 

any and all agreements that I have made that I am never 

quite good enough, that I am always second choice, that I 

am never first-string. To the best of my knowledge and 

ability I renounce and remove those agreements. I ask 

you to come and fill me. Fill the void from those agree-

ments and the foul spirits that accompany them. Fill me 

with your own Spirit and grace. 

 Lord, please stay after me about this. I want to know 

you. I want your healing. I want you. 

 Three days later I ground through my daily workout at Gold’s 

Gym, where I rode the exercise bike for forty-five minutes and 

then did sit-ups and pushups and planks for another twenty 

minutes. Afterward I decided to take my shower at the gym in-

stead of driving home because I knew I would get it done quicker 

and we had fifteen people coming to our house that evening. 

 The words I’d received from God earlier in the week still en-

gaged my thoughts, so while I was in the shower I prayed silently 

once again, “What are you telling me? What should I be asking? 

What should I be praying? What should I do next?” 

  Immediately, right there in that tiny shower, I heard another 

statement, clear but fast, “I deserve better than I am getting.” I 

knew instantly this was another gift from God, another insight, the 

next part of what he was telling me. 

 And just like before, as soon as I heard the phrase, I flashed 

back to my past. In Kermit Junior High eighth-grade band, I sat 

last chair trombone all year long, knowing in my heart that I was a 

much better player than most of the guys sitting above me. All 

year I watched as the trumpets and saxophones and everyone else, 

section after section, had chair tests. My friends were rearranged 

by their playing ability. Some sections had more than one or two 
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chair tests. I kept waiting for the trombone chair test, but it never 

came. I knew I deserved better than last chair. 

 Toward the end of the year, in the last few weeks of school, I 

had been practicing daily for high school band tryouts. When we 

had our section tryouts, I played very well—not better than I 

should have, not over my head, but as well as I had been practic-

ing for months—and both the junior high and high school band 

directors took notice. The high school director, Mr. Gilligan, 

asked, “Has everyone been practicing for this?” They all nodded 

their heads. And every trombone player in the tryouts knew I had 

played very well. 

 The next morning, the director moved me from last chair up 

to second chair, past twelve other guys, right in front of everyone. 

It was amazing. I gathered up my stuff and walked to the front of 

the line while everyone else had to scoot down a chair, one at a 

time. It was noisy and disruptive and no one could have missed it. 

Many who thought I was a last-chair loser couldn’t believe it, but 

all the other trombone players who were at tryouts knew I de-

served the promotion. It was my finest moment in junior high, 

and there weren’t many such moments. I’d known all year long 

that I deserved better than I was getting, but I didn’t know how to 

get it. I was vindicated and rewarded in front of all my peers the 

very first chance I got to show my stuff. It was wonderful. 

 Now, standing in the shower at Gold’s, I was surprised at how 

the single statement, “I deserve better than I’m getting,” came to 

me so quickly, and how a long-forgotten episode from my junior 

high school days followed so directly in its wake. 

 But God wasn’t finished yet. There was more. I heard anoth-

er phrase: “If I don’t have a chance to win, I won’t play the game.” 

 Another unexpected surprise. Where did that thought come 

from? And again, following it came stories. 
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 The first story involved my chance at a significant job promo-

tion in 1986 that could have taken Cyndi and me to California. I 

was told to suck up to the company president at a casual ham-

burger dinner and convince him that I was the right guy for the 

job. I got my turn and did my best. I was smart and funny and 

clever, but the company slammed me. They took away the offer 

and gave it to someone else. Since that day, I never worked as 

hard at my engineering job as I did before. When I realized that 

my best stuff didn’t have a chance to succeed, I relaxed and quit 

playing the game. If I didn’t have a chance to win, I lost interest. 

 While standing in the shower, I heard story after story, too 

many to remember and record. I had no way to write them down. 

 Lord, keep showing me the stories of my life. As best 

as I know how, I renounce the agreements I made: That I 

am never first choice. That I deserve better than I am get-

ting. That I won’t play if I don’t have a chance to win. 

 Lord, I want to be holy and whole, and I am asking 

you to cleanse me of these old agreements and fill me 

with your Spirit. I know that with you I am always first 

choice. I know that with Cyndi I am always first choice. I 

know that none of this is about truth and logic, but about 

spiritual attack. I am happy that I’ve received much more 

than I ever deserved, and it is worth my hard efforts be-

cause my victory is in you. 

 After that experience in Gold’s, I assumed I had heard the 

last of the issue. I figured God was finished with this topic. Still, I 

continued to ask him to speak to me about it since I didn’t yet feel 

healed. I felt like I understood it better, but I didn’t feel whole. 

However in spite of spending lots of time in that same shower, I 

didn’t get any more insights on the matter until almost a year-and-

a-half later. 
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 I was at yoga class one Tuesday night. My mind always wan-

ders while we run through the asanas. I usually think about back-

packing in the Guadalupe Mountains all through yoga, always cu-

rious why the two are linked in my mind. 

 But this time, while doing sun salutations, I heard in my head, 

“Your wound is this: the person you care most about chose him 

and not you. You were second choice.” I was stunned to hear this 

all at once, right in the middle of yoga class, when I wasn’t praying 

or expecting any insights from God. The moment wasn’t emo-

tional or scary, and the information wasn’t anything new; it was 

just articulated more clearly than before. 

 What was new to me was the word “wound.” I have worked 

hard to identify old wounds since my first experiences with Wild 

At Heart in 2004, but with no real success. So hearing that word 

rang like a bell in my head. 

 I told myself, “I know it isn’t logical or true. Whatever hap-

pened in 1978, Cyndi chose to spend her life with me. She cast 

him aside for me. And I have never doubted her love for me even 

one moment.” 

 Right there in class I silently prayed, “Lord, thanks for that 

insight. Please keep speaking to me. I want your healing.” 

 And then, Two weeks later, while sitting in Whataburger writ-

ing in my journal and reading Joan Didion’s book Slouching To-

ward Bethlehem4
, I read these words: “I lost the conviction that 

lights would always turn green for me ...” It occurred to me that 

this phrase was another part of my own wounded past. I had 

grown up assuming that being a good boy and following moral 

rules and staying pure was enough to guarantee green lights for 

me. 

 Didion’s phrase reminded me of something I had written 

years before, after Byron’s bike accident: “Sometimes bad things 
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happen to good people, even when good people follow all the 

rules and take all the precautions.” 

 I wrote in my journal, “Maybe my pain and offense all these 

years has been toward God, not toward Cyndi and not toward me. 

After all, I trusted in the equation that God would bless the most 

important relationship I’d ever have, and he dropped the ball. My 

careful living went unrewarded. I did my part, but God didn’t do 

his part. At the moment when I was depending on God for the 

most important relationship of my life, he forgot to pay attention 

and didn’t keep up his end of the bargain.” 

 I then I wrote, “God cannot be trusted. When I depended on 

God most—he let me down.” And I immediately dropped my pen 

on the table because that thought scared me. Is that what this has 

been about all these years? That I don’t trust God? 

 After recovering courage, I kept writing, “Where else has this 

shown up in my life? I knew God had called me to be a writer, 

and he had pressed that on me over and over, but part of me 

didn’t trust God to come through with his share of the formula. 

Would he be looking the other way when I needed him most? 

Will he come through for me after I do all the hard work and fol-

low his guidance?” 

 I sank back in my booth, out of breath. I couldn’t believe I 

had written those words with permanent ink on real paper. It was 

scaring me. Yet, all that I wrote about not trusting God felt right. I 

felt like how I’d lived. I couldn’t argue with the content at all. But 

even in my fear of the moment, I felt a strange peace, or com-

pleteness, in my heart and soul. It felt as if I had finally landed. 

Maybe I’d landed in unfamiliar country, but it was a safe landing 

just the same. It felt full. 

 Still in my booth in Whataburger, I prayed. 
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 God, this is so new and raw. I never would’ve guessed any of 

this about trusting you except it came to me while I was writing. 

Please keep speaking to me about this. 

 God I want to trust you completely. Teach me how to 

relax in you and stop holding back, and how to depend 

on you to come through for me. Show me my wounds. I 

give you complete permission and access to the deepest 

parts of my life. I ask you to bring to light any old agree-

ments I made. I beg you to keep speaking to me about 

this. I want to trust you completely. Stay after me until 

you have my whole heart, until you have me completely. 

 God, teach me to trust you. 

 

Did I Make the Wise Decision? 

 I was fortunate to serve as an elected city councilman for 

twelve years, and I loved it. I loved solving problems, protecting 

neighborhoods, building parks, learning best practices from across 

the state and bringing them home. At the end, I was facing term 

limits as a District Four representative. My choices were: run for 

mayor, run for an at-large council seat, or go home. It was a hard 

decision. 

 Should I run for mayor? Or should I run for an at-large posi-

tion on the City Council? I had served as District Four representa-

tive for twelve years. Should I step aside and move on to some-

thing else? Give someone else a turn? 

 I kept asking myself, “Where will the weight of my life be if I 

am not in government? Do I, in fact, have any weight at all? Will I 

dry up and blow away like a tumbleweed?” 

 I knew my friend Wes was thinking about running for mayor, 

and I knew I would not run against him. Wes had given me busi-

ness opportunities I would never have seen otherwise and had 



LEARNING TO TRUST HIM 

47 

 

been a close friend and confidante. In theory, it is possible to run 

against someone and still be friends, but it is almost impossible to 

do so practically. The candidates can control the level of debate 

and remain friendly, but they cannot control what supporters say 

about each other. Even in local politics it is hard. 

 In fact, you just never forget what people say about you in 

public, and you never forget who supported you and who sup-

ported your opponent. It will always color your opinion of the 

person from then on, like it or not. 

 In addition, Wes and I drew support from many of the same 

groups, and it would be a mess for people to decide between us. 

In fact, such a scenario would make it possible for some wacko to 

sneak in and win with all the rest of the votes. 

 I prayed often, reminding God, “I will not run against Wes, so 

don’t jack me around by telling us both to run. If you do, I will 

disobey you and I won’t do it.”  

 It was a brash prayer and maybe out of line, but God knew 

my heart and mind already, so why not be honest? Plus, praying it 

out loud helped keep my ears open to listen to whatever God 

said. 

 When Wes told me that he planned to run for mayor, I be-

lieve he fully expected that I would run as well. I never told him of 

my promise to God. I didn’t want that to cloud his decision. 

 I thanked God for answering my prayer about running for 

mayor. My prayer then changed to, Should I stay in government 

or move on to the next thing? Through the course of the summer, 

I felt a strong urge from God to run for the at-large seat. I was en-

couraged to run by the “right” people; I received unsolicited sug-

gestions from people I respected who knew both me and the 

community well. I decided I should run and felt a great peace and 

calm, confirming that I had made the correct decision. 
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 After we got back home from a California vacation in Ventura 

I started campaigning for the city council’s at-large seat. I formed a 

team, mailed out letters, raised money, and printed big 4x8-foot 

signs, yard signs, and literature for campaigning door-to-door. I 

handed out thousands of push-cards, spending almost every after-

noon during September and October walking blocks. We made 

videos for my website, explaining my stance on issues. 

 We could have done more, of course. But I was facing an 

opponent with unlimited money to spend. Much of the campaign 

centered on local property taxes, which ironically I had voted to 

lower more times than all of the other candidates in all of the city 

races combined. In my heart, I felt at the time—and still feel, look-

ing back—that we did what we should have done. We didn’t cam-

paign in any way that would embarrass God or God’s people, our 

family, or our friends. 

 Yet I lost the election. I wasn’t totally surprised, since I’d seen 

some polling data that showed I was behind. I didn’t want to lose, 

but I was braced for it. 

 The night of the election, Tuesday, late, after all our loyal 

team had gone home and gone to bed, Cyndi and I drove all 

around town and pasted “Thank You, Midland” stickers on my 

4x8 signs. We were determined to be gracious even in defeat. 

 The very next morning, I flew to Dallas to go to my last Texas 

Municipal League convention. Soon after landing at Love Field, I 

met my daughter, Katie, for a BBQ lunch. After that, I drove over 

to White Rock Lake to run for one-and-a-half hours and think 

about what had happened in the election and what I should do 

next. It was a healing and cleansing and restoring run, and I wrote 

one of my most well-received journals describing it. 

 It’s stupid to run for any election without entertaining the pos-

sibility of losing, but I was uncertain what would come next. 
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Where would the weight be in my life without government? 

Would people still listen to me? Would they even care what I had 

to say? How would I earn my place at the table? 

 But my biggest question was, What was this all about? Did 

God really call me out to lose a citywide election after twelve suc-

cessful years of service, in front of all my friends and family in a 

city we had lived in since 1982? Why would he do that? Did I 

make the wise decision to run for office last fall? Had I interpret-

ed God’s call correctly?  

 But, to be honest, the hardest question at the deep center of 

the matter was this: Can God be trusted? Did he let me down 

when I needed him most? 

 In the months following the election, I felt a growing peace 

about not serving. I was surprised how quickly my head and my 

heart disengaged from city concerns. For twelve years, civic mat-

ters were always on my mind. I was constantly wondering how to 

do things better, looking at what other cities were doing, reading 

and learning to be better at government, asking questions and 

speaking to people about complicated issues. I thought that the 

vacuum of not serving would haunt me for a long time. I expected 

to feel loss and emptiness when I wasn’t part of the important dis-

cussions. 

 But I didn’t. Almost immediately, my heart and brain let it all 

go. It was stunning how easily and quickly it happened. It was a 

gift from God. 

 Still, I was confused about the word I had received from God 

to run. Did I hear him incorrectly? Did I get it wrong? Or did 

God tell me to run and lose for a specific reason? 

 I talked all this through with two friends, John and Josh. We 

discussed my past tendencies, my future goals and plans, and all 

that. Our conversation was mostly an academic exercise to learn a 
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decision-making process, since my decision to run was in the past. 

But I thought that if I could understand the wisdom of my deci-

sion, or the lack of wisdom, it might help me with other big deci-

sions in the future. 

 As the three of us walked through the decision I’d made to 

run for office, we decided that I had done the right thing. I had 

followed God correctly. 

 About that same time, I learned that an acquaintance of mine 

and a huge influence in my life, Gary Barkalow, was starting his 

own ministry called The Noble Heart. I listened to Gary describe 

his decision to leave the ministry in which he had expected to 

spend the rest of his life, and I was moved by what he said. 

 Gary talked about the time in 1 Kings 17 when God sent Eli-

jah to live alone by a stream, fed by ravens. When it came time for 

Elijah to change jobs, the Scripture says that God dried up the 

stream. Elijah had to move on or else he would die. Barkalow 

said, “If we don’t move on when the time is right, we will die with-

in our heart.” Maybe that was my story, too. 

 If I hadn’t run for the at-large office, if I had simply stepped 

aside, I would have forever wondered if I had quit government 

too soon, given up before my time was over. I might have looked 

back with regret at opportunities lost. I have a friend and former 

council colleague, Jim, who left office for business reasons. Every 

time I see him in the downtown post office, I see in his eyes the 

knowledge that he walked away too soon and the opportunity 

would never repeat itself. 

 I realized that losing that citywide election was God drying up 

my stream. It was an unmistakable message that it was time to 

move on, and that God would take care of me somewhere else, 

again, as always. He can be trusted; he will not let me down. 
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Moses, God, and Pharaoh 

 The Bible tells the story of Moses when he approached Phar-

aoh for the first time with the request to let the Israelites leave 

Egypt. 

 I’m sure Moses thought it would be a quick and easy proposi-

tion. If God had commanded him to ask for the Israelites’ free-

dom, then surely God had already softened Pharaoh’s heart and 

prepared him to let the people go. Why wouldn’t Pharaoh say 

yes? 

 Actually, God clearly told Moses that it wouldn’t be easy to 

convince Pharaoh, but who listens to the bad news from God? 

Moses, like me, probably took notes only during the commanding 

portion of the message, not the warning part. 

 So when Moses finally got his opportunity to ask, Pharaoh 

dismissed him immediately. Pharaoh had no intention of giving 

away his labor pool. The Israelites were building cities and mon-

uments of glory to him; why would he let them stop? Besides, 

even if he were inclined to give them some time off to worship 

Yahweh, Pharaoh had never heard of this god. Why should he 

respond to a request from some god Moses had probably just 

made up? As far as Pharaoh was concerned, Moses may as well 

have said, “Joe Blow wants you to let his people go.” 

 Pharaoh answered Moses straight from his arrogant heart. He 

said, “Who is the Lord, that I should obey him and let Israel go? I 

do not know the Lord and I will not let Israel go” (Exodus 5:2). 

And to prove he was in charge, that same day Pharaoh sent this 

order to the slave drivers and foremen he had set over the people 

of Israel: 

You are no longer to supply the people with straw for making 

bricks; let them go and gather their own straw. But require them 

to make the same number of bricks as before; don’t reduce the 
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quota. They are lazy; that is why they are crying out, “Let us go 

and sacrifice to our God.” Make the work harder for the men so 

that they keep working and pay no attention to lies. (Exodus 5:6–

9) 

 The same bricks; twice the workload.  

 The command made no practical sense. For Pharaoh to make 

his brick makers work harder was inefficient. It would not help his 

building projects; in fact, it might slow them down. Pharaoh’s 

command was arbitrary and cruel, meant only to hurt his subjects. 

Pharaoh wanted to teach those pesky slaves that he, not Moses, 

was in charge of their lives; and he, not God, had control of their 

welfare. 

 This turn of events stunned Moses. He expected resistance 

from Pharaoh and even outright rejection, but he could not have 

anticipated this response. Was it what God had in mind? Surely 

God didn’t go to all the trouble of the burning bush just to make 

the lives of the Israelites harder. It was a terrible turn of events. 

Not only had Moses not persuaded Pharaoh to let the Israelites 

leave, but he had made their existing conditions even worse. 

 Now, when the slaves failed to keep their quota, the Israelite 

foremen appointed by Pharaoh’s taskmasters were beaten without 

mercy. “Why haven’t you fulfilled your quota yesterday or today?” 

the taskmasters demanded. Of course, they knew exactly why the 

quotas weren’t met, but that wasn’t their problem. They had to 

answer to Pharaoh, and he expected immediate compliance. 

 The Hebrew foremen made a personal appeal to Pharaoh for 

mercy. They stood before him, still bearing the bruises and marks 

from the beatings they’d received. They were a pathetic sight, beg-

ging Pharaoh to let them at least return to their previous status. 

 Pharaoh turned them down. “‘Lazy, that’s what you are—lazy! 

That is why you keep saying, “Let us go and sacrifice to the Lord.” 
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Now get to work. You will not be given any straw, yet you must 

produce your full quota of bricks’” (Exodus 5:17–18). 

 This was not a management strategy or an efficiency move. 

Pharaoh’s order was personal— the foremen could hear that in his 

voice. He would not back down, and they were stuck. The Ampli-

fied Bible says, “The Hebrew foremen saw they were in an evil 

situation.” All they had to look forward to were more beatings. 

 Moses had come to them from out of the desert claiming to 

have a word from God and promising to free them. Well, Moses 

talked a good story, but look how things had turned out: slavery 

made harder and foremen beaten nearly to death. Even if Phar-

aoh might have ever considered letting the Israelites go, now he 

was offended and even more determined to keep them under his 

thumb. 

 The foremen met Moses outside Pharaoh’s palace and un-

loaded their pain and frustration. They had asked God for help 

and he had sent this bumbler, Moses, who made their lives worse. 

Thanks a lot, God. 

 And thanks a lot, Moses. “The Lord look upon you and 

judge,” they said, their eyes still black, their faces still swollen, and 

their backs crooked from the blows. They hoped God would send 

Moses back to the Midian desert. 

 Moses absorbed the blame and criticism. His own heart was 

breaking when he appealed to God himself: Didn’t I do what you 

asked? Why did the situation get worse instead of better? Is this 

why you sent me? Is this what you meant to happen? Surely this 

isn’t your will? 

 It was a reasonable thing to ask. Why would God ask Moses 

to do something and then use his obedience to accomplish the 

exact opposite of the desired results? Why did God use Moses to 

punish the people instead of free them? After all, Moses had 
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done precisely what God told him to do, the way God told him to 

do it, according to God’s timing. He hadn’t overstepped his mis-

sion, taken personal credit, or stalled until a better opportunity. 

Yet now the very people Moses was sent to help were cursing him 

for increasing their hardship and anguish. 

 “Look at what I did to these men,” Moses must have thought. 

“And it’ll happen again tomorrow, and the next day, and the next 

day. It will happen because I did what you told me to do, God. 

Why did you ever call me? Why didn’t you leave me with the 

sheep in Midian? Everything was safe then. Now all I’ve done is 

make things worse, and you haven’t delivered your people at all. 

 “This is an intractable situation. Pharaoh will never be merci-

ful and back down. The lives of these slaves will only get more 

miserable. Oh God, why did you ever send me? Surely I misun-

derstood your commands at the burning bush. I tried to talk you 

into choosing someone else, remember? I told you I was not elo-

quent, not very persuasive. But you insisted I was the right guy for 

the job. Well, good choice, God. Now look how your project has 

turned out. 

 “Why did you send me?” asked Moses. 

 How did God respond? Well, first look at how he didn’t re-

spond. 

 God did not criticize Moses. He did not say, “Relax, Moses. 

You should be ashamed of yourself for doubting.”  

 Neither did God explain how everything would all work out in 

the end. No flowcharts or timelines or bullet points. He didn’t 

offer to change Pharaoh’s mind. He didn’t even hint that he 

would punish Pharaoh with ten devastating plagues. He didn’t 

offer to put all the straw within easy reach to help the brick mak-

ers. God didn't offer answers to Moses. What God did do was 

offer himself. 
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God said to Moses … 

I am the Lord. 

I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as God 

Almighty. 

I have established my covenant. 

I have also heard the groaning of the Israelites. 

I have remembered my covenant. 

Say to the Israelites, “I am the Lord. 

“I will bring you out. 

“I will free you from this bondage. 

“I will rescue you with an outstretched arm. 

“I will take you to me for a people. 

“I will be your God. 

“I will bring you into the land. 

“I lifted up my hand and swore I would give it to Abra-

ham. 

“I will give it to you. 

“I am the Lord [you have the pledge of my changeless 

omnipotence and faithfulness].” (Exodus 6:2–8, my ren-

dering) 

 God didn’t fix Moses’s problem. Rather, God reminded Mo-

ses of his presence. God grace-fully reminded Moses that he 

didn’t have to do this liberation thing himself. God would do it, 

just as he had done everything else. 

 Reading this story one night, I tried to put myself in Moses’s 

place. Wasn’t I always seeking God’s will? Didn’t I expect that if I 

did God’s will, things would get better? Did it ever occur to me 

that obeying God might make things worse? 

 I used my red pen to circle the word “I” every time God re-

ferred to himself in first person to Moses. I circled sixteen times. 
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By the time I finished, I was in tears … my own heart was broken 

before God. Sixteen times God said “I.” 

 God reminded Moses that the problem wasn’t his. God would 

take care of it. Gracefully, God comforted Moses. Moses had 

asked God for direction when what he needed was God’s pres-

ence. So, taking away Moses’s burdens, God simply offered the 

peace of himself in their place: “Here Moses, let me hold this 

burden for you. And you, in turn, hold me in your empty hand.” 

 Moses never doubted God again. He was a changed man 

thereafter. Moses heard God that day and he never wobbled again 

in the face of rejection or hardship. This was a turning point, a 

life-changing experience. Moses learned to stand up and speak for 

God, then step back and let God do his work. 

 I believe this was the defining moment of Moses’s life. I be-

lieve it had more to do with the way Moses ministered and 

reached and served than anything else in his life. If the burning 

bush was his call to ministry, this was his ordination; if the burning 

bush was his call to leadership, this was his swearing-in. This expe-

rience “set” the call of God into Moses forever. 

 A lot of bad things happened to Moses in the next few years, 

and more than a few times he had to stand before the people and 

take the full measure of their anger and hatred toward God. Yet 

Moses never again asked God, “Why me?” After this, Moses 

knew. Moses never doubted God again. 

 

Trust Me Just One More Time 

 I was discussing Colossians 3:19–20 in my adult Bible study 

class one Sunday morning. In the NASB, the passage says, 

“Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. 

Husbands, love your wives and do not be embittered against 

them.” I asked the class, “Why do husbands have this specific 
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command to not be bitter toward their wives. Is it such a prob-

lem?” 

 To my surprise, the answer I heard was, “Yes, because men 

are not naturally wired to show love the way a woman needs. Men 

love with logic while women want to be loved with emotion.” 

(This comment came from a woman, by the way.) 

 I said, “The challenge of a marriage is to keep working 

through those differences year after year. It is in the working that 

we are knit together.” Then I added as an afterthought, “And I 

don’t think it gets easier the longer we are together …” 

 I was going to say, “… but it gets better,” but before I could 

finish the sentence, Cyndi interrupted me and said, “I disagree. I 

think it does get easier. Because as we learn to trust each other, we 

let ourselves be open and vulnerable, which is necessary for love.” 

She’s smart. 

 A lasting relationship demands that we trust each other with 

our secrets, our temptations, our self-image, and our physical and 

spiritual selves. The more that trust grows and the safer we feel, 

the easier it is for us to submit to each other, to love each other, to 

not be embittered toward each other. Trust makes love deeper, 

but love comes first. Love is the seed that allows trust to grow. I’m 

not sure you can ever feel completely at home with someone, or 

be comfortable with them, without trust. 

 Brennan Manning wrote, “For many of us, trust does not 

come easily. It is most likely to happen if I love you
5

.” I think trust 

(and love) in a relationship comes through spending a lot of time 

together. And it happens in small increments. We trust once, and 

then we trust again, and again, and each time our trust gets bigger 

and deeper. 

 Cyndi and I were fortunate to spend some quality adult time 

together that same Sunday afternoon after church, after we shared 



REMODELED 

58 

 

lasagna at Fazolli’s and before I went to my church committee 

meeting. We talked about our lives, our history, and our future. 

And then, best of all, we shared a brief Sunday afternoon nap. I 

dreamed about how lucky I was to have someone in my life who 

trusted me as much as Cyndi does. 

 Later, I told Cyndi how she makes me feel manly and strong 

when she trusts that I will not make fun of her, that I will protect 

her and keep her safe, and that I will keep her secrets. Knowing 

that she trusts me is a compelling thing, and it makes me want to 

be worthy, makes me want to stand up straight. 

 I cannot imagine a scenario when I would hurt her physically, 

but holding her heart seems so much more risky. I could do dam-

age just by being stupid, or making one too many jokes, or forget-

ting to do something important, or being so wrapped up in myself 

that I forget about her. And, I am sad to say, I have done all of 

those things many times in our thirty years together. 

 Yet Cyndi, knowing the risk, opens her heart to me—the very 

same heart that God told her to guard with all diligence because it 

is the source of life. She does so because she wants to trust me 

and love me. I am a lucky guy. 

 Brennan Manning compared our ability to trust God with our 

learned trust for each other. He wrote, “You will trust God only as 

much as you love him. And you will love him not because you 

have studied him; you will love him because you have touched 

him—in response to his touch.”  

 We learn to love God by spending a lot of time in his pres-

ence in prayer, meditation, worship, and study; and with his peo-

ple, the church. 

 There is a scene about trust from the movie, The Horse 

Whisperer6, when the trainer, Tom, says to the young girl, Grace, 

“Trust me just one more time.” I like the scene because that is 
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how it’s done. Just like Cyndi trusts me, just like Grace trusted 

Tom, I have to trust God, just one more time. I don’t have to be 

brave or skilled or clever or bold on my own;, I just have to re-

spond to him God when he says, “Trust me.” I don’t have to wor-

ry about my whole life. I don’t have to understand what comes 

next and next and next. I don’t even have to commit to trust him 

from now on. All I have to do is trust him today, with today’s writ-

ing, today’s run, today’s assignments,— just trust him one more 

time. 

 

Questions: 

 

How can you trust God when you do what he asked and yet things 

still fall apart? 

 

Do you remember the first time you realized you were not in con-

trol of your life? 

 

Which parts of your heart are off-limits to Jesus? Are you afraid 

of how he’ll change it? 

 

For someone to feel at home in our house, they have to know we 

trust them and don’t resent them. Do you agree? 

 

What do you find hardest to give to God? 

 

Is there anything that is easy to give? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER SIX 

GROWING DEEP ROOTS 

 

Deep Roots 

 I spent too much of my life digging Bermuda grass out of 

flowerbeds. For some reason, through the years, probably due to 

my own neglect, the weeds and grass moved into my flowerbeds 

over the winter and early spring, and afterward the only thing I 

could do was dig them out. 

 I was tired of fooling with grass, so one of my objectives when 

building our new house was to never mow the grass again. I want-

ed a green yard, since it looks friendly, but full of ground cover 

like jasmine rather than a turf grass such as Bermuda, the West 

Texas favorite. Cyndi and I even tried to get the landscaping com-

pany who put in yards for all the houses in our neighborhood to 

promise they would never plant grass in the house next to ours 

whenever it was developed, because we knew the grass would leap 

across the property line and invade our ground cover. We were 

tired of digging out wayward grass. The landscaper wouldn’t guar-

antee anything, but he promised to try. 

 Weeds are easier to remove than Bermuda grass. Most weeds 

have a taproot, and if the ground is soft enough you can pull them 

straight out of the ground without much effort. Even giant careless 

weeds come up easily if you use both hands and pull with your 

legs. But if you try to pull Bermuda grass all you get is a handful of 

green leaves; the roots stay in the ground and keep growing, only 

now with a vengeance, since they are angry at being disturbed. 

The only way to clear out Bermuda grass is to dig out every root. 

Dig them out. All of them. And hit the spot with Round-Up. 
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 I often used a gardening pitchfork to break up the ground so I 

could grab the roots. Sometimes I’d pull up a big clod of dirt so 

full of grass roots that I’d toss the entire handful into my wheel-

barrow, dirt and all. I’d rather throw away good dirt than take a 

chance on missing any roots. 

 I never understood why Bermuda grass wasn’t content to stay 

in the yard where it belonged. It had the entire yard to itself, yet it 

would leap a sidewalk or a wooden fence or an eight-inch flower-

bed barrier in order to spread into new ground. The stuff is tena-

cious and unforgiving and not easily controlled. 

 It occurred to me one hot Saturday afternoon as I was digging 

away, the thought occurred to me: that’s how I want my walk with 

God to be. I want those kinds of roots burrowing into the soil of 

God’s marvelous love. I want roots that can’t be pulled out no 

matter what life sends my way. I want roots that last, roots that are 

indestructible, roots that keep coming back because they so per-

meate the soil that they can’t be separated from it.  

 Why do I want deep roots? I can think of two reasons. For 

one, deep roots guarantee a permanent supply of nutrition. The 

deeper the root system, the more luscious the plant. Deep roots 

find their underground water and food source. One year I dug up 

a leaky valve in my lawn sprinkler system and discovered it had 

been leaking for so long that the dirt around it was dark black. A 

root from a tree in my neighbor’s backyard thirty feet away had 

wrapped around the leaking valve. The root was so big that I had 

to saw it into pieces to disengage it from the valve and piping. That 

was a root that knew where to find water! It’s the kind of root we 

need tapping into God’s love. We need strong roots that seek out 

sources of nutrition and then establish themselves among those 

sources, mining them continually. 
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 Another benefit of deep roots is, they make us indestructible 

when the winds blow. As Christians, we don’t want to blow over. 

We want to be firmly anchored in the ground—founded securely 

on God’s love. Psalm 1 says we can be like a tree planted by 

streams of water, which yields its fruit in its season. Its leaves do 

not wither. It survives drought and storm. 

 Thinking about roots reminds me of my grandmother—not 

because she was famous for rooting out flower beds, but because 

she is one of the big roots of my life. For three years I helped her 

write a book about her life, and it was a great, uplifting experience 

for me. I learned to value the details of her life, because each of 

her small decisions affected the way I am today. When she fol-

lowed God as a young teenager—when she and her young husband 

searched to find God’s purpose in their life—well, those efforts 

helped make me the spiritual seeker that I am. 

 A Godly life is the hundreds of small turns we make toward 

God: turning toward him when disaster hits, moving toward him 

rather than away when plans are disappointed. Those incremental 

decisions to choose God over and over turn into deep roots that 

do not die. Because of my grandmother’s roots in the love of 

God, and because I spent so much time around her and my 

grandfather as I grew up, I have deep roots too. 

 I am a fortunate man. I am at home with my family, and I 

know that my strength and confidence come from my deep family 

roots. The fact that I have known God’s love for so long is directly 

due to the people who raised me and taught me. I have deep 

roots because of them. 

 We can't control the roots of our family. I know that many 

people have roots that take them away from God, and what can 

they do about that? We can’t choose the character of those who 

have preceded us. But we can influence the generations that fol-
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low after us. We can start now to be deep roots for our children 

and our grandchildren. 

 

Conduit of Grace 

 “I hope I have her optimism when I’m eighty-six year old,” I 

said to my dad, talking about my grandmother. She was in the 

hospital to get her knee replaced but discovered she needed angi-

oplasty first. Her old knees had ached for a long time, and she 

resented the heart surgery somewhat because it delayed her new 

knees. I told my dad, “I hope when I’m her age, I’ll have enough 

hope for the future that I tolerate heart surgery just to get new 

knees.” That was in December 1997. 

 Sunday morning, March 30, 2003, my grandmother, Pauline 

Haynes, died. She was 92. She had two great knees but only one 

tired heart which proved too weak to pull her through that last 

bout of illness. 

 I remember summer afternoons as a young boy, drinking ice-

cold Cokes while sitting in her recliner at her house at Lake 

Thomas. My grandparents kept a refrigerator full of those old-

fashioned green glass bottles, allowing grandkids one Coke a day. 

I can still hear the satisfying pop! Then a soft whoosh as we 

opened the bottles with a wooden-handled bottle opener. Those 

Cokes were so tasty and so cold! I’m certain that during the past 

forty years the flavor of Coke has diminished, and I sure don’t 

remember drinking one as cold as those. 

 I also remember fishing with my grandmother. Actually, I 

spent more one-on-one fishing time with my grandfather, Roy 

Haynes. We got up early in the morning and drove out to one of 

those combination stock tanks and prize fishing ponds, the ones 

only a chosen few people knew about. He had access because he 

was the preacher and everyone took good care of him.  
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 But my grandmother was the one who gave me all the fishing 

advice about how to catch fish and how to behave on a fishing trip. 

She said, “Don’t talk, you’ll scare the fish away,” whenever I 

couldn’t sit quietly as she thought I should; or, “you can’t catch a 

fish unless your hook’s in the water,” whenever she caught me 

fooling with my bait. I heard those two phrases a thousand times. 

 She also made her own custom, smelly catfish bait. She was 

very proud of it, and she always made a big deal about keeping the 

recipe a secret. The truth is, I never used it myself because it was 

pink, and it didn’t seem right for a young boy to use pink catfish 

bait.  

 I have good memories of my grandmother’s patience and her 

attentiveness. I often wish she had taken my own two children 

fishing, because I believe a lot of the best parts of my personality 

formed while fishing with her. 

 But the most profound memory I have of her is from my 

grandfather’s funeral. He died in the spring of 1980, the same 

spring that Cyndi and I discovered we were expecting our first 

child, Byron. 

 As a young boy, I spent summer after summer with my 

grandparents, and because my grandfather was a minister, I at-

tended at least one funeral every summer. At the time, it seemed 

like many more—funeral homes are extremely boring places for 

kids. I was accustomed to seeing my grandmother in her conserva-

tive black dress as she comforted the grieving friends; however, at 

the funeral of her own husband of forty-nine years, she wore a 

beige dress. 

 No one gets dressed for her husband’s funeral by accident. 

You don’t just reach in the closet and pull out the first thing you 

see. That’s one of those times of life when you spend time think-

ing about the right thing. People wear black because they are 
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grieving and because they respect the person who died, and my 

grandmother had done just that many times. So her beige dress 

was a significant, bold departure from the expected behavior of 

the wife of a deceased country preacher. It was an obvious state-

ment to the world that she knew God … that she knew him per-

sonally … that he was faithful … that he had given her hope for the 

future ... and that death was not the end. 

 I am a fortunate guy. I’ve known grandparents, parents, un-

cles, and aunts who followed God all the days of their lives, pre-

paring my path. The grace of God flows through my family, and a 

special, personal conduit flowed from Pauline Haynes to me. I 

could talk to her, joke with her, help her, make fun of her, and 

encourage her in a way no one else in the family could do. It was a 

blessing to know her, and I miss her. 

 

Male Bonding  

 As we men get older, and as our fathers get older, and as the 

relationship between us changes again and again, we and our dads 

look for different ways to bond with each other. My brother 

bonds with Dad by sending him really cool stuff like a new bicycle 

for commuting to work, and some hip new gear, and even some 

cycling shorts (although none of us has actually seen Dad wear 

them yet). What do I do to bond with my Dad? Well, some years 

ago I took him hiking up a steep mountain … on a trail described 

on the National Park Service website as “strenuous,” and “very 

steep,” and “exposed cliff edges.” I think maybe my brother has 

won this round. 

 The hike took place one Wednesday in October 2008. We 

left my parents’ house in Hobbs about 7:00 a.m. and drove 

through Carlsbad to Pine Springs in the Guadalupe Mountains 

National Park. It was clear and sunny but not hot—a perfect day 
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for hiking in Texas. We had a great time together on the trail, tell-

ing jokes and making wisecracks and making fun of Uncle James. 

 If you’ve ever done this hike up Guadalupe Peak, you know 

that the first part of the trail is the hardest. It’s a mind-altering se-

ries of steep switchbacks that goes on and on and on. Most casual 

hikers who decide to hike up the trail to break up their cross-

country drive to El Paso never get beyond this part. It’s hard work, 

and it isn’t worth pursuing if you think the entire hike will be this 

hard. But if you keep pushing up and forward, you will eventually 

clear the switchbacks and reach some long traverses that cross the 

cliff face. 

 It took Dad and me about two hours to hike up to The 

Lookout Point. We had accomplished my first goal of the day: to 

get past the rough stretch so Dad could experience the portion of 

the trial that passes through tall pine trees and oaks and junipers. I 

wanted him to know there was more to this trail than rocky 

switchbacks. 

 We hiked another one-and-a-half hours before stopping for 

lunch. I think we were just around the bend from the wooden 

bridge. 

 After eating our sandwiches, Dad said, “This is it for me to-

day. I think we should go back down.” 

 I said, “You’re right. It would be the wise thing to do.” 

 “I’m having a great day, and I would love to make it to the top 

and phone my friends from the summit, but I don’t want to be 

foolish about this.” 

 I agreed. “You know, if a teenager hikes too far and too long 

and blows all his energy and ends up stumbling home in the dark, 

it’s a funny story. If guys our age (fifty-two and eighty) do the same 

thing, it’s just stupid. It isn’t a funny story, it’s just stupid. We’re 

supposed to know better.” 
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 “Well, we don’t want to be stupid.” 

 So we started back down, which is easier than going up but 

never as quick as you imagine it will be. The thing about hiking a 

long trial like this one is, there is no shortcut home. You can’t sit 

on a rock and wait for the sag wagon to come by to give you a ride 

back to the parking lot. You just have to keep walking, no matter 

how exhausted. By the time we got down to the parking lot, we’d 

been on the trail for seven-and-a-half hours, all of it hard work. 

We were whipped. 

 “Was it a good day?” you might ask. 

 “It was a great day,” I would answer. 

 There are so many things I give my Dad credit for—things that 

have turned out to be fundamental characteristics of my life. 

 The first is his sense of humor. From my dad, I learned to 

always look for the joke in any situation, to be funny without hurt-

ing other people, and to let the other guys get the punch lines and 

the big laugh. 

 The next is music. My dad was a church worship leader (back 

then we called them choir directors) as far back as I can remem-

ber. Not only did I learn to love and play church music, but I also 

learned from his example that music was something men could 

do. It was a manly activity, as much so as hunting or carpentry. I 

doubt I would’ve picked that up from anyone else. 

 Another thing I learned from my dad was that being a con-

sistent man of faith for an entire lifetime is a noble and worthy 

and courageous way to live. 

 We had a great day. I know this because Dad was cracking 

jokes through it all, right up to the last minute. Maybe we’ll go 

again someday, especially if my brother sends Dad more cool cy-

cling gear. 
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Treasure Hunt 

 My dad’s parents were named Cy and Dulcie Simpson, and 

they lived in San Antonio during all my years growing up. I don’t 

remember many stories with these grandparents. I was young 

when my grandfather suffered a stroke that left him immobile, 

somber, and serious. Cy and Dulcie were essential to me, though, 

and had a big impact on my life and character. 

 I spent a week or two at their house every summer. They wor-

ried that they weren’t as much fun or entertaining as my other 

grandparents since they didn’t take me fishing, but I don’t re-

member it bothering me one bit. I enjoyed playing on their huge 

screened-in porch that smelled of houseplants, and in the garage 

among my grandfather’s woodworking tools and projects. There 

were so many old things scattered in the slots and gaps. It was a 

treasure hunt to see what I could find. 

 They liked to serve corn on the cob, and I thought it was very 

cool that my grandfather would pull out his big pocketknife and 

slice long slivers of corn off the cob. He then ate those slivers with 

his fork instead of gnawing the cob like everyone else. I thought 

he did it because he was cooler than the rest of us and because he 

had a knife of his own. It never occurred to me that carving his 

corn was a necessity because he had dentures. 

 My grandparents also had a set of those plastic corn holders 

that we would stick into the ends of each ear and hold onto so we 

wouldn’t get butter on our hands. Since we didn’t have those at 

our house in Kermit, I thought they were a big-city invention. 

What an exotic way to eat corn! Sometimes I think Cyndi and I 

should start a collection of our own corn holders and get them out 

for our annual Corn Fest. 

 A lot of grandparent stories revolve around eating breakfast, I 

think because that was the only meal when we all slowed down 
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our eating enough to enjoy each other. At the Simpsons’ in San 

Antonio, we always had apple butter on our toast; it was another 

exotic thing we didn’t have at home.  

  They had a pet parakeet named Butch. The bird would hop 

around on the table at breakfast and eat butter off the knife blade, 

and he would lean over and make slurping noises into my grandfa-

ther’s coffee cup. It’s hard to imagine Cy allowing something as 

frivolous as a bird on the breakfast table, but he did. 

 I have a photo hanging in my office of me and my grandfather 

in his backyard in San Antonio. I am wearing only a diaper. He is 

wearing dark pants and an undershirt. My mom says he was crack-

ing pecans and feeding them to me. He and I often got into argu-

ments that lasted all afternoon, two stubborn guys in their under-

wear arguing over nothing. 

 

Gathered to His People 

 When my grandfather Roy Haynes was a newly ordained min-

ister in his twenties, still farming near Rising Star, Texas, a family 

stopped by the farm one day to ask him to conduct the funeral for 

their son just killed in action in World War II. Roy was out plow-

ing the field when they came by. He had to unhitch the team and 

put away his equipment, clean up, and step into his role as minis-

ter. I doubt funerals were on his mind when he first surrendered 

to preach, but they were one of his most valuable ministries to his 

community. 

 I never understood the true depth and importance of my 

grandfather’s pastoral ministry until he passed away. As a boy I 

went to lots of funerals with him—at least one or two every sum-

mer—but I didn’t know how significant they were until I went to 

his. People came from all over West Texas to honor the man who 

had held their hands and their hearts when their own loved ones 
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were gathered. Roy Haynes’s simple message and dependable life 

had given them comfort. 

 It is only as I’ve gotten older that I’ve realized how meaningful 

it is to use the phrase, “He was one of us. He is our guy. I am go-

ing to stand beside him to the end.” Maybe because I was never 

on an organized sports team, or in the military, or in a fraternity, 

or in any similar brotherhood, I never spent much time thinking 

about being one of the guys. As my home—the place where I live 

my life—moves from the intellectual security of my mind down to 

the emotional vulnerability of my heart, the more critical it is for 

me to have my own people. The less I am interested in being 

alone and the more I want to be “one of us.” 

 I have always liked the Old Testament phrase, “He was gath-

ered to his people,” and I wish we used that phrase nowadays. I 

like to think there is a gathering of people on the other side of life, 

a community of our people who are waiting to initiate us into the 

group. Not that we die or that our life is taken away, but rather 

that we are gathered in, as if harvested when the time is right. We 

will be brought in because we are wanted on the other side. I 

don’t know if this is an accurate view of life after death in heaven, 

but that’s the image I get when I read the phrase, “He was gath-

ered to his people.” 

 

At the Crossroads 

 One morning I read the following from my Daily Bible7
: 

“This is what the Lord says: ‘Stand at the crossroads and look; ask 

for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and walk in it, 

and you will find rest for your souls’” (Jeremiah 6:16). 

 I liked that phrase, “Stand at the crossroads and look,” as if 

God was calling for a pause in the action, asking me to stop in my 

relentless pursuit of the future, stop and ponder. God was telling 
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me where to rest. Not rest and relax, but rest and contemplate; 

and not at any old flat place in the road, but at the crossroads, at a 

point of decision. 

 That particular morning, I was in Albuquerque with Cyndi 

and Byron for Cyndi’s family reunion. Reunions are great for re-

flecting, remembering, looking at old photos, telling traditional 

stories, and asking for ancient paths where the good way is. They 

are opportunities to stop moving, look around, and evaluate our 

directions. 

 Reunions also teach that not all ancient paths are good ones. 

It doesn’t take very many old-time stories to realize we should be 

choosy when following in someone’s footsteps. We listen to some 

of those old stories—many for the hundredth time—so we will 

know what stops not to make, what mistakes to avoid. 

 But we also listen to learn the wisdom of consistency. Many of 

those ancient paths became trustworthy paths because they were 

tried and found to be true. Those are the paths we should re-

member and follow. 

 From both of my families, the one I was born into and the 

one I married into, I’ve seen the ancient paths where the good 

way is. I can welcome the remodeling Jesus has done in my heart 

because I want to be deep roots into God’s love for my children 

and grandchildren, the same as my parents and grandparents were 

for me. 

 

Questions: 

Who were your roots? 

 

What did you learn from them? 

 

How do you hope to be like them? 
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Who do you know who shows the evidence of a long life lived 

with a purpose? 

 

What stories do you remember from your grandparents? 

 

Did you have a family member who modeled deep roots for you? 

Who were they? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

INTO THE SOIL OF GOD’S 

MARVELOUS LOVE 

 

A Bible Story about Love 

 There is a story in the Bible that helps us understand love. It 

takes place in the “between time” after Jesus’s death and resurrec-

tion but before his ascension, and it is recorded in chapter 21 of 

the gospel of John. 

Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the 

Sea of Tiberias, It happened this way: (v.1) 

 This story starts by saying that “Jesus appeared again to his 

disciples.” We don’t know exactly how many times he appeared 

to them, and we don’t know the exact sequence of his appearanc-

es, but this was at least the third time for these guys. Before Jesus’s 

death they were with him on a full-time basis, but now he unpre-

dictably popped in and out of their lives. 

Simon Peter, Thomas (called Didymus), Nathanael from 

Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other dis-

ciples were together. “I'm going out to fish,” Simon Peter 

told them, and they said, “We'll go with you.” So they 

went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught 

nothing.  

Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the 

disciples did not realize that it was Jesus.  

 He called out to them, “Friends, haven't you any 

fish?” 

 “No,” they answered. (vv. 2–5) 
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 They were in a big boat, big enough for seven men plus nets 

and gear. We might wonder, why were they fishing? Were they 

simply tired of waiting around, bored, and going back to what they 

knew? Was this their chance to unwind by reverting back to their 

old life? 

 Erwin McManus says our two greatest longings are for compe-

tence and acceptance. So when the disciples’ world fell apart, it’s 

no wonder they went fishing together. It satisfied both longings. 

Fishing was something they were good at, and they enjoyed doing 

it together. They ran home, so to speak. 

 It’s a mystery that these men didn’t recognize Jesus after all 

the time they’d spent with him. In their defense, it was dawn and 

hard to see, and besides, what does a fisherman want to hear less 

than advice from a stranger. It could be they were too preoccu-

pied to look at him closely. Or, better still, maybe Jesus used a 

peel-off Mission Impossible mask. That’s more fun to imagine, so 

I’m going with that. 

He said, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat 

and you will find some.” (v. 6) 

 Again, just what every man wants to hear—unsolicited advice. I 

can picture one of the guys giving himself a dope slap to the fore-

head, saying, “Why didn’t we think of that? We’ve been fishing all 

night on the left side.” 

When they did, they were unable to haul the net in be-

cause of the large number of fish. (v. 6) 

 Now Jesus had their attention. 

Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is 

the Lord!” As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, “It is 

the Lord,” he wrapped his outer garment around him (for 

he had taken it off) and jumped into the water. 
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The other disciples followed in the boat, towing the net 

full of fish, for they were not far from shore, about a hun-

dred yards. 

When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there 

with fish on it, and some bread. 

Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just 

caught.” (vv. 7–10) 

 Do you notice anything about Peter? He put his clothes back 

on. What a great fishing buddy. He was fishing with no clothes on! 

 I can imagine the other disciples yelling, “Jesus, make Peter 

get back in the boat and help us row!” It’s almost a Mary-and-

Martha moment, with Peter running (swimming? wading?) toward 

Jesus instead of helping the rest of the guys do the work. 

 Jesus had breakfast ready for them. Clearly he had this en-

counter planned. Once again, we see Jesus graciously stepping 

into their world, on their terms, to remind them of their calling. 

Simon Peter climbed aboard and dragged the net ashore. 

It was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many the net 

was not torn. 

Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” None of 

the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew 

it was the Lord. 

Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did 

the same with the fish. 

This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disci-

ples after he was raised from the dead. (vv. 11–14) 

 We know a real fisherman wrote this story because he rec-

orded exactly how many fish they caught and how big they were. 

However, I wonder if the size of the fish grew with the telling of 

this story. 
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When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, 

“Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than 

these?” 

“Yes, Lord,” he said, you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 

Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love 

me?” 

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” 

The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do 

you love me?”  

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, 

“Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; 

you know that I love you.”  

 Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.” (vv.15–17) 

 For Jesus, hearing Peter say “I love you” was not enough. Je-

sus wanted to see action. It was unacceptable for Peter to say, “I’ll 

meet you halfway,” or, “I already told you once that I loved you, 

and that should still count.” 

 A lot has been written about the words used for “love” in this 

passage and the fact that Jesus used one word but Peter used an-

other, the idea being that Jesus was asking for a deeper love than 

Peter was willing to give. 

 To be honest, I don’t really know what to make of that. They 

were speaking Aramaic, not Greek, so they didn’t use those exact 

words. John, who wrote this account, was an eyewitness, and he is 

trying to give us the feel and tone of the conversation. John also 

used the different words for “love” interchangeably all through his 

gospel, so I think we draw a distinction not meant to be present. 

 However, if it were me in the story, I wonder how I would 

have answered when Jesus asked, “Do you love me in the same 
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way that I love you?” If Jesus asked, “I love you 100 percent. How 

much do you love me?” I would never presume to put myself in 

the same category of love as Jesus. How could anyone say yes to a 

question like that? 

 If Jesus had asked Peter these same three questions earlier in 

their relationship, before the crucifixion and Peter’s denial, Peter 

would have spontaneously and impulsively yelled out the answer, 

like a grade-schooler who cannot wait to show off. He would have 

flashed his answer immediately and maybe argued with Jesus for 

asking the same question three times. 

 However, Peter was not so self-assured now. He had been 

defeated. He had tried to follow Jesus on his own terms, and his 

impulsiveness had gotten him into trouble. The quick answers that 

had brought him fame among the other disciples worked against 

him on the eve of Christ’s crucifixion and resulted in a quick three 

denials of Jesus. Peter’s own nature had caused him deep grief. 

 So now when Jesus asked, “Do you love me,” Peter would 

not, could not, throw out an answer so quickly. He had to think. 

He had to answer quietly. He had to answer true, not fast. 

 I wonder if Peter was simply afraid to tell Jesus yes. After all, 

Peter had once before bragged about his loyalty and courage in 

front of everyone and then failed spectacularly. Maybe he just 

didn’t want to get his chops busted again in front of the guys. 

 Or it could be that Jesus asked the question three times to 

remind Peter that he had denied Jesus three times—but that 

sounds petty to me. Jesus didn’t throw guilt parties. He had al-

ready given Peter complete forgiveness immediately after the res-

urrection. 

 So what did Jesus not do? He never rejected Peter. He didn’t 

say, “Not nearly good enough, Peter.” He did not say, “When you 



REMODELED 

80 

 

can love me the way I want, come back and I will give you your 

assignment.” 

 I remember when my kids were young, I would ask, “Did you 

hear me?” and they would bob their heads up and down. Not 

good enough. I would say, “Look at me,” and when I had them 

eyeball-to-eyeball, I would ask again, “Did you hear me?” Now 

when they said, “Yes, Daddy, I heard what you said,” I knew they 

were committed. I had them on record. 

 Before, when they mumbled an answer, it gave them wiggle 

room, a hope for escape. But this eye-to-eye thing demanded 

compliance and accountability. The excuses of “I didn’t hear you” 

or “I didn’t understand what you meant” were no longer options. 

Both kids understood the implication of the eye-to-eye confronta-

tion, even when they were too young to articulate it. 

 I believe that is what Jesus was after when he asked Peter that 

defining question three times. I imagine there was a buzz of casual 

breakfast conversation among the other disciples when Jesus 

asked the first time, but by the third time, it was stone silent. I also 

think that by the third time, Jesus and Peter were standing eyeball-

to-eyeball, and Jesus may have had his hands on Peter’s shoulders. 

Peter was on the spot. By asking the same question three times, 

Jesus was demanding a deeper commitment from Peter. Jesus 

wanted Peter on the record. 

 The Bible verse says that Peter was grieved because Jesus 

asked him the third time. I wonder how many times Peter had to 

be broken by Jesus? On more than one occasion he took the heat 

of Jesus’s rebuke when he answered too quickly or tried to talk 

Jesus into doing something different from God’s will. He was bro-

ken by his own denial of Jesus the night before Jesus was cruci-

fied. How many times did Peter have to be broken? 



INTO THE SOIL OF GOD’S MARVELOUS LOVE 

81 

 

 Peter answered a third time, “Lord, you know all things; you 

know that I love you.” 

 Henri Nouwen wrote, “God asks: ‘Do you love me?’ and of-

fers us countless chances to say ‘Yes.’ That is the spiritual life: the 

chance to say ‘Yes.’
8

” 

 Over and over again we find ourselves eyeball-to-eyeball with 

Jesus, and he is asking the question, “Do you love me?” The chal-

lenge is to answer yes every time. 

 I don’t think Jesus needed to hear Peter answer three times. 

He already knew the answer. But I think Peter needed to hear it. 

He needed to know. He needed to come to grips with his own 

heart and his own actions and square his life with the question, 

“Do you love Jesus?” 

 Peter was at a significant crossroads. Would he continue to 

follow Jesus, or would he return to his old love, fishing? I think it 

was a precarious time for Peter. He still smelled like a man who’d 

been fishing all night even as he talked to Jesus. Peter had to de-

cide between his comfortable life of fishing and his unpredictable 

life with Jesus, right then, while standing in an old familiar place. 

He was in jeopardy, and Jesus broke into his life in the very nick 

of time. Jesus asked, in effect, “Now that you know who you are, 

which life will you choose?” 

 This encounter changed Peter forever. He finally had a firm 

grip on Jesus. Gone was the emotional, bouncy, unpredictable 

disciple. From here on, Peter became the foundation of the 

church, eventually dying a martyr’s death. There is no mention in 

the Bible of Peter ever going fishing again. 

 Jesus told Peter that the best way to prove his love for him was 

by taking care of his people: “Feed my lambs; take care of my 

sheep.” He was not talking about serving Sheep Chow. Jesus 
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asked Peter to show his love by pouring his life into Jesus’s peo-

ple. Peter spent the rest of his life doing exactly that. 

 I think that’s what it means for Christ to be at home in our 

heart. 

 

 

Hardpan 

 In West Texas, when we talk about hard, sunbaked dirt, we 

call it hardpan. 

 My personal experience with hardpan dates back to the spring 

of 1983 when I was installing a sprinkler system. Cyndi and I had 

moved into a brand-new house, and instead of a yard full of grass, 

we had dirt. I was hoping to change that with my new sprinklers. 

 Of course I wanted to design the system and install it myself. I 

was an engineer, after all, and I had designed and installed several 

huge waterflood injection systems that cost hundreds of thousands 

of dollars each, so why shouldn’t I be able to do this project my-

self just as well as some installer guy? 

 I used a huge ditcher for most of the digging. It was a big, in-

dustrial-sized ditcher, big enough to ride on. It steered from an 

articulating joint in the middle and had a ditch digger on one end 

and a blade on the other. It was way too much machine for what I 

was doing; it was hard to maneuver around the yard, and I had to 

drive back over my ditches. I made almost as much of a mess with 

it as I dug good ditches. I used it because my boss had borrowed it 

from a friend to keep me from having to rent one, and he was 

very proud of his contribution to my project. He was right that I 

needed to save as much money as possible, so I tried to make it 

work, but if I had it to do again I’d rent a small, hand-guided 

ditcher and know that the money was well-spent. 
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 Even with this monstrous ditcher, though, there were a few 

parts of my yard that I could not dig. They were hardpan—dark, 

red, cement-like dirt hardened from years of sun-baking and lack 

of moisture. The stuff was so hard that water couldn’t penetrate it 

but ran off it as if it were concrete. The ditching blades crawled 

over the top of the hardpan and wouldn’t even scratch its surface. 

 I had to borrow a pickax from a neighbor across the street 

and chop away to soften that hardpan. It took a long time, but 

once I got a few cracks in it, I could soak it with water and slowly 

soften and break it down. Eventually, I had it soft enough that I 

could use the ditcher to dig through it. 

 Once I had my sprinkler system installed, I watered regularly 

and the hardpan never re-formed. In a few short years you 

couldn’t even tell where it had been. 

 C. S. Lewis wrote, 

The terrible thing, the most impossible thing, is to hand 

over your whole self—all your wishes and precautions—to 

Christ. But it is far easier than what we are all trying to do 

instead. For what we are trying to do is to remain what we 

call “ourselves,” to keep personal happiness as our great 

aim in life, and yet at the same time be “good.” We are all 

trying to let our mind and heart go their own way—

centered on money or pleasure or ambition—and hoping, 

in spite of this, to behave honestly and chastely and hum-

bly. 

And that is exactly what Christ warned us you cannot do. 

As he said, a thistle cannot produce figs. If I am a field 

that contains nothing but grass seed, I cannot produce 

wheat. Cutting the grass may keep it short: but I shall still 

produce grass and not wheat. If I want to produce wheat, 
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the change must go deeper than the surface. I must be 

ploughed up and re-sown.9 

 When I read this, it sounded like one of those issues I’ve al-

ready thought a lot about, probably written about, and should 

have solved by now. However, I’m afraid I still have a lot of hard-

pan that needs the pickax treatment. I need to be plowed and re-

sown. 

 Why would any of us want God to use a pickax on our hard 

selves? Well, it’s a key to cultivating our relationship with him. It 

is the secret to becoming more and more like Jesus. My hope is 

that as God breaks up my hardpan, it’ll stay broken up and I 

won’t have to keep coming back again and again. 

 Jeremiah 4:3 says, “Break up your unplowed ground and do 

not sow among thorns. Circumcise yourselves to the Lord, cir-

cumcise your hearts.” 

 Oh God, I am good at giving you my already soft ground and 

hiding the hardpan. Break it all up. Make my heart soft like yours. 

 

Questions: 

How would you answer Jesus’s question: “Do you love me more 

than these?” 

 

Do you love him more than your job? 

 

Your creativity? 

 

Your spare time? 

 

Your hobbies? 

 

Your freedom? 
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Your love life? 

 

Your friends? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

A LOVE YOU CAN FEEL 

AND 

UNDERSTAND 

 

 The Apostle Paul prayed that the Ephesian church would 

“grasp,” “seize,” “get hold of” this love of Christ. He prayed that 

they would “know this love”—that is, experience it personally in 

their hearts and lives. Paul prayed that the Ephesian church would 

make the love of Christ their love. 

 

Feel and Understand 

 We need to feel God’s love for us, and we need to under-

stand his love. We need to do both. For some people, feeling is 

easier; for others, understanding is easier; but neither is enough 

alone. 

 Growing up, I was always nervous about leaning on my feel-

ings with respect to spiritual things. I remember when I was a 

teenager and all my teenage friends were tossed back and forth by 

the mood of the day, youth evangelists would come to town and 

tell us to base our salvation on the promise of God, which we 

knew to be true, rather than on how we felt. Naturally I agreed. 

Why base something as serious as our relationship with God on 

unstable feelings? I was always more comfortable knowing, not 

feeling, even as a teenager, long before I became an engineer. 

 My last two years in college I taught a dormitory Bible study 

made up of guys studying to be doctors and engineers and military 

officers. It was a no-nonsense, brainy group. I’ll admit I was not 
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the smartest guy in the study, but I certainly felt at home with 

them. We did a lot of discussing but very little crying or hugging. I 

liked it that way, and so did they. I much preferred to use my 

brain to understand God rather than my heart to feel God. And as 

the teacher, I preferred discussion over hugging. 

 I still believed what I had first thought as a teenager: if our 

Christian life depended on how we felt about God, then we were 

headed for trouble. We were at the mercy of everyone who in-

sulted us, attacked us, or defeated our emotional state. Our Chris-

tianity was based on the promise of God as written in his Word, 

and we, like all God’s children, should be reading the Bible, stud-

ying it, and memorizing it. The Scriptures gave our hearts some-

thing solid and dependable to stand on. 

 So for most of my life, I thought that understanding was the 

primary way to know God, and feeling was something that hap-

pened while I wasn’t paying attention—or maybe it was a response 

to a particularly emotional weekend retreat or an especially good 

sermon. In general, I felt that feelings were what people who 

weren’t serious about knowing God leaned on. People who were 

serious—people like me—studied the Word. We aimed for under-

standing. 

 I knew there were viewpoints different from mine held by 

people who worshiped regularly, devotedly, and sincerely, but 

who centered their search for God on emotional experiences. 

They were the ones who were happy when a praise and worship 

service went too long and there was no time for preaching. Among 

that group were people who mistrusted an intellectual approach to 

God just as much as I mistrusted an emotional approach. 

 There is a school of thought that trying to explain God 

through intellectual means leads only to pride and self-satisfaction, 

resulting in an attitude of superiority and “look how smart I am” 



A LOVE YOU CAN FEEL AND UNDERSTAND 

89 

 

rather than a true understanding of God. Some believe that such a 

method is doomed to fail, since God is so far above our under-

standing. “It’s better to feel him, let him inspire and move us, and 

allow his Spirit to lead us,” is what some of those people have said 

to me. 

 My reply: “How can a religious experience based on feelings 

and emotions offer any stability? How can it protect worshipers 

from being swept away by false teachers and bad doctrine?” 

 Yet along the way I have learned that I know and understand 

more of God if I trust my feelings. For the past several years, God 

has spoken to me most often through emotional experiences, of-

ten through emotional worship times. I have had to learn not to 

hold my emotions in check but to let them run free. Doing so 

makes me nervous; I am not comfortable as an emotional wor-

shiper. But if I relax and trust God and let the tears roll (that’s 

what I mean by emotion—I can’t imagine participating in many of 

the other possible emotional worship responses, like laughing or 

yelling or passing out) and be vulnerable enough to not worry how 

I look to other people, well, it is then that God speaks to me.  

 However, he seldom speaks to me with words I don’t already 

know. He speaks through Bible verses and passages I’ve memo-

rized or through ideas I’ve encountered during Bible study. It is 

my understanding of God’s love that makes my feeling of God’s 

love meaningful. While my emotional experiences have taught me 

many new things about the heart of God, they’ve also driven me 

back into study. 

 I want to know and understand everything about God. Realis-

tically, I know this won’t happen; God is too big for me to under-

stand, and his ways are not my ways. But just because I can’t know 

all of God is a poor reason not to try. Incremental improvements 
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are significant over a lifetime; each new thing I learn accumulates 

and draws me closer to knowledge of God and the person of God. 

 I have learned to relax and trust my emotions, but I am still 

more comfortable when I’m thinking rather than feeling. I doubt 

that will change much in my life. It’s why I am an engineer rather 

than an actor. I use my head more often than I use my heart. 

 Isn’t it great that there is so much more to God than what we 

feel! What a gracious God he is, to open his heart to us and make 

it possible for us to know and understand him. 

 

Heart, Soul, and Mind 

 Matthew 22:37–38 tells us to “love the Lord your God with all 

your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” I can 

identify different seasons in my life when I fell in love with God in 

each of those three ways. 

 I began learning to love the Lord with all my heart when I was 

a young boy. I accepted Jesus as the Lord and Savior of my life, 

made a public profession of that decision, and was baptized when 

I was seven years old at Grace Temple Baptist Church in Kermit, 

Texas. My knowledge about God was limited by my youth, but I 

acted on that knowledge and loved Jesus with all my heart. I have 

never looked back or second-guessed that decision. 

 What does it mean to love God with all my heart? It is about 

intent and commitment and obedience. It means feeling comfort-

able in his grace. I'll admit, I haven't been very gushy in my love 

for Jesus, but I'm not very gushy about anything else, either. Re-

gardless, today, just like when I was seven years old, I can say I 

love him with all the heart I have. 

 I began learning to love the Lord with all my mind during my 

college years at the University of Oklahoma. The turning point 

was during my first senior year when my historical geology profes-
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sor challenged my simple beliefs about God and creation, and I 

had to struggle with what I believed and why I believed it. It was 

the first time in my life I had doubts about Christianity. 

 I never had doubts that I was a Christian, but I had doubts 

that Christianity was for real. So I invested a lot of time reading 

about other spiritual traditions and Christian apologetics. It was 

during that time of doubt and searching that I learned to love God 

with all my mind. My new love for the Lord was based on what I 

knew instead of what my parents or my family knew. I developed 

a sense of personal ownership of that love, and I settled myself 

into what I believed and knew to be true. I still go through times 

of doubt and uncertainty; sometimes the notion of a personal God 

seems pretty goofy. But through my doubting and searching, I 

have rediscovered God over and over. 

 I began learning to love the Lord with all my soul in 1998. 

Several things happened that changed my life: a sequence of 

events that, taken separately, were inspiring but not transforma-

tional, but which, as a whole, irreversibly ratcheted my soul toward 

God. When the year was over, I knew I loved God in a deeper 

and more satisfying way than ever before. Even now, I still feel the 

effect of that season in my life every day. The changes that Jesus 

wants to make, the remodeling of our heart, may take the rest of 

our lives. Maybe that’s the best part. 

 

Questions: 

Which is more natural for you: feeling or understanding? 

 

How do you know if you love God with all your heart? 

 

When did you have your biggest doubts about Christ? 
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What did you learn through your doubts? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER NINE 

LOVE THAT GOES THE 

DISTANCE 

 

How Long Is His Love? 

 Someone once asked me who in our family was the fastest 

runner: me (a broken-down back-of-the-pack marathoner) or my 

daughter Katie (at the time, a high school cross-country and dis-

tance runner)? I said I was faster, much to Katie’s surprise. She 

started to argue with me, since she had much faster legs than I do, 

but I said, “You can’t beat me if I never stop running. You may 

get to one mile, or two miles, or even five miles ahead of me, but I 

won’t stop. I will keep running until you quit and I’ll keep going 

for a while longer and thus I’ll be the winner.” 

 Of course Katie didn’t think that was a very good way to judge 

who was fastest, and she was right, but I knew my advantage lay in 

distance and endurance. I was not a fast runner; I was a slow run-

ner. But back then I could run slowly for a long, long time. 

 Psalm 103:17 says, “The lovingkindness of the Lord is from 

everlasting to everlasting” (NASB). It lasts forever; it never runs 

out. Not just with respect to our lives, which aren’t so long, but 

with respect to the Lord’s life, which is eternal. In fact, his love is 

his nature, so his love lasts as long as he does. As long as there is 

God, there is his love. It doesn’t matter if our relationship encoun-

ters hills or headwinds or water hazards or any other obstacles. 

His love lasts. When everything else stops, God’s love keeps go-

ing. No matter what we do or how we live, God’s love never runs 

out. He always loves us. When we come and go, as we weather 
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ups and downs, his love remains the same. It’s from everlasting to 

everlasting. 

 I wish I could say the same thing about my running. Nowa-

days Katie can run both faster and further than me, even while 

pushing a baby stroller uphill. Bummer. 

 

Calling on God 

 September 6, 1986, was the first time I called on the name of 

the Lord when I had something to lose. It wasn't my first prayer or 

my first time to speak to God. I'd been a Christian since I was sev-

en years old, since 1963. My relationship with God, as well as my 

intellectual and emotional faith, had been strong all through high 

school and college and marriage, but until that day in September, 

my prayer life had been mostly an intellectual exercise. I recog-

nized the sovereignty of God and thanked him for all his blessings 

on my life, but it was more of a bonding experience than actual 

calling on God.  

 All that changed when I thought I was losing my little boy. 

 I started that particular Saturday morning by running the Sep-

temberfest 10K. It was a good effort for me, a 49:12. Cyndi wasn’t 

with us that weekend. She had driven to Amarillo on Friday to 

teach an aerobics workshop and wouldn’t return to Midland until 

Saturday evening. 

 I spent the afternoon watching the Oklahoma University ver-

sus University of California, Los Angeles, football game on televi-

sion with my son, Byron, whose sixth birthday was in a week, and 

my daughter, Katie, age three-and-a-half. I don’t think they paid as 

much attention to the game as I did. 

 Oklahoma, my alma mater, was ranked number one and the 

defending national champions. They ran for 470 yards that day 

while limiting the Bruins to 155 total yards of offense, winning the 
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game 38–3. It was great! And we all three kept watching the 

broadcast until the very end. 

 Once the game was over, the three of us decided to celebrate 

the great victory by riding our bicycles to Burger King to eat din-

ner. It was something we did often. In those days, Cyndi spent 

most weekends traveling around the country teaching exercise 

workshops, so the kids and I went on long bike rides. 

 We would ride three or four miles to a fast-food restaurant 

with a playground. After eating, the kids would play for an hour or 

two on the playground while I read a book or worked on my les-

son for Sunday. I got credit for being a great dad and letting them 

play as long as they wanted while I pretty much ignored them the 

entire time. And it all came with unlimited drink refills. 

 These bicycle trips were great adventures and the kids would 

talk about them all weekend. We'd look at the city map and plan 

the safest route. We never rode the most efficient route, but ra-

ther circled around trying to follow safe residential streets, choos-

ing intersections that I thought Byron could cross on his bike. By-

ron had an orange safety flag on his bike, about eight to ten feet 

high, and he was a careful rider. 

 At the time I was reading Roger Banister’s autobiography ti-

tled The Four-Minute Mile, and I hoped to finish it at Burger 

King while Byron and Katie played. I had the book tucked into 

the waistband of my pants in the small of my back. 

 From our house, the kids and I traveled north on Whittle 

Way, crossed Wadley, and continued on to Mark Lane. We 

turned east on Fairmont and rode to Midland Drive. After cross-

ing Midland Drive we traveled north and crossed Loop 250 at the 

traffic light, then east on Crestgate and southeast on Gateway. We 

then turned onto Caldera. 



REMODELED 

96 

 

 We had traveled about three miles and had been riding for 

about a half-hour, and we were only a couple of blocks away from 

Burger King. We were past the tricky and most risky portions of 

the trip. Byron was riding his little red bicycle very close to the 

curb as he had been strictly taught, and I was following him on my 

bike. Katie was sitting behind me in a plastic bicycle seat, fast 

asleep, her head rocking from side to side.  

 We were riding east along Caldera Street when a loud engine 

roar caught my attention. I looked up and saw a white Camaro 

coming toward us. The car was going too fast, and sure enough, 

the driver lost control in the S-turn and started to spin. 

 Byron was so focused on the road ahead, trying to ride close 

to the curb, that he had no idea a car was spinning toward him. If 

I yelled to him, “Watch out!” he would look over his left shoulder 

to see what I was saying, and I was afraid that if he did, he would 

swerve into the street and make himself a more likely target. So 

instead of yelling, I watched as the car slid and spun—it seemed 

agonizingly slow—straight toward Byron.  

 I remember screaming “No!” I felt sick and helpless. I don’t 

think Byron ever saw the car coming at him, because he never 

swerved his bike to avoid the collision. Still spinning, the vehicle 

struck Byron, its right rear fender hitting him squarely on the left 

side of his head. All I saw was a flash of white car and red bike … 

and I heard a dull thump. The blow knocked Byron sideways up 

onto the sidewalk, bending both wheels of his bicycle as it sheared 

laterally into the curb. 

 I have no idea why the car didn’t hit Katie and me as well. 

We were riding no more than three feet behind Byron.  

 I jerked my bike over the curb and onto the sidewalk, and the 

vehicle spun past us another thirty feet before finally stopping in 
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the middle of Caldera Street, facing west. According to the police 

report, it had skidded a total of 220 feet. 

 I threw my bike to the ground and ran to Byron’s side. The 

driver jumped out of his car and yelled, “What happened?” Since 

he was going backwards when he hit us, he didn’t see the actual 

impact. 

 Byron appeared to be unconscious, but he was breathing. 

Then I heard Katie crying. She had been sound asleep and didn’t 

wake up until she hit her head on the ground when I dropped my 

bike, or maybe when she heard me yelling. I ran back to my bike 

to unbuckle her. Since Byron was breathing, I decided to get 

Katie out of the child seat before she started to panic. 

 The driver heard Katie crying and asked, “Is she OK?” He 

still hadn’t noticed Byron lying on the ground. “What do you 

mean is she OK?” I yelled. ”Look what you’ve done to my son!” 

It was an honest question from the driver, asked out of concern 

for a crying toddler, but I was extremely upset by his question. He 

was asking about the wrong kid. I yelled at him, over and over, 

“Look what you did to my boy ... Look what you did to my boy.” 

 Still screaming at the driver of the car, I ran back to Byron. I 

had to hold Katie as I knelt beside him. Katie was afraid, clinging 

to me, and she would not let me go. 

 Once by Byron’s side, I finally settled down a little bit. As The 

Dad on location, I was responsible to be the voice of reason and 

handle the situation with strength and faith. It wasn’t actually so 

hard to calm down, because all my attention was now focused on 

Byron, who was totally unconscious and lying limp on the grass. 

 By this time, fifteen to twenty people had gathered around us, 

and several more were running down the sidewalk. Apparently, a 

lot of people in the neighborhood had been outside, and the 
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sound of the car skidding had attracted a crowd. Someone told 

me they had already phoned for an ambulance. 

 Byron was lying with his bike, unconscious. He had obviously 

taken a bad shot to the left side of his face. His eye and mouth 

had already started to swell. But he was breathing and he would 

sometimes answer if I talked to him. He was not bleeding and did 

not have any obvious broken bones. He cried a few times, but not 

much. The driver of the car was kneeling down on the sidewalk 

beside Byron. 

 I was terrified but calm. I held Katie tightly in my arms and 

prayed to God, out loud, to protect and save my son: “Jesus, take 

care of Byron.” Katie said, “I love you, Daddy.” 

 I felt a huge responsibility for my kids. How could I take care 

of both Byron and Katie? I was terrified that Byron might be seri-

ously hurt or permanently injured or might even die. But I also 

knew I had to stay composed for Katie’s sake. I had two kids to 

worry about. 

 The paramedics arrived in about two minutes. I thought, “At 

least now, God has some professionals to work with.” Till then I 

was sure that God would help Byron, but I was nervous that his 

only resource was me, and I didn’t know what to do. Now God 

had these trained men at his disposal. They quickly checked By-

ron and loaded him in the ambulance, using a backboard. 

 A man from down the street told me he would take the bicy-

cles. I gave him my business card so he could find me later. Katie 

and I rode with Byron in the ambulance to the hospital. Byron 

was quiet, fading in and out of consciousness. He cried a little. I 

was so afraid. I loved my boy. I mean, it had broken my heart 

when he started school. Now he could die. “Oh, Jesus, help him.” 

 In the emergency room at Midland Memorial Hospital, By-

ron was attended to by six to eight nurses. They put a foam neck 
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collar on him and attached electronic sensors to his chest that 

monitored his heart rate and breathing. When they attempted to 

put a needle in his arm for an IV, Byron woke up and started cry-

ing loudly, kicking his legs and waving his arms. This was the first 

real sign of pain that he had shown since the accident. By now his 

mouth was quite swollen, and his left eye was dark purple and 

swollen shut. 

 The nurses moved Katie and me out into the hall away from 

Byron’s crying. Katie leaned into me and she said, “Daddy, I 

don’t feel very good.” I said, “Well, we are in the right place. The 

hospital.” 

 After taking several X-rays of Byron’s head and neck with a 

portable machine, the emergency room doctor discussed the re-

sults with me. He felt that there were no fractures or breaks. 

 Later, in the hospital hallway, I held Katie in my arms. We 

could hear Byron moaning and yelling as the doctor forced open 

his swollen eye in order to complete the diagnosis. Katie was very 

clingy. I hadn’t put her down since I got her out of the bike seat. I 

am sure she sensed my tension and fear, yet she took great care of 

me. She put her head down on my shoulder for a bit, then raised 

up and started singing to me. It was a very cool moment, and sev-

eral nurses and other people heard her and smiled. It was an in-

credible, timely gift from God. He’d already sent the professional 

paramedics when I needed them. Now he was sending me a shot 

of faith through my own little girl. 

 I called my friend and fellow Septemberfest 10K runner, Fred 

Walsh, to come and get Katie. He raced down to the hospital and 

left with Katie while Bryon was still in the emergency room. Fred 

also put a note on our garage door for Cyndi to find when she 

came home, telling her to call the Walsh’s. That’s how she found 

out about the accident. This was years before we all had mobile 
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phones, and there was no way to contact Cyndi while she was 

traveling. 

 The nurses took Byron to another room for a series of CAT 

scans. While I was in the nearby waiting room, a police officer 

came in and asked me questions about the accident. He told me 

that the diver had not been drinking but had admitted to driving 

too fast and had accepted a citation for excessive speed. The of-

ficer had several slips of paper in his pockets with the names of 

ten or twelve witnesses. 

 The CAT scans indicated no internal injuries. Byron was then 

taken to the X-ray room for more X-rays, and these confirmed 

there were no fractures or breaks. 

 After a while, Fred returned to keep me company at the hos-

pital. We both felt silly dressed in khaki shorts and matching T-

shirts from that morning’s race. We were afraid we looked like a 

couple! 

 The nurses wheeled Byron back to the emergency room. He 

was still mostly unconscious. He talked only when we talked to 

him. The nurses were taking his vital signs, watching to see if his 

pupils responded to light, etc. We waited in the emergency room 

until his hospital room was ready. 

 Cyndi arrived at the hospital about 9:00 PM. Byron recog-

nized her voice and responded immediately. By this time he was 

beginning to stay awake a little more, and he complained often 

about the IV needle in his arm. The nurses moved him to a room 

across the hall from their station in the pediatrics section. They 

continued to check Byron’s vital signs every thirty minutes all 

through Saturday night. I slept on a couch in his room that night. 

Byron would wake up slightly when the nurses checked him but 

went back to sleep immediately.  
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 Sunday morning the doctor checked Byron and asked that the 

heart monitor be removed. Byron’s vital signs had stabilized suffi-

ciently, he said, and the nurses could stop checking every thirty 

minutes. 

 Byron spent all day Sunday in the hospital, mostly asleep. 

Cyndi and I took him for a walk down the hall for about thirty 

minutes. Sunday night, he was very alert and ate a huge supper. 

Once again I spent the night in his hospital room. 

 Byron didn’t remember the accident. In the emergency room, 

he had told one of the nurses that he had bumped into a car. 

However, when I asked him Sunday evening if he knew what 

happened or why he was in the hospital, he said he didn’t know. 

He remembered riding toward Burger King but nothing about the 

accident. He was concerned about his bicycle, and he asked often 

if he would be able to get a new one. 

 Monday morning, the doctor visited Byron and released him 

to go home. Byron’s doctor told us to stop by his office to pick up 

a prescription for ointment to put into Byron’s left eye. 

 I had been manly and brave the entire weekend in the hospi-

tal. I had been afraid on the inside, crying on the inside, but on 

the outside, I had been a rock—not because I wanted to be; it just 

happened, driven instinctively to stay calm and brave for my fami-

ly. But once we left the hospital, it was all I could do to keep from 

breaking down. I could hardly keep from crying as we all ate 

lunch together at Furr’s Cafeteria. I made it, but Cyndi could tell 

from my expression and speech that I was struggling. 

 After we got home, I ran two miles, trying to outrun my tears, 

trying to burn off my fragile emotions. But when I returned from 

the run, the dam finally burst. I fell into Cyndi’s lap and sobbed, 

and cried, and talked, and cried. No longer could I stave off my 
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emotions. All the fear and pain and anger and helplessness came 

down, all together. 

 My relationship with God and my understanding of prayer 

changed that weekend. I was afraid I might lose my little boy, and 

there was nothing I could do to help. I turned to God in despera-

tion. I was drained of ideas and resources. I called on the Lord to 

save my son, knowing that God was Byron’s only hope. 

 Even as I was kneeling in the grass at the scene of the acci-

dent, I wondered what I would say to God if Byron died. Perhaps 

it was a case of introspection carried to the extreme, but even un-

der duress I was making contingency plans in case God didn’t an-

swer my prayer the way I wanted him to. 

 I promised myself that I would not lose faith in God even if I 

lost Byron. Fortunately, I never had to test my resolve. The Lord 

answered my prayer that day. He saved my boy. 

 Byron’s bike was totaled. My bike needed one wheel trued 

and the other replaced. I guess I hit the curb harder than I real-

ized. The bike tires could be taken care of, but my heart has never 

been the same. For the first time in my life I had to face the reali-

zation that I couldn’t protect my family. 

 I worked hard at being a good dad, but even if I drilled my 

children on the rules of the road and coached them how to ride in 

traffic, they were still vulnerable to crazy people driving too fast. 

Bad things happen to good people even when good people do the 

right thing. My inability to protect my son was frightening. 

 However, the accident didn’t stop our biking adventures. It 

wasn’t long until Katie was big enough to ride her own bicycle, 

and the three of us continued to ride together for many years. But 

it was a different experience for me. I knew and accepted that I 

was not in control like I thought I was. I could control my actions 
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and stay on my side of the road, but some other guy could still do 

something stupid and take away my most valuable possessions. 

 But I knew we couldn’t just stay home where it was safe. That 

would have turned our home into a prison. The only thing worse 

than living with fear of another accident was avoiding adventure 

and I didn’t want to raise my kids in such a small story. 

 I am proud to say that twenty-five years after that terrifying 

experience of nearly losing my son, I resurrected the bike rides 

with my seven-year-old nephew, Kevin, who lives with us. Our 

family has moved into a different house across town, but Kevin 

and I still ride to the same Burger King where I took Byron and 

Katie. It is a four-mile trip one way, an eight-mile round-trip. The 

first time I took Kevin on a bike ride, he hadn’t ridden any further 

than around the block, so it was a 1,500 percent increase beyond 

his previous longest ride. Just in case he got tired, I cleared my 

schedule for all afternoon to make sure I was patient with him and 

didn’t have anything to hurry home to. I told him I had plenty of 

time to wait if he got tired, but I wouldn’t phone home for a ride. 

We were going to do this together. 

 I didn’t have to worry. Kevin made the four miles with no 

complaints and only two “how much furthers,” and even then he 

wasn’t really asking about how far it was as much as he was making 

sure he could trust me to know the way. 

 We spent about an hour at Burger King eating, playing on the 

playground, and working on Bible study teaching notes. It felt like 

old times. Our ride home took less time. I was surprised. I 

thought we would go much slower as Kevin got tired. 

 Our only incident happened on Lancashire Road just before 

we turned east down the secret back-alley passageway to “A” 

Street. Kevin was riding slightly behind me when I heard a crash. 



REMODELED 

104 

 

He had hit softball-sized chunk of caliche and went down onto the 

pavement. 

 I stopped my bike immediately, knowing he had crashed, but 

I didn’t turn around right away to check on him. I wanted to give 

him time to react without having to worry about my response. I 

slowly rolled my bike backwards until I was beside him and said, 

“Stay down, breathe slowly, and take your time.” He carefully got 

up, nursing his right palm and left knee, but he didn’t cry. He 

quickly got back on his bike and was ready to go. 

 We were just about to take off again when I saw an idea flash 

across Kevin’s face. He got off his bike and picked up that big 

caliche rock and put it in his backpack. He said, “I am going to 

put this in my rock collection.” 

 Good boy, I thought. That rock may have tripped you, but 

who was the winner now? Kevin now owned that rock. It was a 

pound-the-chest, howl-at-the-moon, rattle-the-antlers moment, and 

I was very proud of the boy. The call of adventure was alive in this 

young man, and I was fortunate to witness his victory. What a 

shame it would have been to have missed that moment because 

we stayed home out of fear of accidents. How would Kevin ever 

learn to call on God if all I did was keep him safe? We all need a 

bigger story to live in. 

 

 

Questions: 

When was your first time to call on God when you feared losing 

something valuable? 

 

When is it hardest for you to trust God’s love? 
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What adventures do you take with your family? How do you feel 

about the risks? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER TEN 

WIDER THAN YOU EVER 

DREAMED 

 

 God’s love is wide. It reaches out to include everyone. There 

is no one outside the range of God’s love. No one has strayed so 

far out of bounds that God’s love can’t reach them. There are no 

forgotten misfits out on the edges living on the fringe; God reach-

es all the way out and sweeps up everyone. 

 

Grow Stronger Together 

 I am physically stronger today than I have ever been in my 

entire life. I have maintained a strength training workout now 

since the summer of 2005, and it surprises even me that I have 

stayed with it so long. I tried several programs to get stronger 

through the years, but I was never able to stick with anything long 

enough to see improvement. 

 The only reason I am bragging about my achievement is be-

cause it comes after a long string of failed attempts. Much to my 

surprise, the difference this time was … joining a group class. 

 When it comes to working out, I have consistently avoided 

group classes. The way I saw it, if you went to a class, you had to 

go on someone else’s schedule, at someone else’s location, do 

someone else’s workout, follow someone else’s rules, and listen to 

someone else tell you what to do and when to do it. One of my 

longstanding life goals has been to avoid letting someone else tell 

me what to do or when to do it, whether it has involved my 

workouts, or politics, or church, or engineering. 
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 But a few years ago I started going to the Body Pump group 

weight training class at Gold’s Gym. I first heard of it from friend 

Jim Sales. When Cyndi decided she wanted to go, I wanted to go 

with her. Much to my surprise, not only did I enjoy the class, but I 

also got a lot stronger. 

 To my surprise, joining a group made the workout better. I 

worked harder and longer than I would’ve worked by myself. I 

lifted heavier weights. I couldn’t stop when I got tired, since there 

were girls in the room, and even at my age I don’t want to slack off 

in front of the girls. I never had to think about what to do next. I 

just followed the instructor. I saw real results, and I kept going 

back. I was surprised to learn that I needed a group to do my best. 

I never suspected that. 

 My philosophy had always been: Why do I need anybody 

else? Why can’t I do anything I want by myself? Why am I not 

enough? Surely I am all I need? 

 Maybe you’ve asked the same questions. On our own, we may 

become incredibly successful, the envy of the world—on our own. 

And why not. There is a freedom in doing things all by ourselves, 

with no one to be accountable to, no one to answer to, no one 

else’s rules to follow. 

 We ask, why can’t we be Christians alone? Why can’t we fig-

ure out marriage alone? Why can’t we fix the broken parts of our 

life alone? Why can’t we recover from addictions alone? Why 

can’t we get stronger alone? Why can’t we pursue the love of our 

life alone? Why can’t we search for God every day alone? Why 

can’t we be lifelong students alone? We may see a lot of ad-

vantages to doing it all by ourselves, but if we are going to live the 

life we were created to live, we have to learn that we cannot get 

there alone 
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Four guys 

 One of the bible stories that captured my imagination when I 

was a young boy was about some men who cut a hole in the roof 

of a house and didn’t even get in trouble. 

A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, 

the people heard that he had come home. So many gath-

ered that there was no room left, not even outside the 

door, and he preached the word to them. Some men 

came, bringing to him a paralytic, carried by four of them. 

Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the 

crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus and, 

after digging through it, lowered the mat the paralyzed 

man was lying on. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to 

the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” 

Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking 

to themselves, “Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s 

blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” 

Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what 

they were thinking in their hearts, and he said to them, 

“Why are you thinking these things? Which is easier: to 

say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get 

up, take your mat and walk’? But that you may know that 

the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins … ” 

He said to the paralytic, “I tell you, get up, take your mat 

and go home.” He got up, took his mat and walked out in 

full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they 

praised God, saying, “We have never seen anything like 

this!” (Mark 2:1-12) 



REMODELED 

110 

 

 Imagine these four guys standing outside the crowded house 

brainstorming ways to get their friend inside and in front of Jesus. 

(For guys, the brainstorming part is often much more fun than the 

actual solution.) They could (1) stand outside and yell for Jesus’s 

attention; (2) get a sexy woman to walk by; (3) play loud rock mu-

sic; (4) crash their cart through the wall; or even (5) cut a hole in 

the roof. 

 They decided to cut a hole in the roof above the roomful of 

people where Jesus was speaking. What could possibly go wrong? 

 Well, several things. They might dump the entire roof on the 

crowd. Or all five of them might fall through. Or they could drop 

a big piece of ceiling on Jesus’s head. 

 Fortunately, their plan worked. They got Jesus’s attention and 

he healed their friend. Even more, their friend was healed be-

cause of their faith (not the paralyzed man’s). That is significant. It 

was as if they had loaned their own faith to a hurting brother who 

needed it. 

 Why couldn’t the paralyzed man find healing alone?  

 Well, apparently he couldn’t walk or take care of himself. 

Maybe he could have laid beside the road in hopes that Jesus 

would walk by and see him. That worked for a few people. But I 

think we all know the odds would have been against him if he’d 

tried to do it alone. 

 The bigger question remains: why can’t we do it alone? Is it 

just a matter of logistics, or is there something deeper going on? 

We were created in the image of God, and God did nothing 

alone. So can we be humans alone? 

 Human beings left totally on their own tend not to do very 

well. 

 Coaching and groups have become a significant part of my 

growth as a Christian man. I’ve heard speakers say that the fruits 
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of the spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, and so forth—should grow 

out of us naturally as we allow the Holy Spirit access to our lives. 

Supposedly, we shouldn’t have to work at cultivating them. But in 

actual practice, I’ve never met anyone who grew in spiritual ma-

turity without taking deliberate action, usually in the form of spir-

itual disciplines and coaching (or, as we call it, discipling or men-

toring). Every strong believer I know has become strong by learn-

ing from others. 

 Throughout my life, I’ve been blessed with a series of leaders 

and teachers who’ve taught me how to live as a Christian man. 

And even today, I continue to learn from the community of men 

that surrounds me. 

 I’ve learned that I cannot flourish in this Christian life alone—

and neither can you. You cannot find healing alone. You cannot 

find peace alone. You cannot live a significant life without others, 

no matter how intelligent you are, how gifted you are, how creative 

you are, or how many books you read. Your fate is not the result 

of your faith alone, for no one stands alone. Without the involve-

ment of others in your future, you have no future. Once you and I 

decide to invest our lives in each other—not for personal gain, but 

to help each of us live out our God-given dreams—we’ll both be 

changed forever. 

 

Questions: 

Are you more comfortable in a group or alone? 

 

When have you been better because you joined a group? 

 

Have you ever benefited from someone else’s faith? 

 

Who coached you in your spiritual growth? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

THE DEPTHS OF HIS 

HEART 

 

 The psalmists write of a God whose love is deeper than the 

place of the dead. It’s deeper than depression or mental illness or 

sins. God’s love is deeper than psychoanalysis, philosophy, and 

pop psychology, deeper than relativity or quantum physics. It is 

the deepest, most fundamental bedrock of existence. God’s love is 

deeper than our worst stupid mistake. No matter what happens to 

us or how tragic things may get, God’s love reaches to us. 

 

Grieving and Grace 

 One of the most difficult episodes of our life began with a 

telephone call at 7:00 a.m. Saturday morning, October 10, 1998. 

Cyndi got out of bed to answer it. The caller was a friend of hers 

who was also the secretary at the elementary school where she 

taught fifth grade. 

 After only a few seconds of conversation, Cyndi completely 

disintegrated. She gasped for air and tried to talk but could not 

overcome her own emotions. Two young boys in Cyndi's fifth-

grade class had been rollerblading together the night before when 

they were struck by a car and killed instantly. Both boys were in 

Cyndi's class, and now both were dead. 

 Cyndi hung up the phone, trembling and wringing her hands, 

and I convinced her to crawl back into bed with me so I could 

hold her tightly while she gathered her thoughts. We talked about 

what she should do next. It was too early to call anyone or visit any 

of the families. 
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 We decided to go run for a few miles. That may seem strange 

to some, but it is a common method for both of us to settle our 

minds and think together. We ran with our Labrador, Lady, 

through the Grasslands neighborhood for about four miles. After 

we got home and showered, Cyndi called her school principal and 

her Aunt Teena in Odessa for advice. 

 After we ate, we went by Cyndi’s school to get her student 

cards that had addresses and phone numbers of each student. 

Then we drove to the home of one of the boys. 

 His mother was standing near the door when we walked in, 

and she and Cyndi hugged each other and held each other and 

cried together for a long time. 

 His mom had recently grounded her son because Cyndi had 

sent a note home telling his parents that he was visiting too much 

in class. Just a few days ago, Cyndi had sent another note telling 

his parents that he was doing much better. The boy told Cyndi, 

“Oh, thank you, Mrs. Simpson. I’ve been grounded for two 

weeks!” His mom told Cyndi that his grounding had given them 

more time together in what turned out to be their last week. 

 Their home was full of friends and neighbors who had com-

pletely taken over the house. Food and drinks were available, and 

a strong feeling of love and support was in the air. 

 Later that afternoon we heard that the father of the other boy 

was home, so we went over. We walked into a bleak and empty 

house. The father was there with his ex-wife and an uncle and 

aunt. The house was dark, lonely, sparse, and gloomy. 

 Cyndi walked over to the father, who was sitting on the fire-

place hearth. He looked very cold and hard and hurt. She told 

him she was his son’s teacher and how very sorry she was, and 

when she reached out to touch this hard father, he surprisingly 

reached back. 
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 That big man stood holding onto Cyndi for a long time, letting 

Cyndi hold onto him, and he cried on her shoulder. I guessed it 

was the first time anyone held him like that since the accident. It 

may have been the first time in his life he had cried so openly. 

 Cyndi sat on the hearth beside him and talked about his son 

and what a joy it had been to have him in her class. The living 

room was cold and lonely, but Cyndi just kept going forward, as 

she so often does, bubbling and laughing and sharing and plowing 

through the gloom. When Cyndi held that grieving father and the 

Holy Spirit living inside her ministered to his heart, it was the 

most incredible display of grace that I’d ever seen. It was the grace 

of God, and the world is hungry for it. 

 This was a house with no hope. The lack of hope hung like a 

thickness in the air, making it viscous and difficult to breath. The 

despair was painful; it broke my heart. But I was grateful that we 

had visited and that Cyndi could minister to the family. 

 Never in my life have I seen such a contrast between people 

who had Jesus and people who didn’t. Both houses were full of 

grief and tears and shock, and both families were stunned by the 

sudden loss. But one house was full of hope and the other was 

void of hope. One family had a network of support that instantly 

jumped into action to minister, and the other family had none. 

 We Christians often take the grace of God for granted, and 

we take the support we get from other Christians for granted. I 

know that if such a disaster struck our family, I could make one or 

two phone calls and a hundred people would be holding us and 

praying for us. Most Christians have the same confidence as I do 

in such a safety net—but what about the rest of the world? 

 I was so comfortable seeing Christians take care of each other, 

I forgot that other people don’t always know how to do that. I take 

for granted the hope I have. 
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 Before that Saturday, I always thought of hope as something 

we learned or something we developed as we grew closer to God. 

Or I thought of hope as something we gained from hanging 

around other Christians—a collective emotion, a group hope that 

helped us “get through it.” Hope was something we acquired 

seemingly by osmosis. But hope is more than that. God has called 

us to hope! 

 What do you do if you lose hope? You find it again in Jesus. 

The same way our two disciples on the Emmaus Road went from 

lost hope to burning hearts. 

 I pray that our hearts will explode in a time of discovery and 

invention and we will know God. I pray that we will come not just 

to see, but also to understand; not just to see more, but also to see 

wider and broader, in more colors and with more depth. I pray 

that we will gain a new sense of proportion about our world. I pray 

we will experience God’s love for us—and so at last, we will be 

filled up with God himself. 

 

Questions: 

Do you run quickly to friends or family for comfort and advice? 

Or do you shut down like a turtle, pulling in your head and feet, 

silent and alone? 

 

Have difficult paths tended to take you away from God, or push 

you toward God? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

HOW HIGH HIS LOVE RE-

ALLY IS 

 

 God’s love is high. If we think about height as up in the sky, in 

the heavens, God’s love goes all the way out to the edge. God’s 

love reaches all the way up and all the way out, whether we live in 

a finite universe or an infinite one. God loves us because he has 

chosen to, because he wants us to know and understand him. He 

sought us out; we love him because he first loved us. 

This is too glorious, too wonderful to believe!... If I go up 

to heaven, you are there; if I go down to the place of the 

dead, you are there. If I ride the morning winds to the 

furthest oceans, even there your hand will guide me, your 

strength will support me. (Psalm 139:6, 8–10 TLB) 

 

Finding Peace 

 In the middle of one very hot summer, when it was at least 

one hundred degrees every afternoon, I attended a three-day spir-

itual retreat on the grounds of Howard College in Big Spring, 

Texas. I thought a junior college campus was a particularly unin-

spiring place for a spiritual retreat, but it worked out fine. We 

stayed in minimalist dorm rooms—part of the stripping down pro-

cess, removing all the creature comforts we depended upon. The 

leaders even referred to us as Pilgrims. I kept waiting for them to 

bring out the scratchy brown robes and sandals, which they never 

did. But the truth was, I was so hungry for a close encounter with 

God, I would’ve gone along with anything, even a monk’s robe 

and a haircut. 
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 I was fresh off a successful political campaign for reelection to 

the city council. In the city where I live, population of about 

100,000, local politics are intense and sophisticated and absolutely 

draining. Maybe it has something to do with being the home of 

two Presidents. The constant public exposure had worn me out, 

and I was anxious for an opportunity to go somewhere where I 

wasn’t onstage or in charge. I had lived inside my protective shell 

for so long that I thought it was my normal state of being. I had 

forgotten what freedom felt like. I was unaware of the walls I had 

erected around my soul. 

 One evening during the retreat there was a worship service 

attended by hundreds of people from surrounding communities. 

It was a large, dynamic, warm group that overflowed with hugging 

and handshaking and public displays of brotherhood. They want-

ed to show us a glimpse of the grace of Jesus by surrounding us 

with the unconditional love of a large body of strangers. It was an 

effective demonstration, and it caught me totally off my guard. All 

of our previous worship times had been small and intimate, but 

here was a very large gathering of people who loved me and want-

ed to share the grace of God with me, and most of them didn’t 

even know my name. They weren’t here because I was a politician 

or a church leader or even a personal friend. They came simply to 

say they loved me. 

 After the crowd of people left for home and only Pilgrims 

remained, the minister asked us to take time to reflect and be 

alone with God. He encouraged us to scatter out across the audi-

torium and sit for a while. Whenever we finished, we could go 

back to the dormitory area for a late-night snack. There was no 

pressure to stay or to do anything in particular; it was just an op-

portunity to reflect and think about our lives before God. 
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 I found a spot over against the wall on the right-hand side of 

the room, about three-quarters of the way toward the back. I 

didn’t know exactly what to do. We were supposed to be praying, 

but I didn’t feel any special call from God, no pull on my heart, 

no haunting in my brain. I didn’t feel under conviction about any-

thing or guilty over anything. I didn’t have any relationships to 

repair or forgiveness to ask. I was emotionally spent from the wor-

ship service and the previous two days of sessions, but I didn’t 

have anything to pray about. 

 Still, it was clearly too soon to leave the room. All the other 

Pilgrims were praying. I knew I had to pray about something, so I 

sat still and asked God to help me in those specific parts of my life 

that were most important: family, career, writing, politics, and 

teaching. I worked through my checklist. It was superficial praying 

at best. It seemed like it took a long time, but when I looked up, 

the room hadn’t changed very much. All the other guys were still 

praying, so I prayed some more. I was actually stalling until it 

seemed appropriate to leave. 

 The truth was, I was exhausted. I had spent the past several 

months praying diligently for guidance and direction from God, 

and by now I was sick of the whole topic. OK, I thought, I’ll give 

all this stuff to God and let him figure out what to do next. I’d 

been a Christian a long time and heard people talk about giving 

their worries to Jesus, but I didn’t understand how they actually 

did it. It sounded too abstract. 

 I stayed in my seat and prayed, “Lord, please take these bur-

dens away from me, and take my desire to do everything myself. 

Lord, take my family and my dreams of prosperity; take my job 

and my thoughts of being an influential engineer; take my writing 

and any hope of publication; take the Bible class I teach and my 
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thoughts of success; take my political dreams; and handle all these 

things yourself.” 

 I prayed through the same list again. And then, again. For the 

first time that evening I could feel my heart softening. 

 It was a huge change. Now I was brokenhearted, my life laid 

open before God. Tears rolled down my face and into my beard 

and splashed down the front of my shirt. For the first time in my 

life, I just let the tears flow; I didn’t wipe them away or try to es-

cape. 

 Each time I prayed to give God all my things, I knew I was 

getting closer to my real heart. I just kept peeling away the layers 

of my life and exposing my heart to God. I was getting down to 

the soft part, and I was afraid that if I kept peeling I might find 

nothing in the center but a big, selfish, self-centered jerk, and then 

what would I do? 

 Finally, exhausted, I knew I was done. I was all cried out. I’d 

given all of myself that I could handle to God. My face was clam-

my from tears, and my beard was so full of salt water that when I 

scratched my chin, I splashed water all over my lap. The entire 

front of my shirt was damp. (I was glad I had worn a black polo 

shirt so the giant wet spot didn’t show.) 

 Yet, I felt light and nimble, as if I had shed twenty-five 

pounds. It wasn’t that I felt happy—a better word would be 

“stunned”—but I felt at peace. 

 That night, when I finally made it back to my room, I couldn’t 

sleep. I was physically drained, but my head was buzzing and it 

was impossible to relax from my spiritual encounter. I got up and 

turned on the desk light and wrote in my journal: 

Tonight my prayer to God was one of surrender, and I 

feel peace in my heart as I write. Well, not a peace in my 

brain or else I would be asleep by now … it’s 1:26 a.m. I 
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have always sensed that God had a plan for me. As far 

back as I can remember, as soon as I was self-aware 

enough to think such thoughts, I knew in my heart that 

my life would not be insignificant. I didn’t know how or 

when or why or who or where, but I’ve always felt a call 

from God on my life. 

Nowadays I struggle with what direction that significance 

might take? Engineering? Politics? Writing? Teaching? 

Tonight I don’t have peace because God gave me an an-

swer—I have peace because I prayed for him to take it all. 

God, take my political ambition, my possibilities of future 

publication, my career advancements, my Sunday school 

class, my influence in people’s lives. God, take my plat-

form, my ability to sway and move people, my gift for 

drawing people in, my gift as a teacher and peacemaker, 

my heart for pastoring my class. God, take my political 

capital, my good name, my reputation, and my character. 

God, take everyone who has told me I have changed their 

life. God take all my writing and music and creativity. 

Take my intellect and my analysis and my wit and humor. 

Take my cleverness and my ability to put ideas together. 

God, take my independence and my self-reliance. 

Take my will to do it myself, my own way. 

Take my family. 

Take Byron and Katie. 

Take Cyndi, although you know I have no life without 

her. 

I pray to you to take them all and do whatever you want. I 

want to be open and ready, a clean slate with open spir-

itual eyes and open spiritual ears. 
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And tomorrow, and the next day, and next week, and 

next month, when I try to take all this stuff back, give me 

Christian brothers and sisters to remind me to once again 

give it all back to you. 

Therefore if any man is in Christ he is a new creature. 

The old things have passed away, behold new things have 

come. 

Amen. So be it. 

 I came to that weekend retreat with great anticipation. I want-

ed to be stretched, but I didn’t expect to be broken. For the first 

time in my life I was one-on-one with God. To my surprise, he 

wasn’t holding a plumb line to see if I measured up, or a road 

map to tell me where to go. He held a basket to hold my burdens. 

I came to find answers, but instead, I found peace. It wasn’t what I 

expected. 

 Maybe the secret to Christ being more and more at home in 

my heart is for me to give it all to him to do with as he sees fit. 

 

Questions: 

What are you afraid to release to God? 

 

Have you ever experienced total release? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

EXPERIENCING GOD’S 

LOVE 

 

Draw Me Close 

 During my first month as a brand-new deacon, the Deacon 

Chairman called to ask if I would chair the church communica-

tions committee—not just be on the committee, but chair it. That 

request seemed strange to me since I had never served on any 

church committee before and had no idea of the issues or per-

sonnel involved. The communications committee was in charge of 

the radio, TV, and tape-duplicating ministries of the church as 

well as in-house sound and lighting, and it was often a lightning 

rod drawing strikes from other groups. The committee was always 

asking for more off-budget money to buy another piece of big 

equipment, and many deacons thought it was a bottomless pit. 

Now they wanted me, a new deacon, to be the chairman. I won-

dered, was this about giving the most dangerous assignments to 

the new guy? At the time, I was serving in city government as an 

elected official, so I was comfortable taking public criticism. May-

be the church leadership thought that qualified me to be chair. 

 Then, two weeks later, they called to ask if I would also chair 

the Y2K committee. 

  Remember Y2K? Some people were frightened about what 

might happen to our world when our digital calendars rolled over 

from 1999 to 2000. Some churches in our area, and even some of 

our own members, were predicting martial law and general shut-

down of American commerce, transportation, and banking. They 

peppered the pastor with warnings of catastrophic failures and 



REMODELED 

128 

 

wondered if our church had any plans for the coming social 

breakdown.  

 For some, the lead-up to Y2K was an unsettling time. Groups 

across the country were even teaching people how to make their 

houses and cars look like they’d already been looted so roving 

bands of hoodlums would pass on by. 

 Our pastor needed a committee, if for no other reason than 

to take the wackos out of his hair. So the Deacon Chairman called 

and asked me to chair that committee as well. 

 Being in charge of two significant committees my first year on 

the deacon board was overwhelming. I wasn’t sure why they 

thought I was capable of chairing both committees, but again I 

suspected it had to do with my position in the city as a council-

man. They knew I was used to taking hits and surviving. If things 

got rough, they knew I could take a bullet and keep going. 

  Our Y2K committee met every two weeks for the first three 

months, mostly digesting information and reading predictions 

about what would happen. Some members were pretty pessimis-

tic. Others, including me, were not too concerned about a cata-

strophic failure of our society; we thought nothing would come of 

it. However, it’s the responsibility of a church to serve the com-

munity, and we were trying to decide what, if anything, should be 

the church’s role as Y2K approached. If something bad did hap-

pen, such as a power failure that lasted days or weeks, the church 

should be in a position to minister to as many people as possible. 

 One night in January 1999, I sat at my kitchen table looking 

through a stack of books from the county library about the im-

pending Y2K disaster, and I griped out loud. “I’m not even curi-

ous about this,” I told Cyndi, “Why did they put me in charge?” 

 She said, “Because they knew you would read all those books 

and get up to speed faster than anyone else in the church.” 
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 “Well, thanks, I guess.” I asked her to keep her observations 

to herself before the church thought up something else I could get 

up to speed on. After about two months chairing these two com-

mittees, I was frustrated. The burden was bearing down on me 

and I was hurting from the load. I felt inadequate for the task, too 

busy to devote the necessary time to either committee, and sorry 

for myself in general, sensing the weight of the entire church on 

my head. I didn’t feel honored at all. I felt overwhelmed, and I 

was growing bitter and resentful. 

 I also felt derailed. I had approached the New Year with sev-

eral personal goals in mind. One was to create a teacher training 

class for our church. We were always straining to find new Bible 

teachers, and every year was a struggle. I wanted to start a class to 

teach new teachers how to teach, and more importantly, teach new 

teachers not to be afraid. I had wanted to conduct such a class for 

a long time, and I thought this was going to be my year. However, 

now I could not do what I had in mind. I was booked up, and I 

didn’t feel inadequate so much as I felt out of control. These 

weren’t the ministries I had in mind for my life. I thought that, as 

a new deacon, I would have the opportunity to use my influence 

to start the class and make a difference in our church’s teaching 

ministry. But now, because I was on these other committees, my 

own plans for ministry had gotten derailed and I had to follow 

someone else’s plans. I wasn’t happy about that at all. 

 One Tuesday night late in February, I attended a community 

worship service. I had not looked forward to it, since Cyndi 

wouldn’t be there with me and I didn’t relish going alone. I cer-

tainly was in no frame of mind to worship, but I went anyway out 

of habit. 

 I mentally coasted through the first part of the service lost in 

my own frustrations. But during Communion, the music group 
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sang a song titled “Draw Me Close,” recorded by the Katinas. God 

used that song and that worship service to break my heart. 

 “You’re all I need. You’re all I want. Draw me close to you.” I 

sat in my pew and listened to those words, and I just cried and 

cried. I was so ashamed and embarrassed before God. Once again 

I’d been caught red-handed feeling sorry for myself and thinking 

that success depended on me. I had gotten my priorities all wrong 

and I was suffering for it. It should have been God I was after, not 

results. 

 

We Had Hoped 

 Have you ever lost hope? Losing hope is bigger than disap-

pointment. It’s deeper and harder. It’s often hard to stay spiritual-

ly engaged when hope is lost. After all, what’s the use. 

 There is a great story from Luke, chapter 24, about losing 

hope. It takes place only a few days after Jesus was crucified.  

 The death of Jesus was so sudden and so complete that it 

shocked his followers. He was dead and buried before most of 

them knew he was even in trouble. It knocked the wind out of 

them, and they collapsed in on themselves in fear and despair. 

Then after three days, stories started coming in of a missing body. 

Jesus might be alive. It was confusing and unsettling. 

Now that same day two of them were going to a village 

called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. They 

were talking with each other about everything that had 

happened. As they talked and discussed these things with 

each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along with 

them; but they were kept from recognizing him. (Luke 

24:13–16) 

 We don’t know who these two people were. As with a lot of 

stories in the Bible, we aren’t given some of the details we think 
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are important. These individuals were not among the twelve disci-

ples, but they were insiders. They knew the details of everything 

that had just happened and appear to have been well-known 

among the disciples. We do know one of them was named Cleo-

pas. I personally believe the second was Cleopas’s wife. 

 They were walking home because they thought it was all over. 

The greatest spiritual teacher they would ever know had been 

killed by mob violence. The man who loved people more than 

anyone ever had, had been killed by the people he loved. He had 

not freed the Jews as his followers had hoped. And if all that 

wasn’t disappointment enough, now Jesus’s body was gone. 

 One curious detail of this story is, why didn’t the two recog-

nize Jesus? It wasn’t that they were so distraught, or that their eyes 

were full of tears, or that Jesus was wearing a disguise. The Scrip-

ture verse says that “they were kept from recognizing them.” Why 

would Jesus do that to them? 

 It could be that Jesus wanted to let them talk and hear what 

they had to say, to learn what was on their hearts. Yet, Jesus al-

ready knew their hearts. I don’t think he let them talk and talk for 

his benefit, but rather for their benefit. Often we don’t know what 

is in our own heart until we say it out loud or write it down. I think 

Jesus let them talk and talk, on and on, so they would understand 

their own hope, or their lost hope. It wasn’t their knowledge that 

needed a fix—it was their hearts. 

He asked them, “What are you discussing together as you 

walk along?” 

They stood still, their faces downcast. One of them, 

named Cleopas, asked him, “Are you only a visitor to Je-

rusalem and do not know the things that have happened 

there in these days?” (Luke 24:17–18) 
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 To read this, it all sounds so fresh. It seemed incredible that 

anyone traveling down the same road from Jerusalem wouldn’t 

know about Jesus and his death, like meeting a fellow New Yorker 

on September 12, 2001, who didn’t know what had happened the 

day before.  

 Sometimes I will tell Cyndi about an experience I’ve had, a 

person I’ve met, or a story I’ve heard, but the event is still so fresh 

in my mind that I have to say, “I don’t know what to think about it 

yet. I am still working it out.” I don’t understand what I am talking 

about, thinking about, until I spend some time with it first. That’s 

what these two people were doing as they walked along the road to 

Emmaus: working it out, discussing the details, listing the rumors, 

piecing together the timeline. 

“What things?” he asked. 

“About Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. “He was a 

prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all 

the people. The chief priests and our rulers handed him 

over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; but 

we had hoped that he was the one who was going to re-

deem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all 

this took place. In addition, some of our women amazed 

us. They went to the tomb early this morning but didn't 

find his body. They came and told us that they had seen a 

vision of angels, who said he was alive. Then some of our 

companions went to the tomb and found it just as the 

women had said, but him they did not see.”  

(Luke 24:19–24) 

 

 The most significant words of their speech were these: “But 

we had hoped.” 
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 These two disciples were now uncertain how their lives and 

the future of Israel would turn out. Their hopes were destroyed. 

Just a few days before, they had been overflowing with hope, 

knowing that Jesus would save the nation and save all the people. 

Then, in a flash, it was over. They had hoped for a bright future, 

but now it was over, and now they were going home. 

 “We’re done,” they thought. “There’s nothing left to do but 

walk home.” 

 Then Jesus stepped into their confusion and heartache in a 

most natural way. He didn’t scare them. In fact, he was almost too 

subtle, too gentle. 

He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of 

heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did 

not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter 

his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Proph-

ets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scrip-

tures concerning himself. 

As they approached the village to which they were going, 

Jesus acted as if he were going farther. But they urged him 

strongly, “Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is 

almost over.” So he went in to stay with them. 

When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave 

thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. Then their 

eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he dis-

appeared from their sight. They asked each other, “Were 

not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us 

on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?” (Luke 

24:25–32) 

 Don’t you wonder what would have happened if they hadn’t 

asked the stranger to stay for dinner? What a blessing they would 

have missed, since he was apparently going on down the road. 



REMODELED 

134 

 

Jesus didn’t presume on their hospitality; just like he is with us, he 

wanted to be invited in. I think that after this day, these two peo-

ple invited every single stranger they met to stay for dinner. After 

all, who knows whom the guest might actually be? They wouldn’t 

be fooled again. 

 As Jesus opened the Scriptures to them, showing them the 

truth in their moment of despair, their hearts went from “had 

hoped” to “burning within us.” Their hope had returned. They 

got a glimpse of a love so great they could never see the end of it 

or fully know or understand it. 

 

Questions: 

Have you ever lost hope? 

 

How do you typically handle disappointment in your life? I don’t 

mean if your college football team loses a game, but if you your-

self lose a dream? 

 

Are you the type to recover quickly from disappointment and 

move on to the next thing? Or are you more likely to wallow in 

your loss for a long time, taking your disappointment out and 

fondling it over and over? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

GLIMPSING THE INCOM-

PREHENSIBLE 

 

Moses at the End 

 One of my favorite scenes from the Bible took place on the 

last day of Moses’s life. God wouldn’t let Moses enter the Prom-

ised Land, even after he had led the people toward that exact goal 

for forty years, because of some bad decisions he made along the 

way. He was being punished, I suppose. 

 But I don’t believe his last day felt like punishment. The Bible 

says that God took Moses up on a mountain where he could look 

across the landscape and see the land God had given his people. 

The Lord said to Moses, “Go up this mountain … and see 

the land I have given the Israelites. After you have seen it, 

you too will be gathered to your people, as your brother 

Aaron was.” (Numbers 27:12) 

 It was generous of God to give Moses a glimpse into the land 

that he had promised to Abraham and his descendants. It was a 

great example of God’s justice meeting God’s grace. In justice, 

God stuck to his word and did not allow Moses to go into Canaan. 

But in grace, he took Moses in the most gentle, personal, loving 

way possible. There could be no mistaking among the people 

where Moses stood in the heart of God. 

 I picture Moses, a very old man, standing on top of the moun-

tain, and God standing close behind him with his arms around 

Moses. With his outstretched hand, God points to the features 

and landmarks of Canaan one by one, telling Moses where the 

people will live, tribe by tribe. He points out Jericho and tells Mo-
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ses there will be a mighty show of God’s power there. He points 

toward Jerusalem, the future City of David, and tells Moses it will 

represent the presence of God on Earth. He points out the place 

along the Jordan River where he will stop the waters so the people 

can cross on dry land. “It’ll be just like what happened at the Red 

Sea,” God says, and Moses feels rightly proud of his protégé, 

Joshua. 

 Reading about this moment, I wonder if I would be as fearless 

as Moses. Could I stand with God and be ready to die? 

 I wouldn’t be nervous about dying if I thought that God would 

take me up on some mountain and show me what lay ahead for 

my family, pointing out the landmarks and showing me where 

each tribe would settle. 

 What will happen to Cyndi? Where will our children and 

grandchildren live and grow? Will they follow God? How will my 

guys, my “mighty men,” handle this? How will my projects end 

up? What will happen to all my books? Will anyone read the 

parts I highlighted and the notes I made in the margins with red 

pen? What about my journals filled with cursive from the fountain 

pens my family gave me and accompanied by a coffee stain or 

two? Will anyone try to read my scrawling handwriting? 

 What will happen to my pile of old New Balance running 

shoes out in the garage? Each pair gave me thousands of miles of 

faithful obedience; they deserve a dignified end. And what about 

my run logs that I maintained for over 36,000 miles of entries—will 

anyone care about those? 

 Moses died in peace, knowing that the future was in God’s 

hands, and after all that had happened and all that Moses had 

done, it was worth it. The changes God had to work in Moses’ life 

were finished. The remodeling God had to do in Moses’ heart 

was complete. The burdens of forty years lifted from his shoul-
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ders one at a time as God pointed across the Promised Land to 

the places where each tribe would settle and live. Moses got lighter 

with each word from God, settling his fears. God must have said, 

“It’s OK. You can finally relax. I’ll take it from here.” 

 I wonder why I can’t live every day like that. Those burdens 

of the future aren’t mine to carry anyway. My books and journals 

and shoes and family are in God’s hands right now. I just have to 

be quiet enough to hear his reassurances and calm enough to lean 

back in his arms. 

 If I knew God would put his arms around me and say, “Look, 

Berry, it’ll be OK. Everyone is going to be fine. I will take care of 

your stuff and your projects. You can quit worrying now. Come on 

home. I’ll take it from here.”—well, if I knew that would happen, I 

wouldn’t worry so much. 

 Rich Mullins sang, “When I go, I want to go out like Elijah.” 

Not me; I want to go out like Moses. At home with God, and with 

Christ at home in my heart. 

 

Questions: 

Do you worry what will happen to your belongings and projects 

after you die? 

 

Which projects do you worry about? 

 

What do you hope will happen once you’re gone? 

 

Some famous people insist that their papers and records be de-

stroyed after death. Would you do that? 
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Ephesians 3:17–19 

I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts, 

living within you as you trust in him. May your roots go down 

deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love; and may you be able 

to feel and understand, as all God’s children should, how long, 

how wide, how deep, and how high his love really is; and to expe-

rience this love for yourselves, though it is so great that you will 

never see the end of it or fully know or understand it. And so at 

last you will be filled up with God himself. 

—The Living Bible 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

AT LAST 

 

Choosing a Life 

 The verses that I’ve included at the beginning of each chapter 

conclude with this promise: And so at last you will be filled up 

with God himself. 

 I spent most of my Christian life assuming that being filled 

with God meant I would have some sort of spiritual superpower, 

greater insight, or even magical teaching skills. I was certain the 

reason God wanted to fill me with himself was so I could perform 

better. I didn’t appreciate that he wanted to fill me with himself 

just to be together with me, to take me further down the way. 

While I have been intentional about choosing a life, I had no way 

to anticipate the changes Jesus would make in my heart. 

 One weekend, while wrapping up this book, I took a break to 

watch a movie, The Way10
. Before the weekend was over, I’d 

watched it three times.  

 The Way, released in 2010, is a collaboration between Martin 

Sheen and his son Emilio Estevez. It tells the story of Tom Avery, 

an American ophthalmologist who comes to St. Jean Pied de Port, 

France to collect the remains of his adult son, killed in the Pyre-

nees in a storm while walking the Camino de Santiago, also known 

as The Way of Saint James. In a surprising combination of grief 

and homage to his son, Tom decides to walk the ancient spiritual 

trail where his son died. 

 In a flashback scene we witness the strained relationship be-

tween Tom’s adult son, Daniel, who wants to travel and experi-
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ence the world, and his father, a widower, who wants his only 

child to settle down and choose a life similar to his own. 

 Daniel said, “You don’t choose a life, Dad. You live it.” I 

liked that line right away even though I mostly disagreed with it. 

 Unlike Daniel, I think we do have to choose a life. We 

choose every day whether to follow God, or love our wives, or live 

healthy and nutritious. We choose whether to follow God’s call-

ing. We have to choose our path and our direction. 

 For example, all the pilgrims in the movie chose to walk the 

Way of St. James. Including Daniel. They had a variety of rea-

sons, but none of them ended up there accidently. Even Tom 

Avery, who hadn’t planned to walk, made a conscious choice. 

 What Tom didn't choose was the profound effect this trip 

would have on him. An inexperienced trekker, he soon discov-

ered that he would not be alone on his journey. On the Camino 

de Santiago, Tom met other pilgrims from around the world, each 

with their own issues, each looking for greater meaning in their 

lives. Tom learned that it was better for his own heart to travel 

with a group than tackle the journey alone. 

 He also learned that the journey itself was more important 

than the destination. In the beginning, he walked as fast as he 

could, just to cover the ground, get it over with, and finish as 

quickly as possible. He was just doing his duty. But as his pilgrim-

age progressed, he slowed down and enjoyed the trip with his 

friends. He allowed his heart to change. 

 What I realized at the end of the movie, and the reason I 

watched it over again and again, was this: we may choose the jour-

ney, but we can’t choose the meaning. We choose our path, but 

not the message, the lesson, the impact, or the changes that will 

come from it. We choose a life, but we then have to live life as it 

comes. We have to live out the changes in our heart. 
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 Maybe we choose to let Jesus make his home in our heart, 

giving him permission to remodel our heart to his liking … but we 

don’t get to pick the stories he’ll use, the adventures he’ll take ad-

vantage of, or the person we’ll become. We have to trust him with 

the changes he’ll make in our heart. 

 I hope we have many more adventures to live, more skills to 

learn, more books to inhale, more food to try, more miles to run, 

more mountains to hike, more classes to teach, more words to 

write, more ideas to analyze, more friends to enjoy, and more re-

lationships to savor. 

 I hope you’ll join me on this journey of remodeling. I pray 

that you’ll choose the path God has laid out before you, and that 

you’ll allow the changes he wants to make along the way. And that 

at last you will be filled up with God himself, as he makes his 

home in your heart. 
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RUNNING WITH GOD 

 

 “I first started running in the summer of 1979 to win the heart 

of a girl, but instead, I found God. He chose running to be one of 

the places he revealed himself to me. Through my time alone, on 

my feet, the God of my parents and my grandparents became my 

God. It was on the road and on the trail that my relationship with 

God became personal. We developed a friendship which grew 

bigger than church and became deeper than rules of behavior.” 

(Berry Simpson) 

 

What readers have said about Running With God: 

 “If you are a runner and a Christian this is a must read. In this 

series of inspirational and thought provoking essays, Berry Simp-

son takes the reader along on his spiritual journey of growth in 

God and faith in Christ. Simpson catches the essence of the soli-

tude of running with the realization that one never runs alone but 

always has God at his side. The reader feels the road under his 

feet, experiences the pain of struggling to finish and the exhilara-

tion of crossing the line victorious. All of this is written in a serious 

but light hearted manner that expresses the author's love of life, 

love of his family and friends and, most importantly his love for 

God.” (F.M., Texas) 

 

 “I would recommend this book to anyone who runs, especial-

ly those of us back-of-the- packers! I enjoyed reading about a 

hobby, or should I say way of life that someone else enjoys as 

much as I do and then adds the perspective of faith. Berry is a 

very talented writer that will provoke you to look inside your own 

heart and to listen to the voice of God that runs with you every 
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mile. It's a good easy read. But, be forewarned that even though 

the title may be serious, Berry has a knack at getting to your deep-

est funny bone! I loved this book and am putting it on my Christ-

mas gifting list for sure.” (C.D., Colorado)  

 

 “I'm not a runner. Wouldn't pound my joints like that for 

money or for free. But this series of introspective essays reaches 

heart and soul and goes much deeper than whether or not you're 

going to hit the pavement (or the trail). In a few short pages, Berry 

Simpson made me laugh, and cry, and sigh, and smile. He paints 

a vivid picture of an "ordinary" human being with an "ordinary" 

family, who just happens to be following a clear and lifelong and 

extraordinary path toward God. And God speaks -- to Berry and 

to all of us -- in the simple, ordinary activity of running from here 

to there, day in and day out, year in and year out. A journey not to 

be missed! Read this book!” (C.B., Texas) 
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RETREATING WITH GOD 

 

 The Bible tells us in Proberbs 4:23, "Above all else, guard 

your heart, for everything you do flows from it." This book is the 

story of the author's adventures as he learns to guard his heart 

while backpacking in the Guadalupe Mountains of west Texas. 

Simpson writes, "I've learned to be intentional about searching for 

God, intentional about loving my wife, intentional about rehab-

bing my bum knees, and intentional about guarding my heart. As 

I've gotten older I've realized I can't separate my understanding of 

God from my relationships and from my heart; especially my rela-

tionship with my wife, Cyndi. It all get mixed together, just like my 

stories. Feeding my heart has become a constant process of step-

ping deeper into those critical relationships. That first hike up 

Tejas Trail was a deliberate move toward my own heart, and I am 

a better man because of it." 

 

What a reader said about Retreating With God 

 An excellent read full of personal stories from a man who is 

on a lifelong journey of loving God and others. Berry explores 

what it means to guard one's heart in a down-to-earth, experiential 

way that comes directly from how he has developed his heart 

through backpacking. If you experience God through nature, this 

book will motivate you to up and get out into nature in search of 

guarding your own heart. And even if you hate nature, through 

Berry's transparency and authenticity, you will be inspired to culti-

vate the habit of pursuing God through the passions God has 

placed on your heart. 
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