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			PRAISE FOR

			Stumbling Toward Eternity

			
				“This book is a rare gem: It combines a searing memoir with deep theological reflection, a unique genre that is all its own, which dates all the way back to Saint Augustine’s Confessions. Josh has done the hard work of facing his troubled past and finding the thread of grace that has long made beauty from ashes. Many will resonate with the pain of his upbringing; even more will come alive at his vision of gospel hope.”

				—John Mark Comer, founding pastor of Bridgetown Church, teacher and writer with Practicing the Way, and bestselling author of The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry and Live No Lies

				“Stumbling Toward Eternity is a bit like its author: intrepid and infectious, openhearted yet unflinching, and singularly focused on the grace of God for nontheoretical sinners. I can think of no better introduction (or pastoral handbook) to the endless mystery and radical generosity of the cross than what Josh has fashioned here—much of it out of his own ragged history. This book is redemption made plain, essential reading for anyone in need of real hope. And the footnotes alone are worth the price of admission! Now where’s the soundtrack?!”

				—David Zahl, founder of Mockingbird Ministries and author of Low Anthropology

				“Wow! What can’t Josh White do? I’ve loved hearing him preach and sing, but now I’ve read his writing. And oh, what he writes about! The centrality of the cross, the pain of his father, the beauty of grace, the power of forgiveness, and the freedom available in Jesus. These pages hold deep theology, rich memoir, and a call to enter the life you were made for with God. Josh’s vulnerability with his heartbreak and shortcomings will give you the courage to face your own head-on and discover there the presence of the crucified King.”

				—Joshua Ryan Butler, lead pastor of Redemption Tempe and author of Beautiful Union and The Skeletons in God’s Closet

				“Stumbling Toward Eternity is a genre-defining book. In this work of theology-as-memoir (or is it memoir-as-theology?), Josh White artfully interweaves his own story of trauma and healing with God’s redemptive plan for all humanity. One cannot help but walk away from this text with a deeper sense of the never-ending grace and all-encompassing love of God, demonstrated not only in Jesus’s words from the cross but also in how God uses human relationships to draw us close to Him. I hope this book will inspire many to do the hard work of integrating their own stories of sin and suffering into the much larger story of God’s forgiveness and eternal love!”

				—Jake Johnson, PhD, LMFT, associate professor of marriage and family therapy at Wheaton College

				“Bestselling Christian books often hover just above the real stuff of our daily lives, hinting at but never fully touching the suffering, questions, and struggles most of us face. Josh White’s Stumbling Toward Eternity can be described in various ways: compelling, faithful, engaging, hope-filled, beautifully written—but most of all, it is real. This book, like the grace it points us toward, embodies faith that keeps showing up in the gritty, earthy details of living and dying. Expect to cry and laugh and worship and to have a difficult time putting it down once you start reading it.”

				—Mark R. McMinn, PhD, author of The Science of Virtue: Why Positive Psychology Matters to the Church

				“Stumbling Toward Eternity is a story that weaves together the historical reality of Jesus’s crucifixion and how Christ crucified brings healing, beauty, and redemption to our fragile humanity. Raw, honest, funny, and perhaps, most important, hopeful.”

				—Rick McKinley, founding pastor of Imago Dei Community in Portland and author of Faith for This Moment

				“My friend and fellow Portlander Josh White has given us a unique and poignant book, one that I couldn’t put down once I began reading it. Combining deep exposition on the meaning of the cross of Christ with glimpses of Josh’s painful past, Stumbling Toward Eternity defies easy description. My love and gratitude toward Jesus and my confidence in the power of the good news to save and transform was rekindled. Every page, including the footnotes, contained treasures, and I’ll be returning to this book often.”

				—Kevin Palau, president of Luis Palau Association

				“Josh White takes us into the very heart of Jesus’s story, reminding us that His story is also ours. Part meditation, part memoir, and part theological reflection, this book will remind you that God is near the suffering and brokenhearted. God made us human but also took His own medicine. If there is no cross, there is no Christ. The suffering of Christ is our only hope.”

				—Patrick Schreiner, professor and author of The Visual Word and Political Gospel

				“Josh is who he says he is: ‘serious about Jesus, obsessed with grace, and [holding] tenaciously to the centrality of the cross.’ And more—he is a poet, songwriter and lyricist, down-to-earth theologian, and collector of wisdom. Yet it is his writing on suffering that captivated my whole soul. I read this book over and over, drinking in the reminders of the love of God, the stories of His people’s suffering, and the confusion we all face when life goes bad. As I did, my chest filled again with that pain-defiant hope of all who encounter His comfort and strength in suffering. I dare say, this should be required reading for every follower of Jesus—and for every parent who hopes to raise passionate, resilient Jesus followers!”

				—Diane Comer, author of He Speaks in the Silence and co-author of Raising Passionate Jesus Followers

				“For a decade I’ve known Josh White as a close friend, preacher, fellow musician, and now, author. Although Josh is a gifted leader with a naturally inquisitive mind, what I’ve loved most about Josh is his ongoing wholehearted fixation on Jesus and the power of His gospel. While this book gives a glimpse into Josh’s heart, it also provides an expansive view of the ragged terrain of everyman’s soul and the wounded healer who beckons us to His cross.”

				—Josh Garrels, independent musician and owner of Small Voice Records

				“A mentor who Josh and I share describes ‘compelling gospel witness’ as that which tells the following two stories in tandem: your Jesus story and the Jesus story. Josh accomplishes this as beautifully as anyone I’ve heard. Many recent authors have written about the why and the what of Christianity (and the especially popular how under the banner of ‘spiritual formation’). However, few have spoken so clearly and vulnerably to the so what? of Christianity. This is what Stumbling Toward Eternity does. This book will take its place next to the great classics penned by the cloud of witnesses who similarly and obsessively clung to Christ’s cross through countless seasons of cultural upheaval and spiritual decline. My dear friend Josh is one of the most compelling witnesses to Jesus in my life. Read this book and you’ll see why.”

				—Evan Wickham, worship leader, songwriter, and lead pastor of Park Hill Church, San Diego
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					We may very well take the cross as the symbol at once of mystery and of health…. The cross, though it has at its heart a collision and a contradiction, can extend its four arms for ever without altering its shape. Because it has a paradox in its centre it can grow without changing…. The cross opens its arms to the four winds; it is a signpost for free travellers.

					—G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				FOREWORD

				 

				Sometimes you find a book that brings together topics, themes, and literary styles that are not usually combined and you think to yourself, This is a special book. This is that kind of book. Its uniqueness reflects the mind and heart of its author, Josh White, who is one of the most eclectic and creative humans I’ve ever encountered.

				I first met Josh many years ago, when I joined him in pastoral ministry at Door of Hope, a church in Portland, Oregon, which he had started just a year and a half earlier. I soon discovered that Josh was not only a passionate pastor and teacher but also a talented musician and poet with a remarkable eye for interior design, and—on top of all that—he had read more in historical theology and classical western literature than anyone I’d ever met. But these are not the things that strike you most if you get to spend time with Josh. Rather, what you experience is his sincere enthusiasm and passion for following Jesus and for inviting other people to see how God’s love can change everything in their lives.

				This book is an excellent expression of all those things in one place. On its largest level, it’s a thoughtful exposition of Jesus’s last seven sayings He spoke from the cross. These words of Jesus have been close to Josh’s heart for many years, and Josh has pondered their significance with great care and attentiveness. (In fact, the first sermon series Josh and I ever taught together, many years ago, was on these seven sayings of Jesus.) These writings are packed with thoughtful reflections on the teachings of Jesus and the power of the good news about Him. Along the way, you’ll learn insights from theologians, poets, and philosophers that maybe you’ve heard of before but have probably never read.

				But there’s more going on in this book. Interwoven with these theological reflections are a series of memoir fragments that are deeply personal to Josh. Here you’ll encounter a rare kind of raw vulnerability, as he shares about the pain and challenges he’s faced in life, especially as it relates to his father. These stories are crucial to the purpose of the book. They reflect Josh’s deep conviction that the love of Jesus can meet and transform us in our deepest experiences of pain, loss, and confusion. He truly believes that when we expose ourselves to God’s love with total honesty and surrender, that’s where we discover the healing power of the gospel.

				I know that Josh would be thrilled if you learn a lot in the course of reading this book. But even more, his desire is that you have an encounter with the self-giving and suffering love of Jesus. He believes that love can address the most difficult and painful parts of our lives.

				Thank you, Josh, for sharing your heart and mind with us in these pages. I hope that through this book many people are invited into a deeper experience with the life-transforming power of God’s presence and love.

				
					Tim Mackie

					Co-founder of the BibleProject

				

			

		

	
		
		
			A WORD TO THE READER

			 

			
				The amateur—the lover, the man who thinks heedlessness a sin and boredom a heresy—is just the man you need. More than that, whether you think you need him or not, he is a man who is bound, by his love, to speak….

				The role of the amateur: to look the world back to grace.

				—Robert Farrar Capon, The Supper of the Lamb

			

			Beginning is always an act of faith. The first step might be the most difficult. For me it is the fear of starting off on the wrong foot. I, like so many, suffer from what Jean Cocteau called “the agony of the act.”[*1]

			So how does one begin a book? I suppose that I ought to begin with a word, which we could also call the theme: love. This four-letter word is as ubiquitous as it is misused and abused. But one cannot deny that however cliché, sentimental, or common it may be, it continues to be at the forefront of all human longing and meaning. So rather than abandon the word, I would like to qualify it with another: grace, which at its most basic level is love without contingency. Now I am getting ahead of myself, but the book has begun.

			Ever since reading Tremendous Trifles by G. K. Chesterton some twenty years ago, I have embraced the title of the amateur. In its most positive light, being an amateur simply means living in a state of childlike wonder. I am not suggesting a refusal to mature; there is a clear difference between being childlike and being childish. After all, Jesus did say, “Let the little children come to me…for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.”[*2]

			The word amateur comes from the Latin amator, which means “lover.” My blessing and curse is that almost everything interests me. I tend to give myself to those interests with near obsession. I can love with a recklessness that can quickly overwhelm others, but whatever the downsides, this much is true: When I love, it is sincere.

			Due to my love of libraries and disdain for classrooms, I might be appropriately called a lowbrow Renaissance man. I do my best to not take myself or the world too seriously, and I believe this is the best path for navigating the challenges of existence. Having said that, I am serious about Jesus, obsessed with grace, and hold tenaciously to the centrality of the cross.

			Amateur also means I can be a scattered optimist. My mental glitches and complicated childhood make it extremely difficult to embrace a singular creative endeavor without feeling panicked and queasy. Being willing to dabble in nearly everything has led me to consider my life as simply an unfinished event. This leads to ideas often piling up and ultimately being forgotten. However, the ideas and interests that do make it out of my mind into “the real world” (as my wife calls it) are romanced with such passion that I become convinced everyone should be as enthusiastic as I am about the object of my affection. At least, until I am not. For much like Don Juan, once the romance is over, each passion is soon discarded for a new lover.

			So let me just say, the quirkiness of my temperament has made bringing this book to completion more than a little challenging. I have faced an obsessiveness in choosing the right word, the right sentence, the right thought—driven by a desire to honor Jesus and represent Him and my orthodoxy well. I have agonized over the mining of my own broken history, my desire to merge grace and candor, without my mess somehow obstructing the view of His healing. All of this has led to the near destruction of my keyboard’s delete key, as things have been written, erased, and rewritten, ad nauseam. The desire to jump ship has come more than I care to admit. While dealing with the stress of writing deadlines for which (like meetings) I am never on time, I’ve also been leading a church in Portland, Oregon, and the combination has counterintuitively led me to complete two unreleased albums and pick up tattooing and boxing as coping mechanisms. I’ve probably given my editor an ulcer (I do love you, Paul, and I am sorry) and my wife (Darcy, you are my gypsy queen) a headache.

			The American poet Emily Dickinson once wrote her editor with a question as profound as it was anxious,

			
				Mr Higginson,

				Are you too deeply occupied to say if my Verse is alive?

				The Mind is so near itself—it cannot see, distinctly—and I have none to ask—

				Should you think it breathed—and had you the leisure to tell me, I should feel quick gratitude—[*3]

			

			In attempting to merge literary memoir and theological reflection, I have been haunted by that same question. I, like Emily, am too close to what is written to know if the words breathe and must rely on those around me who have spoken into this book. Since memoir and theology can react like oil and water, my way forward is fourfold.

			First, I center on the cross of Christ, just as in life.

			Second, I frame the book on the seven words Jesus spoke from the cross.

			Third, I use memoir, or fragments, as I call them. This was the most difficult to incorporate. I selected memories that carried life-altering significance, as a way of understanding how the gospel interacts with our past, present, and future. Memories are fragmentary by nature; they can be elusive, incomplete, menacing, and paradoxical, which makes turning them over carefully in the mind and writing what one sees as painful as it can be healing.

			How they connect to the themes was not something that could be forced and often was more suggestive and nuanced as is life itself. My life is not a metaphor but at times can seem metaphorical. It’s not a parable, though it may feel parabolic. It’s not a cautionary tale, a tragedy, mystery, nightmare, romance, or adventure, but like every life, there are those archetypal and universal threads that tie us together in our shared humanity.

			These fragments are not meant to explain the cross or interpret the words Jesus spoke from it. In fact, I believe it is the crucified King and His cross that interpret our stories, infusing them with the meaning we long for.

			Fourth, I must also point out my use of footnotes. When they appear, the corresponding note will be on the bottom of the page itself. My mind loves to chase the interconnectedness of things, those threads that can open a door to meaning that was previously hidden or that may simply lead to a hallway that has no doors. They do not have to be read, but I hope you do, for often I found myself more excited about the footnote than the actual section that inspired it. (Such is the nature of the amateur.)

			All that to say this: If you are reading these words, then the miraculous has happened—the book is done. I am likely breathing again. However, right now, in this moment, I am thinking about you, the reader. I am wondering who you might be and where you are in this crazy, unsettled world of ours. Even if this is as far as you read, let me just say to you what I say to our church every week because it’s true: “On your worst day, Jesus is crazy about you!”

			
				Grace upon grace over you and yours,

				Josh

			

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Jean Cocteau, The Difficulty of Being, trans. Elizabeth Sprigge (New York: Melville House, 2013), 7.

			

			
				*2 Matthew 19:14.

			

			
				*3 Dickinson to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, April 15, 1862, in Dickinson Electronic Archives, http://archive.emilydickinson.org/​correspondence/​higginson/​l260.html.

			

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE

				 

				
					FIRST FRAGMENT

					The Jump

					[ 1982 ]

					
						He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also, he has put eternity into man’s heart, yet so that he cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.

						—Ecclesiastes 3:11

					

					The apple tree next to the run-down apartment complex was huge. Some kids had salvaged a couple of dirty mattresses from the nearby dumpster and stacked them beneath the tree.

					She was so cute—older than I was (probably eleven) and tall, with long dark hair. She wore an argyle sweater-vest over a plaid button-up shirt and high-waisted Jordache jeans. It was dusk. Her smile was glowing as she laughed at the boys jumping from the tree onto the mattresses. There I was in my Toughskin jeans, those stupid baby-poop brown suede shoes from Sears Roebuck, my “HOMEWORK BLOWS MY MIND” T-shirt, and an uneven, helmet-shaped haircut imposed on me by my mother (complete with a cowlick).

					I watched the girl with unnoticed longing. Sam, my neighbor and only friend, was with me, so I decided to be brave. I climbed the tree to the very top. I looked down with hidden terror, made sure she was watching, and then before I could back out, I jumped.

					The fall was fast, and the landing hard. Without even a bounce, my mouth connected with my knee, right where the hole in my jeans was, burying my front tooth into my kneecap. I held my leg and pulled my mouth free, groaning and wiping tears away as the blood began to flow.

					But she noticed, she really noticed, and she even helped me up. I don’t remember her name. I never saw her again. It didn’t matter. For I had wrestled with God, and He had blessed me. I walked back to the apartment with a limp.
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