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  Foreword


This might be the most offensive book you’ve ever read. I realize that is a precarious way to begin—hardly the polished hook an author is supposed to use to sell copies or invite a reader into a comfortable space.  
After all, who truly wants to be offended? 
But I ask you to bear with me. 
This is not a book that seeks to be crude, nor does it intend to offend for the sake of shock value. That’s not the kind of “offense” I’m talking about. Rather, it is offensive because it dares to expose the idols of reputation, achievement, earthly attachments, and moral superiority—structures of false security that we may not even realize we are clinging to, but which have become foundational to the very identity we have come to embrace.
It may be “offensive” because it challenges us to stop “grasping” at things of this world, the things we think matter the most, but ultimately bring us less genuine contentment or joy than we think they will. It’s a book about detachment, in a world where we’ve defined ourselves by what we’ve attached ourselves to the most: our image, our persona, our political affiliation, our financial success, our cause, or even our spiritual experiences and consolations.  
The “offense” you might find in this book is not on account of anything I will tell you, but on account of how the truth of God’s unfathomable and scandalous love exposes us. It acts like a light shining into the darkest recesses of the soul—places we would much prefer to keep hidden, and corners we don’t even dare to look at ourselves. To dismantle these false monuments and invite that light in is to feel a kind of spiritual nakedness that we usually spend our entire lives trying to avoid.
But what if what we’ve avoided the most is precisely what we need to confront if we want to truly become the men and the women God wants us to be?   
You should know from the outset: this is not a book about bolstering your “self-esteem.” We have enough of those, and they often only serve to further decorate the masks we hide behind. Instead, this is an invitation to what has been called “Christ-esteem.” It is not about learning to “love” the version of yourself you are currently trying to manufacture or project to the world. It is about finding, through a deep and harrowing love, a deeper truth about who you really are. It is the experience of the clay in the hands of the Potter—the One who holds in His mind’s eye exactly what the broken lump you are is meant to become, and who possesses the vision and the steady hand to mold you into the person you were created to be.
The offense lies in the way this message forces us to confront the people we judge. We often use our “righteous” indignation as a shield, looking down on the failures of others to distract ourselves from our own. We condemn without knowing their stories and withhold compassion because we are terrified that, given the same circumstances, we might be no different. This book challenges us to kill our most cherished dreams—not the dreams given to us by God, but the ego-driven fantasies of being the hero, the “good one,” or the self-made success. It asks us to let those dreams die so that something far more real, and far more beautiful, can be born in their place.
In the late fourth century, a brilliant young man from North Africa arrived in the imperial city of Milan. He was the quintessential success story of his age—a master of his craft who had climbed to the very top of the social and intellectual ladder. To the world, he was a “finalist” in the race of life; to himself, he was a hollow shell, chasing a significance that evaporated the moment he grasped it. This man, whom we now know as Saint Augustine, spent years attempting to be the author of his own meaning, defining his identity through his passions and his public prestige. By his own admission, it made him utterly miserable. He famously prayed, “Lord, make me chaste—but not yet,” the cry of a heart that wanted the benefits of divine favor without the cost of surrender.
Do you find yourself bargaining with the truth in the same way? Are you waiting for a “better time” to let go of the habits or reputations that define you, fearing that without them, there will be nothing left of you? 
His change of heart did not come through a quasi-spiritual self-help seminar, but in a kind of spiritual desert where the weight of his own failures finally crushed his pride. This undoing was not a cruel act of vengeance, but a deep act of love—a stripping away of the masks he wore so that he could finally rest in a love he hadn’t earned. He found that God’s response to our wreckage is not to redecorate or even upgrade our masks, but to dismantle the version of ourselves we’ve spent years building so that the person we were created to be can finally emerge.
Consider the life of Saint Mary of Egypt, who spent her youth seeking identity through relentless promiscuity. She believed the validation of others’ desire for her could fill the hollow ache in her soul, mistaking the “desire” of her suitors for something that made her valuable and worthwhile. She thought being used made her useful, and she came to embrace it, even finding temporary enjoyment in her exploits. Her life was shattered when a mysterious force prevented her from entering a church—an “offensive” interruption that forced her to confront the reality that her supposed liberty was actually a prison.
In our digital age of “likes” and instant validation, how often do we mistake being noticed for being known? If the world stopped looking at you tomorrow, would you still know who you are? Are you determined to be useful to others, allowing them to use you like an object, a commodity, whose worth is measured based on what you can do, how well you perform?  
Then there is Saint Moses the Black, who sought success through the brutal “man code” of thievery and violence. He lived by the sword, finding status in the fear he inspired. Yet, his world was brought to its knees when he encountered a community of monks whose strength lay in an overwhelming mercy he was ill-equipped to rebuff. This “scandalous” encounter with a love that refused to retaliate broke his pride, transforming a feared criminal into a vessel of profound peace.
Do you equate strength with the ability to dominate or “win” an argument? What would happen if you met a mercy so radical that it left your opponent—and your own ego—with nowhere to hide?
Finally, look at Saint Ignatius of Loyola, who sought glory in the vanity of combat and worldly chivalry. He was an ambitious soldier whose identity was inextricably linked to his performance on the battlefield. His delusions were shattered—literally—when a cannonball ended his career. In the forced stillness of recovery, he realized that the “fortress” of his reputation was merely a pile of rubble. He stopped trying to be the hero of his own story and allowed God to rebuild him from the rich, dark soil of genuine humility.
What is the “cannonball” in your life—that unexpected failure or disruption that ended your plans? Are you still trying to rebuild the old fortress, or are you willing to see the rubble as the necessary ground for a new creation?
For each of these saints, divine love was an “offense” because it required the death of their most cherished idols. Mary surrendered the gaze of men; Moses laid down his power; Ignatius watched his military glory turn to dust. Augustine was driven to change by the sheer exhaustion of trying to be his own god and the sudden realization that he was already loved by the God he was running from.
We find ourselves in a similar season today, perpetually and professionally offended. We have turned our grievances into a form of currency, weaponizing our status as victims to buy importance. We have built our lives on the idea that true liberty is the right to define our own existence, to do whatever we want without anyone daring to tell us otherwise, but like these saints, we are finding this “freedom” to be dismal and claustrophobic.
It is no wonder that the most conventionally “successful” and “prosperous” nations in the world also have the highest rates of depression and suicide. When we’ve built our entire lives on shifting-sands, the waves of the next rising tide will wash us away. And with our foundations gone, as firm as we thought they were, but as precarious as they’ve proved to be, many despair in hopelessness. 
But there is hope. And while it might take a “wave” of failure or a humiliation to expose the truth of your sandy foundation, it doesn’t need to. All we need to do is look more closely at the integrity of what’s beneath our feet—or at the center of our souls, our core identities, our dreams. Then, we need to find a better foundation. One that endures, that’s worth building a life upon, or rather, allowing a builder who knows what He’s doing better than we do to build a life that’s better than those dreams.  
Letting go of control can be scary. We are addicted to control, and we’ve bought into the lie that we’re the only ones who can be the masters of our destiny. Tell me, though? Are you really mastering your destiny, or are you becoming a slave to the kind of life you’ve determined is “right for you”? If you found contentment in this kind of life, I suspect you’d have stopped reading by now. But I highly doubt too many people have quit at this point. Because we all know, somewhere deep down, that our self-made lives aren’t as fulfilling as we pretend they are, and certainly less fulfilling than we’re trying to convince everyone else that they are.   
This is not a self-help book; it is a book about selfless help. It is about a rescue you cannot find by looking inside yourself. The answer to our misery is not a deeper dive into our own psyche, but a radical departure from it—a move from the “little soul” caved in on its own ego, to the great soul that is open to the high adventure of reality.
Imagine a gardener pruning a vine. To the vine, the blade may feel like an offense, a violent intrusion. But the gardener is not an enemy; he is a friend to the vine’s ultimate fruitfulness. He cuts away what is dead or overgrown not to diminish the plant, but so that its life might be more abundant.
The message of this book is scandalous because it refuses to play by the rules of our “internal accountants.” It doesn’t follow our self-made blueprints, and will confound our five-year plans. It may tear down the “vision board” that’s hanging over your desk. It offers a mercy that tears down the fortresses of our own making so that we might finally find a home in the Sacred Heart of our Lord, our Maker, and our Redeemer.
I invite you to read with a spirit of surrender. These truths will challenge your grip on control and may offend your pride. But if you are willing to stop seeing yourself as a project to be perfected, and instead see a beloved miracle held in existence by a Love that refuses to let you go, you will find a joy that the world can neither give nor take away.
I’m not a guru. I’m no psychologist. I have degrees in theology, but most of what I’m writing in this book wasn’t learned at seminary. It was learned through the blessed humiliation, the hardship, the discipline I’ve experienced at the hands of a loving God, who loved me so much that He allowed me to suffer with His Son. Who loved me unto His death, and mine, that I might be remade in His image.






  
  Chapter one
Blessed Humiliation


I became a pastor in my early twenties, armed with a seminary degree, honors cords, and an acceptance letter to a doctoral program. I thought I’d finally arrived, that all my work had finally prepared me for ministry. 
It had been a long road. I grew up in a good Protestant congregation. I was always the boy who impressed everyone: I’d earned my “Eagle Scout” at only thirteen, I had good grades, and I was active in my church.
I’d always been a shy kid. I don’t think I was ever an outcast; my awkwardness never stood out. But I struggled to find a place to “fit in” with the crowd. I experienced a lot of “success.” What I lacked in social recognition, I compensated for in other pursuits: in my academics, in performance arts, and debate team. I still remember when I had a starring role in a high school play how good it felt when I received a standing ovation during the curtain call. It was as though people actually liked me. They appreciated me. 
I was internally insecure. This was not unique. Most teenagers (and probably adults) struggle with insecurity. The biggest difference is that some of us are better at hiding them than others. I was no exception. No one else noticed it, but on the inside, I felt like I didn’t quite “fit in” with my peers. I had one or two close friends, and a lot of acquaintances. Still, all in all, I was a happy kid. 
I dated a lot, though in high school, my youthful romances were almost always briefly epic. 
Every girl I ever dated I believed I’d marry someday. We were the greatest love the world had ever known. At least for the four-months that such relationships typically lasted. My teenage romances burned hot and fast. The tinder caught fire quickly, but there wasn’t much left to keep the fire going after the initial “blaze” of infatuation. 
I laugh when I look back at it all. How “in love” I thought I was, again and again and again. I also tended to date young ladies who were nice, usually attractive, but had problems at home. As addicted as I was to the starring role in every romantic tale I started and ended, I was also drawn to play the hero, the rescuer, the “good guy” who’d take a great girl who had been dealt a bad lot and “save” her. 
It never quite worked out that way. But that didn’t stop me from trying.
My parents were amazing and loving; they supported me unwaveringly and held me to a high standard. I think my hot-and-cold dating life was a source of stress, especially for my mother. They were worried that thinking I was in love I’d end up getting someone pregnant. But I still had my standards. I won’t say I never sinned, but I believed that the conjugal act was reserved for marriage. Perhaps that was one reason I was so eager to think every girl I was attracted to and dated a few times would eventually become my wife. It’s hard to retrospectively psychoanalyze oneself 30-years later, but I think you get the picture. 
So far, while these traits were not universally shared by most of my peers, there’s nothing I’ve said that really set me apart in any remarkable way. I suspect there were, and probably are today, young people who might relate to my teenage experience. Nothing about my adolescence was uncommon. 
Like most teenagers, I had my gifts, my strengths, my weaknesses, and I was experimenting with different interests to find my groove. I was trying to “find myself.” I thought my identity was closely linked to what kind of music I listened to and how I dressed. I cycled through a variety of “phases” from embracing my status as a 90‘s grunge child to sporting a pair of cowboy boots the next week. A few months later, I was conforming to non-conformity under the guise of “punk rocker.” I’m sure there are a few phases I’ve forgotten. Maybe I’ll add a few if I ever create a second edition of this book, after the next time my mother pulls out an old photo album and reminds me of one of the phases I’ve subconsciously chosen to forget. 
Of course, I was a Christian, too. But that’s not really a “style,” it’s not the kind of “identity” I was interested in wearing on my sleeve in my transient quest to find a place where I “belonged” among my peers. Deep-down, though, it was the only identity that really mattered. I think I knew as much, even if I failed to connect the dots between my faith and my social status. 
While I’d thought about becoming a pastor someday—especially when I was confirmed in middle-school—my success in performance arts led me to seek a degree in Broadcasting after I graduated. I’d achieved first-place at a district-level competition in the category of “radio speaking,” and figured it was a sign from God I was meant to be the next Casey Kasem, if not Howard Stern. 
Yes, in the same paragraph I mentioned I’d considered becoming a pastor and also a shock jock. For some reason, I didn’t see the problem. We’re saved by grace, after all, right? What could be wrong with a little “crude” humor, all in the name of entertainment? 
I knew God’s grace, but I didn’t understand God’s love. God loved me too much to give up on me just because I slacked in my holiness. I got that part. What I didn’t understand completely was that He also loved me too much to allow me to live that kind of double-life, to use my so-called “Christian liberty” as an excuse to sell myself into the slavery of sin. 
Looking back at it, I think there were a few theological presuppositions inherent in my particular brand of protestant upbringing (at least in the way I appropriated into my life) that allowed the double-life to fester without what should have been an obvious conflict. As you’ll see as my story continues, the belief I could be both “faithful” and “worldly,” at the same time saint and sinner, was less a tension endured in struggle and more a reality that manifested in deeply dug trenches on each side of the righteousness divide. 
In 1998, I left home and went to college. One of my best friends in high school had toured the college with me our senior year, and we became roommates. It was only a few hours after our parents left us at college when the first “fraternity party” invite came our way. 
It was that same night when I discovered “sweet lady” alcohol for the first time.
She was like every fleeting and passionate high school romance combined into one. She was a temptress I was ill-equipped to rebuff. She changed everything. She made me forget my insecurities. She told me I was fun; I was liked, that I deserved attention. I didn’t have to seek the praise of people through my accomplishments; I just had to “relax” a little, and with her gentle caress, the tingle across my skin, she helped me do it. 
For the first time, I was the life of the party. I was fun, people liked me, and several fraternities offered me opportunities to pledge. In hindsight, I should have turned them down. But the allure of being liked was too strong to deny. 
Truth be told, it was obvious from day-one that I didn’t handle my alcohol like other people. Apart from the fact that I was underage, and shouldn’t have been drinking at all, the way it opened up my social life was every bit as addictive as the liquid poison I was pouring down my throat each Friday, Saturday, and (sometimes) Thursday night.
I often made a fool of myself, but what did that matter? I was young! Everyone was making fools of themselves. Such embarrassment was just a strange way of fitting in. Just a few weeks into my “college experience” I woke up one Saturday morning having slept in someone’s dirty laundry basket. Someone took a picture, and we had a good laugh about it.
Doing “dumb” things when drinking was almost like a rite of passage. In a weird way, it gave me more “cred” among my peers. There were limits to what one could do—e.g. don’t ever mess with another fraternity brother’s girl—but so long as I never broke the “man code,” or stole anyone else’s beer, I was good. Nothing I did was too embarrassing to seriously tarnish my newly found social status. 
Then I made a mistake. One that I’d seen dozens of other fraternity brothers make. I made the poor decision to drive back to campus after consuming a six-back of beer at a fraternity event. I was pulled over for rolling through a stop sign. At only eighteen years of age, I was arrested and charged with driving while intoxicated. 
Now, our college town was a DWI factory. As mentioned before, dozens of fraternity brothers had gone through the same thing. As a small college town, the entire legal system really profited off of the mistakes of young college students like me. They practically had my “plea deal” ready before I even signed the papers. Do a little “probation” (ironically, the probation officer was a neglected local housewife who often drank at our fraternity parties), give up your license for a while, and we’ll wipe your record clean.
Losing my license for six months might have put a hindrance on my social life if it wasn’t for the fact that I had plenty of other friends who could drive, and in a small college town, I could walk most places. Even to our fraternity house.
Except it wasn’t that easy. 
I had a conscience. 
I was still a Christian. I knew right from wrong, and for someone who’d always thrived on being the “good boy” with all the potential, getting arrested was a major blow to my identity. I struggled with the shame of what I’d done. It may have been “common” among my peers, but I didn’t see it that way. I was supposed to be better than that; I was raised better than that. I’d belonged to the D.A.R.E. student council in middle school. I never even attended a party where alcohol was present in high school. I had learned from a young age that drinking and driving was wrong. 
I’d never make that mistake. 
That’s what I thought. But I was wrong. I’d been arrested and charged with a crime I swore I’d never commit. 
I was also homesick. 
So, with a suspended driver’s license, I convinced my best-friend and roommate, Adam, to drive me home one weekend. He was happy to oblige. His church in our hometown had a “retreat” that weekend anyway, so he figured he’d stop by the event and go back Saturday evening to write a paper. He was never a great student, not like I was, and I was always trying to help him stay on the right-side of the academic bell-curve.
My parents agreed to drive me back to campus on Sunday night. 
Adam was killed in a car accident Saturday night on his drive back to campus. 
I still remember the late-night call I received at 2:30 A.M. I was back in my childhood bedroom. I don’t even know what possessed me to answer the phone when it rang at that hour, but I did. Then came a voice of a mutual friend, a girl I knew, but I didn’t think had my phone number. She was the last person I’d ever expect to call me in the middle of the night: “Adam was in a car accident tonight going back to school, and he passed away an hour ago.” 
If you’ve ever gotten that kind of phone call you know the shock I experienced. I didn’t break down crying. Not immediately. That came later. Instead, I went numb. It didn’t feel real. I woke my parents up to tell them what had happened. 
I went back to bed and had a vivid dream. In that dream, Adam approached me, telling me he was fine, that he was still alive. Was it a vision of him in heaven or a product of my mind attempting to manage the “shock” of the news? To this day, I cannot say for sure. I remember tossing and turning for hours afterwards. 
The next morning, I went to Adam’s parents’ house. He was my friend, my roommate, and I felt like I needed to see them. I still remember both of them hugging me, and his mother telling me something that momentarily rattled my world: “Adam had just told us earlier that evening that he was concerned about your drinking. He was worried about you.” 
Talk about a punch to the gut. Just hours after hearing he’d died, hearing that my now dead best friend had told his parents he was worried I drank too much was a big deal. It probably didn’t register as big a deal at the time as it should have. I was a mess of emotions, and the last thing I was worried about in the wake of Adam’s death was my newfound drinking habit. 
But once I was thinking clearly enough to connect the dots, it devastated me. So much so that I refused to face it for years. It would take more than a decade, in fact, before I faced what I’d tried to deny, but had torn me apart without my conscious knowledge, like termites eating away at the support beams of a house only discovered after the floor caved in. 
Yes, the evidence was there. The piles of “sawdust,” as it were, should have told me there was a problem. But sometimes a problem is so devastating, so difficult to make sense of, that you refuse to see to it. I was blind to my own pain, my sense of guilt. 
When Adam died, it was the first time in my life I’d lost someone close to me. And a part of me struggled with the recognition that it was, at least in part, my fault. If I didn’t get a DWI, if I hadn’t asked him to take me home that weekend, he might still be alive today. 
I also found refuge in grace. At least for a little while. I stopped attending fraternity parties and connected with a great campus ministry community. A year later, I had decided that I didn’t want a career in broadcasting. I believed God was calling me to become a pastor.
I still enjoyed the party scene occasionally, especially when those buried feelings of “guilt” would re-emerge and I was overwhelmed by the “pressure” I’d placed on myself to live up to the “new testimony” I’d crafted in the wake of my early experimentations with alcohol. I’d only allowed grace to go so deep. There were hidden closets in my heart I never opened to God’s love, dark corners of my psyche I refused to acknowledge, where sin and despair festered. 
It wasn’t that I didn’t know they were there, but I pretended they didn’t exist. I had a little brother growing up and I suppose I’d learned rather quickly that if he was trying to get a rise out of me, if he was trying to annoy me, the best thing to do was ignore him and he’d give up and go away. That might be true in sibling relationships, but when it comes to confronting your demons within, the dark places in your heart you’re afraid to confront, it’s the worst thing someone can do. 
Mold spreads in the dark. It might take a while, but if you don’t address the issue and expose it to light early on, it only gets worse. 
Honestly, I think I’d done as good a job of convincing myself that I didn’t have any real “problems” as anyone. 
I finished my degree as quickly as I could and applied to seminary. While I had to address my DWI with the admissions board, it took little convincing. I’d already done a masterful job convincing myself it would not be a problem anymore. I’d learned my lesson. I chalked it up to the experience of a young man who’d left home for the first time and made a few mistakes. I really believed that grace had solved the problem: totally, completely. 
In retrospect, I wasn’t treating grace the right way. It was a kind of “cheap” grace, as Bonhoeffer described it, that I held onto whenever it worked to my advantage. But I’d never truly left behind everything at the call of Jesus to “follow me.” 
I was like the rich man who had too many possessions to heed Jesus’s call to sell it all and follow; who was unwilling to give up the fleeting treasures of this life for the sake of eternal and heavenly treasures. I was like Ananias and Sapphira in Acts, still holding onto something I’d led the church to believe I’d given away. 
Even when I put on a good face, I still indulged in alcohol and explored areas of the Internet I shouldn’t have when I was behind closed doors. I had a million justifications. I was still “growing up” and I’d eventually mature past my problems. It was better to “drink” alone so I don’t drive again, or embarrass myself, or compromise my Christian witness. It was a “lesser sin” to indulge in fantasies and digital images than it was to be actively promiscuous. 
Was I still sinning? Yes, and I knew it, but it didn’t matter. 
Because God’s grace was bigger than my sins. 
That much is and always was true—but I’d reduced God’s grace to something like a never-ending stack of “Get out of Jail Free” cards. I treated the cross like something Jesus endured, not so I could be free from the curse of sin, but so that I could indulge in it without eternal consequences. 
Again, that double-identity I’d forged early on persisted into my twenties as I finished college and headed to seminary. I was so excited, despite the fact that I was only half-way through my Bachelor’s degree when I’d applied to seminary, that I spent as much time as I could between classes studying theology, trying to get ahead and prepare myself for what I was told would be the biggest educational challenge I’d ever faced.
I even self-studied Greek so I could pass the proficiency exams and start seminary early, in the spring, after I graduated college a semester early. Leaving the “party scene” behind in college afforded me the time to take the New Testament Greek class on VHS. While my fraternity brothers were competing in keg-stands, I was conjugating Greek verbs. 
Of course, I still binged myself into blackouts in the privacy of my dorm occasionally, but it wasn’t an every-night thing. It only happened once or twice a month. It was manageable. At least I thought it was. 
None of that did much for my social life. But honestly? I’d found new Christian friends who helped me mostly stay away from the party scene. It made finishing my college degree—a prerequisite for seminary—a breeze. Those years really flew by. Before I knew it, I was heading to seminary. 
It was like I was finally where I was always meant to be. I excelled in my coursework. I even received an award my second year for “excellence in systematic theology.” However, in our denomination, “drinking” was a part of the culture. No keg stands or “beer bongs,” but I discovered my first night there that the shower in our dorms was home to a “perpetual keg.” 
To take a shower meant going further down the hall to the “other” bathroom. 
Mostly, the guys at seminary handled their alcohol responsibly. They rarely got “drunk,” at least not obviously so. Still, scotch and craft beers were staples at almost every social gathering.
But I wasn’t like the other seminarians who could have a drink or two and be fine. I often found myself retreating to my dorm room after our gatherings, where we drank moderately and talked theology, so I could drink more by myself. 
Even then, though, my binges were few and far between. Nonetheless, it was obvious—or at least it should have been—that I couldn’t control it. Still, in those days, it didn’t cause any real problems. I wasn’t so consumed with it that I couldn’t function. I just had to recognize that if I had something going on that was important I couldn’t drink beforehand. I couldn’t even have one—because one drink always turned into fifteen or twenty. For a while, I was able to follow my own rules. I never missed a class and continued to excel in my coursework. It didn’t take long before my professors recognized my gifts and suggested I continue beyond the traditional pastoral ministry track and the “Master’s of Divinity” program and apply to the PhD program. 
Given my unrecognized craving for recognition, I jumped at the chance. I married a nice young woman whom I’d met my first year at the seminary. She didn’t feel “called” to be a pastor’s wife (that should have been a red flag) but believed that since I was continuing my studies, I’d eventually become a theology professor. She liked the idea of being a “professor’s wife.” And since that was my goal, she agreed to marry me. 
At the time, I
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