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PREFACE



Simplicity of life is one of those realities we grow into over extended periods of time. Now, twenty-five years after this book was first published, what do I know as regards this life? I know both less and more. I am less certain about how it all works and more clear on the Center that animates all life. When I titled the first chapter of this book “The Complexity of Simplicity,” I understood that reality mostly in theory; I now know it more deeply as lived experience. The intricacies and the difficulties remain in abundance—indeed, even more so—now that I have lived a couple more decades into the conundrums of life. Frankly, the inward query, “What do I know?” is on my lips often these days.

And yet, through it all, the title I gave to the Epilogue, “The Simplicity of Simplicity,” is more real than ever. I see…. I know…. We can live with a steady attention to the voice of the true Shepherd. We can seek first God’s kingdom. We can enter into God’s righteousness. We can walk cheerfully over the earth. We can live simply and profoundly.

Richard J. Foster
 November 1, 2004

PREFACE from the 1981 EDITION

This is not a book that I was automatically drawn to write. I was, in fact, brought all but kicking and screaming to this task. I did in the end write it, but it is perhaps not irrelevant to note the reasons for my hesitancy.

First, there was the matter of my own experience in simplicity, or lack thereof. Did I know enough of the inner reality of simplicity to write with any degree of integrity? How deeply rooted was I in this life of unhurried peace and power? And then there was the matter of lifestyle. Carolynn and I still struggle with decisions about money and possessions. By no stretch of the imagination do we have the final answer on what to buy or what to do without. And what about the corporate nature of simplicity? How could I, with any measure of competence, address the tangled issues of economics and world hunger and international trade? I felt, and do feel, like a beginner in all the varied aspects of simplicity.

Second, I hesitated because I know that Christian simplicity is a terribly complex matter. That is understandable, if paradoxical. Seldom in life is there any issue of significance that will yield to easy answers. Not only must we understand the biblical witness to simplicity and the rich tradition of the devotional masters, but we must interact with the contemporary issues. Further, it is necessary to boil all these matters down into the practical world in which we live—a world of schedules and demands, a world of bills and budgets. And this is no simple task.

Third, I was concerned about the danger of legalism. Simplicity is the most outward of all the Spiritual Disciplines, and hence the most susceptible to corruption. How could I be specific without being rigid? How could I call people from greed without introducing a new pharisaism?

I had a fourth reason that made me cautious about writing a book on simplicity. Of the four, this one was my greatest concern, and the one to which I give attention in Chapter 1.
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PART I

THE FOUNDATION








1. THE COMPLEXITY OF SIMPLICITY


Seek simplicity—and distrust it.

—Alfred North Whitehead




Contemporary culture is plagued by the passion to possess. The unreasoned boast abounds that the good life is found in accumulation, that “more is better.” Indeed, we often accept this notion without question, with the result that the lust for affluence in contemporary society has become psychotic: it has completely lost touch with reality. Furthermore, the pace of the modern world accentuates our sense of being fractured and fragmented. We feel strained, hurried, breathless. The complexity of rushing to achieve and accumulate more and more threatens frequently to overwhelm us; it seems there is no escape from the rat race.

Christian simplicity frees us from this modern mania. It brings sanity to our compulsive extravagance, and peace to our frantic spirit. It liberates us from what William Penn called “cumber.” It allows us to see material things for what they are—goods to enhance life, not to oppress life. People once again become more important than possessions. Simplicity enables us to live lives of integrity in the face of the terrible realities of our global village.


Christian simplicity is not just a faddish attempt to respond to the ecological holocaust that threatens to engulf us, nor is it born out of a frustration with technocratic obesity. It is a call given to every Christian. The witness to simplicity is profoundly rooted in the biblical tradition, and most perfectly exemplified in the life of Jesus Christ. In one form or another, all the devotional masters have stressed its essential nature. It is a natural and necessary outflow of the Good News of the Gospel having taken root in our lives.

While it is important to stress that Christian simplicity is more than a mere reaction to the modern crisis, it should also be underscored that simplicity is keenly relevant to the massive problems of our world. We are witnessing poverty and starvation on a scale unprecedented in human history. By the time we fall asleep tonight another ten thousand individuals will have died of starvation—over four hundred per hour. Many more millions live on the brink of extinction—malnourished, aimless, desperate. It is difficult to relate to statistics, even when we know they represent precious ones for whom Christ died. But it is not hard to relate to the story of a man such as Kallello Nugusu, who had to sell his two oxen in order to buy food to keep his wife and six children alive when famine struck Ethiopia. He then had no way to plow his fields and plant his crops, and the food was gone. When asked what he would do, he responded that he didn’t know. Then, dropping his head into his hands, he said, “When my children cry because they are hungry, then it is very hard to be a father.”1

Though such accounts touch us deeply, we often feel helpless to do anything. How can we respond with any degree of integrity and effectiveness? It is the Spiritual Discipline of simplicity that gives us the basis for developing a strategy of action that can address this and many other social inequities. Individual, ecclesiastical, and corporate action can spring from the fertile soil of simplicity.

We also struggle with the problem of competing responsibilities that all demand our attention. Like Jack’s beanstalk, our obligations seem to grow overnight. We are trapped in a rat race, not just of acquiring money, but also of meeting family and business obligations. We pant through an endless series of appointments and duties. This problem is especially acute for those who sincerely want to do what is right. With frantic fidelity we respond to all calls to service, distressingly unable to distinguish the voice of Christ from that of human manipulators. We feel bowed low with the burden of integrity.

But we do not need to be left frustrated and exhausted by the demands of life. The Christian grace of simplicity can usher us into the Center of unhurried peace and power. Like Thomas Kelly, we can come to know by experience that God “never guides us into an intolerable scramble of panting feverishness.”2 In simplicity, we enter the deep silences of the heart for which we were created. Pope John XXIII declared, “The older I grow the more clearly I perceive the dignity and winning beauty of simplicity in thought, conduct, and speech: a desire to simplify all that is complicated and to treat everything with the greatest naturalness and clarity.”3

Complex Simplicity

While simplicity provides an answer to the modern dilemma, it does not provide an easy answer. We must never confuse simplicity with simplism. If you came to this book in the hope of finding four easy steps to total simplicity, you will be sadly disappointed. Simplistic answers, by their very nature, fail to perceive the rich, ordered complexity of life.

Whether we peer into the universe of the telescope or the universe of the microscope, we cannot help being amazed at the varied complexity of the created order. From galaxy to ant to atom, we are awed by the intricate mosaic. The apparatus inside our head is literally inconceivable in its complexity, containing perhaps a hundred billion neurons. And beyond that is the mystery of human consciousness, which baffles the imagination. As the Psalmist declared, we are indeed “fearfully and wonderfully made.”

Christian simplicity lives in harmony with the ordered complexity of life. It repudiates easy, dogmatic answers to tough, intricate problems. In fact, it is this grace that frees us sufficiently to appreciate and respond to the complex issues of contemporary society. The duplicitous mind, on the other hand, tends to confuse and obscure. While the dogmatic person cannot understand the diversity in simplicity, the double-minded person cannot perceive the unity in complexity.

This brings us to the central paradox of our study: the complexity of simplicity. The fact that a paradox lies at the heart of the Christian teaching on simplicity should not surprise us. The life and teachings of Christ were often couched in paradox: the way to find our life is to lose it (Matt. 10:39); in giving we receive (Luke 6:38); he who is the Prince of Peace brings the sword of division (Matt. 10:34). Those with simplicity of heart understand the Lord, because much of their experience resonates with paradox. It is the arrogant and the obscurant who stumble over such realities.

Paradoxes, of course, are only apparent contradictions, not real ones. Their truth is often discovered by maintaining a tension between two opposite lines of teaching. Although both teachings may contain elements of truth, the instant we emphasize one to the exclusion of the other the truth becomes distorted and disfigured. We can see this easily enough when we insist—rightly, I think—that God is both immanent and transcendent, both in the created order and beyond the created order. If we stress immanence to the exclusion of transcendence, we end up with some form of pantheism. Conversely, if we stress transcendence to the exclusion of immanence, we end up with a detached, disinterested, wind-the-clock-up kind of God. If we embrace either end of the teaching exclusively, we get a distortion; if we hold both in tension, we find the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. We could just as easily take concepts such as the love and justice of God, the deity and humanity of Christ, or any one of the number of examples that abound in Scripture. Let us consider some of the complex aspects of simplicity that we must keep in proper tension if we are to enter into this important Christian virtue.

A pivotal paradox for us to understand is that simplicity is both a grace and a discipline. An old Shaker hymn articulates this double reality with amazing clarity. Joyfully, there is the affirmation,


’Tis a gift to be simple,

’Tis a gift to be free.



as well as the assertion that we must


Turn and turn,

Till we turn ’round right.



Simplicity is a grace because it is given to us by God. There is no way that we can build up our willpower, put ourselves into this contortion or that, and attain it. It is a gift to be graciously received. By way of illustration, the story is sometimes told of Hans the tailor. He had quite a good reputation, and so when an influential entrepreneur in the city needed a new suit he went to Hans requesting that one be tailor-made. But the next week when he went to pick it up, the customer found that one sleeve twisted this way and the other that way, one shoulder bulged out and the other caved in. He pulled and struggled until finally, wrenched and contorted, he managed to make his body fit the strange configuration of the suit. Not wanting to cause a scene he thanked the tailor, paid his money, and caught the bus for home. A passenger on the bus, after surveying the businessman’s odd appearance for some time, finally asked if Hans the tailor had made the suit. Receiving an affirmative reply, he remarked, “Amazing! I knew that Hans was a good tailor, but I had no idea he could make a suit to fit perfectly someone as deformed as you.”

Just like the entrepreneur, we often get an idea of what simplicity should look like, and then we proceed to push and shove until, bruised and battered, we “fit.” But that is not the way simplicity comes. It slips in unawares. A new sense of wonder, concentration, even profundity steals into our personality. We change our lifestyle, even taking up the ministry of poverty when it is clearly right and good, out of inner promptings, knowing that when the call is made the power is given. The tailor-made fit is perfect. Simplicity is a grace.

Of course, we must not forget the other pole of our tension, for simplicity is also a discipline. It is a discipline because we are called to do something. Simplicity involves a consciously chosen course of action involving both group and individual life. What we do does not give us simplicity, but it does put us in the place where we can receive it. It sets our lives before God in such a way that he can work into us the grace of simplicity. It is a vital preparation, a cultivating of the soil, a “sowing to the Spirit,” as Paul put it.


Perhaps we need to learn to speak of “disciplined grace.” Isn’t that the profound reality which underlies the symbiotic alliance between faith and works? Our salvation is sola fide, by faith alone, but without works faith is dead. The Gospel reality comes to us by pure grace, but it bears the mark of spiritual discipline.

A second, closely aligned paradox regarding Christian simplicity is that it is both easy and difficult. It is easy in the same way that all Christian graces, having once worked their way into the ingrained habit structure of our lives, are easy. It is easy in the way that breathing is easy. “Virtue is easy,” say the moral philosophers, and so it is once it is embedded in the personality. The playing of Tchaikovsky’s Pathétique symphony is easy to the accomplished musician who has labored until it flows out in his very body language; but until then it is difficult, painfully difficult. And in simplicity there are times of struggle and effort, times when we despair of ever having our lifestyles where we feel they should be, times when we wonder if our lives will ever be of one piece. But occasionally, in the middle of the struggle, we have a sense of entering in, and spontaneously we glorify our Father in heaven because we know that we have done no more than to receive a gift.

A third tension we must work to keep in balance is between the inner and outer dimensions of simplicity. Simplicity is an inward reality that can be seen in an outward lifestyle. We must have both; to neglect either end of this tension is disastrous.

If simplicity were merely a matter of externals, things would be quite easy. We would then need only to formulate the system (no small trick, to be sure) that defines the boundaries: Christian faithfulness would allow us to live in this income bracket but not that one, to purchase this house but not that one. We would have a clearly definable arrangement, even if it would need periodic adjustment to keep abreast of inflation. It would be clear who is in and who is out, who is faithful and who is not. Presto, a new pharisaism. Very fine, thank you.

Sometimes I genuinely wish it were that way. And I have no desire to speak disparagingly of the many groups who have developed such systems. In fact, I envy them at times, because the clarity of that approach has immense power to motivate and change behavior. But as we all know, its end result is bondage and death. The letter always kills; the Spirit alone gives life. Gospel simplicity gives freedom and liberation.

The outer expression of simplicity must flow from the inner resources. It is learning to walk in the Spirit that builds the life of purity, unity, and grace. There is an inwardness that is central to our task; without it all is lost. We delude ourselves, however, if we think we can possess the inner reality of simplicity without its having a profound effect upon the way we live. The tension must be maintained.

Perhaps you have noted that I have been dealing with the age-old continuum of legalism to license. We reject legalism because it leads to spiritual suicide, and we reject license for the same reason. There is another way, however—the life of the Spirit. The Apostle Paul gives the classic formulation of this reality in his Epistle to the Galatians. There he comes down about as hard as he possibly could against casuistic legalism and for the glorious freedom that we know in Christ, perceptively adding that we must not allow our freedom to be an opportunity of the flesh. He concludes, “If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:25). If we possess the inward reality, it must manifest itself in an outward lifestyle.

A fourth paradox in simplicity is seen in the affirmation of both the goodness and the limitation of material things. The material world is good, but it is a limited good—limited in the sense that we cannot make a life out of it. To deny the goodness of the created order is to be an ascetic. To deny the limitation of the created order is to be a materialist.

The Christian faith views material things as created goods God has given us to enjoy. It does not dismiss material things as inconsequential, or worse yet, as evil. The material world is good and meant to make life happy. In fact, adequate provision is an essential ingredient in the good life. In human society today, misery often arises from a simple lack of provision.

Misery also arises when people try to make a life out of provision. While it is an essential ingredient in the good life, it is by no means the only ingredient, nor is it even the most important one. So often the biblical teaching on provision has been taken and twisted into a doctrine of gluttonous prosperity. All the subtle, and sometimes not so subtle, coaxing to “love Jesus and get rich” reflects our failure to see the biblical limitation upon things. Incarnated into our theology are covetous goals under the guise of the promises of God. And the interesting thing about all these little gimmicks to blessedness is that they work; they really do work. That is, they work if what we want is a little money; but if we desire the abundance which God gives, they fail.

Again, we see that Christian simplicity does not yield to simplistic answers. The tension must be maintained: things are good, but that good is limited.

Perhaps one more example of paradoxical tension will be sufficient to emphasize the fact that our journey into simplicity will be as intricate, varied, and rich as human personality itself. I refer to the attractive ability to be single-hearted and at the same time sensitive to the tough, complex issues of life. It is a strange combination and quite difficult to explain, though quite easy to recognize. It produces focus without dogmatism, obedience without oversimplification, profundity without self-consciousness. It means being cognizant of many issues while having only one issue at the center—holy obedience.

Jesus spoke to the heart of the matter when he taught us that if the eye were single, the whole body would be full of light (Matt. 6:22). Dietrich Bonhoeffer, before he died at the hands of the Nazis, said, “To be simple is to fix one’s eye solely on the simple truth of God at a time when all concepts are being confused, distorted, and turned upside down.”4 Such focus makes one decisive, able to cut through the Gordian knots of life.

But we must never confuse the clear decisiveness of the single-hearted with the simplistic decisiveness of the propagandist. While propagandists have a singleness of purpose that is often quite amazing (and baffling), they do not enter it by the same path as the single-hearted. In joyful abandon they pontificate on politics, religion, and philosophy, without the slightest awareness of or concern for the intricacies involved. At times they may come to exactly the same conclusion as the single-hearted, and may even express it in the same words and with the same conviction. But they have come to that conclusion too quickly, too easily. It is hollow because it lacks the integrity of painful struggle.

Have you ever experienced this situation? One person speaks, and even though what he or she is saying may well be true, you draw back, sensing a lack of authenticity. Then someone else shares, perhaps even the same truth in the same words, but now you sense an inward resonance, the presence of integrity. What is the difference? One person is providing simplistic answers; the other is living in simplicity.


The Part and the Whole

Oversimplification is a danger in any field of study. But the danger is especially insidious in the study of Christian simplicity, because it can so easily be viewed as a virtue. We have touched on a few pitfalls; however, we have not yet mentioned the area of greatest peril: the danger of assuming that simplicity can function independently of the rest of Christian devotion. Simplicity is the most outward of all the Spiritual Disciplines and therefore the most susceptible to corruption, and the greatest corruption is to isolate it. It was this danger that prevented me for many months from consenting to write a full-length book on the subject. I had written about simplicity before, but always in the context of the Classical Disciplines of the Spiritual Life.5 There it was integrated into the whole of Christian devotion; it was only a part, howbeit a vital part, of something much larger, more comprehensive.

Simplicity needs to be seen in the light of the whole. For example, there is an intrinsic relationship between simplicity and prayer, especially that central aspect of prayer which is trust. My children love pancakes. When they were young, once in a while I would get up early to fix them a batch. It was interesting to watch those boys. They would wolf down pancakes as if there were an endless supply. They were not worried one whit about the price of eggs or my ability to provide them with pancakes. Not once did I see them slipping some into a pocket, thinking, “I don’t know about Dad; I’d better put away a little stash so that I can be sure of pancakes tomorrow.” As far as they were concerned, the reservoir of pancakes was infinite. They knew that all they needed to do was ask and, if it was in their best interest, they would receive. They lived in trust. Without this spirit of trust we would find it exceedingly difficult (should I say impossible?) to live on the basis of prayer for daily bread. No, we would need an adequate stash somewhere, just in case—and be assured that what we now have is never adequate.

Paul counseled Christians to live free from anxiety. That, of course, is more easily said than done. Everything in our training and in our culture combats a carefree spirit of unconcern. How can we be free from anxiety? What resource is available to us? Paul perceived the resource to be prayer: “Have no anxiety about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God” (Phil. 4:6). Prayer frees us from anxiety because it teaches us trust. The result is peace: “And the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:7). Prayer and simplicity are intertwined.

Again, simplicity and solitude walk hand in hand. Solitude refers principally to the inward unity that frees us from the panicked need for acclaim and approval. Through it we are enabled to be genuinely alone, for the fear of obscurity is gone; and we are enabled to be genuinely with others, for they no longer control us.

It is not difficult to see how dependent simplicity is upon solitude. Enslavement to the opinions of others is the source of a great deal of duplicity in modern society. How often we discover our action to be prompted, not by the divine Center, but by what others may say or think. Sadly, we must confess that our experience is all too frequently characterized by endless attempts to justify what we do or fail to do. And how violently this problem rears its ugly head the moment we seek a simpler lifestyle. Whereas before we were tyrannized by the desire to look affluent, now we are tyrannized by the desire to look scant. If what we own can look slightly austere and unvarnished, then perhaps others will think we live in simplicity. Painfully, we know we are too dependent upon the approval of others. We sincerely want to do what is right, but our own self-consciousness betrays our lack of true simplicity. Our struggle affirms the observation of François Fénelon, “These people are sincere, but they are not simple.”6 The grace of solitude must be rooted deep within if we are to know simplicity of heart.

And so it is with all the Christian Disciplines. If we detach simplicity from any of them, we will turn it into something other than what it is. But when we view a discipline within the landscape of the whole of Christian spirituality, we gain balance and perspective.

It is not wrong for us to isolate some aspect of the spiritual walk for the sake of study, as long as we understand the artificiality of the isolation. And we must always come back to the whole. Perhaps the technical sciences can ignore the whole for the part,* but in the spiritual walk that perspective is ruinous. The life with God, hid in Christ, is a unity, a seamless robe. That, of course, is the essence of its simplicity and the cause of its complexity.

We might be tempted to discouragement by the apparent intricacies of a subject we thought would be straightforward and easy to grasp. At times simplicity seems as elusive as humility: the moment we think we have it, we have lost it. It seems fraught with hidden crevices and box canyons. How can we ever expect to pick our way through these perplexing catacombs?

If, in a small way, this describes your feelings and fears and even frustrations, I would like to bring you a word of encouragement. The very sense of awe you feel at the immensity of the task is the first requirement for entering the grace of simplicity. Those who come bolting in discover not simplicity, but arrogance.


Beyond that, you will be encouraged to discover that simplicity is much more tangled in analysis than it is in practice. If you desire Christ and his way with sincerity of heart, he will faithfully teach you. He will not let you stray far. Lovingly, tenderly, he will always bring you back to the strait gate and the narrow way. You need not worry if you find it difficult to explain exactly what this virtue is. We could well say of simplicity what Thomas à Kempis said of compunction of heart: “It is better to practice it than to know how to define it.”7

Models of simplicity are desperately needed today. Our task is urgent and relevant. Our century thirsts for the authenticity of simplicity, the spirit of prayer, and the life of obedience. May we be the embodiment of that kind of authentic living.








2. THE BIBLICAL ROOTS: THE OLD COVENANT


All plenty which is not my God is poverty to me.

—St. Augustine




Simplicity is deeply rooted in the Old Testament revelation. In it, God revealed both what he is like and how people are to live. The two ideas are inseparable. The more clearly we understand the nature of God, the more clearly we understand how we are to live.

The pressing question today is not, “Is there a God?” but, “What kind of God is there?” Few seriously champion atheism because of its obvious intellectual vulnerability, but many have searching questions about what God is like. Is God cruel or is he good? In short, can God be trusted? Simplicity of heart can flourish only in the fertile soil of trust, and it is the Old Testament’s revelation of the faithfulness and goodness of God that opens the door to that trust.

We also struggle to understand how we are to live. Few of us would buy into the naive notion that the accumulation of bigger and better things will give us joy or purpose. Yet neither are we comfortable with the rigid ascetic who thunders down denunciations on the evil of possessions. We don’t want to be materialists, ever acquiring and ever hoarding. And yet John the Baptist, with his skins and wild honey, doesn’t quite seem the model either. How can we put material things in a proper perspective in a world of dental bills and piano lessons? How do we decide for or against a new microwave oven or a dishwasher? This ancient record of God’s revelation to his people, Israel, provides us with important hints for answering such questions.

It is, of course, a long journey from Kadesh-barnea to London or Chicago in both space and time. The cultural distance might tempt us to wonder if instruction about lifestyle—even divine instruction—given to shepherds and farmers would have any relevance to modern urbanites. What does the law of gleaning have to do with the consumer price index? How can the year of Jubilee possibly relate to the international trade deficit?

The problem is a real one, but thoughtful people realize that though specific legislation often has only parochial application, the principles inherent in that legislation are timeless. In fact, the Old Testament revelation provides us with some of the most profound perceptions of life to be found anywhere. That, of course, does not solve the hermeneutical question of how to understand the perceptions, or the practical question of how to apply the perceptions, but it does save us from temporal snobbishness.

Radical Dependence

The creation story is the starting point for our understanding of simplicity. At center stage is God, who speaks, and at his word the entire universe comes crashing into being. The high point of his creative effort is humanity, whom he made male and female.


The radical dependence of the entire creation upon God is a central teaching of this breathtaking narrative, and certainly the pivotal notion for our understanding of simplicity. We have no independent existence, no self-sustaining ability. All we are and all we possess is derived.

We need to lift high the biblical doctrine of creation today, particularly our own creatureliness. We are not the captains of our souls nor the masters of our fates. We are part of the created order and hence totally dependent. Our posture is not one of arrogant acquisition, but of simple trust. What we have or ever will have comes from his gracious hand.

We are dependent upon God for even our sense of worth as individuals. Our uniqueness and dignity are rooted in our creation in the image of God. Our value is not tied to wealth, status, accomplishments, or position. It is a gift. Obviously, this wonderful truth flies in the face of the modern tendency to define people by what they produce or what they have.

The terrible reality of the fall was nothing more than a repudiation of our dependence upon God. Adam and Eve took to themselves what God had forbidden. They said, in effect, “We will provide for ourselves.” They mistrusted the goodness of God by believing the serpent’s lie that God was holding back from them something good. And when they did, they realized that they were naked. The nakedness in question was not so much a lack of clothes as it was the awful vulnerability which they assumed in repudiating their dependence. Independence always comes at a high price, and especially so when it involves a rejection of the gracious provision of God.

Simplicity means a return to the posture of dependence. Like children, we live in a spirit of trust. What we have we receive as a gift.


Radical Obedience

If the first insight into simplicity that we receive from the Old Testament is radical dependence, the second is radical obedience. Perhaps nowhere is this more graphically seen than when Abraham was called upon to surrender his most priceless treasure—his son Isaac. God spoke; Abraham obeyed. No contingency plans, no skirting around the issue, no ifs ands or buts. Through a long, painful process Abraham’s life had been honed down to one truth—obedience to the voice of Yahweh. This “holy obedience” forms the grid through which the life of simplicity flows.

Radical obedience is possible only when God has our supreme allegiance. The Ten Commandments begin with three staccato warnings against idolatry. Idolatry is, of course, the attempt to erect an allegiance higher than God. “No,” shouts the Decalogue; the one true God must be the heart of our devotion.

Today we need to hear again that God alone is worthy of our worship and obedience. The idolatry of affluence is rampant. Our greed for more dictates so many of our decisions. Notice how the fourth commandment of the Sabbath rest strikes at the heart of this everlasting itch to get ahead. We find it so very hard to rest when, by working, we can get the jump on everyone else. There is no greater need today than the freedom to lay down the heavy burden of getting ahead.

The prohibition against covetousness is the tenth commandment. At the heart of the sin of covetousness is the inner lust to have. Obviously, there is nothing wrong with having things: it is the inordinate desire, the inner compulsion, the undisciplined craving that is condemned. Covetousness is the idolatrous worship of things. But, and here comes the rub, all of us feel that we are in complete control of our desire for things. We would never admit to an ungovernable spirit of covetousness. The problem is that we, like the alcoholic, are unable to recognize the disease once we have been engulfed by it. Only by the help of others are we able to detect the inner spirit that places wealth above God. And we must come to fear the idolatrous state of covetousness, because the moment things have priority, radical obedience becomes impossible.

The Generosity of God

A dominant note in the Old Testament witness is the generosity of God, who freely gives to his children. Repeatedly in the creation story we have the confession that the earth is good. God lavished abundant provision upon the original pair.

God called Abram from Ur of the Chaldeans to be the father of a new nation. With that call was the promise to make Abram’s name great and to prosper him in material ways (Gen. 12:1–7). This pledge was certainly fulfilled, for we are informed that “Abram was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold” (Gen. 13:2).

Abraham’s son of promise, Isaac, was likewise showered with material provision: “The LORD blessed him [Isaac], and the man became rich, and gained more and more until he became very wealthy. He had possessions of flocks and herds, and a great household, so that the Philistines envied him” (Gen. 26:12–14). Even Jacob, who received the parental blessing from Isaac through deceit, was indeed blessed. When he sought to return to his homeland, he offered to Esau, his brother, a tribute that only the genuinely wealthy could afford—490 costly animals, including thirty camels with their young (Gen. 32:13–21). Joseph and Job both went through the crucible of obedience, and both were rewarded handsomely in the end. Solomon chose wisdom above wealth, but received both in abundance.

The book of Deuteronomy is peppered throughout with promised blessing, and we do the text a grave injustice if we seek to spiritualize the blessing. It was literal land and flocks with which God said he would bless the people: “He will love you, bless you, and multiply you; he will also bless the fruit of your body and the fruit of your ground, your grain and your wine and your oil, the increase of your cattle and the young of your flock” (Deut. 7:13). Deuteronomy 16:15 is typical of so much in this echoed law code: “God will bless you in all your produce and in all the work of your hands, so that you will be altogether joyful.” Note that the rejoicing is because of the abundant provision from the hand of God.

Even the book of Amos, which lashed out so viciously at the uncompassionate accumulation of wealth, saw a day


when the plowman shall overtake the reaper

and the treader of grapes him who sows the seed;

the mountains shall drip sweet wine,

and all the hills shall flow with it.

I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel…

says the LORD your God. (Amos 9:13–15)



And Malachi flatly declared that, if only the people would open their hearts in obedient giving, God would open the windows of heaven and pour out upon them material blessing beyond what they could possibly contain (Mal. 3:10).

We do need to stress that the promise of material blessing was a conditioned promise. It was no blank check. There was the stipulation, “If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land” (Isa. 1:19). That is to say, there was a strong emphasis upon the inward nature of simplicity—holy obedience—that conditioned all the promised provision. And a vital aspect of that obedience was compassionate provision for the poor and needy.

And why shouldn’t the high note of obedience have among its secondary notes the promise of blessing? After all, it would be a strange kind of God who would always repay obedience by withholding the good of the earth. Such did sometimes
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