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			This book is dedicated to

			Me

			(Wait, no—I already messed it up. Umm, I guess this book is dedicated to everyone other than me.)

		

	
		
			Preface

			 

			Lord, Free Me from Me

			This book is about one word and a prayer.

			The word is self—which means this book is about you.

			But before we talk about you, let’s talk about me.

			From the moment I woke up today, I haven’t stopped thinking about me.

			Most of my thoughts have been about me.

			All of my prayers have been for me.

			Even when I helped someone else, I was trying to make myself feel better.

			Hello, my name is Ryan Wekenman, and I’m addicted to me.

			Maybe you can relate.

			Or maybe you are holier than me.

			Better than me.

			More sanctified.

			Good for you. Don’t buy this book; save yourself a couple of bucks. You’ll probably end up donating the money to some good cause or something anyway.

			As for the rest of us, let’s be really honest about a very peculiar challenge the modern world is throwing at us. We live in a world that is obsessed with the self. Every time you scroll through social media, watch the news, or walk out your front door, you are inundated with a message: It all starts with self.

			Self-help quotes.

			Self-improvement books.

			Self-discovery assessments.

			Self-actualization podcasts.

			Self-esteem seminars.

			Self-love coaches.

			Each a slightly different attempt to figure out what’s missing in our lives while starting with the self. Promising answers but then leaving us with more questions. Because here’s the thing (brace yourself—are you ready?): This earth and everything on it was here long before you were.

			You didn’t create you.

			You didn’t create this world.

			You definitely didn’t create this universe.

			God did that. Everything starts with God. And spirituality is supposed to be a humble reminder that you are part of this bigger story he is writing. But the dominant narrative in our culture today takes God out of the center and replaces him with self. Where living your truth becomes more important than discovering the Truth. You are bombarded with that message everywhere, so it can be easy to fall back (intentionally or unintentionally) into the trap of believing it all revolves around you.

			When self-centeredness gets its hands on spirituality…

			God’s image becomes self-image.

			God’s righteousness becomes self-righteousness.

			God’s help becomes self-help.

			Soul care becomes self-care.

			And as good and open-minded as it sounds at first, when you start with the self, you end up with an impossibly heavy weight on your shoulders you were never created to carry. This takes many forms:

			Maybe it’s the pressure to be morally good. At some level, you believe that the blessings in your life are tied to your good behavior, so you’ve turned spirituality into a performance you’re waiting to be judged on. Which is only good news on good days. And there are a lot of bad days. So all the pressure has you feeling weary and burdened.

			Or maybe it’s the pressure to have all the answers. As if a few decades is long enough to figure out an infinite God. You live with this low-grade anxiety that someone will ask you a question and you won’t know the answer. So all the pressure has you feeling weary and burdened.

			Maybe you picked up this book as your next self-help resource. Hoping to add a few more mantras to your self-improvement tool belt. But if you’re being honest, even with all the work and all the self-talk, you still feel like something is wrong. Except with the added pressure of knowing you’ve tried everything and are still missing the mark.

			Or maybe you’re part of a growing number of people trying to add new age practices to your journey—spirit guides, tarot cards, astrology, psychedelics. That attractive influencer who is really good at explaining things claimed they were going to enhance your spiritual journey, but they overpromised and underdelivered. And now you’re confused about what the practices are and why they seem like such a good idea but leave you feeling weary and burdened.

			All these hypotheticals have one thing in common—you. They are examples of a lifestyle and “spirituality” that put the self at the center. And when you do that, the result, every time, will be the unrelenting pressure of carrying a weight you were never created to carry—one that throws you into a maze of self-centeredness.

			And so, this book. The premise is simple:

			Living with the self at the center creates pressure.

			Living with Christ at the center brings rest for the soul.[*]

			But here’s the thing: It makes total sense that we try to start with the self. After all, you are you. You were thrown into this whole existence thing without anyone briefing you on it beforehand. You just showed up and started trying to figure it all out.

			So before you roll your eyes and throw this book across the room, let me be clear: I think you’re awesome. Seriously. I do.

			You matter more than you realize.

			You are more significant than you know.

			This isn’t a book about bashing self—a two-hundred-something-page tome about how awful you are. It’s the opposite. It’s a deep dive into the immense potential waiting to be unlocked in you, once you get the order right, as a human created in the image of God.

			Which takes us to the prayer this book is about. A prayer we will pray a thousand times on our journey together. A short prayer with the power to change everything about your life:

			Lord, free me from me.

			In a world obsessed with the self, this prayer will set you free, but first, it will take you on a journey that is not for the faint of heart. With this prayer as our tour guide, we will explore the theological, psychological, and cultural reasons it’s becoming increasingly difficult to see beyond ourselves.

			Two thousand years ago, Jesus gave us this invitation: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”[1] Note, the prerequisite for the rest is to go to him, taking self out of the center. We like to skip that part but still wonder why we’re burned out.

			My hope is that this book will feel like a deep exhale for the tired soul. By the end of it, I believe you will discover the immense freedom found in putting God back at the center of the story. Where you…

			Stop overthinking every awkward social interaction.

			Stop worrying you aren’t doing enough.

			Stop making everything about you.

			In short, you will notice how much pressure you’ve been putting on maintaining your self-image and trade that in for the freedom of being made in God’s image.

			So if you’ve noticed yourself becoming exhausted with trying on your own to be the best friend, co-worker, spouse, leader, parent, [insert other label here], keep reading and find out how Jesus’s command “Come to me” is actually good news for every aspect of your life. Maybe you don’t need to be in therapy forever or quit your job or take a hundred self-care days this year. Maybe you just need Jesus.

			Along the way, you may rediscover the gift all those other things can be when you stop putting so much pressure on them to save you.

			And so, Lord, free us from us.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* I will use God-centered spirituality and Christ-centered spirituality interchangeably throughout this book simply because the triune God is one in essence and three in person. While a deep dive into the roles of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is an incredibly important conversation, it’s not the focus of this book.

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			From Self-Centered to God-Centered

			“Fully in…letting go.”[1]

			The voice belonged to Wim Hof. A wild Dutch man who had been running barefoot in the Arctic, plunging into freezing water, and taking the self-help scene by storm.

			I was all in on the different methods.

			Workouts.

			Ice baths.

			Breath work.

			Grounding.

			On April 19, 2020, I was combining all four, squeezing the ice bath in during the second round of breath work right after a difficult workout.[*] If a little self-help helps, my mind reasoned, a lot should help more. And I needed all the help I could get.

			COVID-19 had just shut the world down. That morning, we had done church online—twenty-five people watched. Which was a bummer when eight hundred had shown up in person the month before. While watching, I opened my inbox and saw two new emails.

			
					
					Someone who was mad we stopped doing in-person services.

				

					
					Someone who was mad we were thinking about returning to in-person services.

				

			

			It was a strange time to be alive—and I was searching for a way to cope.

			I shot out of the ice bath after the second round of breath work and reached for my towel with a shivering hand. Next up, a two-minute breath hold. I steadied my mind but immediately thought about how much more relaxing the practice would be if I was outside in my backyard with my bare feet on my lawn. After all, if a little helps, a lot should help more.

			Blood rushed to my head as I hobbled through my kitchen, my body screaming for oxygen. I somehow managed to grab my journal, open the slider, and step onto my back porch without breathing. I placed the chair in the grass as I felt the warm sun on my face.

			Then I went to sit down, and that is the last thing I remember.

			Heliocentric Versus Geocentric Spirituality

			The year 1543 was a big one for Nicolaus Copernicus. For starters, it was the year he died. But it was also the year his most important book was published: De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres). He got to see the finished product on his deathbed and was delighted to know his life’s work would outlive him.[2] In it, he proposed a radical idea.

			Some called it dangerous.

			Others said preposterous.

			Most didn’t give it a second thought.

			But this simple idea changed everything.

			The Idea: The earth is not the center of the universe.

			Until that point, just about everyone assumed we were the middle of everything. The moon, sun, stars, and planets all revolved around us. A geocentric model is the technical term in case you want to sound smart at your next dinner party.
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			Copernicus offered up something different—a heliocentric model—in which the sun is the center of the universe and we earthlings (along with all the other planets) orbit it.[3]
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			As you can imagine, the idea was met with more than a little resistance. Back then, people were pretty hesitant to embrace new ideas, especially ones that involved taking ourselves out of the center of the story.

			And that brings us to today. This book is my best attempt to propose a similar idea.

			Some will call it dangerous.

			Others will say preposterous.

			Most won’t give it a second thought.

			But this simple idea has the potential to change everything about your life.

			My idea is not new—far from it. Jesus said it thousands of years ago. And many have written about it since. But these days, in the age of hyperindividualism, it will feel radical. Are you ready? Here goes….

			The Idea: The self is not the center of the universe.

			I know. I know. Radical.

			But while it may be easy to agree with that statement in theory, it’s difficult to live like it’s true.

			The Bible starts with four really important words: “In the beginning God…”[4]

			Not you.

			Not me.

			In the beginning God.

			The Creator, the center of it all, then began creating. The most important of all his creations was us—humans, made in his image. Yet for a number of reasons we’re about to dive into, we are really good at trying to put ourselves at the center of the story—sacrificing our mental health, good nights of sleep, and overall well-being in the process.

			I call it the unrelenting pressure of self-centeredness.

			Do you believe God is at the center of all of this?

			Or do you put yourself in that place?

			It may seem like a silly argument over semantics, but nothing could be further from the truth. It’s two drastically different ways to live that head in opposite directions. At least, that’s the working theory I came up with that day in my backyard.

			

			—

			I woke up facedown and lifted my head out of the grass, trying to find my bearings.

			My left knee was bleeding.

			My right elbow hurt.

			Fortunately, all my teeth were intact.

			I brushed away the bug making its way up my neck and glanced over at the patio chair lying on its side as if a giant gust of wind had just come through. But there wasn’t any wind—just a guy who took self-help too far and passed out in his own backyard.

			Once I managed to sit up, I shook my head and grimaced at the pain in my neck.

			The irony was too good to ignore. If someone had walked by and seen me sprawled out, facedown in my backyard, they probably would have assumed I was some strung-out guy coming off a bender.

			Nope.

			I didn’t overdose on drugs.

			I overdosed on self-help.

			It turns out, just because a little helps doesn’t mean a lot helps more. And I realized, in addition to being very embarrassing, that was a helpful illustration of a very peculiar problem we have on our hands—so I grabbed my journal and started scribbling:

			Every era of the church has its own unique set of challenges. I’m sure each generation thought theirs was the hardest, but ours feels extra strange.

			The problem is me.

			It’s you.

			It’s the self.

			If I was healthy, I would’ve gone for a walk, put God back at the center, and then (free from the pressure of holding this whole world together) let myself feel what I was trying so hard to avoid:

			What if the pandemic shuts down the church?

			Does that mean I’m not enough?

			What about all those other pastors I compare myself with?

			I’m scared.

			I’m sad.

			I’m tired.

			And then, if I was healthy, I probably would’ve cried for a bit. Instead, I held my breath until I passed out.

			In a chaotic season, I fell into the trap of putting myself back at the center of the story and inherited all the pressure that came with it. The longer I sat there thinking about this predicament, the clearer the picture of geocentric versus heliocentric spirituality became.

			We are created to worship God.

			But we are worshipping ourselves.

			We are created for community.

			But we are moving toward isolation.

			We are created in God’s image.

			But we are obsessed with self-image.

			It’s becoming increasingly difficult to stop thinking about ourselves. And ironically, all the talk about self isn’t helping us feel any better about ourselves—quite the opposite.

			When self is at the center, your own little kingdom is constantly under attack:

			Conflict threatens your self-image.

			Critique threatens your self-esteem.

			Mistakes threaten your self-righteousness.

			You take everything personally because everything feels personal.

			As a result, we end up with a world where everyone has thin skin but strong opinions. Self-centeredness is causing love to grow cold. It all feels eerily similar to Paul’s prophetic words in his final letter to his protégé Timothy:

			
				People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God.[5]

			

			But it doesn’t have to be that way.

			Jesus demonstrated a radically different approach to life.

			In a world of self-obsession, he spent his time serving.

			In a world of self-righteous religious leaders, he hung out with the outcasts.

			In a world of self-preservation, he laid down his life so we can go free.

			In a world fixated on self-image, he showed us what it looks like to be made in God’s image.

			My thought is simple.

			If we can shift from a geocentric model (self at the center) to a heliocentric model (God at the center)—or, to use more formal language, from anthropocentric (self at the center) to theocentric (God at the center)—it will change everything.
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			The Problem

			Unfortunately, you aren’t a blank slate. There are layers of residue from the old habits, beliefs, and pain in your past still moving you toward putting self back at the center of the story. Those layers cause you to perform, compare, avoid, and control.

			Layer 1: The Performer

			When self is at the center, it feels like there’s a giant spotlight on you and it’s your job to wow. In part 1, we’ll talk about why that happens and what to do about it.

			Layer 2: The Comparer

			If the Performer is the puppet, the Comparer is pulling the strings. Self-centered spirituality throws us into the comparison trap. In part 2, we’ll learn how to outsmart the part of us that can’t help but compare our spirituality with our perceived competition.

			Layer 3: The Avoider

			Sink down another layer, and you realize the first two are simply games we play to avoid what’s underneath. Fortunately, help is on the way. Part 3 is all about the Helper (the Holy Spirit), who heals in ways self-help never could.

			Layer 4: The Controller

			All the other layers are ultimately attempts to hold on to control. Control keeps us at the center of the story. In the final part, we’ll discover the freedom of Christ-centered spirituality found on the other side of surrender.

			I call getting lost in these layers the me-maze. Because despite your best attempt to see beyond yourself, those four roles you revert to are like walls that keep you stuck in a maze—thinking about you—weary and burdened from your attempt to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders.

			The Goal of This Book

			So, to begin, here’s one biblical passage that raises many questions: “Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.”[6]
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			What’s the old self?

			What’s the new self?

			What are these practices?

			And what does it mean that we’re being renewed in knowledge in the image of our Creator?

			This book is about those questions—the antidote to self-centeredness is to take off the old self, put on the new, and be renewed in the image of God. Because an image bearer knows God is the center and their job is simply to enjoy being with God while reflecting God’s glory to the world.

			That’s the goal of this book.

			In his book, Creator Spirit, Steven Guthrie calls the Holy Spirt “the re-humanizing Spirit.” He explains, “The Spirit is poured out on God’s people, so that by the Spirit they may become truly and fully human, recreated in the Image of the perfect humanity of Jesus Christ.”[7]

			Re-humanizing is a great word, isn’t it?

			Jesus is the example of being fully human. As you put in the work found in these pages, the Holy Spirit will begin chipping away at the layers of your me-maze and you’ll start feeling human again. Throughout the process, I’ll give you three Christ-centered practices to help you take yourself out of the center of the story (for morning, midday, and evening).

			This book is a guide to help you escape the maze of self-centeredness by embracing a God-centered life. Treat it like a handbook if you’re feeling weary and burdened and ready to be “renewed in knowledge in the image of [your] Creator.” When you do, you won’t end up thinking less of yourself; you’ll simply end up thinking of yourself less, and the unrelenting pressure of self-centeredness will begin melting off your shoulders.

			That’s what happened for me—what’s still happening as I do this hard and countercultural work myself. I figured the most helpful thing I can do is take you through story after story of me getting it wrong. So before you start judging me for talking about myself in a book that’s supposed to be about abandoning self-focus, don’t worry. None of these stories are meant to show how great I am (quite the opposite, actually).

			But along the way, I’ve been learning the power of our five-word prayer: Lord, free me from me.

			It’s time to escape the me-maze.

			Copernicus offered a new way to think about astronomy.

			Scripture offers a new way to think about spirituality.

			Rest for the soul is right on the other side of transferring all the pressure back over to a God who is more than capable of handling it.

			If that sounds like a worthy journey to embark on, then let’s begin.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Combining that type of breath work with ice baths (or any sort of water activity) is a bad idea—don’t do it.

			

		

	
		
			
				Layer 1 | The Performer

				From Self-Image to God’s Image

			
			
				Truth Statement: I am created in the image of God.

				
					
						[image: A diagram with concentric circles and a simplified human figure at the center. The circles represent different layers, with the outermost labeled 'The Performer.']
					

				

			

		

	
		
			1.1: The Me-Maze (Part 1)

			 

			St. Patrick’s Cathedral

			We’re all stuck in a me-maze, a self-created labyrinth leading ever inward that can only make us feel more lost. More confused. More crushed under pressure we weren’t meant to carry.

			You might hear the term me-maze and know exactly what I’m talking about. You may immediately think of a moment in your own past when you felt stuck in a similar place, whether because of circumstance, generational trauma, or emotional weight. Maybe you’re in that place right now, wanting desperately to get out but feeling like every step forward is only taking you further into the maze.

			For those of you who may not immediately resonate with the idea of the me-maze, allow me to offer a brief example, which is how we’ll begin all four parts of this book.

			

			—

			Manhattan felt like a maze. The tens of thousands of buildings in it seemed to be banding together to obstruct my view and make me feel trapped.

			Building after building.

			Block after block.

			Each busier than the last.

			My friend Beej and I weren’t meeting in Central Park until that afternoon, so I had the morning free. I was trying to get to the Morgan Library, but I was lost and the app on my phone was all but useless. That little blue line I was supposed to be following hadn’t updated in five minutes.

			No one was waiting until the light turned to cross. They would simply see an opening and walk. I tried to do the same, hoping to blend in. A loud horn filled my left ear, and I jumped back up on the curb, refusing eye contact with the driver.

			I was a fish out of water. A tourist confused by an intuitive numbering system. And everyone knew it.

			Are they staring at me?

			What am I doing wrong?

			Wait—what street did I just pass?

			My heart rate was high.

			My breath was short.

			My chest was tight.

			I was panicking in the wrong place at the wrong time, which made me worry even more—panic about panic.

			Manhattan is a maze. But that isn’t the maze I was stuck in. The maze I was stuck in is way more complex. It has more pathways (and these ones aren’t numbered). This maze feels impossible to figure out, let alone escape.

			The maze was me.

			Have you ever experienced this?

			Feeling like you’re trapped in a maze of your own making? A maze with so many twists and turns that it makes Midtown Manhattan look tame? A place where you can get lost, not just for a day, but for an entire lifetime? Where your inner dialogue can be so mean that it makes an angry shop owner sound friendly? And where rest can be even scarcer than in the city that never sleeps?

			The light turned red, and the Walk sign came on. I was the only one who hadn’t already crossed—the teacher’s pet who stayed back to follow the rules. I finally stepped out into the street, my chest tightening more with each step.

			And that was when I saw it: St. Patrick’s Cathedral—a majestic historic structure straight out of a movie. The building had a gravitational pull. It called to me.

			I walked through the massive double doors and heard something I hadn’t heard in several days: silence—or close to it, a disproportionate amount compared with the chaos a few feet away. As if the team who built the entrance in the nineteenth century knew we’d need a fortress to escape into on one of the busiest streets in the world.

			The place was reverent—the architecture breathtakingly beautiful. Giant white columns reached toward the ceiling at least thirty meters overhead. Gorgeous stained-glass windows lined the sides. Pew after pew led up to a giant cross at the very end, with room for more than two thousand people (the curse of a pastor: We always know how many people can fit in a room).

			Everyone was sitting down.

			Mass was about to begin.

			I panicked.

			Wait—I’m not Catholic.

			I’m a Protestant pastor.

			Is this okay? (It was.)

			What if someone sees me? (They won’t.)

			Will they care? (Care about what?)

			I felt like I was wearing a straitjacket as I fought for every ounce of oxygen I could manage to gulp down. Mercifully, there was an empty pew near the back, far enough away that my lack of knowledge about standing and kneeling wouldn’t distract anyone. (For years, I had stood on a stage and watched people sneak in the back mid-sermon, wishing they’d feel welcome and wondering why they looked so nervous. I was that guy now.)

			I started thinking about the church my friends and I had planted five years earlier. As great as it was going, it was also a lot.

			A lot of details.

			A lot of people.

			A lot of planning.

			A lot of names to remember.

			A lot of questions—most of which I didn’t have answers to but believed I was expected to.

			In short, a lot of pressure.

			All things we signed up for. All things we prayed for. “Good problems to have,” people loved to remind us. But good problems are still problems.

			My loud thoughts were back to spinning. But this time, the panic wasn’t just from the people on Fifth Avenue. The roots ran deeper. Spirituality had turned me into a performer.

			The priest approached the podium. “The Lord be with you,” he said.

			“And also with you,” I whispered.

			“And with your spirit,” the congregation said, drowning me out.

			Dang it. 0 for 1.

			The reading was from Genesis 2—the story about God creating the first human. “The Lord God formed a man from the dust of the ground.”[1]

			Something about being a pile of dust sounded funny to me.

			Before all the fears.

			Before all the worries.

			Before all the comparison.

			Before all the overthinking.

			Before all the performing.

			Before all the pressure.

			We were just dust.

			
				
					[image: A mound of dust surrounded by scattered particles and small cloud-like shapes.]
				

			

			Do you ever take yourself too seriously? A pile of dust acting that powerful feels like a parody, doesn’t it? Yet it also offers momentary reprieve from the pressure we like to put on ourselves.

			As I sat in the cathedral, I imagined a pile of dust trying to carry the weight of the world’s problems and then looking in the mirror, obsessing over its self-image.

			
				
					[image: A drawing of a small pile of dust surrounded by floating particles, reflected in an oval mirror.]
				

			

			Or a pile of dust trying to perform its way into being accepted by an audience.

			
				
					[image: A drawing of a pile of dust with scattered particles and small clouds surrounding it, topped by a black top hat tilted to one side.]
				

			

			The image was comical.

			My fists began to unclench.

			My jaw relaxed.

			My overactive mind slowed a bit.

			The reader continued, “And breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.”[2]

			I pictured the Creator, the original artist, breathing into a pile of dust. God’s exhale was our first inhale.

			I inhaled deeply, one of those breaths that remind you how shallow your breathing has been of late. I wasn’t sure if it was the scripture, the setting, or the lack of sleep, but the deep breath loosened the straitjacket around my chest. Air sank into my bound-up body, and oxygen flooded through my me-maze like a mighty river breaking down a dam. My shoulders dropped three inches, and tears fell down my face.

			The reading continued. I did my best to listen. While months of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: A simple illustration showing the word 'Jesus' at the center of an oval shape, with a small black dot orbiting along the oval's edge.]
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