
		
			[image: Book cover for “Not My Circus: Living with Courage, Conviction, and Compassion in a World of Chaos” by Mark Batterson, a New York Times bestselling author, showing the title in large black letters above an orange flame-like ring with small stars encircling the subtitle, with the author’s name printed below.]
		

	
		
			
				Praise for

				Not My Circus

			
			“In Not My Circus, Mark Batterson pastors us through a cultural moment and relational challenges with wisdom, kindness, and conviction. This is an important read for anyone pursuing the space where grace and truth meet.”

			—Annie F. Downs, New York Times bestselling author of That Sounds Fun

			“I’ve been lamenting the fact that we’ve lost giants like Tim Keller, Dallas Willard, and Eugene Peterson, who knew what to say as the culture raged on. I was thrilled to see Mark Batterson enter the conversation with Not My Circus. If you, like me, are looking for guidance on how to respond as a Christian in an increasingly crazy world and a disheartening culture, Batterson is here as a helpful, trustworthy guide. This book is exactly what we need in this moment.”

			—Carey Nieuwhof, bestselling author, podcaster, and speaker

			“Mark Batterson has the rare gift of writing and preaching to large groups while making each person feel like he’s writing and speaking to them alone. Every word, every chapter, and every section of this book feels like compassionate conviction from God, who loves us too much to leave us the same. Get ready to say goodbye to conformity to this world and hello to transformation through Christ!”

			—Nicole Martin, author of Nailing It

			“In this cultural moment of division and performative virtue signaling, Not My Circus is a powerful road map for living with holy courage. If you’ve ever been tempted to people-please, stay silent, or conform under pressure, this book is for you. With captivating storytelling, Mark Batterson weaves together theology, history, science, psychology, and personal confession—inviting you to evict the worldly voices living rent-free in your head so you can hear God’s voice more clearly.”

			—Heather Rice-Minus, president and CEO of Prison Fellowship

			“In an age of endless distraction, constant conflict, and competing claims on our attention, it is easy to mistake urgency for importance and reaction for responsibility. In Not My Circus, Mark Batterson offers a refreshing vision of faithful living, calling readers to cultivate the discernment to distinguish what is truly theirs to carry from what belongs to others. As he memorably puts it, the journey begins by ‘minding your own dang business…so you can be about the Father’s business. Anything else, everything else, is monkey business.’ Wise, engaging, and deeply practical, this book is an invitation to recover clarity, freedom, and purpose by attending to the work God has entrusted to us.”

			—Cherie Harder, president of The Trinity Forum
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				Sleeping Through a Great Revolution

			
			On March 31, 1968, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., spoke at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC—the last sermon he would ever preach. Four days later, he was gunned down at a Memphis motel. Last words carry weight, and Dr. King’s last sermon—“Remaining Awake Through a Great Revolution”—is no exception. His opening story was a prophetic retelling of “Rip Van Winkle” by Washington Irving.

			“The most striking thing about the story of Rip Van Winkle is not merely that Rip slept twenty years,” said Dr. King, “but that he slept through a revolution.”[1] When Rip went up the mountain to take his twenty-year nap, a portrait of King George III hung outside the village inn. When Rip came back down the mountain, it was a portrait of George Washington. Of course, Rip “knew not who he was.”[2] Rip went to sleep a loyal subject of the British crown, but he woke up to a very different world—a new nation, a new constitution, a new currency.

			“While he was peacefully snoring up in the mountain, a revolution was taking place that at points would change the course of history—and Rip knew nothing about it.”[3] Is it possible that some of us are peacefully snoring through a similar revolution?

			Just in case you’ve been sleeping for twenty years: The world has gone wild. And I mean that in every way imaginable. Twenty years ago, we didn’t have Uber or Instagram, Venmo or DoorDash. How wild is that? A cloud used to be cirrus or cumulus—now it’s a place to store 17,214 selfies. Oh yeah, we didn’t have selfies. Cookies used to be chocolate chip, not digital sticky notes. Trolls lived under bridges, reels were for fishing, and friends were people you’d actually met.

			Imagine yourself Rip Van Winkle, falling asleep twenty years ago. When you went to sleep, we didn’t have deepfakes, doomscrolling, cryptocurrency, artificial intelligence,[4] or emojis.[5] We didn’t even have Apple Pay because we didn’t have iPhones. You woke up to cancel culture, viral outrage, virtue signaling, echo chambers, and algorithmic clickbait. Anything else? Along with toxic levels of political polarization and racial tension, we’re experiencing a loneliness epidemic and mental health crisis.

			The tectonic plates of technology, ideology, and morality have shifted, which begs the question: How do we navigate this cultural moment? It’s not by retreating to our ideological corners and yelling at each other online, that’s for darn well sure. And the three-ring circus of shaming, blaming, and faming has to stop.

			There is a more excellent way—the Jesus way.

			There is a radical middle—full of grace and truth.

			There is a road less traveled—the journey to nonconformity.

			“All too many people find themselves living amid a great period of social change,” said Dr. King, “yet they fail to develop the new attitudes, the new mental responses that the new situation demands and they end up sleeping through a revolution.”[6]

			This book is a wake-up call—“Awake, O sleeper, rise up”![7] If we don’t wake up soon, we may not wake up at all. I know that sounds alarmist, but it’s now or never. The world is in chaos, but God is still on His throne. And we are here for such a time as this. The days ahead will require holy courage, spiritual discernment, and amazing grace, but that’s the only way to rise above the shaming, blaming, and faming that pervade this cultural moment.

			The call to nonconformity is choosing faith over fear, truth over trends, compassion over canceling. It’s living according to your deepest held convictions, come hell or high water. It’s rejecting popular opinion, peer pressure, and political correctness when those things are at odds with God’s good, pleasing, and perfect will. And let’s just call those things what they are—the fear of man. I rebuke it, in Jesus’ name!

			The Cult of Conformity

			“Many people fear nothing more,” said Dr. King, “than to take a position which stands out sharply and clearly from the prevailing opinion.” There were many people who privately opposed segregation in Dr. King’s day, but they refused to take a public stand against it for fear of standing alone.[8] Legal segregation has been outlawed, but we are more politically, relationally, and morally segregated than ever.

			The fear of man is conformity to a false authority. It’s bowing down to idols and ideologies made in the image of man. It’s taking your cues from trending hashtags rather than Scripture. It’s kneeling to the powers that be rather than kneeling at the foot of the cross.

			The apostle Paul issued a timeless challenge two thousand years ago: “Do not conform to the pattern of this world.”[9] Why? Because once you start conforming, there’s no stopping. The fear of man always leads to the cult of conformity. You go along to get along, but somewhere along the way you lose your soul.

			Why are we so afraid of other people’s opinions?

			Why do we self-silence instead of speaking the truth in love?

			Why are we so addicted to the approval of others?

			The fear of man is epidemic these days, and there is only one cure—the fear of God. Wait, you’re saying the cure for fear is fear? That’s precisely what I’m saying. The only way to overcome the fear of man is with the fear of God. It’s the fear that sets you free from every other fear. “The fear of God,” said Charles Spurgeon, “is the death of every other fear.”[10]

			
				When you fear people, God gets small.

				When you fear God, people get small.

			

			Let me state the obvious: God is not nervous. God is seated on His throne, and the earth is His footstool. If God isn’t nervous, why are we? It’s conduct unbecoming. I don’t know what the future holds, but I know who holds the future. Can I speak prophetically over your life? Fear is not your future!

			“Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain?” said the psalmist.[11] “The One enthroned in heaven laughs.”[12] God always gets the last laugh. And, I might add, a sense of humor helps us keep our sense of perspective. We’ll touch on some controversial issues in the pages ahead and I won’t pull punches, but I’m hoping for a few laughs along the way.

			When the compass needle is spinning and you forget which way is up, make a beeline to the back of the Bible. History is how we remember the past, but prophecy is how we remember the future. The kingdoms of this world are becoming the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ, and He will reign forever and ever.[13]

			Don’t lose hope.

			Don’t lose heart.

			Don’t lose faith in the end of the story!

			Rebels with a Cause

			“It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.”[14]

			George Orwell’s dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four opens on an ominous note. There is no thirteen on a clockface, signaling that something is terribly wrong with reality. The totalitarian dictator, Big Brother, has introduced doublethink—lies that assert themselves as truth. The Party’s slogan? “War is peace. Freedom is slavery. Ignorance is strength.”[15] If the Party says 2 + 2 = 5, it must be true. And if you dare think differently, it’s a thoughtcrime punishable by the Thought Police who enforce ideological purity at any cost.

			The clock has struck thirteen—Orwell’s fiction is a fact of life these days. Of course, this should not surprise us. It’s precisely what the apostle Paul prophesied: “They exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised.”[16]

			“Civilization decays by forgetting obvious things,” observed G. K. Chesterton, the oft-called Apostle of Common Sense. “Society is in decay when common sense becomes uncommon.”[17] We’re way past that, aren’t we? What happened to common sense? To critical thinking? To good old-fashioned compassion? It feels like those things have gone the way of common grace, civil discourse, and human decency.

			In a world that is quick to cancel anyone who dares defy cultural norms, how do we heed the call to nonconformity? First of all, normality is overrated. Plus, it’s boring! My advice? Stay weird. Why? Because we are called to be “a peculiar people.”[18] Because it’s nonconformists who change the world, as A. W. Tozer once observed:

			
				In every field of human endeavor, progress has been made by those who stood up and said, “I will not adjust to the world.” The classical composers, poets and architects were people who would not adjust.[19]

			

			Walking to the beat of a different drummer can be scary and lonely, but you’re not crazy and you’re not alone. “Jesus was among the most maladjusted people of His generation.”[20] If that sounds like an insult, you’re reading it wrong. Jesus was the quintessential nonconformist, and we’re called to follow in His footsteps.

			
				When was the last time you risked your reputation for a deeply held conviction?

				When was the last time you got canceled by refusing to call wrong right?

				When was the last time you showed compassion to someone hating on you?

			

			We revere the prophets of old, but most of them were written off as one card short of a full deck. Why? Because they were nonconformists who refused to compromise their convictions based on circumstances. “The world was not worthy of them,” said the writer of Hebrews. And we draw courage from them: “We do not belong to those who shrink back.”[21]

			We are rebels with a cause—just like Jesus. It’s high time we hit our knees and prayed like it depends on God. Prayer is how we write history before it happens. Then we must stand in the gap as peacemakers, grace givers, and truth tellers. We must shift the atmosphere with faith, hope, and love. Why? Because we are salt and light.[22] Because we are “the manifold wisdom of God.”[23] Because “we are more than conquerors.”[24]

			If not you, who?

			If not now, when?

			The Call to Nonconformity

			Hermann Hesse, winner of the 1946 Nobel Prize in Literature, described the discontinuity felt during culture-shifting, culture-shaping moments in his 1927 novel, Steppenwolf:

			
				There are times when a whole generation is caught…between two ages, two modes of life, with the consequence that it loses all power to understand itself and has no standard, no security, no simple acquiescence.[25]

			

			Those words are a century old, but I can’t render a better description of the cultural moment we find ourselves in. The technical term for seasons of technological change, social upheaval, and political turbulence is interregnum. It denotes an “in-between” time where old norms are out the window and new norms are knocking on the door. Reality is deconstructed and reconstructed in radical ways. Interregnums are unsettling because they shake up the ground of all our traditions, but they also present us with an opportunity that complexity scientists call the adjacent possible.

			This is a Hebrews 12:27 moment: “the removing of what can be shaken—that is, created things—so that what cannot be shaken may remain.” God is shaking false securities and false identities, false narratives and false assumptions, false idols and false ideologies. Instead of shrinking back, it’s time to level up. How? By refusing to compromise with or conform to the world around us!

			Twenty years ago, truth meant something very different than it does today. You woke up to stage 4 relativism: Your truth is your truth and my truth is my truth. The problem with that is this—it’s not true! At some point, your truth is going to bump into my truth—then what’s true? Simply put, untruth is unkind. Plus, relativism leads to nihilism.

			In a world gone wild, how do we discern what’s right and what’s wrong? In a world full of filtered images and fake news, how do we discern what’s real? In a world of algorithms that manipulate our minds, how do we discern the good, pleasing, and perfect will of God? In a world that cancels for this, that, and the other thing, how do we live as transformed nonconformists?

			We live in a culture that touts tolerance, but it’s as disingenuous as Judas. If you dare disagree with someone else’s identity politics, you’ll get shamed and blamed in a New York minute. The irony? Those who accuse others of bigotry—the intolerance of other people’s opinions—are often the ones who are guilty of it. Truth has been tribalized, words have been weaponized, and people have been politicized.

			Welcome to the circus!

			We find ourselves in a cultural moment when everybody is in everybody else’s business. And everybody has an opinion about everything, including things they know nothing about. There is a word for that, by the way—ultracrepidarianism. One of the hard lessons I’ve learned in recent years is this: No matter what I say, it’s never enough and it’s always too much. Whatever you post or don’t post on social media can and will be held against you in the court of public opinion. Or should I say, public shaming? It’s absolutely exhausting, is it not? It’s time to quit the circus called the cult of conformity.

			I want to introduce you to six words that can set you free from the fear of man and set you on the path to nonconformity. These six words are easier said than done, no doubt. But if you adopt them as a way of life, they will help you reset priorities, reestablish boundaries, and rediscover who you really are in Christ.

			Not My Circus, Not My Monkeys

			I lived half a century having never heard this expression: Not my circus, not my monkeys. Once I heard it, I couldn’t unhear it. As a recovering people pleaser, those six words have become a rule of life.

			That idiom originated in nineteenth-century Poland when traveling circuses would go from town to town. Every circus had its own cast of characters—acrobats and aerialists, clowns and contortionists, sword swallowers and human cannonballs. They also incorporated exotic animals like monkeys. On occasion, those sneaky little monkeys would escape and go bananas. During one such incident—we’ll call it the Paris Monkey Riot of 1930—there were reports of circus monkeys stealing croissants from cafes, snatching laundry off clotheslines, pelting people with fruit, and causing traffic jams by jaywalking.[26] Monkeys running wild certainly caused chaos for Parisians, but it was the circus owner’s problem to solve. That’s how this Polish proverb was born.

			There is a concept in psychology called overfunctioning. At its core, it’s taking responsibility for things that are not your responsibility. It’s playing ringmaster in someone else’s circus by trying to solve their problems, make their decisions, manage their moods, or meet their expectations—good luck with that.

			I’m all for bearing one another’s burdens, but there is a fine line between compassion and codependency. When you overfunction—when you try to herd someone else’s monkeys—it enables underfunctioning on the part of the person who should be taking responsibility. That’s when helping becomes hurting. That’s when you need to reestablish healthy and holy boundaries.

			Repeat after me: Not my circus, not my monkeys!

			There are a thousand things you cannot control—the weather, the traffic, and how loudly other people chew. Right at the top of the list? You cannot control other people’s actions or reactions, attitudes or opinions, emotions or expectations. The sooner you come to terms with that, the better. These six words—not my circus, not my monkeys—mean minding your own dang business. Why? So you can be about the Father’s business. Anything else, everything else, is monkey business.

			Choose Your Battles Wisely

			When our children were young, we kept a note card taped to our bathroom mirror: “Choose your battles wisely!” You need to know which battles are yours to fight and which ones aren’t. In the words of Kenny Rogers, “You got to know when to hold ’em, know when to fold ’em, know when to walk away and know when to run.”[27]

			Can I make a confession?

			I once said to my therapist, “I don’t want to disappoint anyone ever.” My therapist said, “That’s an awfully heavy burden to bear, Mark!” Then he said this: “It seems to me that Jesus disappointed people all the time.” And, I might add, Jesus did it intentionally and consistently. My people-pleasing tendencies have sucked me into way too many three-ring circuses, and I know I’m not alone.

			Ever lost sleep over something someone said?

			Worried way too much about other people’s opinions?

			Felt like you’re falling short of someone else’s expectations?

			Got sucked into an online argument that made your blood boil?

			Tried solving someone else’s problem only to make it way worse?

			Like a moth drawn to fire, we get sucked into other people’s drama so quickly, so easily, so willingly. And if there isn’t enough drama happening at home or at work, we binge Netflix or doomscroll social media. It’s time to convert that sideways energy into forward energy.

			Say it again: Not my circus, not my monkeys.

			As you begin this journey to nonconformity, could I be so bold as to make a suggestion? Don’t read this book alone. Read it with someone who thinks differently than you do. Better yet, start a book club and use each chapter as a conversation piece.

			This book is divided into three acts—holy courage, spiritual discernment, and amazing grace. One of these three will come easier than the others, which means two of them will come harder. But like the three-digit code on the back of your credit card, all three are necessary when it comes to nonconformity.

			Not My Circus is also subdivided into forty chapters. Read at any pace you like, but one approach is to read one chapter per day. Why forty? Why not? There is nothing magical about forty days, but there is something biblical about it. That’s how long Moses spent on top of Mount Sinai. That’s how long Jesus was in the wilderness. That’s how long Goliath taunted the Israelites before David decided that enough was enough. Life is lived in seasons, and a change of seasons is often punctuated by a personal interregnum.

			This is your season of transition.

			This is your invitation to transformation.
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				Holy Courage

			
			
				Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the testing point.

				—C. S. Lewis[1]

			

			Napoleon Bonaparte, the French general who rose to prominence during the French Revolution, made a distinction between two kinds of courage. There is regular courage and there is courage of “the two o’clock in the morning” variety. It’s an “unprepared courage” that we draw upon in “unforeseen events.”[2]

			I’m not trying to one-up the Little Corporal, but it will take thirteen o’clock courage to follow Jesus into the apocalypse and beyond. The days ahead will involve many difficult decisions, but God has not given us a spirit of fear. “Take courage,” Jesus said. “I have overcome the world.”[3]

			Many years ago I was meeting with a DC council member who was running for mayor of Washington. When I asked him how I could pray for him, he didn’t ask me to pray that he would win the election. “Pray that I won’t let fear dictate my decisions,” he said. That I can pray for. In fact, I could vote for that kind of courage. That prayer request inspired a rule of life: Don’t let fear dictate your decisions.

			There are only two ways to live your life: by faith or by fear. Which way are you living yours? Are you living by the courage of your convictions or are you kowtowing to the crowd? Are you living for the applause of people or the applause of nail-scarred hands? Are you playing it safe or are you going after dreams that are destined to fail without divine intervention?

			There are different kinds of courage, but the rarest kind is holy courage. It’s not reckless or reactionary. It’s actually quite calculating: Only one life will soon be past, only what’s done for Christ will last.[4] It chooses obedience over optics, character over clicks, integrity over image, purpose over popularity, and faithfulness over fifteen minutes of fame. It’s the courage of conviction. And holy courage is only found in one place—the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. If Jesus hung on His cross, we can certainly carry ours.

			The call to nonconformity is an invitation to live dead. “I have been crucified with Christ,” said the apostle Paul, “and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.”[5] When you die to self, you have nothing left to lose. And that, my friends, is how we wake up. People’s opinions lose power, as does their applause. Holy courage begins with the unconditional surrender of your life—time, talent, treasure; past, present, future; heart, soul, mind, and strength—to the lordship of Christ. One of the great mysteries of life is this: You don’t come alive until you die to self. Quit living as if the purpose of life is to arrive safely at death. Start living your life in a way that is worth telling stories about. The good news? It’s never too late to be who you might have been.

		

	
		
			
				2
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				Not My Circus

			
			On November 9, 1874, the city of New York woke up to the most “appalling catastrophe” ever to befall the Big Apple. The New York Herald reported that wild animals—including a Bengal tiger, an African lion, a polar bear, and a black panther—had escaped Central Park Zoo and rushed madly down Fifth Avenue, seizing children, mangling women, and tearing brave men limb from limb.[1] The clash between a rampaging rhinoceros and the NYPD was “one of the most fearful scenes ever witnessed on this continent.”[2] The Herald reported forty-nine killed and two hundred injured.

			New York City had turned into Jurassic Park!

			It was a day that New Yorkers would never forget. The irony? Not a single person saw a single animal. Not one! And yet the news spread like wildfire. Manhattan turned into a ghost town as schools closed, meetings canceled, and businesses shuttered. At the very bottom of the article—for those who read that far—was this disclaimer:

			
				The entire story given above is a pure fabrication. Not one word of it is true.[3]

			

			It was fake news, but very few people read the fine print. We follow the crowd, go with the flow, and fall in line. This human tendency to conform is evidenced by the sheer volume of technical terms that describe it—groupthink, herd mentality, and social proof. It’s an expression of conformity bias, pluralistic ignorance, and the bandwagon effect.

			The New York Zoo Hoax of 1874 is the inaugural instance of media-driven mass hysteria. The only thing that escaped Central Park Zoo on November 9, 1874, was common sense. That hoax is a classic case of something called a collective illusion—a false narrative that leads to a false belief that leads to a false reality. If those collective illusions are left unchecked, they have a cascading effect that results in widespread panic.

			Can I state the obvious? Much of what we’re afraid of is fake. It’s the old acronym for FEAR—“false evidence appearing real.” “I’ve had a lot of worries in my life,” Mark Twain is purported to have said, “most of which never happened.” It’s often called monkey mind, or biblically speaking, Martha mind. “Martha, Martha,” Jesus said, “you are worried and upset about many things.”[4] Psychologists call them worry loops—we ruminate on the past, overthink the present, and fixate on the future. The net result is the pure exhaustion that comes from cognitive overload, attention fragmentation, and decision fatigue.

			Collective Illusions

			In 1928, a PhD student named Richard Schanck moved to Eaton, New York—a small town thirty-three miles southwest of Syracuse University. The focus of his dissertation was deciphering how people form opinions, and there was no better place to do that kind of research than a tight-knit community where everybody knew everybody. With the help of town gossips, secrets in Eaton were few and far between.

			Richard Schanck and his wife embedded themselves in the community by joining the local church. Welcomed with open arms, they were cordially invited to weddings, funerals, and fellowship dinners. All the while, Schanck wrote down observations in a notebook that he kept with him at all times. Over time, a puzzling paradox surfaced—“weird gaps between public and private opinion.”[5] The vast majority of residents held the party line on certain prohibitions like drinking, smoking, and playing with face cards. In private? They practiced the things they professed to oppose, without remorse.

			“Why in the world would most people in a community say they disapprove of things that they clearly had no problem doing?”[6] That quandary led to this question: “What do you think most people in this community would say about smoking, drinking, and bridge playing?”[7] Schanck discovered that 77 percent of the community had no problem playing with face cards, but they believed that most others were opposed to it. They thought they held a minority position when, in fact, they were part of a silent majority.

			Why wouldn’t the silent majority voice their opposing opinion? For the same reason many Germans let Hitler do what he did, even though they knew it was evil. I know that’s a pretty big jump from card playing to concentration camps, but both decisions are rooted in cowardice. The German political scientist Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann called it the spiral of silence. The fear of rejection causes us to self-censor when we perceive our views to be a minority position. This is why we pull punches on controversial subject matter. We self-silence because we fear man more than we fear God.

			“We live in challenging times,” notes professor Todd Rose. “There is enormous pressure to go along to get along, to stay silent, or to lie about our private beliefs in order to belong. But blind conformity is never good for anyone—it robs us of happiness and keeps us from fulfilling our potential, individually and collectively.”[8]

			
				The fear of man is the cause of a hundred lesser evils.

				The fear of God is the solution to ten thousand problems.

			

			“When individuals conform to what they think the group wants, they can end up doing what nobody wants,” said Rose. “That is the collective illusion’s dark magic.”[9] The net result? We choose the pattern of this world over and against the will of God. We trade the truth for a lie. We go along to get along. We fly a flag we don’t really believe in. And that brings us to the hardest command in Scripture—the call to nonconformity.

			The Hardest Command

			“Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”[10] Our root problem is not rebellion—it’s failing to rebel against the status quo. Why? Because all of us are born with a built-in conformity bias—the human tendency to copy the beliefs and behaviors, actions and reactions, attitudes and opinions of others. It’s the old axiom “Monkey see, monkey do.” Conformity bias is the engine that drives cancel culture, collective illusions, and something called the cascading effect, which we’ll explore in greater detail later.

			We’ve been imitating others since we were twelve days old.[11] It’s a function of something called mirror neurons, which are nothing short of miraculous. Mirror neurons help us hack other people’s habits. We learn by watching and imitating others. But there is a downside, a dark side—worrying way too much about what other people think about us. And way too little about what God thinks.

			We waste so much energy overthinking what other people think. Or is that just me? News flash: People aren’t thinking about you as much as you think. Honestly, they’re thinking about themselves. And does it really matter in the grand scheme of things? Quit letting people live in your head rent-free! At some point, you’ve got to issue an eviction notice.

			Not long ago, someone took a potshot at me on social media. It’s not the first time and it won’t be the last. I’m far from perfect, I promise you that. And no one is above rebuke. But it felt like a classic case of virtue signaling. Posting about something doesn’t mean you’ve done something about it. I don’t think God is going to say someday: “Well posted, good and faithful servant.”

			I wish I could say that potshot didn’t bother me, but late at night as I was trying to fall asleep, it felt like five little monkeys jumping on my bed. I decided to bring it up with my therapist. Not the one I already mentioned, by the way. Some of us need more than one therapist. After I explained the online insult that had been perpetrated against me, my counselor asked a rather obvious question: “Mark, how much energy do you want to invest in that?” Not as much as I was, that’s for sure!

			Anybody else been there, done that?

			Someone—a complete stranger, seven years ago—says something and you play it back over and over again. Sometimes it’s not even what the person says. The three typing dots when someone is texting you can feel like an interregnum. Why is it taking so long? Then the text dots go away, which is way worse. We’re up half the night wondering what they were going to say. Are they mad? Were they in an accident? Did the Rapture happen?

			Maybe, just maybe, we should spend less time worrying about people’s texts and go back to God’s text. Pretty great text, by the way! The only way to stay on script is Scripture. Scripture is our script cure, and that’s more than a play on words. That’s how we rewrite negative narratives and overwrite false ones. That’s how we deconstruct lies and reconstruct truth.

			This little mantra—not my circus, not my monkeys—may sound silly at first earshot, but it’s as serious as sin. It’s a paraphrase of Paul’s proclamation: “Do not conform to the pattern of this world.” And it’s the first step in the journey to nonconformity.
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				Quit Conforming

			
			In 1624, King Louis XIII began wearing a wig to conceal his premature balding. His son, Louis XIV, turned it into a seventeenth-century trend.[1] White-powdered wigs became an international status symbol. With all due respect to our founding fathers, why in the world did they import the white-powdered wigs? I know I’m projecting presentism into the past, but they look ridiculous. Of course, if everyone looks ridiculous, no one looks ridiculous.

			Powdered wigs are an example of something called social proof—a psychological phenomenon whereby people look to the beliefs and behaviors of others to determine what is and what is not normal, factual, or acceptable. And all of us are susceptible, however silly or supercilious it seems.

			The runway of history is full of fashion faux pas. Victorian ladies wore corsets with a sixteen-inch circumference around the waist.[2] It took a village to get them into and out of those corsets. Then there are medieval men who wore very long, very pointy shoes. The higher the status, the longer the shoe.[3] If you were royalty, your shoes could be up to two feet long. You know what we call them now? Clown shoes!

			It’s easy to poke fun at the past, but I have paid top dollar for deconstructed jeans. You know, jeans that are deliberately ripped and faded and patched. Humankind has Olympic talent for following the herd down the fashion runway in the name of fitting in.

			To mask or not to mask? That was a controversial question during Covid-19, and it multiplied like rabbits. To vaccinate or not to vaccinate? Work remotely or return to the office? Private school, public school, or homeschool? Those aren’t just personal decisions we make in the best interest of our families anymore. Whether we like it or not, they have become profoundly political statements. Even hats can start fights these days!

			The call to nonconformity requires the courage to be uncommon, which is both countercultural and counterintuitive. Jesus said the greatest of all is the servant of all. He said the first will be last. He said you must lose your life to find it.

			Not My Circus is about becoming a new kind of Christ follower—the old kind. I’m talking about the all-in, sold-out, seek-first, go-last, kneel-down, step-up kind. It’s about rediscovering and reimagining what it means to follow Jesus in a world gone wild. I’m afraid our twenty-first-century normal has become so subnormal that first-century normal seems abnormal. We’re afraid of getting canceled; meanwhile, first-century Christians were getting crucified.

			The people who crucified Christ did not do so because He was “a bore,” observed Dorothy Sayers. “They thought him too dynamic to be safe.”[4] Jesus didn’t fit into the Jewish box or the Roman box, Jesus broke the box. He rewrote the rules of religion by touching lepers, eating with sinners, healing on the Sabbath, celebrating Samaritans, offending Pharisees, honoring the marginalized, caring for the poor, and defending criminals on death row.

			
				It has been left for later generations to muffle up that shattering personality and surround him with an atmosphere of tedium. We have very efficiently pared the claws of the Lion of Judah, certified him “meek and mild,” and recommended him as a fitting household pet for pale curates and pious old ladies.[5]

			

			The call to nonconformity means speaking truth to power—the truth, the whole truth, nothing but the truth. It’s saying things that can get you crucified while mustering the holy courage to love people who hate you. When culture draws battle lines, we draw a larger circle. In a culture that takes its cues from trending hashtags, we take up our cross.

			The Circus Maximus

			When Paul wrote his letter to the Romans in A.D. 57, Rome was the most powerful empire the world had ever known. It numbered sixty million people, one-quarter of the planet’s population.[6] The political center of the city was the Roman Forum, but it was dwarfed by the largest entertainment venue in the ancient world. The Circus Maximus could accommodate an estimated 150,000 spectators, which would make it the largest stadium in the world even today. The roar of the crowd echoed across the City of Seven Hills, and it was literally loud enough to register on the Richter scale.

			American rapper Travis Scott did a one-off performance called “Circus Maximus” at the site of that ancient venue on August 7, 2023. When surprise guest Kanye West got onstage, the crowd of sixty thousand lost their ever-loving minds. They jumped up and down so enthusiastically that it generated the seismic equivalent of a 1.3-magnitude earthquake.

			Imagine the Circus Maximus during gladiatorial events, imperial parades, or military reenactments of famous battles. And nothing hyped the Romans like chariot races. There were four racing teams—the blues, greens, reds, and whites[7]—and they were just as loud, just as proud as Steeler Nation, Bills Mafia, or Cheeseheads from Green Bay.

			Roman emperors did everything within their power to play to the crowd. They sought to entertain with shock and awe, and when necessary, feed bloodthirst with blood sport. Nero even employed claqueurs—ancient influencers who were paid to artificially sway crowd reactions by clapping on cue. Roman emperors knew that whoever controlled the crowd could manipulate culture. The Circus Maximus was more than a Roman pastime—it was a distraction factory, a propaganda machine, an altar to the imperial cult.

			Some of the things said by pundits and politicians these days—and said with a straight face—are nothing short of inane and insane. And yet they get by with it. Outrage is amplified while nuance is ignored. How did we get here? It’s called the illusory truth effect—if a lie is repeated loud enough and long enough, people start to believe it’s true. It was true in ancient Rome, and it’s true in modern-day America.

			When Paul’s letter to the Romans was read, Christians could hear the roar of the crowd. Some of them would be crucified, burned alive as human torches, or damnatio ad bestias—condemned to the wild beasts. That included the apostle Paul, who was beheaded by Emperor Nero less than a decade later.

			First-century Christians felt intense pressure to cave to the crowd—cheer what they cheered, fear what they feared, worship what they worshipped. Paul was challenging them to rebel against the status quo. He was saying in no uncertain terms: “Not my circus, not my maximus.” Quit living for the roar of the crowd. If you live off compliments, you’ll die by criticism. Live for those words, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” Anything less is monkey business.

			The first creed of the first-century church was three words: Jesus is Lord. It sounds innocent enough, but it was a game of thrones. It was a coup d’état against the imperial cult and its creed: Caesar is Lord.

			The Game of Thrones

			During the forty-year reign of Caesar Augustus, his birthday became an imperial holiday. An ancient inscription announcing his birth said, “The beginning of the good news for the world.” The word for “good news” is euangelion, which is where we get the word gospel.

			The twenty-third of September was marked with the singing of songs celebrating Caesar as the savior of the world. Holiday greetings, along with gifts, were exchanged. And Roman temples were decorated with wreaths. That sounds an awful lot like the twenty-fifth of December, does it not? Caesar Augustus promised
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