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Wake Up!

‘I fell asleep in 1992 as a bold, brassy, very confident know-it-all 15-year-old and woke up a 32-year-old single mum living in a council house.’

In 2011 the newspapers reported the story of Naomi – a mother in her early thirties – who was ‘thrown back in time’ after a rare form of amnesia caused her to forget the past seventeen years.

She woke up believing she was about to sit her school exams in the summer of 1992. But she was stunned to discover she was in fact a mother, with an eleven-year-old son, living in the twenty-first century.

Naomi was told by doctors that she suffered from transient global amnesia – a form of memory loss brought on by stress. ‘It wasn’t fun … I’d fallen asleep in a world of endless possibilities and woken up in a nightmare.’1

One of the extraordinary dimensions of this story is, of course, that the contrast between the ‘world of endless possibilities’ of ‘a bold, brassy, very confident know-it-all 15-year-old’ and waking up ‘in a nightmare’ of being a ‘32-year-old single mum living in a council house’ wasn’t caused by the amnesia. It was simply highlighted by it.

It’s a sobering truth, but without the unusual twist that the transient global amnesia added, Naomi’s story – the story of waking up disappointed with life – is the story of millions of people, young and old.

Most of the time, most of us find ourselves immersed in the mundane, preoccupied with getting by, anxious about deadlines; there are bills to pay, emails to write, phone calls to make and trains to catch. We’re racing through life but falling asleep on the inside.

However, every now and then – perhaps over a meal or a drink with a friend of many years; or disturbed by a long, sleepless night; or watching the sun set over the sea; or faced with a personal difficulty or family tragedy; or gazing up at the moon and countless stars on a clear summer’s night – we momentarily glimpse something bigger, something bolder and more fulfilling.

Our lives are a precious gift. They are sacred; every moment of them. The opportunity to live rather than sleepwalk through our days belongs to us. This book is a call to wake up. It is a call to each one of us; to wake up, to live before we die.

Rabbi Meshulam Zusha, a famous eighteenth-century Polish, Orthodox Jewish leader, told his students, ‘In the coming world, they will not ask me: “Why were you not Moses?” They will ask me: “Why were you not Zusha?”’2

The journey of life, it turns out, is a quest to find ourselves and our place in the world; a journey of self-discovery.

When I was fourteen I fell in love. I fell in love with a girl called Mary. And, discovering that she went to the local youth club, naturally I joined up too. But after what seemed a lifetime – probably six weeks or so – working as hard as I could to impress her, I was forced to face up to the unthinkable. Mary didn’t love me. She was fifteen, I was fourteen. She went to a good school, I didn’t. She was beautiful, I was spotty. She was popular, I was awkward. It was never going to work between us. But, even worse than the fact that she didn’t want me – I realised she hadn’t even noticed me. I was devastated.

Walking home from that youth group in South London on that fateful Friday night, at around 10pm, I found myself faced with a huge decision. Was my life still worth living? I had been rejected by the girl who gave meaning to my future. I know it sounds silly now – but you know how things can be when you are fourteen.

I was wandering up a little street named Dixon Road when it came to me …

The youth club happened to be held in a church building, and besides enjoying the table tennis and music, I’d slowly picked up from the people who ran it what it was that inspired them to do so. As far as I could see, their point was this. Every life has value. We are not here by accident. Our existence has intrinsic meaning and purpose. Every person is created by God.

The way I figured it, if this was true, it must include me. So, even if Mary didn’t want me, my life was still worthwhile.

This was a very different kind of message to the one that I received, on an almost daily basis, from my school. There the mantra was: ‘You are a waste of space. You will never amount to much; you’re not intelligent enough. Get used to working with your hands and not your brain. You are not worth educating.’

So it was that on that night, on my way home from that small youth club, I found myself confronted with a choice between two competing stories.3

To the school I was nothing more than a statistic – another meaningless life destined to drift along aimlessly until it was eventually swept away on the tide of time with barely a trace left behind. But to the leaders of this youth club, I mattered. My life was significant. In their view, I had been created by a God who claimed to have fashioned me in his image; a God who said that I was here for a purpose.

The choice was mine. But, as far as I was concerned, it was a no-brainer. This new story changed everything. If it were true, my life counted for something. My future mattered. My time was not here to fritter away but to invest. So it was that I decided that even if Mary didn’t want me, I’d keep going to that youth club and keep listening hard. And I would tell everyone and anyone I could, from that day on, that life is not barren – we are more than the random by-products of time plus chance – it has purpose.

Beyond that, I also decided that, if all this were true, when I was old enough I would open a hostel – a place of safety for young people who had never been shown that they mattered, to live and thrive and find themselves; a school that taught young people that their lives counted, and a hospital to lavish on them the care that every human deserves, but that so many are denied.

Only this, I decided, was a fitting response to the fact that, on this night, the view I’d gradually gained of myself as an irrelevance had been swept away by the acceptance that my life must have purpose because I was created by God – who, the leaders of the youth club told me, the Bible defines as love.

I say that I decided all this but, at the same time, I felt prompted. Inspired. Guided. Or, to say it as I now understand it: called to serve this God. And though I had little or no understanding of what any of this really meant, I knew it was what I should spend my life doing.

Now, please don’t be worried by what I’ve just said about feeling ‘called to serve God’. I’m not trying to go ‘religious’ on you. In fact, ‘religious’ was the last thing I have ever wanted to be. Instead, I’d put it like this: until this event I felt I had just been existing, plodding along, getting by. Suddenly, I felt alive.

So, there it was. At the age of fourteen, I had made what I still reckon to be the biggest decision of my life: that I would make the story that I had heard from that youth club the story I would live my life by. No longer would I allow the one that my school offered me determine who I would be, or dominate what I would become.4 I had woken up – or rather I had been woken up!

A few months ago, I sat chatting, over a cup of coffee, with a senior representative of the British establishment. We talked for a little while about his life. He’d enjoyed the privilege of being educated at one of Britain’s most prestigious public schools and then one of its oldest and finest universities. Now, in his mid-forties, he held an extremely influential position professionally. He’d come to see me to discuss a new initiative for which he had been made responsible – developing a national scheme for mentoring young people into excellence.

During our conversation he lamented the number of highly paid, ‘professionally successful’ people he meets in the course of his work who, he told me, it was clear are simply drifting – sleepwalking – through life.

In response, I told him about the meeting I’d recently been in, in a smart hotel, where I watched a well-known, well-educated public figure slumped, all evening, in a corner by the bar, on his own, drowning in one gin after another. Alone, abandoned and isolated, with a reputation for being socially challenging, he sat there with no one, and nowhere, to go to. His struggle wasn’t that he didn’t have the right educational qualifications from the right establishments. It was well known that he had the lot. His problem was that his IQ was not matched by his EQ or his SQ5 – he was intelligent, but emotionally and spiritually illiterate.

The primary question, I suggested, for any mentoring course for young people (or for people of any and every age group) is not about what you do with your life (as important as that question is), but rather, something much deeper: who do you become while you are doing it? It’s a question of your character rather than your career.

My visitor looked shocked. He paused before hesitantly explaining that throughout his education and subsequent career he’d never been asked that question. He’d had countless careers advice sessions where he’d been asked about his professional ambitions and his aspirations around salary and lifestyle. But, he said, not once had he ever been confronted with life’s primary question: what kind of person do you want to become?

That is what this book is all about. What kind of person do you want to become?


2

Lift that Lid

One of the countries that Oasis – the charity I began in response to my Dixon Road experience – works in is Zimbabwe. As part of our gap-year programme for young school and university leavers, a few years ago a small team spent some months working in Harare, the country’s capital city.

It is part of the culture of some of the people groups living in Zimbabwe that the father of a new-born baby will name them after the dominant thought that comes into his head after first seeing his child. That’s why female names such as Beautiful, Grace, Lovely, Mercy, Pearl and Pretty are extremely popular.

A year or so beforehand, an Oasis Zimbabwe staff member came across one young girl living homeless and alone on the streets. She’d been given the name ‘No Matter’ by her father, and had now been abandoned by both of her parents. She came to live with us and get a new start. But because she had no birth certificate or official documentation of any sort, it became the responsibility of our staff to register her with the authorities.

It was the members of our gap-year team who took her to be registered. And, as they queued in the long line with her – lines can be very long in Harare – they slowly formed a plan. Finally, they reached the head of the queue. They stood in front of the official at the desk. ‘What’s the girl’s name?’ he asked sternly. Together, with one voice, they replied: ‘Precious.’1

Much of life, for us all, as I mentioned before, turns out to be a quest to find ourselves and discover our place in the world. Each and every one of us lives in search of a convincing story that explains to us who we are; an overarching narrative that supplies us with a sense of worth and direction; a sense of purpose that wakes us up. ‘Find a purpose: the means will follow’, the saying goes. Or, to put it in the words of Catholic writer Richard Rohr, ‘When you get your, “Who am I?”, question right, all of your, “What should I do?” questions tend to take care of themselves.’2 Without a compelling overarching story – a sense of who we are and of where we fit – we are lost. It’s a bit like being shipwrecked, alone, on a desert island; at best we will survive, but we will never thrive.

Hope is a matter of your story, not your mood.

Some of us choose to fill the void left by the absence of such a hopeful story with the pursuit of money, or sex, or power – or perhaps all three. Our hope is that they will bring meaning. But, in truth – even for the few who obtain what they crave – these pursuits turn out to offer little more than a momentary distraction from life’s real quest for the deeper treasures of security, love and a sense of significance. What becomes apparent is that it is far too easy to temporarily, and sometimes tragically, mistake money for security, sex for love and power for significance. And, of course, that is why an indulgence is never satisfying – because we can never get enough of what we didn’t want in the first place.

Some of us allow ourselves to become dominated by a story about ourselves that we’ve inherited from others. We are controlled, even crushed, by its expectations of us, or by the lack of them. We are held captive, rather than set free, by what have become our overarching thoughts and beliefs.

Some of us find ourselves stuck in a rut. It’s not that we are living in desperation, but we are not content either. We feel as though we are trapped in a life of second choices; we’ve not ended up where we would have hoped to be. We don’t have the relationship with our family we had wanted. We’re not in the marriage we had dreamt of. Our job feels mundane. Life is run of the mill, and we feel imprisoned with no way forward.

One of the most profound truths I have come to recognise over the years is this. In our quest for life, it is not actually death itself that we fear the most. It is, instead, the fear that we might be born, live out our lives, grow old and die, and that none of it will matter. We kick against this feeling of insignificance. It makes us feel very insecure. We feel there must be some meaning to our existence. Our lives can’t be meaningless. There must be some epitaph that leaves the message ‘I was here’.

However, this sense of angst, unease, of being stuck or of ‘lostness’, should not be despised. It can be a wonderful gift. The realisation that we are sinking or drifting can bring with it hope and opportunity. This very sense of disorientation, when embraced rather than ignored, can in itself become the impetus that spurs us on to ask deeper questions of ourselves and the world we find ourselves in.

It is an extraordinary fact that if a flea is caught and placed in a jar and the lid is put on, the flea will jump, over and over again, hitting its head on that lid for several days. Any flea is capable of jumping several times higher than the lid of the jar.3 However, eventually the flea will learn to adapt its behaviour. From that point, whenever the flea jumps, it will always jump just short of the height of the top of the jar. And, surprisingly, when the lid is removed, the flea will still not jump beyond the height of the lid. It has learnt. Its behaviour is set. It has created an imaginary lid for itself which it will never try to break through. It will never attempt to jump beyond the height of the lid again in its lifetime. And, astonishingly, nor will its offspring. The non-existent lid has become the defining factor in their lives, the story that controls their future.4

Before Roger Bannister ran the world’s first sub-four-minute mile in 1954, the conventional wisdom was that human beings were incapable of running at this speed. Bannister had two major attempts during 1953, but both failed. The popular belief was that the human heart and physique were just not built to take the kind of strain that a sub-four-minute mile would place on them.

But on 6 May 1954, at Oxford University’s Iffley Road track, watched by some three thousand spectators, Bannister was about to prove popular opinion wrong. The stadium announcer for the race was Norris McWhirter, who went on to co-publish and become one of the editors of the Guinness Book of Records. The crowd cheered Bannister all the way but, though he ran a very fast race and crossed the line first, no one knew whether his effort was good enough to create history. As the minutes crept by they fell uncannily silent. Then, finally, came McWhirter’s announcement:

Ladies and gentlemen, here is the result of event 9, the one mile: 1st, No. 41, R. G. Bannister, Amateur Athletic Association and formerly of Exeter and Merton Colleges, Oxford, with a time which is a new meeting and track record, and which – subject to ratification – will be a new English Native, British National, All-Comers, European, British Empire and World Record. The time was 3 …

The roar of the crowd was instant, and drowned out the rest of the announcement. Bannister’s time was 3 minutes 59.4 seconds.

But, just forty-six days later, on 21 June, Bannister’s world record was broken by his rival John Landy, an Australian athlete, who ran a time of 3 minutes 57.9 seconds. Within a year, thirty-seven other runners had done it, and within three years another 300!

It is amazing what can be achieved once the imaginary lid has been lifted.

Our greatest danger in life is not that we aim too high and miss, but that we aim too low and hit our target.

So, how do we come to own a story bold enough to motivate and guide us? How do we come to own a story big enough to remove our imaginary lid?


3

The Big Story

‘Our chief want is someone who will inspire us to be what we know we could be,’ wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson, the great American poet.

Those words capture perfectly my experience on that Friday night in 1969, in South London. I remember the whole thing like it was yesterday. Suddenly my life was not just, or even primarily, about ‘my story’ any more, but rather about ‘the story’. I felt as though I was lifted out of the pettiness that had consumed so much of my energy to that point, and into a different dimension. As a result I’ve slowly come to understand life in a particular way, which has brought shape, meaning and hope to my journey thus far. My small, flawed, personal micro-story was given a bigger, global, even cosmic context as it was caught up into God’s big story.

Now, let’s get things straight from the start. You know I asked you not to get worried about all that religious stuff? Well, what I meant was this.

That Friday night in London, I chose to become a ‘follower of Jesus’. I use that term deliberately, rather than the more generic ‘Christian’ for now, simply because, unfortunately, it has become overloaded with – if not buried beneath – centuries of cultural baggage and negative associations.

Following Jesus isn’t about signing up to endless outdated or repressive religious doctrines and theories. Indeed, for anyone who is tempted to get religiosity confused with faith, it is perhaps helpful to remember that it was organised religion – the rigid teachings, opinions, doctrines and creeds of the priests of his day – that killed Jesus.

Making the story of Jesus the story that you live by doesn’t mean adopting an anti-intellectual and overly literalistic view of the Bible’s text and insisting that the world was made in six days, just over six thousand years ago. It doesn’t mean believing that the world is going to end soon, or even wishing that the world would end soon. It doesn’t mean preferring death to life, faith to reason, or censorship to debate. It doesn’t mean becoming dogmatic or savagely judgemental or thinking that everyone who disagrees with you is going to burn in the abyss forever. Nor does it mean opposing human rights, women’s rights, gay rights, individual moral autonomy, freedom, remarriage, stem cell research, the use of condoms, innovation, other faiths, atheists, sex, fashion, the teaching of evolutionary biology, the big bang or particle physics.1

What it does mean is giving your life to the story that at the very heart of the universe is a God of love who is on the side of all those who are oppressed and forgotten, who feel insignificant and powerless, and who calls us to join in the revolutionary movement to bring hope and real liberation to all.

This, I discovered, is the story revealed through Jesus’ life and example. And this is the story which has brought direction to my life and that breathes into Oasis its sense of ongoing purpose. This is the story which not only shapes all our work but continues to inspire and inform our future vision.

Several years ago I had the joy of visiting Rio de Janeiro for a few days. I was there to work but had an afternoon free and was determined to visit the iconic Christ the Redeemer statue that sits atop Corcovado mountain overlooking the city. As I climbed the steep steps that led up the mountain my excitement grew, but then, in an instant, it was dashed as I came face to face with a blocked gate and a sign which, in English, read: ‘Christ the Redeemer. Out of Order. Service will be restored as soon as possible.’ I’ve never forgotten what seemed to me to be, though unintentional, a deeply profound statement.

From the picture of Jesus that is presented by sections of our media, not to mention the Church, it is perhaps all too easy to reach the conclusion that the Christian story is broken. But the way I see it, the teaching of Jesus is, instead, like a fabulous but long-buried treasure, encrusted in debris, tarnished and discoloured by neglect, half buried in mud and muck that has slowly engulfed it over two thousand years. But clean away the dirt and encrustations, and what you are holding is beautiful. It is priceless. As Jesus put it, I’ve come to show you how to live a life that’s worth living.2

Throughout the 1990s I had the privilege of working in my spare time, as Oasis developed, as a television presenter. It was a wonderful and enriching experience that changed the way I thought forever. I’d grown up in a form of Christianity that was convinced it was right about everything. That the truth – the whole truth and nothing but the truth – had been revealed to us, and that even other forms of the Church were in differing degrees of error. More than that, the rest of ‘the world’ was filled with people living morally reprobate lives in defiance of God. Mixing with them could seriously damage my moral and spiritual health. I was to discover that the opposite was true!

In fact, when I first got a job in TV, one of the leaders of my denomination wrote to me to express his concern and warn me about all this – especially about the women who, he thought, might ensnare me.

The reality was different. I met loads of wonderful people – men and women – who loved life but, like me, sometimes struggled with it. They were lots of fun to work with. They were hardworking and kind. They could be very generous, though, once again, just like me, they sometimes acted selfishly. They were good people. They were open, honest and vulnerable, I loved them, and we had some extraordinary conversations: ‘I’m not religious or anything like that, but …’ and, with that, off we would set on another deep and rambling conversation about life, its richness and its meaning. ‘I’m not a church-goer, but we’re getting married and we want it to be about something more than a legal agreement; would you pray for us at our wedding?’ ‘I wouldn’t call myself a Christian, but I want to thank God for our new baby. Would you do a blessing?’ ‘My marriage has broken down. Will you say a prayer for me? Can we talk?’

Here is the wonderful thing. As we talked about these things, all these people told me how much I had helped them. But the truth is, they did far more for me than I ever could for them. They opened my eyes.

What none of them believed was that attending church services would add anything of value to their lives; they didn’t see any possibility of it offering them any sort of vision of God and human existence that was inspiring or useful, or providing them with any skills or resources for coping more effectively with the humdrum of day-to-day life. In fact, in their minds, church was for self-righteous religious fanatics – the God Squad! What they were searching for wasn’t doctrine or dogma, but meaning and life.

But every one of them had faith.

Which got me thinking. Perhaps it would be a huge help to us all if we stopped using phrases like ‘I am a Christian’ or ‘I’m not a Christian’ all together and, instead, concentrate on how we can behave in ‘Christian’ or ‘Christ-like’ ways. Why would this help us? Because then we would begin to see Christian faith as a ‘practice’, a set of habits and behaviours modelled by Jesus, and designed to set us free to live, rather than a repressive belief system.

A well-known religious leader found himself introduced to a young woman who had only recently joined a church community. ‘Are you a Christian?’ he wanted to know. She looked shocked. ‘Only my friends can answer that one,’ she said.

Jesus never wrote a set of doctrines, he never started a denomination and, I put it to you, never intended to begin a new religion. He simply demonstrated a different way of living – loving God and loving others the way we love ourselves – and invited others to ‘follow him’ in that.

I am fascinated by Jesus. The quest of my life has simply been to understand him – what he said and did, how he lived, why he died and what his resurrection means. And, almost half a century after I first began to follow him, although I have learnt much from other teachers and philosophies, what he said and did makes more sense than anything I have heard anywhere else.

It turns out that originally the followers of Jesus were simply known as ‘people of the way’; people who identified with the way of life Jesus taught and demonstrated. The term ‘Christian’ only appears three times in the entire Bible, was never used by Jesus3 and was originally coined as a way of ridiculing Christ’s followers; invented by their opponents, a decade or so after Jesus’ death, to mock the ‘people of the way’. The problem is that not only has it stuck, it has somehow been transformed into a badge of honour!

Jesus was, of course, born and bred a Jew, and he never seems to have shown any desire to abandon the faith of his fathers. Rather than a religion, however, Judaism was seen as a ‘way of life’ in which people chose to walk.4 That’s why the famous Old Testament writer Isaiah made the claim: ‘This is the way; walk in it.’5

In this context, Jesus’ famous words, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life’,6 take on an extraordinarily dynamic and subversive edge, Following Jesus, it turns out, isn’t about religion and all its paraphernalia; it is simply about a way of walking the road of life.

Which is why, of course, the early followers of Jesus designated their faith as ‘The Way’.7 Following Jesus was a revolutionary way of doing life then – it still is today. It is about placing faith in him. It is not about attending church services, singing hymns, playing the guitar and listening to sermons, without any of them necessarily making a scrap of difference to the way we are and the way we live. Following Jesus is not about belief – in the sense of assent to a system of doctrinal statements. Real faith is about trusting Christ enough to walk his way through life; it’s about letting his story shape our actions, our attitudes, our responses and initiatives.

Faith is a funny thing. It gets ridiculed by some as escapism, avoidance and delusion, while those who claim it for themselves are dismissed as misguided, deceived, brainwashed and even mad. The strange thing is, however, in my experience it’s faith that demands we dispense with illusion and face reality. The culture of contemporary ‘common sense’ seems unable to serve up anything beyond a constant diet of denial about life; fluffy pretending, shallow excitement and trivial entertainment. And its speciality is the daydream of success untinged by failure, disappointment, mundaneness and mortality.

What’s more, there is a widespread myth that somehow faith is the exclusive possession of those who hold religious beliefs. This is false. The real question, then, is not ‘Do you have faith?’ Rather it is, ‘Are the people, the organisations, the investments, the ideas, the promises, the dreams and the relationships you put your faith in day by day, year by year, really worth your investment of trust?’

The difference, for instance, between believing that God exists and believing that God does not exist is not the difference between the ‘presence’ and ‘absence’ of faith – it is simply a difference in the content of that faith and belief.

While we are on the subject of God, some theologians and philosophers refer to God as ‘the ultimate source’, ‘the ground of being’, ‘the prime cause’ as well as other perfectly logical but equally impersonal terms. Traditionally, church people (along with our Jewish and Muslim cousins) have talked primarily about God as a father, and sometimes as a mother,8 a safe fortress, a good shepherd, a rock, a shield, a guiding light and many others. For the record, although throughout this book I will usually refer to God as ‘he’ or ‘him’, two truths must be recognised. First, God always remains far greater and more inclusive than any of our images. Second, because of our personal experience of life, we are almost bound to find some of these pictures more helpful than others.

What the Bible never describes God as, though, is a magician.

‘If only God would give me some clear sign! Like making a deposit in my name in a Swiss bank account,’ once said Woody Allen. There are times when we would all love God to intervene miraculously and transform our circumstances – and, of course, occasionally we witness or hear about this happening. Far more commonly however, we experience God as a faithful, supportive presence to help us cope with the successes and the disappointments, the hopes and the fears, the curiosity and the boredom, the bewilderment and the irritation, the despair and the exhaustion, the pain and the pleasure of life.

My experience is that God is a constant presence, of whom I am sometimes aware and yet, all too often, fast asleep to. And so, I’ve learnt that I don’t need to ask God to be present: God is always present, which means that I don’t need to go looking for him in a church building, or a mosque, or a synagogue, or a cathedral, or a temple, or a shrine, or in a garden, or up a mountain, or on a beach – although, at times, one or more of these might prove to be of great help to me.9

Jesus summed it up in the brilliant short story he told about a wise man who built his house on rock and a foolish man who built his house – no doubt with a lot less effort and cost – on sand. He was trying to get people to think about who they were and where they were going in life; about who they wanted to become.

‘Follow me,’ he said.10
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Punching Holes

As a small boy Robert Louis Stevenson, the famous nineteenth-century Scottish novelist, would sit gazing out of the window of his parents’ home, watching the evening shadows fade and dusk give way to darkness. He was fascinated by the old-fashioned lamplighter, who each night would wander down the street lighting the gas street lamps one by one. It is said that on one occasion he was so excited by this that he shouted to his nanny, ‘Look, there’s a man coming down the street punching holes in the darkness!’1

That’s our job – our mission, should we choose to accept it – to punch holes in the darkness of poverty, of prejudice, of injustice, of loneliness, of intolerance, of rejection and of hatred; to follow Christ and work with God as agents of change.

The most famous prayer that Jesus taught those who choose to follow him begins with the words:

Our Father in heaven,

hallowed be your name,

your kingdom come,

your will be done

on earth as it is in heaven.2

I’ve slowly learnt that to pray a prayer that big is to do more than say some words. To really pray any prayer is to allow its content to become your vision, your passion, your longing, your commitment. To pray Jesus’ prayer is to allow it to shape you; to become the story by which you choose to live your whole life. As Søren Kierkegaard observed, ‘The function of prayer is not to influence God, but rather to change the nature of the one who prays.’

So, what is the ‘kingdom of God’, or the ‘kingdom of heaven’3 as it is sometimes called in the Bible? There’s a joke about the fact that what Jesus spent most of his time teaching about was the kingdom of God, but what he got was the Church! It is based on the fact that although Jesus only ever used the word ‘church’ on two occasions, he talked about the ‘kingdom of God’ or ‘kingdom of heaven’ all the time, every day, almost every hour. He seems to have had a bit of a one-track mind!4

I’ve realised that Jesus’ prayer is really an invitation to me – to you – to all of us – to follow him in the way we live, thus joining in with the unfolding story of the establishing of the ‘kingdom of God’, which is simply another way of talking about what life would be like if God were king; if his will was done here on earth, rather than that of the financiers, the markets and the politicians. And, as the rest of Jesus’ life, teaching and example makes plain, the will of God is simply this: that every person, every community, indeed the whole of creation, should flourish, free from oppression, and enjoy living well.

The kingdom of God is a way of doing things; a way of doing things differently. The excluded are welcomed, the hungry are fed, difference is celebrated rather than scorned, injustice is banished, greed is no more, no one is oppressed or abused, disease is eradicated, joy and fulfilment become a reality rather than a distant dream.

There’s an ancient term, widely used by writers of Celtic spirituality. It talks of ‘thin places’; places where the gap between earth and heaven is said to be very narrow; places where you can sense God more strongly than in the mundane monotony of everyday life. The Celts taught that, even ordinarily, heaven and earth are only a few feet apart but that, in a thin place, the gap is even smaller. It’s not just thin places, however. There are ‘thin moments’, ‘thin experiences’ and ‘thin people’, where the porous threshold between the two realities becomes more so.

The adventure of life, for me, from that night in South London to this very moment, continues to be that of playing my small part in God’s transformation and renewal of the whole earth by working to create thin places and thin moments where hope and well-being can leak into local communities as well as into the lives of individuals.

But here’s the thing. Many people make a false assumption. They conclude that because one of Jesus’ aims was to teach people how to live well, we need to look elsewhere – almost anywhere else – for answers to the question of how to have fun! Deep down we are convinced that any and all teaching about behaviour is designed to stop us from being happy or fulfilled. The premise of this book, however, is simply that the more we really come to understand these two goals – to live ethically and to live happily – the more we are able to see that, far from pulling us in different directions, they belong together. The way Jesus himself put it was that when we seek God’s kingdom and his justice as a priority, everything else begins to fall into place.5

Others make a different mistake. They assume that the story of the Bible – understood best through the lens of the life and message of Jesus – is primarily, even exclusively, centred around God’s forgiveness of our sins and failings. The truth, it seems to me, is even more unexpected and generous than all this. The overarching story of the Bible is that the God of the universe is working to establish his kingdom of love, justice, inclusion and peace, here on earth, where he calls as many of us who will, to be his partners – his agents – and to work with him in the great task of the transformation of our world.

By the way, though ‘sin’ is a kind of ‘uncool’ word that’s out of fashion – except with the tabloid press, who misuse it grossly – it is actually just a shorthand way of talking about everything that de-humanises us; that messes us up; that reduces us and others, including our shortcomings, screw-ups and general self-centredness. Jesus, on the other hand, came to show us how to be more human – to live at peace, both internally and externally.

It is clear from the reality of life around us, and from Jesus’ own words, that the kingdom of God is, at one and the same time, both already present and still a longed-for future hope. While teaching his followers to pray and work for the transformation of the world, Jesus also explained, ‘The kingdom of God is in your midst.’6 Although through Jesus’ life and work God’s kingdom was already beginning to break in, its ultimate fulfilment is still in the future.7

This ‘now and not-yet-ness’ of the kingdom of God is what William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army, was speaking about when he ended his last-ever public address, in London’s Royal Albert Hall, on 9 May 1912, with the words:

While women weep, as they do now, I’ll fight; while little children go hungry, as they do now, I’ll fight; while men go to prison, in and out, in and out, as they do now, I’ll fight; while there is a drunkard left, while there is a poor lost girl upon the streets, while there remains one dark soul without the light of God, I’ll fight.

The ‘now and not-yet-ness’ of the kingdom of God is what we wrestle with each day of our lives. People often ask, ‘If God has the power to sort all of the world’s woes, why doesn’t he?’ ‘If God is all-powerful and pure love, if God is in control, then why doesn’t he act?’

Does God look down on the poverty and oppression of billions and, although he hears their prayers and petitions, choose to turn his back? Does he listen to the desperate cry of the dispossessed, the forgotten, the abused, the oppressed and betrayed, and simply ignore or reject their plea?

No. God is not holding out on us. God is love, as an early follower of Jesus defines him in the Bible.8 God is on our side. The problem is that God does not always get what God wants. Which is part of what Jesus was referring to when he taught us to pray, ‘Our Father in heaven … your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven’, rather than calling us to recite a prayer of thanksgiving that all was well. And it’s why he calls us to follow him in working as agents of change and transformation.

This thought, that God doesn’t always get what he wants, upsets many religious people – they claim that if God is all-powerful, he can do anything he wants and that to suggest otherwise is an affront to him.9 But here is the truth. I know that God doesn’t always get his way. I am absolutely certain of it. Why? If nothing else, simply because of the way I behave. I, like all other human beings, have been
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