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Introduction: Spiritual Mobility
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Imagine you’re on a 1,000-mile car trip. It’s almost certainly going to be filled with more variety than you realize. Yes, much of the time you might be going sixty-five or seventy miles per hour (or maybe a bit faster); many of those thousand miles will consist of routine, predictable driving. But then you will on occasion hit heavy traffic or bad weather that will slow you down. Or road construction that will stop you completely. 

You and your passengers will take numerous rest stops and perhaps you’ll even break up the journey by spending a night with relatives or friends along the way. Much of the journey, you can anticipate. But then come the unexpected moments: a flat tire, a skid on an icy road, or your child warning he’s about to throw up because of car sickness. There’s a plus side too, with that amazing sunset you see or that brilliantly lit golden field of wheat.

Come to think of it, your road trip is not unlike your Christian walk. Your faith journey, while routine much of the time and seemingly the same day after day, is in fact broken up in various ways: times when your faith is sorely tested, perhaps, or a spiritual “high” like the one you experienced at that couples retreat last summer. Or some unexplained flatness in your faith journey when everything at church, your Bible reading and prayer life seem blah. It’s as if you’ve hit road construction on your journey. 

Philosopher and theologian Peter Kreeft says that “The image of life as a road is probably the single most popular image in the world’s literature.”​[1] And, he might have added, the world’s religions. 

Referring to the Christian faith, Walter Brueggemann writes that “The metaphor of journey or sojourn is a radical one. It is a challenge to the dominant ideologies of our time which yearn for settlement, security and placement.” He continues: “The metaphor of journey as a way of speaking about faith is utilized by the New Testament in various ways.” These include Christian discipleship as following “the way.”​[2]

~~~~~
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Roads are built for dissatisfied people: all those you’ll see on the road tomorrow, whether they’re in a car, on a bike or on foot, they’re not content with where they are and want to be somewhere else. The exception might be someone who’s only out for a drive or a run. For the most part, though, people are en route to somewhere else. They’re on a journey. Perhaps it’s short, like a quick trip to the store, or maybe a longer commute to the office. These days we have the advantage of amazingly fast travel that our forebears could not have imagined, with a flight from New York cross-country to Los Angeles taking about five hours. Compare that with the four to six months it would have taken nineteenth century pioneers to complete that trip.

The Bible is full of journeys, none of them courtesy of American Airlines, Delta or United. By contrast, biblical characters undertook their journeys by foot or perhaps by donkey. This “radical metaphor” of journeys appears repeatedly in Scripture. We can make at least six generalizations about the characters who undertook them and their travels.

First, is the diverse character of biblical journeys. We have journeys of obedience to God’s explicit command (Abraham leaving for the Promised Land, Gideon going down to the Midianite camp), as well as ones of disobedience. Think of Jonah.

Some journeys culminate in enlightenment, as with Peter, James and John witnessing the transfiguration, or Paul’s Damascus Road experience. Some are evangelistic, as with Paul’s subsequent missionary journeys, while others (typically in the Old Testament) are prophetic, when Yahweh’s servants speak His truth to power. 

Yet others are steeped in risk, as when Queen Esther approaches the king without his permission, a move that could lead to severe punishment, even death, if he were having a bad hair day. Or in Acts we read of the disciple in Damascus, Ananias, whom God instructs to go and visit the now-blinded Paul, the one who has come to hunt down Christians.

Second, whatever their character, most of these journeys were voluntary. Even Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem and what He knew would be certain death was taken voluntarily, in accordance with His Father’s will. Others, though, were not. Think of the plight of Joseph, sold into slavery by his brothers and taken to Egypt. (Gen. 37) Similarly, there’s the young Israelite girl captured by the Syrians on one of their raids, who ends up in the house of Naaman: a Syrian general who contracts leprosy. (2 Ki. 5) This young girl, who is never identified by name, tells her master of the prophet who she believes will heal Naaman, which he does—the outcome of a young girl’s journey made under duress. By far the majority of journeys in the Bible, however, are by people acting of their own volition.

A third theme is that, as we see with Joseph’s story and that of the Israelite maid, and so many others, their journeys in some significant ways advance God’s Kingdom. That is especially the case with Jesus heading toward His crucifixion. The travelers whose journeys are described in Scripture generally have little grasp of how much they are furthering God’s Kingdom and purposes. Abraham, for instance, could not have understood how much his faithfulness in leaving Ur would shape world history. Similarly, Moses, in taking that short journey to investigate a bush that wouldn’t stop burning, could not have begun to realize what God had in store for him. (Ex. 3) Or consider Ruth, unhesitatingly leaving her Moabite home and culture to go with her mother-in-law to Naomi’s hometown and consequently becoming part of Jesus’ lineage. (Ru. 1)

Fourth, biblical journeys were typically undertaken under grueling conditions. They were also lengthy, comparable to the pioneers whose wagons on the Oregon Trail would take them fifteen miles a day, twenty if conditions were good. Journeying in Bible times was never taken lightly. Dusty roads, or even non-existent ones, coupled with Middle Eastern heat and the threat of bandits, meant nobody was a tourist in the way we think of a certain category of travelers today. People didn’t undertake journeys for the fun of it. We can be sure that Joseph and a heavily pregnant Mary didn’t set out for Bethlehem excited at the prospect of seeing that town’s sights and eating at some of its best restaurants. (Lk. 2:1-7) Nor would the couple, now with an infant, welcome the disruption when an angel told them to get out of town, fast, because the forces of evil threatened the life of baby Jesus. (Mt. 2:13-15) Their hurried trip to Egypt, we can be sure, was not undertaken in great comfort. Likewise, the experiences of Noah and his family were not even remotely comparable to a Royal Caribbean cruise. (Gen. 6:9-8:19) Besides being fed and entertained, modern day cruise passengers know their destination and have the option of getting off when they like. 

We have numerous examples too of travel being actually hazardous. Paul was shipwrecked (Acts 27:27-44), Jonah was thrown overboard (Jon. 1), and in Jesus’ parable the good Samaritan helped a man who had fallen victim to bandits. (Lk. 10:25-37)

These last three examples point to a fifth theme, that not all intended journeys are completed. Even when we set out to honor God’s will, things don’t always turn out as expected. Take Peter’s aborted attempt to walk to Jesus on the water, for example. (Mt. 14:22-33) Then there’s Paul’s vision of a man from Macedonia, telling him to change course and come over and bring the gospel to the Macedonians. (Acts 16:9) So Paul abandons his original destination for a new one.

That leads us to our sixth theme: The best journeys are those clearly shaped by God’s leading. Whether it is Peter obeying the Spirit’s leading and journeying to share the gospel with Cornelius, (Acts 10) or Moses making repeated trips to Pharoah’s court (Ex. 7-12), godly men and women throughout the ages have in effect prayed the prayer of Charles Spurgeon: “Lord, let me go where Thou leadest, on Thy errands, under Thy command, and in the power of Thy Spirit.”​[3]

~~~~~
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Notwithstanding the routine aspects of the Christian life, we all encounter lots more “road conditions” than we may realize. That’s exactly what the Bible tells us to expect. This book explores those ups and downs, stops and starts, of the Christian walk. We’ll do so by exploring a number of concepts that speak to our “posture” or “status” at any given moment.

Among these are times when we are to:


  Sit, perhaps when we are at rest, or waiting for God to show us the next steps in our walk with Him; 

  Stand, when getting ready for action or needing to take a stand for or against something as a Christian; 

  Walk, a seemingly routine activity but crucial in moving us forward in our faith, and 

  Run, as in running the good race of which Paul speaks, when we are at peak performance in living out our faith.​[4]



It’s time to introduce the idea that undergirds all these concepts: mobility. Or, for our purposes, “spiritual mobility,” which we will define as our ability to “move forward unhindered in our Christian journeys.” Ordinary mobility, according to the Harvard University Medical School, is 


... defined as your ability to move purposefully as you go through your day. It is the foundation for living a healthy and independent life. Mobility comprises all the skills required for everyday living: physical stamina, strength, balance, coordination, and range of motion. The importance of mobility becomes clear when you rise out of bed, shower, manage a flight of stairs, walk a half-mile, get in and out of a car, or carry groceries... In short, mobility helps you stay “in the game.”​[5]



Many passages in Scripture refer to our physical mobility. But a passage in Deuteronomy reminds us that all our movement ultimately rests upon our faith, as Moses tells the Israelites: “Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds; tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Teach them to your children, talking about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.” (Dt. 11:18-19) Note sit at home, walk along the road, lie down, and get up. That’s a pretty comprehensive range of our movements. In other words, whatever our posture, Moses says God’s instructions should be in our hearts and minds. That commitment to adhering constantly to God’s word and direction is the thread that runs throughout this book, as we’ll look at positions like Sitting, Walking and Getting Up, and a host of others. As we will see, the various aspects of our spiritual journey, its highs and lows, its blessings and challenges, require a spiritual flexibility and suppleness that neatly parallel the physical mobility of which the Harvard definition spoke.

~~~~~
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Paul Tournier says, “The Holy Spirit is always calling us forward, not back.”​[6] With our Christian lives, then, God expects us to be moving forward (with an exception or two along the way). Not surprisingly, with a little effort we can tease out of Scripture what we can call a “vocabulary for the journey.” To whet your appetite, think of the times in Scripture you encounter Jesus telling His followers about Following, or Departing or Being Still. Each of these concepts speaks to some aspect of our Christian life and our relationship to God at any given moment. 

There is much general guidance or advice in Scripture on how we should live our lives. Jesus’ parables alone offer great wisdom and direction for His followers. To make these lessons more immediately applicable to our lives, however, our emphasis will instead be on those instances in Scripture when God deals with individuals. For example, there’s the well-known call of Moses and the burning bush, when God speaks to him: “So now, go, I am sending you to Pharaoh....” (Ex. 3:16) God expects Moses to obey by going. In the New Testament, Jesus calls Lazarus from the tomb: “Lazarus, come out.” (Jn. 11:43) Again, we have a personalized command, this time an extraordinary direction to a dead man to return to life and rejoin the living world. Some of the concepts we will examine occur frequently, such as Walking and Standing. Others occur less often, such as Fleeing or Soaring. Yet even these less frequently mentioned ideas offer us rich insights for our journey. 

An important caveat is in order. Please do not regard these reflections as formal theological or exhaustive analyses. The Scriptures that illustrate each reflection are only a small sampling of those I could have chosen. Indeed, it might have been possible to rely on an entirely different set of Bible passages to make the points I have. A skeptic may view this particular selection of Bible passages as cherry picking to illustrate each selection. However, I regard these verses instead as a springboard from which each selection arises, with the goal of identifying themes pertinent to the Christian journey. You will no doubt think of other Scriptures that could be added. That’s good. By referring to them to supplement each reflection, you will make your encounter with this material more illuminating. Also, the insights that follow may occasionally interpret Scripture differently from your own understanding. If that occurs, feel free to rely on your understanding of these Bible passages. But please don’t let any such differences distract you from a reflection’s main points.

~~~~~
[image: ]


Some words on wording are in order. All scripture references are from the New International Version of the Bible, except where noted otherwise. Then there is the issue of inclusive language. Some quotes use “man,” “mankind” and so on when referring to people in general. These quotes reflect earlier usage which characterizes contemporary English less and less. To present all sources as accurately as possible, I have included these entries with their original wording.​[7] One other thing regarding wording: I use “chapter” to refer to the Scripture readings. To avoid confusion, I will refer to the chapters in this book as “reflections.” 

This series of reflections can enrich your Christian journey in at least three ways. They are understanding, acting, and relating. First, there’s the inherent value of an expanded vocabulary. Imagine that I have a severe rash on my arms; to me, it’s a troubling, itchy irritation. To my doctor, it could be any of a dozen conditions, each of which has a name and needs a particular treatment. His vocabulary enables an accurate diagnosis and treatment plan. His training should provide the understanding needed to treat my condition. I’d be worried if all he could say is, “Looks like a rash to me.” 

Like doctors, architects, police officers and others engaged in specialized activities, theologians too have their own specialized vocabulary. But ordinary lay people like you and me don’t have to have formal training in theology to benefit from knowing and using the “journey-related” terms in this book.

Having a richer vocabulary that describes our Christian journey enables us better to understand our ever-deepening relationship with God our Father. Knowing the nuanced difference between Detours and Stumbling and Falling, for example, can be significant. And how is Go! different from Getting Up? And why does it matter?

Second, there’s the diagnostic role mentioned above, which when necessary should lead to acting. For instance, an expanded terminology can help you to understand that being in a spiritual slump, for example, is a frequent (although unwelcome) aspect of Christian living, something you may need to address by talking your condition through with someone. Or at times Fleeing from a situation may be the wisest course for you. A diagnostic application of these reflections can help you know how to respond to your current situation. It’s been said that wisdom is simply knowing what to do next. But to act wisely first requires an accurate assessment of your current situation. Knowing that you’re in Waiting mode, for instance, reminds you to be patient until God’s will for your next step becomes clear. Or perhaps you should be Checking the Map. Simply having a concrete term to identify your situation is helpful in taking a well-informed next step.

The third benefit is the usefulness of this vocabulary in relating to others. While the concepts on the following pages apply to your walk, so too are they helpful for you to empathize with other Christians, where they are in their faith journeys. For example, knowing how the concept of Deserts applies to the Christian life may help you better relate to a friend who seems stuck in his faith. Or an understanding of Mountaintops might help you understand someone who is struggling to describe a profound spiritual “high.”

But whatever benefits this book’s vocabulary lessons may offer us, we should continue our Christian walk bearing in mind James Martin’s reminder of God’s eagerness to accompany us all the way: “For every step you take toward God, God takes two steps toward you; and if you come to God walking, God comes to you running.”​[8]
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Sitting



[image: ]


Read Genesis 18

Key Verse: “The Lord appeared to Abraham near the great trees of Mamre while he was sitting at the entrance to his tent in the heat of the day.” (Verse 1)

The idea of sitting or being seated conveys a host of meanings, ranging from resting to firmly instructing your dog to “sit!” Sitting can be either passive or active, a time to veg or a time to be engaged. For example, “I mowed the lawn, chopped a cord of wood and milked the cows. I just need to sit.” Time to relax. Or the person interviewing you for the accounts payable job, who says, “Ah, yes, Ms. McCurdle, please be seated.” No vegging here.

We encounter a comparable range of sitting/seated examples in Scripture. Think for example of the angels seated in Jesus’ tomb (Jn. 20:12) and the various verses indicating that after Jesus’ ascension He would be seated beside the Father.​[9]

But our focus is on Abraham’s experience in Genesis 18 and the recognition that sitting is good. It’s certainly good to sit and rest in the heat of the day. Whatever work Abraham may have done that day was accomplished either early in the morning or lay ahead of him after the day cooled toward evening. But here he is, doing what he probably did each day, only to have his routine interrupted by three strangers. The rest of the chapter describes how he responds to the arrival of these mysterious strangers (one of whom is apparently the LORD Himself).

As is expected in the Middle East, Abraham gets up and welcomes the strangers and embraces the role of host by offering them something to drink. They have apparently been traveling in the heat of the day, odd though that may be, as most travelers would journey in the cooler times of the day. Abraham also provides water for washing their feet and then instructs Sarah to start preparing a generous meal.

There’s much we can tease out of this chapter, such as the mysterious knowledge they display: How is it that they know Sarah’s name? How can they promise that she will bear a son? Our concern here, however, is with the implications of Abraham’s sitting—and that he stops sitting.

Sitting is a passive activity, physically. We may be sitting on the couch watching a Netflix production. Or sitting at our desk, working on our laptop, or making a phone call for work. But while our bodies are largely at rest, our minds may be fully engaged. We’re immersed in our routines, whether we’re just relaxing, or intensely engaged mentally. The lesson we learn from Abraham, however, is that he knew when to end his passivity and move into action. In this case, the need for action, and the form it should take, was plain. The Middle Eastern demands of hospitality, even before he knew he was about to encounter the LORD Himself, required that he shift gears from passivity into activity. In this instance, the trigger for displaying the hospitality he did was cultural. For us too, cultural expectations may show us the minimum of what God expects of our interactions with others. But that would be a bare minimum.

Think of the episode when Jesus goes to dinner at the home of Simon the Pharisee, who gets all huffy when the “sinful woman” washes Jesus’ feet with her hair and her tears and anoints Him with precious perfume. The encounter climaxes with Jesus skewering Simon for his inaction:


Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—as her great love has shown. But whoever has been forgiven little loves little.” (Lk. 7:44-47)



Jesus uses this encounter primarily to speak to the question of forgiveness. Yet we can learn much from the woman, who didn’t sit on her rear end but actively showed her love for and gratitude to Jesus. Similarly, Christians today ought to display our love and gratitude by moving from
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