


as it were, like Bible salesmen on steroids. :
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urbs where I didn’t know anybody and nobody knew me. I had this

one of the guys in the contract, and a cross in the center, a reminder
that we had all gone in on this thing, that we were going to be
monks for a year. At first it was easy, living in a new place and all, a

new city, but after a while that necklace started to choke me.

The first of the exploits to go was the Bible. It wasn’t that I

didn’t want to read it or didn’t agree with it, I would just forget.
‘Itmonduﬂoorncxtmmybedbcnaxhapﬂcofdmyclodm

of sght,out of mind. I;’d_formtrabumitfora month unil

street. 1 decided I'd step inside and take a look-see. I came out
with a new pipe that I swore I wouldn’t smoke till the year was up.

New!ak!m»rmﬁng'wmmmhadab@-
screen television. I’d go down and watch Monday night football,
to be fasting. I figured none of the guys would mind if I switched
shuffled so many fasting days around that after three months I
supposedwgomhcdayumthoutanng 1 think I fasted
twice that year. Maybe. ‘
Ilnwddwemcymlhwdml&lthbaﬁﬂmemym
ing. I hated looking in the mirror because I was a flop. I got ticked
at all the people who were having fun with their lives.
I’d walk home from the pizza place fecling criminal for my
mischief, feeling as though I were not cut out to be a Christian,
wondering what my punishment would be for disobeying God.
Everything was failing. I’d get letters from the other guys, too,
some of them doing quite well. I wouldn’t answer them. Not
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My pastor, who is one of my best fiiends, experienced similar
emotions carly in his faith. Rick became  Christian when he was
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~ After a few weeks the pastors from Rick’s new church came

to visit, each in their suit and tie, and Rick entertained them
and made them coffee, all of them sitting around sipping their
coffee and talking nicely while the smell of marijuana lofted
~ above their heads. Rick’s friend was smoking pot in the next
-room. Rick laughs when he tells me he offered the pastors a hit,
not being too offended when they turned him down. -
he had been forgiven of his sins, and that it was important to try
to live a righteous life. And Rick agreed with them, noting how
much easier it would be to listen to the sermon on Sunday morn-
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life, because he felt that he was failing the God who had saved him.
My pastor was anguished by an inability to control his desires.
He felt that he had been given this new life, this key to heaven,
and yet couldn’t obey Jesus in return. So one evening he got on
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was his loan shark, so to speak. Though he understood that God
wanted nothing in return, his mind could not communicate this
fact to his heart, so his life was something like torture. ;

For a very long time, I could not understand why some people
have no trouble accepting the grace of God while others experi-
ence immense difficulty. I counted myself as one of the ones who
had trouble. I would hear about grace, read about grace, and
even sing about grace, but accepting grace is an action I could
not understand. It seemed wrong to me not to have to pay for
my sin, not to feel guilty about it or kick myself around. More
than that, grace did not seem like the thing I was looking for. It
was too easy. I wanted to feel as though I earned my forgiveness,
as though God and I were buddies doing favors for each other.

Enlightenment came in an unexpected place: a grocery store.
I was on my way over Mount Hood to spend some time in the
high desert with a few friends. I was driving alone and decided
to stop in at Safeway to pick up some provisions for the week-
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it was not the woman who should be pitied, it was me. Somehow
I had come to believe that because a person is in need, they are
candidates for sympathy, not just charity. It was not that I wanted
to buy her groceries, the government was already doing that. I
wanted to buy her dignity. Andyet,byindm'nsher I was the one
taking her dignity away. by

Iwondcrwhautwouldbchkctouscfoodstampsforamonth
Iwonderlwwtlmtwouldfeel,smndmgmhncathe grocery
store, pulling from my wallet the bright currency of poverty, feel-
ing the probing eyes of the customers as they studied my clothes
and the items in my cart: frozen pizza, -brand milk, coffee.
I would want to explain to them that I have a
good money.

I love to give charity, but Idon’t want.
why I have so much trouble with grace.
A few years ago I was listing prayer to a friend. As I
listed my requests, I mentioned many of my friends and family

 asked me to reveal my own struggles, but I told him no, that my
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think myself above God’s charity? And why would I forsake the
‘riches of God’s righteousness for the dung of my own ego?
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Rick tells me that as he lay there in his bed waiting to die, he
heard God say to him, “Your life is not your own, but you have
been bought with a price,” and at this point he felt a certain
peace. Rick told me he understood, cognitively as well as emo-
tionally, that his role in his relationship with God was to humbly
receive God’s unconditional love.

My pastor, of course, is still alive, a miracle he cannot explain.
Before he could save himself, he drifted into sleep, but he woke
the next morning with ample energy, as if he had never swal-
lowed the pills at all.

After surviving the suicide attempt, Rick went to Bible col-
lege, married a girl he met in school, and now they have four
children. A little over a year ago he planted a church in down-
town Portland, widely considered the most unchurched region
in the United States. There were only about eight of us at our
first meeting, and now the church has grown to more than five
hundred people. On a given Sunday there are dozens of nonbe-
lievers at our church, and each week Rick shares with them the






