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concept. How much time do I have left until I get to leave here?
Am I working my program? What have I accomplished here?
There’s a lot of value in simplifying the process, creating a
“You need to work your program.”
framework that allows the child to see specific goals and action
If I have heard that phrase once, I’ve heard it a thousand
steps that they can take to move towards healthy alternatives.
times. Over the past couple of decades, I have heard staff
But the truth is, none of us are really interested in seeing these
members from multiple facilities repeat this phrase as they
admonish their charges. From tiny little seven-year-old girls who kids compile a list of completed tasks. What we are looking for is
real change- the kind of change that the prophet Isaiah spoke of.
are spazzing out and bouncing off the walls
We want to see addicts freed from the chains
to hulking eighteen year old young men, that
of
dependence.
We want to see rage-o-holics
phrase echoes across the years. You need to
transformed
by
deep
and abiding peace. It is not
work your program. What does that mean?
enough
that
the
suicidal
attempts stop, or that the
Context is everything. In the halls of drug
constant self-harm ceases. We want to see these
rehab programs, specific coursework,
little ones so filled up with a deep sense of selfclasses, activities, are required for program
worth and satisfaction that suicide becomes
completion. Our partner facilities all have
nonsensical. You see, real change is not found in
therapists who set up an individualized
a checklist of completing tasks. Real change is
treatment plan for each child that lays out
something deeper, something more elusive.
their specific goals. To one student, ‘work
These youth arrive in residential programs and
your program’ may have something to do
they are given a checklist of specific goals- tasks
with anger management and aggressive
that are supposed to collectively form a path
behavior. For another, ‘work your program’
towards change. These programs are not in and
may have something to do with manipulation
of themselves a bad thing. They are useful,
and deception of staff. Many years ago I
especially if they help lead a child towards the
worked with a little boy whose treatment plan
soul change that they so desperately need. I can
(among other things) required him to abstain
see that these little ones are not the only ones in
from collecting child pornography. His
need
of
deep
change.
experience with severe and repetitive molestation had left him
I am beginning to discover that my own spiritual life has been
craving images of small children. ‘Working his program’ meant
that he would not steal pictures of toddlers from magazines and a sad story of task completion. Like some holy checklist, I have
hoard them under his bed. So many of the young people I speak spent much of my life obsessing over whether I have ‘worked the
program.’ And while the specific tasks of spiritual formation are
with in facilities today gauge their progress based on this
by Jon Wells
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By Skyler Martin

"What will they think? What if this doesn’t work? What if no one
responds?”
These thoughts plague ministers today. As a chaplain, I am no
exception. I find myself lodged between a church culture that is
enamored with public perception and a community of displaced
youth who are intensely wounded. With an increasing number of
books on church growth, public relations, and evangelism, it seems
that the local church is leveraging the same techniques as the
surrounding capitalist culture; grow your platform, publish your
accomplishments, leverage social media, and win converts! Many
times, I am tempted to jump on board with such strategies.
But the pressure to accomplish and convince pushes us to treat
others as a means to reach a productive and impressive end. Such
considerations are also foreign to the ministry of our Lord. Christ, by
all modern measures, had a relatively unimpressive and unsuccessful ministry. Imagine the “unsuccess” of Jesus’ ministry under
examination of the result-driven voices of our day:
-His ministry only lasted about 3 years. “Wow. He must not have
planned for sustainability.”
-He only had twelve disciples, one of which betrayed him, one of
which denied him, and others who left when things got hard. “How
sad. Sounds like he could have used some leadership training.”
-At a point when many people were following him, Jesus gave an
unpopular teaching and almost all of them left [John 6:60-70]. “This
could have easily been avoided if he had learned how to connect
with his audience.”
-After being totally impressed with His teachings, the same
crowds who welcome his triumphal entry with “Hosanna” turned
around to shout “Crucify him!” “He must have failed to be relevant to
the concerns of his niche.”
-He suffered an ugly and horrible death on a cross. “He must
have failed to win friends and influence people…”
Of course, none of us actually approach Jesus’ ministry with
such presumptions. But we certainly expect such productivity and
success in our very own ministries. Out of our desire to be influential
and successful, we might assume that we can find an example of
accomplishment and growth by examining the grandeur of Jesus’
resurrection.
But it’s not the case. Even Christ’s powerful resurrection
happened in obscurity. There was no crowd to see it. A few women
(who in ancient Roman culture were not valued as intelligent or
credible figures) found an empty tomb with the stone rolled away;
an angel told them what had happened. They didn’t see the event
themselves. The resurrection happened in such obscurity that even
some of Jesus’ disciples found it hard to believe.
It is as if it was not enough for Jesus to be born in a manger, live

a normal life, engage in a short-lived ministry, only have eleven
disciples at the end of his earthly work, and die a horrific and
disgusting death . . . even His resurrection happens behind the
scenes, with no cameras and no PR campaigns. “Ah, Jesus must
have failed to capture the event via Facebook Live and steam
straight to his ministry page.”
The humility of God is further demonstrated in the way that the
Gospel spreads shortly after Christ’s ascension to the Father. The
message of the cross spreads across the Roman empire (and the
rest of the world for that matter) through the simple love of small
communities of Christians who came together to pray, observe
Jesus’ teachings, and gather around base elements (bread and
wine) to celebrate His victory over death. These people were
often treated like Christ himself by being persecuted, mocked,
misunderstood, and killed. They were not professionals or
managers of public perception. Their witness to the risen Christ
was one of weakness, finding God’s strength to be sufficient in
their suffering.
In spite of all of this, the temptation to manage public perception and force growth remains with us. Whether we’re parents or
pastors, we feel the pressure to make something big happen!
When the simple retelling of Christ’s death and resurrection
doesn’t produce the result we are looking for, we are tempted to
entertain people into the faith! We begin to ask questions of how
we can better match youth culture and utilize media platforms to
reach them. Based on audience responses, we change our
tactics, as though we are as eager to get their business as
Microsoft or Apple.
Please don’t misunderstand me, I totally believe that Christ
meets people right where they are… but He doesn’t always give
them what they want. He heals those who are suffering, but he
refuses to answer the Pharisee’s questions. He identifies with the
broken but frustrates those who try to test him. For all the ways
that Christ meets people right in the midst of their suffering, he
also refuses to be their entertainer and he is perfectly fine to
continue on without their approval. Henri Nouwen writes that in
the desert, Jesus “was tempted with three compulsions of the
world: to be relevant (‘turn stones into loaves’), to
be spectacular (‘throw yourself down’), and to be powerful (‘I will
give you all these kingdoms’). “There,” Nouwen writes, “he affirmed God as the only source of His identity (‘You must worship
the Lord your God and serve Him alone’).
By tying these temptations to our identities, Nouwen gets to
the heart of the issue. We are surrounded by the idea that you
have to make something of yourself and that your worth is
determined by your level of accomplishment or popularity. In
ministry, this can, of course, take the form of proving one’s worth
by the number of salvations, baptisms, commitments, responses,
programs, events and the like.

Work Your Program continued . . .

is summoning us into deeper life, real life; not an invitation into
not in themselves wrong, my own strange obsession with the
doing differently, but being differently. A moment by moment shift in
checklist has left me in many ways missing the point. Have you
who I am rather than a regimented prescription for what I must now
been saved? Have you been baptized? Are you sanctified? Are
do. The doing flows out of the being, not the other way around.
you volunteering? Have you learned this teaching? Have you
But like so many kids who feel trapped in repetitive loops of
heard that speaker? Have you read this book? Like rungs on the residential treatment, I find myself attempting to accomplish change
ladder I have spent my life climbing so many steps of the spiritual through a list of do’s and don’ts. My task-oriented self is a very busy
life. I attack them methodically, seeking to hang them on the wall guy, muddling through multiple overlapping checklists for God,
as trophies of a mature believer.
family, work, church, friends, and stuff management. The lists never
This focus on task completion bleeds into every aspect of my end! It is kind of funny. In the off chance that I ever do go on a
spiritual life. Have I read my Bible today? Did I have my devotional vacation, I land somewhere out of state and immediately begin
time? Was it sufficiently long enough? Was the
making a list of the things I need to do on my
38 As Jesus and his
volume of scripture that I read significant
vacation. My task-oriented self is not remotely
disciples were on their
enough? How does my attendance at various
interested in ‘being’ over ‘doing.’ My task-oriented
way, he came to a village
spiritual activities look over the past quarter?
self has no use for quiet, solitude, or stillness. My
where a woman named
Have I repented of this sin? What about that sin?
task-oriented self is extremely self-satisfied when the
Martha opened her home
What about that other sin? (Yes, It’s true. For
checkmarks on the list multiply. My task-oriented self
to him. 39 She had a sister
those of you counting, I have sinned three
is occasionally willing to compromise and add ‘abide
called Mary, who sat at the
times!) The problem with a culture of spiritual
in Christ’ to the bottom of the checklist, but he has
Lord’s feet listening to what
task achievement is that it seems that we keep
limited timeframes for ‘abiding.’
40
he said. But Martha was
going back. We need to repeat the same tasks
But there is a deeper part of me that yearns for
distracted by all the
over and over again. After a lifetime of repetitive
connection. I feel a soul level desperation for
preparations that had to be
spiritual activity, I’m beginning to wonder when I
moments of connection with my wife and kids, or with
made. She came to him
can finally check certain things off of the list.
a friend. I thirst for those elusive flashes of deep
and asked, “Lord, don’t you
The further into this journey I go, the more I
connection with God. And these moments of ‘being’
stumble over words that seem to have nothing to care that my sister has left are something altogether different from my checklist
me to do the work by mydo with task completion. Words like abide.
oriented life.
self?
Tell her to help me!”
Remain. Rest. Dwell. Jesus’ teaching to the
Jesus famously expressed his preference when
41 “Martha, Martha,” the
disciples in John chapter fifteen is a perfect
visiting with His good friends Lazarus, Mary, and
Lord answered, “you are
example of the multitude of passages in the
Martha. Mary was stealing moments simply basking
worried and upset about
scripture that point to something deeper than
in Jesus presence. I can only imagine the laughter,
many things, 42 but few
spiritual checklists and task completion. Jesus
the stories, and the profound gems that were flowing
things are needed—or
declared to his followers, “I am the vine, you are
in that room. But Martha was missing out- dealing
indeed only one. Mary has
the branches.” The invitation repeated over and
with all of the necessities of hosting an important
chosen what is better, and
over again in those moments was an invitationguest. So many of us resonate all too well with
it will not be taken away
‘Abide in Me. . . .Remain in Me.’ The life that
Martha’s heart. Jesus, look! See all the stuff I have
from her.” -Luke 10
Christ was offering to that small gathering of men
done for you! I have toiled for hours, do you like what
is the same life He offers to each of us. Not a
I have made? Dear friend, can you hear Jesus’
checklist of tasks to be completed, not a membership to the club, response? Drop the dishrag, abandon your broom, and quit
but something deeper– something truly revolutionary.
worrying about whether dinner will be served promptly at six! I
I don’t have the space to even begin here, but Incarnational
have come for you, not your checklist.
Living is offered to all of us. Just as Jesus brought the Divine
My task-oriented self reduces communion with Christ to a
nature to a human form, we are invited to similarly live an
moment in my schedule at a specific place. Communion becomes a
incarnational reality; as Peter phrased it, ‘partaking in the Divine rigorous, carefully observed production instead of a minute by
nature.’ Paul reflected this mystery in the phrase ‘Christ in you,
minute revolution in the way I experience life. Jesus intentionally
the hope of glory.’
chose the eating of a meal as the iconic rite of remembrance for his
This is not to say that the many checklists of my spiritual life
own death. It is sad and ironic how we have transformed the Lord’s
are a bad thing. In fact, it seems that these disciplines carry in
Supper into something flat and non-relational. We endure
them the potential to lead me to deeper life in Christ. But when I communion in silence and piety, then we all go out for a relaxing
focus on these spiritual tasks as the be-all and end-all of my
lunch and enjoy one another’s company. I wonder if Jesus longs to
spiritual life, I am getting the cart ahead of the horse. The gospel join us for that second lunch?
Continued on back page . . .
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My task-oriented self reduces the fruit of the Spirit into a homework assignment that I never seem to be able to complete. In
fact, I often experience most scripture as a demand, something to be added to the ever growing checklist of spiritual growth. But I
fail to see that the Fruit of the Spirit is literally a product that emanates from God- it is not something that I produce apart from Him.
My task-oriented self strives to achieve good fruit as its own end. Once again the cart is before the horse. Jesus made it clear that
good fruit would flow out of our connection to Him, the source of life, as we navigate our days in Him. Simply discovering what
Eugene Peterson calls the ‘unforced rhythms of grace’ will naturally cause good things to cascade out of my life. Those who are in
communion with Him live in an outflow of deep relational fruit. There I discover real love of God, others, and myself, true peace,
and freedom.
These days Jesus is inviting me to stop working my program and simply embrace His presence.
And I am not putting that on my to-do list.
“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you

how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay
anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and lightly.” Matt 11:28-30 MSG

Resurrection behind the scenes continued . . .

But as God leads me out of the need for external validation and into His validation of me as a son and minister, I am
free to give the Gospel freely and leave the results up to Him. I no longer have to push for outcomes or control public
perception. I can rest in the peace of the God who is working for the good of every person, knowing that His way of
drawing people does not take the form of modern marketing tactics but is something more like the work of a patient
gardener (planting, watering, weeding, and waiting) as is demonstrated in the parable of the sower (Matthew 13).
So whatever change we hope to see in a person or group, it must come by the awakening of God’s Spirit rather than by
the implementation of our anxiously devised methods. God can carry out His will in the most awkward and lowly places by
the most unaccomplished, unpopular people. As E.M. Bounds classically wrote, “The Holy Ghost does not flow through
methods, but through men. He does not come on machinery, but on men. He does not anoint plans, but men - men of
prayer.” We, as pastors, parents, and leaders must turn from the temptation to manipulate the experience of those we
shepherd and surrender our ministries to God. He has redeemed the world by His cross and leads them into resurrection,
not from the spotlight of center stage, but behind the scenes.

