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				What people are saying about …

				NUDGE

				“This extraordinary book from an extraordinary author deserves an extraordinary recommendation. So here it is. Len Sweet calls us to pay attention, and you’d better pay attention while reading this book. It’s wrong about a few things, most of them small but some of them big. It sometimes, and maddeningly, oversimplifies and underexplains. But it often startled me with insight and made me think harder about vital issues of evangelism than any other recent book I’ve read. It’s meant to revolutionize our view of evangelism—and I think it just might.”

				John G. Stackhouse Jr., Sangwoo Youtong Chee professor of theology and culture at Regent College, and author of Humble Apologetics: Defending the Faith Today

				“After decades of the church teaching that the key to converting culture is to criticize and boycott, Nudge is the corrective that will transform the way we look at evangelism. Leonard Sweet reminds us that to engage culture is a two-way conversation, and it starts with the words of Jesus: ‘Pay attention.’ Trust me, I did. Leonard Sweet has captured the secret of engaging twenty-first-century culture, and Nudge needs to be on every pastor’s desk.”

				Phil Cooke, filmmaker and author of Branding Faith

				“Three of Len Sweet’s most obvious gifts are (l) he is the master of metaphor, (2) he is alive to culture, (3) he is not as bound by what is as the way it is to be. What I appreciate is that he uses all of these gifts to address one of the most crucial issues facing the church today: evangelism—what it is and how we practice it. I can’t imagine that anyone interested in evangelism (and all of us should be) will not find help in this book. Thanks, friend.”

				Dr. Maxie Dunnam, author, evangelist, and chancellor of Asbury Theological Seminary

				“In this wake-up call, Len Sweet reminds us that literally everything we are and do as Christians is a living and active witness and, in fact, an invitation and ‘nudge’ to others to meet God and embrace God’s reign. That sobering reality requires a watchfulness and attentiveness that are a far cry from older models of evangelism, which attempt to manage and manipulate our neighbors’ responses to the good news. This book helps us understand the many ways that we communicate through pattern recognition, and in so doing it helps readers become more competent and joyful nudgers.” 

				Bryan Stone, E. Stanley Jones professor of evangelism at Boston University School of Theology

				“There is no other book like this on evangelism that I’ve ever read. I couldn’t put it down. Sweet once again takes us back to the heart of the matter. In an era when everyone wants to redefine church, become missional, and even define the ‘process’ for making disciples, few are talking about where it all begins and where it all ends. What does that look like in the lives of the people who want to be witnesses to see God at work in people around them and then share in natural ways? What does it mean for evangelism to be more than a presentation—but a life? These are the issues that Sweet helps us wrestle with. What he writes about is real and alive, and it works. Evangelism is God’s activity—not ours. We are merely to recognize him at work and join him.”

				Bob Roberts, senior pastor of NorthWood Church, global engager, and author of Real-Time Connections

				“Len did it again! He shifted the Rubik’s Cube of my faith to show me a different aspect of God. This is the best book I have read on evangelism and sharing my faith in years. Reading it was a nudge of grace in my life. Thanks, Len.”

				Dr. David A. Anderson, radio host, author, and senior pastor of Bridgeway Community Church

				“Much of what is being done today in the name of evangelism hardly resembles how the early apostles announced Jesus as the true Savior and Lord of the world. Len Sweet invites us to rethink our motives and methods and helps us recognize the risen Christ at work in the world today. Though it may startle some and seem too revolutionary to be true, Sweet is drawing on the long-held conviction that God loves his good world, fallen though it is, and has always worked from within it to call attention to himself.”

				Glenn Packiam, associate pastor at New Life Church and author of Secondhand Jesus

				“This is one of the best books I’ve read in ten years. In Nudge, Len Sweet takes you on a journey of deep spirituality that lingers long after the book is closed. Every page is filled with wonder about how God is working inside of me and in the world. This is a life-changer!”

				Tom Davis, author of Red Letters: Living a Faith That Bleeds and Priceless: A Novel on the Edge of the World

				

				What people are saying about …

				SO BEAUTIFUL

				“Perhaps this says more about my own madness, but I think that this is Len Sweet’s best book so far. Not only are the content critical and the literary style artful, but it delivers spiritual depth along with unusual insight into the nature and mission of the church. Missional, relational, incarnational—spot-on, Len!”

				Alan Hirsch, author of The Forgotten Ways, international director of Forge Mission Training Network, and a founder of shapevine.com

				“So Beautiful may be Leonard Sweet’s magnum opus. It will explode your mind, open your heart, and guide your hand. The book flows from a beautiful life shaped by fierce followship of Jesus. It will inspire you to become so beautiful as well, so that the world is never the same.”

				Reggie McNeal, author of The Present Future and Missional Renaissance

				“In an age of privatized, commercialized, and culturalized Christianity, Leonard Sweet heralds a much-needed call to rediscover the biblical life, power, and purpose of the church. Contesting the ‘if you build it, they will come’ model so prevalent in the church today, Sweet demonstrates that the future of the American church does not rest on understanding and appropriating the latest trends, techniques, or methodologies but on the recovery of this biblical truth: The church is a community whose faith and witness is authenticated and formed in relationships that incarnate the life and love of Jesus Christ, and whose activity is missional—purposed and ordered by God’s redemptive mission in the world. In what may be a pivotal moment in the history of the church, this book serves as a potential tipping point in her much-needed reformation and renewal.”

				S. Michael Craven, president of the Center for Christ & Culture and author of Uncompromised Faith: Overcoming Our Culturalized Christianity

				“The landscape of today’s Christianity is littered with ‘church’ movements: missional church, house church, megachurch, emerging church, the convergence movement, etc. In So Beautiful, Leonard Sweet explores three aspects of the church’s inherent character—missional, relational, and incarnational, or MRI as he calls it. Sweet reminds us that these three aspects are not simply passing movements, but they are built into the church’s very DNA. Moreover, they are attributes of divine life. While so much of modern Christianity restrictively thinks in terms of either/or, Sweet exhorts us to lay hold of the both/and of divine truth. Stimulating and creative, every serious follower of Jesus should own a copy of this helpful work.”

				Frank Viola, author of From Eternity to Here and Reimagining Church

				What people are saying about …

				AQUACHURCH 2.0

				“AquaChurch remains the best introduction to the art of postmodern leadership on the market. Through a skillful weaving of metaphor, narrative, practice, and current church examples, the book draws us into the engagement of Scripture and our culture. Recognizing that the medium is the message, the book reflects something of what it teaches. It is a must-read for those wrestling with how to live out the gospel in the twenty-first century.”

				Dr. Donald Goertz, director, MDiv in ministry, assistant professor of church history at Tyndale University College & Seminary, Toronto

				“AquaChurch is worth taking the time to read. Len Sweet is someone I greatly respect and appreciate. You will agree when you have navigated through this book. Thanks, Len.”

				Dr. Walt Kallestad, senior pastor of Community Church of Joy

				“Len Sweet is a master of the apt metaphor. He discerns today’s invisible forces that make leadership more like a voyage than a march. His navigational aids help keep us on course.”

				Marshall Shelley, editor of Leadership

				“Len Sweet is an ancient-future leader who navigates by God’s North Star. This book is a must-read for Jesus leaders who risk navigating uncharted, postmodern seas.”

				Mike Slaughter, pastor at Ginghamsburg Church

				“Len Sweet offers us a ‘learning’ manual on self-navigating the ‘watery’ world of postmodernism. Instead of describing a one-size-fits-all type of instruction manual on leadership, he shares with us the ‘leadership arts’ that can help guide us through the turbulent currents of today.”

				Bill Easum, senior managing partner of Easum, Bandy and Associates
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				For Leonard Humbert
Thanks for your attention.
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				This is a book about recognition, which places me under special obligation to make the right recognitions and acknowledgments. 

				So let me begin with a passage that I first memorized as a child in Vacation Bible School (King James Version, of course), a text that strangely testified about a prevenient God and a text that haunted this book out of me decades later: “The LORD, he it is that doth go before thee.”1 
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				If Kafka was right that a book should be an axe for the frozen sea within us, then Michael Polanyi has so honed his axe on me that the shards of the axe-head (aka, Personal Knowledge, 1958) are scattered on almost every page of Nudge. So are flints and splinters from the writings of E. Stanley Jones, Lesslie Newbigin, David Bosch, and Andrew Walls.

				My call requires me to do more than teach and write on evangelism. I must do evangelism. The directive of 2 Timothy 4:5—“Do the work of an evangelist”—has never been dodgeable. Certain people in my life enable me to be a participant-observer, to bring together the conceptual and the concrete, to cultivate both academic credentials and street cred: Lynn Caterson and Melissa Wilson, who run my New Jersey office; Michael Oliver, Jacob Lange, and Chris Eriksen, my TAs at Drew Theological School in 2009 and 2010; Kathi Ambler, who unsunk and unstuck my learning island (Mag Mell) in Second Life and made teaching from this platform possible once again; Thomas Ingram, my doctoral TA at George Fox University; and Loren Kerns, whose keen eye for the Deus absconditus constantly proved the wisdom of C. S. Lewis’s motto “Jove is often Jehovah incognito.” I am invariably led by my nose. My agent, Mark Sweeney, makes sure there are more senses engaged than that before I move forward. I can’t thank him enough for being my guide and guard. 

				The whole field of semiotics was introduced to me willy-nilly by my holiness upbringing. I am a fruit of the holiness tree. My two brothers and I were taught from an early age to watch for signs of the Spirit, but to be equally watchful for signs of the world, the flesh, and the devil. As children, we couldn’t bring a comic book into our house (among other things like cards, dice, novels, etc.). Our parents had been persuaded by Dr. Fredric Wertham that, as he put it, “Hitler was a beginner compared to the comic book industry.”2 I survived this crash course in semiotics because my two brothers, John and Phil, took the course with me. 

				My friend Chuck Conniry is a master of God-soundings and Jesus-sightings. Episcopal rector Michael Blewett is my virtual pastor. His sermons each week force me to search the same searing question, “Walk by a burning bush lately?” A burning bush was used by God to get Moses’ attention, but a grain of wood is all it takes to get Michael’s attention. A rooster is what got Jon Ludovina’s attention, and when Jon attends to something, I listen and look. My wife, Elizabeth, and two kids still at home, Soren (age fourteen) and Egil (age twelve), keep forcing on me the question, “How nudgeable am I?” They never fail to teach me how to pay attention to ordinary things.

				Colleague Dwight Friesen can spot shoots of hope in the most barren landscape of our culture and my mind. Brent Templet sent me an illustration that promises to secure firm footing for the hoped-for DVD version of this book. If there were an Oscar for nudging, Vern Hyndman would get one. I call Vern a soul otolaryngologist: an ear, eye, nose, and throat specialist whose office is always open to help me and others develop senses finely tuned to the presence of God. 

				Scholar Judith Maizel-Long has studied the Methodism hymnbook to chronicle the decrease of evangelism during the twentieth century. Where Wesley’s 1780 hymnbook was organized around “evangelism as the organizing principle,” by 1904 the rationale of Methodist hymnody was no longer mission but “handbooks for Christian life within the church.”3 My colleagues in the E. Stanley Jones Chair of Evangelism across the world of Methodism are doing their best to change this and to increase the number of those “whose hearts have been warmed at these altar fires,” as that old Wesleyan phrase from “The Aldersgate Prayer” puts it. Stephen Gunter (Duke), Achim Hartner (Reutlingen), Scott Kisker (Wesley), John Wesley Kurewa (Africa University), Arthur McPhee (Asbury), Sergei Nikolaev (Russia UM Theological Seminary), Tumani Nyajeka (Gammon), Joon-Sik Park (Methesco), Douglas Powe (St. Paul), Bryan Stone (Boston), Mark Teasdale (Garrett-Evangelical), Robert Tuttle (Asbury–Florida), Laceye Warner (Duke), Elaine Heath (Perkins), and Wesley De Souza (Candler) never cease to inspire me for their vigilance at lighting the “altar fires” today. Thanks to Jack Ewing and the Foundation for Evangelism, the church’s heart is warming to the mission of “strangely warmed hearts.”

				So far from a Christianity that sucks joy from the world, Nudge affirms the gospel’s gravitational warping effects, the way we all feel dearer, deeper, more luscious in the presence of a Jesus follower. One of the most memorable Jesus followers in my growing up was Leonard Humbert, a soft-spoken Free Methodist pastor whose entire life and ministry were one of quiet nudges. He never preached hellfire and brimstone, but he brimmed and beamed with the presence of Christ, brightened every corner God gave him, and honed his spirit on the Living Cornerstone. Reverend Humbert even accompanied his young parishioners on their paper routes to shine God’s light in some place other than the church. When I deconverted from Christianity at age seventeen, Reverend Humbert didn’t judge me but kept up his gentle nudges to see the God who is already there, wherever I might have been at the time. If Simone Weil is right that “to treat our neighbor who is in affliction with love is something like baptizing him,”4 then it was Reverend Humbert who really baptized me. 

				Reverend Humbert is now seventy-four, facing major health issues, but still pastoring full-time. Because he was the pastor who nudged me when others shoved me; because he specialized in seed planting rather than headlocks; and because he showcased with his style of evangelism that a conversion is never a coercion, I dedicate this book to one of the kindest, gentlest Jesus presences in my life story: Leonard Humbert. 

				Thank you for your attention. 

				—Leonard Sweet
16 April 2010
Seoul, South Korea 

			

		

	
		
			
				Preface

				THE SHINING

				The world is charged with the grandeur of God.

				It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.1

				—Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins

				Every bush burns with revelations. Are you alert to the shining? Are you able to see the shining? Can you read the shining? Rest assured, the fire does not burn berserk.

				Evangelism for too long has been disconnected from discipleship. In Nudge, evangelism is discipleship. What yokes evangelism to discipleship, I propose, is the art of attention, attending to life and attending to God.

				The art of attention goes something like this: You have an appointment with God. The address of that appointment? The dress of the next person you meet, whatever it is. Their dress is God’s address. Want to find God? Look in the face of the person next to you or the next person you meet.

				You will not find in Nudge a gospel of religion; what you will find is a gospel of Christ. What’s the difference? The currency of the gospel of religion is fear and imposition. The currency of the gospel of Christ is love and invitation.

				Love engenders a spirit of wonder, where fear spawns anger and distrust. Fear seeks to quash wonder and to impose. Love frees to wonder and invite. 

				Nicolaus Copernicus first argued that the earth was not the center of the universe, that in fact the earth revolved around the sun. The publication of De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres [1543]) caused a reaction of fear in the religious establishment, which denounced the work and for a time waylaid the truth through imperfect interpretations of Scripture. But the discoveries of Copernicus, and those of Galileo Galilei, would make nautical navigation by the stars possible. It was a sense of wonder, not a sense of fear, that made discovery and invention possible. 

				Love, and the wonder that results from it, create a posture of invitation—as simply as the love and wonder of a wedding, as deeply as the wonder of the Spirit that nudgers invite others into, also known as evangelism. Such love is an outpouring of a sense of love, of generosity in love because of a deep sense of being loved.

				The fear that permeates religion demands that to spread, a larger fear must exist. Selling or marketing religion, as opposed to offering the wonder of love, requires a maneuver not unlike that of a pots and pans salesman (I know because I was one in college for a week), who is taught to introduce people to a problem they don’t know they have then to sell them a solution he happens to be selling. Or more precisely, “Spread fear, sell hope.” 

				Fear breeds in a cocoon of scarcity and insecurity. A natural human response is to bargain our way out of it, the net result being that folks who have come to religion by fear have really made a business deal with God. We are sons and daughters of the living God. We are not business partners who have made a bargain to avoid some unpleasant consequences.

				So, long before we can talk about evangelism, the spreading of the gospel, we’d best agree on what the gospel is. Gospel, the very word, means “good news.” When we offer our sense of wonder, when we can see ourselves as bruised and broken yet beloved, as a people in process, the gospel is the good news that Christ is alive and with us, within and without, and that health and healing is ours through his death and resurrection. 

				It is wonderful news, for the emotionally worn out and strung out, that counseling could help them limp better. It is wonderful news, for the infirm of mind and spirit, that with enough good therapy, we can learn to compensate and moderate. But it is great news that Christ has come to bind up the broken hearted and to set the captive free. It is great news that healing and restoration is available to those who trust and obey. 

				The gospel is the sensational news that we can be the sons and daughters of the Creator, and that the One who created us loved us before we were even born. The gospel is the sensational news that eternity has already started and that the laws of sin and death need not apply to us. The gospel is the sensational news that life, and life more abundant, is ours. The gospel of Christ is a no-fear gospel. There is no push point to create a pots-and-pans sales close.

				Nudge evangelism is the planting of seeds. With a motivation of love, nudgers meet people in their context and nourish their souls in some way. As in Jesus’ parable of the seeds, planting frees us to be extravagant in love, yet leaves the results for God to germinate and grow. Nudging is an open-ended enterprise God may undertake directly. God may use others, and time, and circumstance to grow. Or God may even employ a continuing involvement from us. The main thing is that nudgers are free to love without consequences. Nudgers are free to invest in the lives of others through the generosity of life as a conduit of love from God.

				In short, the gospel is the good news that Jesus is the Way—in a world that has lost its way and when there seems to be no way; Jesus is the Truth—in a culture of lies where deceit is king; and Jesus is the Life—in a world full of evangelists of death. Nudge is a call to evangelize life and to face death so that others may live. 
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				NUDGE “SHINING”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				PAY ATTENTION: EVERY BUSH IS BURNING

				Pay attention.1

				—Jesus

				Brace yourself. This book is set to revolutionize your understanding of evangelism. Revolution—from the Latin revolvere—means “a fundamental change.” This revolution stands to shake the very roots of your faith, rattle the range of your mission, and roll the very limits of your freedom.

				Wait a minute, you say! There’s a lot about me in that paragraph; I thought evangelism is about reaching out to others.

				Remember “a fundamental change.” I think evangelism changes me as much as anybody. 

				A friar returned to his monastery after an Ignatian thirty-day retreat. Over granola the next morning, he was interrogated by a grumpy old member of the community who complained, “We’ve been working like slaves while you’ve been swanning around doing nothing! And look at you! You don’t look any different.”

				“You’re quite right, I probably don’t,” was the reply. “But you do.”

				Jesus’ last words in the gospel of Luke are these: “Go out and proclaim repentance and the forgiveness of sins.”2 But a biblical understanding of repentance is not red-faced anger at other people’s sins but red-faced embarrassment at my own brokenness and complicity in the evils and injustices of the world. Proclaiming repentance is as much about reminding me of my waywardness as it is about setting other people straight. 

				When I am engaging with people of other religious faiths, I find myself unable to commit to their conclusions or agree with their assessments. Yet at the same time I come away encouraged by the spiritual truths found in their traditions, thrilled by new insights into my own faith, and more passionate than ever about being a disciple of Jesus. The truth is illuminated and elongated in my mind, and my presuppositions and myopic perspectives are challenged and corrected in the process. Anything less would not be a conversation and would imply that truth is a proposition and not Christ.

				To be a real agent of God, to connect with the neighbor … each of us needs to know the truth about himself or herself.3

				—Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams

				I believe the lifeblood of evangelism is not propositions, but prepositions. For God to do something through us, God must be doing something in us. If we are not always evangelizing ourselves, we have no business evangelizing others. In fact, it is usually as God’s grace courses through us to someone else that we become aware of God’s love in and for us. Evangelism is an invitation for broken people together to meet the Christ who loves broken people. We all are damaged but loved, crushed but cherished, with a divine embrace. When love is the motivation for evangelism, nudging is love in action. And the cracks in our broken vases are where Jesus leaks out first. 

				Evangelism Jesus-style

				I define evangelism as “nudge” and evangelists as “nudgers.” Evangelism is awakening each other to the God who is already there. Evangelism is nudging people to pay attention to the mission of God in their lives and to the necessity of responding to that initiative in ways that birth new realities and the new birth. 

				God only asks that we do what we do best, which is nudge; God takes it from there. The nudging act—the human contact, the meeting of eyes, the sharing of space, the entanglement of words, the sense of bodily interaction—is to the soul what blood is to the body. Without nudging, the body cannot reproduce. 

				Every person who crosses your threshold today is ripe for nudging. A nudge happens in proximity. Even the nudges across the Internet or by phone take place in a proximity of relationships. The integrity of a nudge requires that it be welcomed and that it be reciprocal. The purpose of a nudge is to manifest Christ in a moment of mutual knowing, which benefits both the person being nudged and the nudger. Nudging is not best driven by fear or by some need within the nudger. Nudges are not contrived but are the natural consequence of being with someone in a moment and wishing them to join you in recognizing a God-moment. The best nudges culminate in a grunt of mutual recognition. God nudges me because God likes me. I nudge others because I like them. There is an implied caring that comes with nudging.

				So there you have it. Nudge—gently pushing people off their seats more than it is sitting people down or driving them to their knees. Nudging is more about sowing than reaping. To be clear, nudging encompasses the full range of gardening—from dropping a tiny seed into the ground, to loosening the dirt, watering, weeding, fertilizing, protecting from predators, picking the fruit, and even helping, in Jesus’ words, “the birds of the air … nest under its shade.”4 But every encounter is aimed not to “bring in the sheaves.” Nudging aims to bring people less to a decision than to an impression: not just to an hour of decision but a lifetime impression of God’s presence and the nearness of God’s kingdom. In fact, isn’t this the essence of sanctified living: to make our whole life a Un Oui Vivant,5 a “Living Yes” to the living Christ? 

				This is exactly the opposite of ignoring the need for a decision. Rather, it is respecting and reverencing the process, if one looks back on it, by which each of us came to that place of decision. When an impression leads to a decision, it’s “Hallelujah!” (or in my preferred way of stating it, “Javalujah!”) time. But the ultimate answer to that question “Who do you say that I am?” is best forthcoming from another question: “What’s up?” Or when translated theologically, “What’s the I AM up to in your life?” We find the living One in the midst of living.

				Images exist not to be believed but to be interrogated.6

				—Andy Grundberg

				Don McCullin is a British photojournalist who specializes in capturing images of the downtrodden and forgotten and making these moments of forsakenness universal. McCullin is also one of the greatest war photographers of all time. He says this about the role of a professional photographer: “If you take one good picture a year for each year of your career, you are doing well.”7 

				If, for every year of your life, one person honestly relates that God nudged them through you, and that your nudge had kingdom significance to them, you are a master evangelist; well done! Of course, we ought always to be hoping and praying for what I call these ushering nudges. Always be closing. Even with a gentle nudge, or a God-wink nudge, always be closing in prayer and desire. But remember that every Jesus nudge, whether it leads someone to an altaring moment or not, is part of an answer to a two-thousand-year-old prayer in Matthew 9:38: a prayer Jesus prayed and taught his disciples to pray, when he asked the “Lord of the Harvest” to send out workers for the harvest. Sometimes a nudge will lead to conversion, but most often it will lead to a conversation, a confession, a connection, maybe a germination, but always a blessing.

				Businesspeople who become entrepreneurs often learn the hard way that constantly chasing home runs will exhaust and bankrupt them. Good business strategists live on base hits. They are ready for a homer should it present itself but are not drawn into the delusive and elusive hunt for the home run. Evangelism is like that; too much emphasis on an evangelistic home run from a nudge is not only unlikely, but also prone to being motivated by impure and selfish motives.

				Evangelists always nudge. They travel the Emmaus and Jericho Roads as often as the Damascus and Roman Roads.8 They end up praying, “God is great, God is good” as often as “The Sinner’s Prayer.”9 Their words when spoken are not so much “You are lost in sin” as “You belong to God.” Their attitude is less “Look at what you’re doing! What are you thinking?” than “Look at what God is already doing in you!” Nudgers give attendance more than they take attendance or count attendance. They less tuck people in than rustle them out of their sleeping quarters to awaken to more interesting, more humorous, more unique ways of being. Nudgers leave more tracks than tracts.

				All your words were one word: Wakeup.10

				—Spanish poet Antonio Machado referencing Jesus

				Nudging is more about dialogue than monologue, more Facebooking than blogging. Acts of evangelism intentionally scooch and shimmy people in the direction of truth without the need for knee-bending, beat-my-back altar calls.11 Evangelists nudge the Jesus in people to sit up and take notice. Evangelists are nudgers, not shovers. Whereas evangelism has been known to violate others’ dignity,12 which I call the reproach approach,13 nudgers are not smudgers of the divine in people.

				For the past century, evangelism has been built on this one question: 

				“If you died today, do you know without any doubt that you would wake up in heaven?”

				This is supposedly an updating of the evangelism of the eighteenth-century Wesleyan revival, which was mistakenly seen to have been built around:

				“Do you desire to escape from the wrath that is to come?”

				For the twenty-first century, evangelism will be built on nudges that have more to do with life before death than death and the afterlife, that focus more on the love of Christ than the wrath of God, that worry less about dying than about never having lived.14 Some parts of the church have been slow to speak against the turn-burn evangelism of WOGS (Wrath of God Syndrome), which my friend Vern Hyndman calls “the bad news about the good news.” James chapter 3 is quite clear here: This should not be so. If truth be told, love has always been paramount. In the definitive Wesley hymnbook, of the 525 hymns, only 1 is about hell.15

				If you came alive today, would you think you had died and gone to heaven?

				If you were offered to live forever, would you want to?

				If you really woke up today, could you catch up to what God was doing in your life?

				Why the focus more on life than death? The basic biblical distinction is not between “mind” and “matter” or “soul” and “body” but between “spirit” and “flesh.” In one of the most helpful insights into recovering the mind of the Bible I have ever read, Cambridge theologian Nicholas Lash reminds us that when the Bible talks about living systems, it distinguishes “between things coming alive, and things crumbling into dust; between not-life, or life-gone-wrong, and life: true life, real life, God’s life and all creation’s life in God.” That’s why the metaphor of wind, or the breath of life, is so important. Only the breath of God can neutralize the closed system of death, also known as the second law of thermodynamics, with the open system of life and the theodynamics of grace.

				Whether sent forth from God, breathing all creatures into being, renewing the Earth and filling it with good things; whether whispering gently to Elijah, or making “the oaks to whirl, and [stripping] the forests bare”; or breathing peace on the disciples for the forgiveness of sins—it is one wind, one spirit, which “blows where it wills and we do not know where it comes from or where it goes.” To confess God as Spirit is to tell the story of the world as something, from its beginning to ends end, given to come alive.16

				Evangelists nudge people to life. Evangelists nudge people to take deep breaths. Evangelists blow breath into people. I often wonder how the literary career of French philosopher and novelist Jean-Paul Sartre might have been different if he had been nudged at a time when his faith was trying to take root. But I will let him speak for himself:

				I have just related the story of a missed vocation. I needed God. He was given to me. I received Him without realizing that I was seeking Him. Failing to take root in my heart, He vegetated in me for a while then He died. Whenever anyone speaks to me about Him today, I say, with the amusement of an old beau who meets a former belle: “Fifty years ago, had it not been for that misunderstanding, that mistake, the accident that separated us, there might have been something between us.”17

				Life and death are sometimes in the power of the nudge.

				“Nudge evangelism” is based on the following three revolutionary notions (okay, some not so much “revolutionary” as hibernating—but when these “notions” cease logging zzz’s, they will have revolutionary consequences). We will explore these more in depth a little later. But let’s lay them out in full now: 

				Jesus is alive and active in our world.

				Followers of Jesus “know” Jesus well enough to recognize where he is alive and moving in our day.

				Evangelists nudge the world to wake up to the alive and acting Jesus and nudge others in the ways God is alive and moving (I call these nudges “small saves”). 

				I was late to nudging. MSN Messenger first introduced the nudge decades ago, but it was not until I entered the Twitterverse in late 2008 and Facebook in 2009, that I was introduced to the “nudge” and “poke.” The nudge has now even achieved elevated status in the leadership literature with a book by a Harvard law professor and a University of Chicago economist who argue that nudges are a form of “libertarian paternalism” designed to alter “people’s behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic incentives.”18 In their opinion a nudge is not coercive, but cajoling.19 

				Even though I hold the E. Stanley Jones Chair of Evangelism at Drew University, I waited to write up my perspectives on evangelism until I had finished two other projects on “default systems.” It’s amazing the unintended messages we send, and defaults are some of the biggest “unintended” nudges in existence. Humans tend to live on autopilot, both as persons and as communities, which is why worshippers tend to sit in the same pew, and students in the same seat. 

				I am reminded of the mightiness of that default setting every time I approach a toll plaza on the New Jersey turnpike. A lane’s white lines are like the strings of a corset, keeping the car in that configuration even though it would be faster and easier to turn the wheel, cross the line, and get in another lane. There may be twenty cars ahead of you in your lane, but you will sit where you are, ignoring the toll booths with only two or three cars in waiting, because of that mighty default setting. 

				If we don’t set the correct defaults to faith, our evangelism will be full of sound and fury, but futile. Hence my books on the default interface that connects with a Google world (the EPIC interface)20 and the default operating system that God designed for life and the church (the MRI default).21 We often forget that Satan is an evangelist too. The forces of darkness want nothing more than to recruit people to the ethics of evil and the aesthetics of hell. And the pandemics of terrorism, ritualized violence, environmental degradation, and genocide attest to the success the enemy has had in writing a powerful counternarrative. As Alfred the butler (Michael Caine) says to Batman in The Dark Knight (2008) as they struggle to understand the psychology of the Joker: “Some men just want to watch the world burn.” And judging from the seventy million people killed in the twentieth century, the bloodiest century in history, Satan may have been the most successful evangelist of the twentieth century. 

				Nudges are inevitable. We nudge even when we don’t know it. For example, whenever someone says “most people,” they are nudging you in the direction of conformity. And they don’t even know they are nudging you. Conformism is one of life’s (and evil’s) biggest nudges. 

				Evangelism as we know it hasn’t worked. Either evangelism is so aggressive you want to get a restraining order, or else evangelism is so restrained you want to call it to order. Our strategies have been spectacularly useless at best, counterproductive at worst. We have lived through an exodus, but not of the biblical kind. 

				God-guarantees

				It’s time to fundamentally change this approach: nudge. Nudge is built on five God-guarantees:

				Every person you notice, every person you brush up against, is a child of God, a Jesus-in-you noticer.

				Every brush is a bush.

				Every best is a blest.

				Every worst is a juncture for grace.

				Every noticer needs a nudge.

				What does this mean? 

				Human beings are created in the image of God.

				God is already present in that person’s life in the form of some burning bush.

				The best things about that person are blessings from God.

				The worst things about that person are arenas for God’s redemption.

				People are hungry for encouragement and love and need help noticing the presence of the divine in their lives. 

				Nudge Trudge

				Faith coaches and spiritual directors are God’s A Team nudgers. They make a life’s work of carefully and skillfully nudging those who trust them. And these wise and loving mentors have a saying:

				Tell them: and if they can’t understand,

				Show them: and if they can’t see it,

				Do it to them.

				There are three forms of nudges that increasingly demand more creativity from the nudger. These forms become more intimate and loving to the nudge as they progress.

				The trudge formula for nudge evangelism is simple: Start small; scale fast; and live, Jesus, live! Nudge is encapsulated in Jesus’ first postresurrection directive: “Go quickly and tell …”22 To “go” is to move forward and do something, however modest: “Start small.” To be “quick” is to use momentum to “scale fast.” To “tell” is to lift up the name of Jesus, tell the good news that everyone has the potential to become a different kind of person, and with our ancestors, “speak that we do know, and testify that we have seen.” 

				A brick wall is … essentially 

				an aggregation of small effects.23 

				—Alec Clifton-Taylor

				1. Start Small

				Nudging is made up of small things, but it is no small thing. Small inputs can have massive consequences. It is less that “everything matters” than that small things matter everywhere. No moment is too small, no person is too small, to gently steer and move people down life paths and away from death valleys. Nudgers encourage first steps, small steps, and are open to the surprise of giant leaps forward. 

				One of the most distinguishing features of Jesus’ teaching was precisely in this notion that from tiny beginnings God’s reign grows. The ancient Hebrews compared God’s workings to the monstrous cedars of Lebanon and wings of eagles. Jesus loves looking at mustard seeds, grains of wheat, leftover crumbs, and barnyard hens. He invites us to look around at our fields, our gardens, our orchards, our vineyards, our backyards. Jesus is not against large but invites us to start small and do little large. “Little is much if God is in it.”24

				It would be hard to overestimate the tremendous power you have to influence the direction of people’s lives, even when that person is a stranger. Anthropologist Margaret Mead famously pronounced that we should “never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed individuals can change the world, indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”25 The world has been changed by one word here, one story there, metaphors above and over all. It is not just that “a word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver.”26 A nudge here, a nudge there are like baskets of blessings that pop out just when you need them the most to give life a burst. 

				In the animal kingdom, the bigger the brain, the smaller the face. We big-brained people do not know our face, who we are, and how severely we have been defaced from our original divine design. In the words of William Golding, whose book Lord of the Flies (1954) was inspired by his wartime experiences, anyone who could not see that “man produces evil as a bee produces honey must have been blind or wrong in the head.”27 In small, everyday ways, evangelists nudge out of others their original human face and what God is doing to summon them to become new human beings called to renew human society. The more I discover what I am, the more miserable I get; the more I discover who God is and who God made me, the happier I become.

				In the Jesus kingdom, the bigger the brain in your head, the bigger the love in your heart. And that one-pound heart, made large with love and connected to a two-pound brain, made small by humility, can challenge the world to give peace and love a fighting chance. 

				To be sure, there is no path through life without detours. But detours, roundabouts, and imperfections, as the incarnation’s setting straight of our sidetracked humanity makes clear, are the paths used by the Spirit to take us home. 

				2. Scale Fast

				Once you have learned the nudge on a small scale, you can leverage and reuse attentional strategies to expand evangelism across every aspect of your life and across your connections. 

				You know a nudge is providential when the person being nudged already knows they need that very nudge. A nudge is only of value if there is an “aha” moment that accompanies it. Jesus never did anything the Father had not already been doing, and the very instinct to nudge is predicated by a knowledge that God had somehow prepared this very event. The most powerful nudges are those that coax someone in directions they already know they should be going. When a nudger pours fuel at the right moment to a low-grade fire already burning in the heart and mind, the combustion is explosive and the conflagration is breathtaking.

				In God nothing is empty of sense … so the conviction of a transcendental meaning in all things seeks to formulate itself.28

				—Dutch historian Johan Huizinga

				To the ears of faith, we are never out of the range of God’s voice: every distress a call, every surprise a service, every relationship a blessing, every phone call a connection, every hesitation or doubt a direction. We respond to each of these, trusting that our small saves will make a saving difference even if we never know how it all plays out or how it all works in God’s scheme of things. Most often we never know “the rest of the story.” 

				But we don’t need to. What counts in evangelism is not cognition, but recognition. Can we identify the face of Christ when he shows it to us? What is our receptiveness to the Spirit, who appears in others and in one another? Are we able to decipher the playings of the Spirit in others’ lives? That’s enough. Jesus “appeared” to the Twelve, to Cephas, and to the five hundred; and Paul says, “He appeared to me.” Has he “appeared” to you? If he “appeared” to you, would you know it? Can you apprehend his appearing? 

				3. Live, Jesus, Live! 

				Do we have any faith “to speak of”?

				There comes a time when nudging means a no-beating-about-the-bush stepping forward to meet the other and tell it like it is, or in other words, to tell who Jesus is. 

				I call dropping the name of Jesus the “Nudge Bomb.” Yet even when we throw the bomb, the nudger seldom throws his or her voice. While slow to speak,29 we are always to be ready to give the “reason” for our high-hope living.30 Jeremiah’s confession about the futility of holding his breath is ours: “If I say, ‘I will not mention him or speak any more in his name,’ his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones, and I am weary of holding it in; indeed, and I cannot.”31 Our nudges toward lives of freedom and communion and hope will require speaking the name of Jesus and inviting others to accept the liberation that comes with surrender, the communion that comes from submission.

				One day a nudger asked a question of John Wesley: “Do you know Jesus Christ?” Even though Wesley was an Oxford don, a theologian, hymn writer, Christian author, and missionary to America, he realized that he really didn’t “know” Jesus Christ in all of these activities like he was being called to know him. What Wesley had been living out of was a Christian faith based more on rational defenses of the cold logic and coherence of the Apostles’ Creed or the Thirty-nine Articles rather than a personal experience of and a heart strangely warmed by the fires at the altar of Jesus the Christ. 

				Intimate spouses of fifty years know the nuances of their love, the snorts and grunts in sleep, what is normal and what is not. It’s what poet Galway Kinnell calls the “familiar touch of the long married.”32 Do we, after years of walking with Christ, know him and his familiar touch?

				In all of our nudges, in all of our helping people see the God who is already at play in their lives, we must never forget that we ultimately do not offer others our skills, our wisdom, or our expertise. We offer others Christ and the Holy Spirit, the only powers that can create the new humanity. Or as the apostle Paul put it, “To me, to live is Christ.”33 Not acknowledging Christ when he appears is dereliction of discipleship. 

				As you walk down the stairs toward baggage claim at the Memphis Airport, there is a sign that greets you when you land on the ground floor. It is the motto of Graceland. The sign reads: “Discover Your Inner Elvis.” Nudgers help people discover their inner Jesus. Nudgers do that by lifting up Christ, not themselves, and trust Jesus to stir others to new life and new relationships. 

				Will someone mistake you for Jesus today? 

				Semiotics 101

				For nudge evangelism to work, we must bring together two things seldom seen together: evangelism and semiotics. Since you now have some notion of what I mean by “evangelism,” let me say a word about the more unfamiliar term semiotics.

				A teacher walks up to a chalkboard and writes “H2O.” H2O is an abstraction of water. You can’t drink it, be quenched by it, swim in it, or float on it. It’s a useful abstraction. Semiotics is an attempt to get our eyes off the chalkboard and into the real world. It is the art of making connections, linking disparate dots, seeing the relationships between apparently trifling matters, and turning them into metonymic moments.

				Most important, semiotics is a Jesus word. In fact, Jesus instructed us to learn semiotics. It’s a direct order.

				One of Jesus’ favorite sayings went something like “Red sky in morning, sailors take warning; red sky at night, sailors delight.” He then went on: “You know how to read the signs of the sky. You must also learn how to read the signs of the times.”34 The Greek word for signs is semeia (from which we get the word semiotics). We are directed by Jesus to learn how to read signs, to read “the handwriting on the wall.” God’s hand is still writing on walls today. Evangelists are people with red-sky-at-morning sensitivities. Hence the yoking of evangelism and semiotics. 

				The world is ruled by signs, with money the most mastered semiotic system out there. We all do semiotics, whether we know it or not. Waiting on tables is a semiotic system, with every interaction an exchange of visual and verbal markers. At Le Peep restaurant in Peoria, Illinois, my waitress turned to her trainee and said, “See the crumpled-up napkin on his plate? That’s the universal sign of ‘I’m done.’ Take his plate away.”

				Some things look easy until you try them (like juggling and jigsaws). Other things look hard until you try them (like semiotics). 

				Here’s an example. You’ve just purchased a new car. You drive your new car out of the dealership, and as soon as you hit the highway, something happens. The moment your rubber hits the road, something starts to happen. What is it? 

				You say, “Depreciation.” How true. You’ve just lost three thousand dollars, at minimum. I call the smell of a new car the most expensive cologne in the universe. Lasts about a month. You do the math: three thousand dollars divided by thirty days.… By the way, scientists now tell us that the smell of a new car is toxic. 

				But something else happens as well. You begin to see that car you just purchased everywhere. Am I right or what? 

				I don’t think people are now buying that car to copy you. Nothing has changed except one thing: Because of your investment in that car, you are now in a state of “semiotic awareness.” 

				And when people observe you and your car, they are also in a state of semiotic awareness whether they know it or not. In the land of semiotics, cars are driven less to get you somewhere and more to be seen and to be read. Cars are identity signals. They are signs of who we are or want to be. 

				We see what we choose to see, as artists have been telling us for centuries. Michelangelo is said to have remarked that he released David from the marble block he found him in. “The painting has a life of its own. I try to let it come through,” confessed Jackson Pollock.35 Artists are simply people with high levels of semiotic awareness. 

				Most disciples of Jesus are not in a state of semiotic awareness. The church especially is not good at reading signs. Those who are preoccupied with reading signs are looking for one thing only: not signs of our times, but end-times signs, signs of the return of Christ … signs of the latter days and the end of days.

				By reading the signs of the times, I am referring to the signs of the Spirit’s activity in the world. Jesus wept over Jerusalem because it could not read the signs: “You did not recognize the time of your visitation.”36 Nudgers are connectors of signs and channelers of their significance. Are you ready for signs? Are you able to read signs? 

				Nudge is an invitation to move beyond church-centric Christianity to a holistic, omnipresent theology of the signified reign of God. God is, Paul told the Athenians, “not far from any one of us.”37 If God can speak through a burning bush, through plagues of locust, through Balaam’s ass, through Babylon, through blood on doorposts, through Peter, through Judas, through Pilate’s jesting sign hung over the head of our Lord, and through the cross itself, then God can and will speak through art deco architecture, abstract expressionism, classic literature like Virgil’s Aeneid, mass media, disease, Disney, hunger, Twitter, etc. The question is never, “Is God using this?” Rather the question is, “What is my/our invitation upon hearing?” 

				God meets us everywhere, in a bewildering variety of forms and fashions. Eighteenth-century hymn writer Isaac Watts called John’s book of Revelation “the opera of the apocalypse.”38 We grow giddy over mystic numbers, signs and seals, heraldic beasts and composite beings, but what about the opera of the everyday? The ordinary and mundane? John Updike believed his only duty as a writer was “to describe reality as it had come … to give the mundane its beautiful due.”39 Updike was a brilliant semiotician.

				Nudge argues for the triangulation of all three: Scripture, Culture, Spirit. But we walk a tonal tightrope: in touch with the world but in tune with the Spirit through highly pitched souls, with heightened sensitivities that connect to the Scriptures and then to the Spirit and then to the culture. 

				As we watch for the signs of your kingdom on earth, 

				we echo the song of the angels in heaven.40

				—Eucharistic Prayer F, Common Worship

				Why are we fascinated with the CBS network’s CSI franchise? We are transfixed by how investigators can “read” a crime scene. We read anthropologists’ works because they can “read” a culture. We read Dan Brown novels in record-bursting numbers (The Da Vinci Code, Angels and Demons, The Lost Symbol) because of the power and mystique of symbology (the Hollywood name for semiotics) and our interest in the hidden forces at work in people’s lives and in our world.

				The ultimate in social as well as spiritual illiteracy is the inability to read the handwriting on the wall. There are many forms of biblical, cultural, and spiritual illiteracy that go beyond not knowing the difference between Melchizedek and Methuselah, or between Dorothy Day and Dorothy Sayers … and Doris Day, for that matter. How many people have been waiting their entire lives for a message from God when they have been staring it in the face all along? How many people are deaf to the dog-whistle voice of the divine that only they are vibed to hear?41

				Life without Landlines

				To get into “Len’s Lair” (aka, my study), I bend down and step up at the same time, and then pass through a small corridor to enter a totally silent room. I switch on some lights, burn some candles, and wake my computer. 

				Suddenly, there it is: the world. I’m connected to the far reaches of the planet. On our little island I’ve picked up signals that were there all the time. I have the world at my fingertips. All I need is the right apparatus, the right wireless card (or radio or TV or whatever) that can “connect” me with what was always there but was invisible and unavailable until the receiver was activated. 

				Think of semiotics as a receiver. We live in an ocean of waves—radio, cell phone, wi-fi, infrared, cosmic. These waves not only surround us; they pass through us and can even penetrate walls. These waves will continue to remain invisible unless there is a receiver that can channel them into forms we can hear and see. That “make me a channel of blessing” stuff? Semiotic awareness at its best. 

				This book is your wireless card to pick up the signals of transcendence, the immanent transcendent, that are out there but not being downloaded. Semiotics is the art of finding channels and making connections. Evangelism as semiotics is the art of tuning our receivers to the “I AM” channel and setting the controls to receive and transmit transdimensional frequencies. This book is your compass in a world where the magnetic lines of the earth are invisible. These magnetic lines have always been there and are not dependent on our compass. But the compass becomes our means of making visible and interpreting what we cannot see. 

				Marius von Senden, reviewing every published case of blind people receiving sight over a three-hundred-year period in his classic book Space and Sight (1932), concluded that every newly sighted adult sooner or later comes to a motivation crisis—and that not every patient gets through it.42 There are plenty of people out there who are “seeing but not seeing.” Or to put it another way, too many Christians are walking blind through life when they don’t have to. 

				Our survival, individual and cultural, depends on our ability to read and interpret ecologically what our man-made environments are saying to us and doing to us.43

				—Eric McLuhan

				Throughout Scripture God uses sign language to communicate relationship: Noah and the rainbow,44 Abraham and circumcision,45 Moses and the Passover blood posts,46 Moses and the exodus cloud/fire pillars,47 Samson and his golden locks,48 shepherds and the manger,49 Jesus and the cross, and even Pilate’s jesting billboard hung over the head of Christ on the cross was a sign.50 The same sign can be different things to different people. The Passover was freedom to the Israelites and death to the Egyptians. The sign Pilate hung over Christ’s head was irony to Pilate, blasphemous to the Jewish religious leaders, and truth to all followers of Christ. The same sign, different meanings. In fact, when Jesus turned water into wine, or fed the five thousand, or raised Lazarus from the dead, Jesus didn’t think of what he was doing as a “miracle.” He thought of what he was doing as a sign. 

				God is still signing us. God’s finger is still writing. We may not be able to read the divine finger because we’ve got our fingers in our ears or are so fixated at the finger pointing to the moon that we can’t see beyond the fingertips. But God’s finger is busy writing in strange and sundry signs, designs, cosigns, and signals. 

				Everything that surrounds you can give you something.51

				—Hungarian photographer André Kertész

				I begin every day with what I call my “Bugs Bunny” ritual. Where Bugs Bunny chews his carrot and asks “What’s up, Doc?” I drink my coffee and ask, “What’s up, God?” 

				In fact, some sign readers are arguing that our very survival as a species depends on our ability to “read the signs.” Jared Diamond, in his book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (2004), argues that the only common denominator behind all cases of collapse is not the destruction of the environment, as serious as that is. It is not economic collapse, as universal as that is. The one elementary but elemental factor in all civilizations that collapsed into extinction is the failure to read the handwriting on the wall, the failure to respond to warning signs. Every extinct culture hurled signs high into the heavens for all to see. But every collapsing culture failed to read and heed these flares.52

				The Problem Is Not with Life

				Sometimes my kids come to me and complain: “Daddy, I’m bored.” I tell them, “Sorry. You aren’t bored. You’re having a semiotic breakdown.” They then run to their mother, who rolls her eyes and comforts them with “Don’t worry. Your father is just having one of his semiotic spells. He’ll get over it.” 

				But I’m right.53 And I’m not going to get over it. When my kids are bored, the problem is not with life. Life is full of wonderful, exciting, and adventurous things. My kids don’t have life fatigue. The problem is not with life. The problem is with them. In a state of semiotic awareness, all of life is bathed in beauty and sacredness. When they get bored, they have entered a state of semiotic breakdown. The fact that many people live boring lives, the fact that many people make so little of their lives is not life’s fault. People are in a state of semiotic breakdown. 

				Semiotic breakdown is the disconnect from all that is and can be from perceived possibility. Semiotic breakdown has degrees. The lightest of these is simply missing the message and doing nothing in most cases. The most serious is seeing the signs, believing they mean something, but having the wrong interpretation and setting off in a destructive path. The advice of park rangers applies here: If you’re lost, stop. Call for help. Reorient yourself. Find true north. Suicide is the ultimate state of semiotic breakdown. 

				The world is so full of a number of things

				I am sure we should all be as happy as kings.54

				—Robert Louis Stevenson

				Much of the problem with the church is precisely this. The “ole ship,” as Methodist cofounder Charles Wesley liked to call it, is in a state of semiotic breakdown. The church sees mysterious hieroglyphics all around, but because it cannot read the sign language, it fails to see that these are really hieroglyphics of holiness. 

				Without doing our semiotic homework, Christians can only follow trends. We can’t create them. Faith widens the imagination and lengthens the horizons. So why is church so narrow in its imagination, so short in its scope of thinking? Why is the body of Christ not bursting with creativity, but a bastion of boredom? 

				It is in a state of semiotic breakdown. We are as clueless as to what the Spirit is up to as the critic who dismissed the Beatles when he first heard them as “strictly routine rhythm-and-blues.”55 One of the greatest examples of semiotics in the Scriptures is the story of the wise men, who were probably not “wise men” but Eastern magicians, sorcerers, or diviners (magoi).56 In the Greek New Testament magos means most often “interpreters of dreams” or “experts in astrology.” In other words, sign readers. These “magi” had the imagination to read the signals, register the early intelligence, and risk a long journey so that they got there first. Pagan semioticians got to Jesus before the holy and righteous.

				If the inability to read signs is a surefire recipe for failure and extinction, the ability to read signs is now being defined as the key ingredient to success and leadership. Harvard Business School’s Leadership Initiative has spent years developing a “Great American Business Leaders” database. The project identified and analyzed the accomplishments of some 860 top executives in the twentieth century, and the results are being made known through the writings of two leadership professors: Anthony J. Mayo, the director of the Initiative, and Nitin Nohria, the new dean of Harvard Business School. In the work titled In Their Time: The Greatest Business Leaders of the 20th Century (2005),57 the coauthors distilled tons of data into three leadership archetypes: Mold-Makers, Mold-Breakers, and Mold-Takers (i.e., the entrepreneur, the charismatic, the manager). Whatever their style or “type,” however, there was one ingredient that all shared in common: an outsized “ability to read the forces that shaped the times in which they lived … and to seize on the resulting opportunities.”58 

				The coauthors call this key leadership trait “contextual intelligence.” In words that appear lifted from the biblical description of the tribe of Issachar (Israel’s resident semioticians, who “knew the times” and “knew what best to do”),59 Mayo and Nohria portray the century’s best leaders as people who understood the forces that defined their eras, and as people who “adapted their enterprises to best respond to those forces.” Both “knowing the times” and “knowing what to do” are what made them leaders: “Contextual intelligence is an underappreciated but all-encompassing differentiator between success and failure.”60 

				The inability to read signs helps explain a great deal about the past, the present, and the future. For example, take the rise of Nazism. How did one of the most cultured and Christianized countries in the West succumb to the appeal of Hitler? How did the very culture that brought Christian arts and philosophy to their highest and most luminous levels become responsible for some of the most heinous atrocities in history? Its lack of attentiveness. 

				A few read the signs: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Alfred Delp, Martin Niemöller, Joseph Ratzinger Sr., the policeman father of Pope Benedict XVI. But by and large the Christian church in Germany was as sign blind as the cousin of Winston Churchill, Charles Stewart Henry Vane-Tempest-Stewart, 7th Marquess of Londonderry (1878–1949), who after he met Hitler called him “a kindly man with a receding chin and an impressive face.”61

				Or to take one more example: The problem with the Iraq war was not so much bad military intelligence, but deficient cultural intelligence. There was very little contextual intelligence of the political, religious, and social culture of Iraq and its diverse peoples (Kurds, Sunnis). A decades-old reliance on relational intelligence was abandoned for satellites that could read license plates from space. Unfortunately, they failed to read the nuances of the population. There is also very little contextual intelligence of the mediated world in which we live. War has a very healthy future, but the future of war is inescapably global and fought not in physical space but in informational space. This is what Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda, and even the middle-class Iraqi citizen Salam Pax and his “Baghdad Blog,”62 seemed to understand better than the United States.

				Whether we know it or not, we all read signs. God is also a sign reader: The bow in the clouds is God’s sign, not to us but to God to remind God that there is a promise in place never again to destroy the earth with a flood. 

				You do semiotics all the time. In fact, every one of you is a master semiotician. You may not know it, but you are. And I’ll prove it to you one more time. 

				You can’t get a driver’s license until you learn your semiotics: You learn to read the signs of the road. In fact, you are given a test on your semiotic skills at reading road signs.

				You can’t balance a checkbook until you learn your semiotics: You learn to read the signs of mathematics. You learn the sign language of math.

				You can’t get a job until you learn your semiotics: You learn to read the signs of a language. You learn English or Spanish or Mandarin or Japanese. You can’t read anything until you learn your semiotics.

				Semiotics is the art and science of paying attention. Since evangelism is also the art and science of paying attention, I will argue that evangelism is semiotics. There is another book to be written on the prophetic role of reading the signs or semiotics.63 Nudge argues that a semiotics evangelism is more pay attention than attract attention. The best evangelists are not the attention getters, but attention givers. Yet the most attentive semiotician is hopeless if the sign is read yet misinterpreted. Our quest is to be so filled with the Spirit of God, and to be wearing interpretive Jesus goggles, that we not only notice, but are able to interpret and respond.

				Paying Attention

				One of the earliest admonitions in life is this: “Pay attention.” One of the hardest things in the world to do is this: “Pay attention.” Nobody attends to attention. People teach us how to think, but not how to pay attention. But paying attention changes your brain, your being, your future. According to some scholars, the root lig in the word religion means “to pay attention.” If so, from its very definition, religion helps us learn to pay attention to people and to life.

				Our poets and our artists have understood this better than our theologians. Poet John Ciardi defined human identity in precisely these terms: “We are what we do with our attention.”64 I call Mary Oliver the twentieth-century Thoreau. Oliver says, “This is the first, wildest, and wisest thing I know, that the soul exists, and that it is built entirely out of attentiveness.”65 In a poem Oliver says, “I don’t know exactly what a prayer is. / I do know how to pay attention.”66 When poet Annie Dillard was asked by Life magazine “What is the meaning of life?” her response was very simple: “Pay attention so that creation need not play to an empty house.”67 “[God] asks nothing but attention,” wrote poet William Butler Yeats.68 Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes calls “extreme attention” the number-one “creative faculty.”69 In fact, Fuentes defines love as “attention. Paying attention to the other person. Opening oneself to attention.”70 “To understand something,” Indian philosopher J. Krishnamurti has written, “you have to pay attention, you have to love, and when you love something, the very nature of love is discipline.”71

				Prayer is properly not petition, 

				but simply an attention to God which is a form of love.72

				—Iris Murdoch

				Prayer is where the Christian tradition attends most often to paying attention. Sixteenth-century Spanish mystic/poet St. John of the Cross said that the heart of prayer is giving “loving attention to God” so that even “when the spiritual person cannot meditate, let him learn to be still in God, fixing his loving attention upon Him.”73 Iris Murdoch, an Irish novelist and philosopher, argued in a quote so rich it needs to be cited twice, “Prayer is properly not petition, but simply an attention to God which is a form of love.”74 In her argument that prayer needs to become less a matter of what we say and more a matter of what we hear, the French mystic and philosopher Simone Weil liked to say that “prayer is paying attention.”75 Prayer is not getting God to pay attention, but learning to pay attention ourselves to what God is doing. Semiotic praying is listening, listening to God speaking to us now. 

				I would want to argue with Murdoch and Weil somewhat and say that prayer is what happens when you pay attention fully, when you are at full attention, and your attention always gets God’s attention. Paying attention is a form of surrender. We are always surrendered and surrendering to something, but most of us live in the delusion we are in control. Surrender is a willingness to be open to possibilities we cannot imagine. Control suggests that if we can’t imagine it, it cannot be, and we set about to ensure it.

				British novelist and Christian essayist Dorothy L. Sayers in a letter written during World War II expressed her conviction that “we have rather lost sight of the idea that Christianity is supposed to be an interpretation of the universe.”76 The church has done itself a disservice, she argued, by presenting Christianity not as a way of seeing all things but as one competing ideology among many. “Instead of leading us to see God in new and surprising places, it too often has led us to confine God inside our place.”77

				There are a few in the theological world who have understood the importance of paying attention. “If I gave my attention to your handiwork, I should become your handiwork,” wrote the English theologian and biblical scholar Austin Farrer, echoing the prophetic vision of William Blake, who believed you become what you behold.78 Of anyone alive, however, British sociologist and theologian David Martin has cried the loudest and made the strongest case for the spiritual life being one of sign language. In words that led directly to the writing of this book, “I suggest we look at Christian faith as a code book for picking up signals of transcendence, and the question is how we are to pick up those signals and interpret the code?”79 

				But examples like these from the Christian world are exceptions that prove the rule. By and large, the Christian community has taken little notice of what it means to “take notice” and “pay heed.” 

				Not so for the advertising world, which has made paying attention a science. What is public relations but the business of getting noticed. Umberto Eco defines semiotics in this way: “Semiotics is in principle the discipline studying everything that can be used in order to lie.”80 

				Tell someone that they can read the signs of the stock market and in that way become rich, and people will do it in a New York minute. Tell someone that they can read the signs of the Spirit and become spiritually rich, and they yawn and walk away. We are more prone to read signs of someone’s economic and social status than to read signs of the divine at play in people’s lives. We have become experts at reading surface appearances and wonder why the number of what appear to be divine disappearances increases. You cannot serve two Semeia.

				But now ask the beasts, and let them teach you;

				And the birds of the heavens, and let them tell you.

				Or speak to the earth, and let it teach you;

				And let the fish of the sea declare to you.

				Who among all these does not know

				That the hand of the Lord has done this,

				In whose hand is the life of every living thing,

				And the breath of all mankind?

				—Job 12:7–10 NASB

				We live in an attention-deficit culture more adept at gaining attention than at paying attention, furiously beating bushes that advance our interests while not paying attention to burning bushes that showcase God’s activities. 

				Joseph Nye Jr. of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government names the “paradox of plenty” as one of the characteristic features of postmodern culture. In his words, “A plenitude of information leads to a poverty of attention.… Those who can distinguish valuable signals from white noise gain power. Editors, filters, and cue givers become more in demand, and this is a source of power for those who can tell us where to focus our attention.”81 If the future lies with those who can help people “focus attention” and “decode secrets,”82 then the greatest days for evangelism lie in the future. In a world where everyone suffers from attention-deficit disorder, evangelists are people with “Attention Surplus Disorder.”83 

				Whether attention is the highest goal of education, as some have argued,84 is another conversation. But paying attention is the highest form of opening to life and to God. Unarguably the greatest gift you can give another is your attention, partly because it gets us away from our attention-getting “myness”85 and places us in a larger attention-giving “youness” and “thereness.” To pay attention means you are no longer the center of attention. Attention givers treat signs as subjects of multisensory study. Attention getters objectify themselves as the ultimate sign. 

				The greatest gift we can give God is our passionate attention, which as we have seen, is but another name for prayer. God pervades the world through the Spirit, but for most of us we live in a world without regard. The writer of Hebrews even goes so far as to suggest that the key to staying faithful and on track with the Spirit is our attentiveness. “Pay more careful attention … to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away.”86 “Drift away” is a nautical phrase that beautifully conveys how easy it is for us to stray and go adrift without the focusing of attentiveness. 

				Our inattentiveness to the world contrasts so sharply to Jesus’ attentiveness to all of creation. Jesus was a “dawn collector”87 who found God’s Spirit in all things, in all aspects of the natural world, both animate (birds, animals, flowers, seeds) and inanimate (pots, coins), yet showed how we can experience God’s Spirit in ways that are beyond and “beneath language.”88 

				The moment one gives close attention to anything, even a blade of grass, it becomes a mysterious, awesome, indescribably magnificent world in itself.89

				—Henry Miller

				Psalm 19 may very well be the greatest song in the Psalter and one of the most magnificent poems in all of literature. We have no evidence of Jesus ever citing it, but both the apostle Paul and John use it to reference Jesus and his mission.90 We shall return to this profound passage and its early elaboration of the connection between voice and vision, or what I call a “sound theology.” But for now let’s pay attention to its declaration of God’s universal disclosure: 

				The heavens declare the glory of God;

				the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

				Day to day they pour forth speech;

				night after night they display knowledge.

				There is no speech or language

				where their voice is not heard.

				Their voice goes out into all the earth,

				their words to the ends of the world.91

				The world is not God, of course, but the incarnation goes all the way down, and the Spirit indwells all that exists. Nothing is without a witness to the divine; everything that exists praises the Creator. If Christians are not the best at giving voice through art, poetry, and music to these unspoken voices, then something is wrong. We are living ADD lives. 

				Poet/critic Paul Mariani says it is our lack of imagination that has closed us to an awareness of God in the world. 

				If the incarnation has indeed occurred, as I believe it has, then the evidence of that central act in human history—when the creator took on our limitations with our bones and flesh—should have consequences that are reverberating down to our own moment—evidence of God’s immanent presence ought to be capable of breaking in on us each day the way air and light and sound do if only we know of what to look and listen for.92

				This is part of our humanness: Homo sapiens are literally human knowers. And what are we to “know”? Know God, know each other, and know life. Since the days of cave dwellers, people have buried their dead with what they would need in the afterlife. We have always known instinctively that there is more. Enter into a relationship with a poem, a painting, a musical composition, a sunrise, a snowflake, a flower—know skunk cabbages in January, crocuses in February, cymbidiums in March, harebells in April, poppies in May, irises in June, cowslips in July, pansies in August, marigolds in September, toadlilies in October, mums in November, dahlias in December. God’s creation is a revelation of divine presence. This is the genius of Christian theology: It radically reconfigures the human conception of the sacred. Nothing is inherently “profane.” It may be profaned by sin; but it is inherently an arena of divine activity and spiritual insight. The locus and focus of biblical theology is the world, not the heavens.

				What is the grass?

				I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord,

				A scented gift and remembrance designedly dropt,

				Bearing the owner’s name someway in the corners,

				that we may see and remark, and say Whose?93

				—Walt Whitman (1855)

				Jesus expressed an earthy, semiotic theology by materializing his message through various media, including images, stories, actions (stilled storms, healed limbs), and objects like spit, fig trees, bursting baskets, etc. He was a master semiotician. You might even say that Jesus’ ministry was more a semiotics ministry than a preaching, teaching, or healing ministry. Instead of taking stands, Jesus took hikes during which he performed signs: like the coin with Caesar’s image stamped on it, or the overturned money changers’ tables, or the water-into-wine at small-town Cana of Galilee. Significantly, Jesus’ “first sign” interceded not to sober up the party, but to make it more festive with 600 to 900 bonus bottles of vintage wine. Jesus’ public entry into Jerusalem was a masterful use of signs: a donkey, not a dressed-up horse, as you would expect of a king. The ultimate sign that reveals Jesus as the life-giving Sign? The raising of Lazarus.94

				Jesus’ first postresurrection sermon is a sign. Jews raised their right hand to greet one another. The left hand was the dirty hand, the right the clean hand. When raised as a gesture of greeting, it showed that one was not carrying a weapon. Jesus greets his disciples with his right hand. To be sure, he has to walk through walls to get to them. But when he does, he raises his hands and reveals his real weapons: his wounds. 

				Jesus warns not to become dependent on these signs and rebukes those who get addicted to the signs.95 If you followed Jesus because of the signs he performed, that wasn’t all bad. But you had to move to something deeper. The ultimate sign was not a performing Messiah, but a participating people in the Messiah’s death and resurrection.96 The only sign that matters is a participation in the cross and resurrection. And those who follow Jesus without signs are more “blessed” than those who need the signs.97 Fix our eyes on God, the starter and finisher of our faith.98

				“What do you mean?” they asked composer Robert Schumann. “I mean this,” he answered and played the piece again. “What do you mean?” they asked Jesus. “I mean this,” he replied; and he took the bread, gave thanks, broke it into fragments, and shared those broken pieces with his disciples. And that piece, and those broken pieces, have been shared in every conceivable setting and played in every known language ever since.

				Faith is the gift of reading the signs of the presence of God. The point of reading signs is not the signs themselves, but the Signifier, Jesus the Christ. Jesus is not some floating signifier at the whim of our advertising campaigns or some magnetic personality. Jesus is the ultimate Sign (Semeion—note the singular)99 of God. The church is a sign of the revelation that Christ is and was. Or as Karl Barth puts it, “The church exists … to set up in the world a new sign which is radically dissimilar to the world’s own manner and which contradicts it in a way that is full of promise.”100 That is why the church will always be a sign that will be opposed.101 But as with all good signs, the church points away from itself and toward the triune God. Its message is not “Come to church” but “Come to Christ.”102 

				Nudge evangelism, or spreading the evangelion (“good news”), is announcing the good sign. I like how Bill Hull puts it: “If I am driving from Seattle to Los Angeles and see a sign that reads, ‘Los Angeles, 400 miles,’ I don’t pull over and sit under the sign. The sign points me to my goal. Signs of God’s manifest presence point me to Christ.”103

				Walk with thy fellow-creatures: note the hush

				And whispers amongst them. There’s not a spring,

				Or leafe but hath his morning hymn. Each bush

				And oak knows I am. Canst thou not sing?

				…

				Birds, beasts, all things

				Adore him in their kinds.

				Thus all is hurl’d

				In sacred hymnes and order, the great chime

				And symphony of nature.104

				—Henry Vaughan

				R-E-S-P-E-C-T

				God posts all sorts of billboards and signposts on life’s highway. Human circumstances have divine meaning. This book is designed to help you pay attention to the variety of signs and signals God gives us about what God’s up to and what’s up ahead.

				The concept of paying attention is related to the ancient notion of respect, which comes from the Latin respicere, meaning “take account” or “pay attention.” Key to this understanding of respect, however, is a form of observing that implies honoring. In the Latin meaning of respect, by paying attention, you value and honor what you are observing. When we don’t pay attention to what God is doing, we dishonor and devalue him. In everything we do, whether it be reading the Word, hiking in the woods, watching a movie, viewing a painting, we respect God when we ask ourselves this question: “What is God’s invitation here?” By not paying attention to life, we pay God no respect. 

				When we see all things in God, and refer all things to Him, we read in common matters superior expressions of meaning.105

				—Philosopher William James

				That makes Christian semiotics more than awareness or attentiveness, however. That’s Zen semiotics. Christian semiotics enters into the connections between signs and people and God. In other words, Christian semiotics is attention that leads to intention, attention that leads to transformation and remembrance. An attention that leads to remembrance is called a sacrament. The most sacred signs are called sacraments, and sacraments work through what they say; they impact what they symbolize. Sacraments are celebrations of our attentiveness and sign reading.106 The more attentive you are, the more you will recover as well as discover. The more attentive you are, the more you see Christ in every person and the sacramental nature of all of life. 

				The practice of evangelism is, in many ways, life itself—being a true human being. It is to pay attention to life and to God. Evangelism is sensational: helping people hear, see, taste, smell, and touch the creativity of God in their lives and the necessity of their response to God’s initiatives. Nudge evangelism is the decipherment of the workings of the Spirit in people’s lives and nudging them in those directions. Evangelism is bringing people into contact with Jesus, who is already there. 

				In Grandfather’s mind, there could be no separation between awareness and tracking for they were one in the same thing.107

				—Tom Brown Jr., Grandfather (1993)

				One of the best-loved stories about Emily Dickinson, perhaps everyone’s favorite nineteenth-century poet, is the time her father rushed to ring the fire bell during dinnertime. The people of the village came running out of their homes, hugging napkins and silverware. “Where’s the fire?” everyone wanted to know.

				Emily Dickinson’s father announced there was no fire. Just a beautiful sunset he didn’t want anyone to miss. Hence he rang the bell before it was too late and the sun went down.

				The villagers returned to their dining tables, shaking their heads at “that crazy Dickinson man.”108 But should we all not be ringing bells at the beauty of creation? When’s the last time you rang the bell for burning bushes?

				The church used to ring bells to call the community together and to announce the beauty of worship about to take place. Now we’re in the bells and whistles business. I shall never forget the first time I attended a Roman Catholic Mass and heard the sanctus bell ring during the “Holy, Holy, Holy” and the sacring bell rung three times at the elevation of the host. I came home and asked my mother what all that bell ringing was about. 

				She said, “It’s to tell you ‘Christ is alive,’ alive in the bread and wine.” 

				“But why a bell?” I persisted. Her reason for the bell scared me at the same time it sparked my imagination. As a liturgical explanation it turned out not to be accurate, but it turned me into a lifelong bell ringer. In olden times, she explained, they used to bury people with strings attached to bells above ground, so that if perchance they buried you alive, you could ring the bell when you woke up. When people above ground heard the bell ringing, they would know “He’s alive!” and immediately dig you out. My mother claimed that her grandmother knew someone who had been “saved by the bell.” 

				Evangelists are bell ringers. We spend our lives digging people out of self-dug graves and ringing bells that say, “Christ is alive; Jesus is real; God’s Spirit is active in your life.” To people buried alive, trapped in tombs and wrapped in grave cloths, we speak Jesus’ words to Lazarus: “Come out.” Even those who are walking zombies can learn to pay attention to God’s presence and movement. An old Methodist hymn says, “I can hear my Savior calling,” and our response is, “Where He leads me I will follow, I’ll go with Him, with Him all the way.”

				I have freed a thousand slaves, but I could have freed a thousand more if they knew they were slaves.109

				—Underground railroader Harriet Tubman

				At our home on Orcas Island, we like to feed the birds and hummers. This also attracts other less desirable wildlife like squirrels, ferrets, otters, and mice. But you can’t have one without the other. We also like to leave our doors to the deck open, which means that more than a couple of times a summer a bird or hummer will get trapped inside the house. 

				When this happens, the whole family mobilizes into action, for we know that if we don’t “help” it escape, it will die inside the house, and everyone knows this from personal discoveries of shriveled-up corpses found months later in the most unlikely of places. As soon as the bird or hummer sees one of us approach it, it will fly as fast as it can in the opposite direction, often smashing against a window or upending one of the colorful tumblers that attracted it inside in the first place. So another family member darts in that direction, nudging it from its place of hiding, only to have it fly even harder and faster to another part of the room, refusing to believe that it can’t escape on its own. But wherever it flees, one of us will be there to nudge it toward the open door.

				It is not usually until the poor little bird is so exhausted from trying to escape and its body is so crushed and beaten from its fear of our nudges that it can be guided to freedom or cupped in our hands and released. For some birds liberation takes only a few nudges. For other birds more self-reliant or stubborn, it may take an hour and dozens of nudges. 

				Never once has one of these freed creatures U-turned in flight and bounded back to say thanks. But the Sweet family always feels pride and joy when we work together to nudge a trapped and doomed bird finally toward life and food. Without our lifting that creature in our arms through prodding and nudging and poking and holding, it would have remained trapped and helpless, its fears sentencing itself to death.

				Conclusion

				Jesus said that our hearts follow whatever we “treasure” or pay attention to.110 In fact, “Pay attention” may have been Jesus’ signature phrase. Every speaker has pet phrases that they use over and over again. Sometimes these phrases are fillers, giving the speaker time to organize what comes next; sometimes these phrases are feeders, pumping new energy and punctuation into the speech; sometimes they become verbal tics … you know? … you know what I mean?

				Paul’s signature phrase was “Now!” Jesus’ signature phrase was something that no one really knows how to translate. The King James Version renders it “Verily, verily, I say unto thee!” The NIV translates it “I tell you the truth.” I really like that, because wherever Jesus went, there was truth. We cannot always give “the whole truth,” and sometimes “nothing but the truth” is unkind, but we can always tell “the truth.” Some contend that the most authentic twenty-first-century equivalent would be “Listen up!” I argue that today’s version would be this: “Pay attention.” 

				I have circled in my Bible every time Jesus says this phrase in the Gospels, and virtually every page is strewn with circles, sometimes five or six. It’s almost as if Jesus couldn’t tell a story or start a saying without reminding his hearers: “Pay attention.” 

				You are what you pay attention to. No attention, no life. Everything comes to life when you pay attention to it. In a world of inattentiveness, a world that goes largely unregarded, it is the special mission given to humans to bring the world to life. How do we save the world? How do we keep the world alive? Through loving attention … by “tending and tilling,” naming and cherishing the tiniest part of what God has created. 

				I know that nothing has ever been real

				Without my beholding it.

				All becoming has needed me.

				My looking ripens things

				And they come toward me, to meet and be met.111

				—Rainer Rilke

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				WATCH AND WITNESS

				The Two Phases of Paying Attention

				My father-in-law, Gordon Rennie, whom the kids call “Par Par,” has a hearing aid that occasionally emits a brief, high-pitched squeal that can be heard by anyone near him. 

				One day our daughter Soren was sitting next to him at the dining table when the device started to beep. 

				Surprised, Soren looked up at her grandfather. “Par Par,” she said, “you’ve got mail.”

				Evangelism as semiotics is a fresh look at an evangelism that is based on three simple premises. These three were already introduced in chapter 1, but let me expand a bit more on each of them here. 

				Jesus is alive and active in our world.

				Followers of Jesus “know” Jesus well enough to recognize where he is alive and moving in our day.

				Evangelists nudge the world to wake up to the alive and acting Jesus and nudge others in the ways God is alive and moving. (I call these nudges “small saves.”) 

				If any of these premises are wrong, you can stop right here and not bother with the rest of the book. 

				First, Jesus is alive and working in our world today. 

				I once heard Byron Klaus, president of Assemblies of God Theological Seminary (AGTS), challenge a gathering of clergy with, “I believe in the present tense of Jesus.” God once was human. And God still is human. Many Christians are stuck in the Mary Magdalene phase of “They have taken my Lord, and I do not know where they laid him.” 

				Let him easter in us, 

				be a dayspring to the dimness in us,

				be a crimson-cresseted east.1 

				—Gerard Manley Hopkins

				Christ wants to become in your life and mine a verb, not a noun, and in part it is nudging that turns the word Christ from noun to verb. Christ is alive and at work in our world. In the words of one theologian, “Theology, even at its most academic, is resurrection talk.”2 Or in the words of one poet, “Christ plays in ten thousand places, lovely in limbs, lovely in eyes not his.”3 How we discern the present tense of Jesus is the overarching theme of semiotic awareness. Every awakening of the Spirit in history comes when the church no longer “remembers” Jesus as someone out of the past, but “re-members” and reattaches itself to Christ as a living presence and gets to know him afresh as a resurrection force.

				The very word Immanuel is derived from the Latin word manere, which means “to stay, to remain.” “‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’—which means ‘God with us.’”4 But God with us, not for thirty-three years, but forever.

				The incarnation was not a thirty-three year experiment but the permanent mode of God’s engagement to save.5

				—William Stacy Johnson

				This is the key challenge facing semiotics, namely, our inability to take seriously Christ in the present tense. Some theologians like to talk about the role of the church as keeping alive the “dangerous memories” of the classics.6 If that’s all there is to Christianity, keeping alive a dead person’s memories, I’ve got better things to do with my life. 

				These classic texts are not there to report on what happened back then and long ago. The Scriptures offer signposts and specifications of a risen Lord who is accessible to the ongoing church.7 Jesus, the church’s being and body, the practices of the church, and the texts of the faith are one. So in the nudge sense, we are nudged to be aware of Christ through us when we read the narrative of the prodigal and recognize ourselves today as the elder brother. God speaks to us (convicts us?) about our 10:00 a.m. Tuesday attitude by resonating it with the timeless story.

				I have a Jewish colleague who is more energized by a Messiah who has not yet appeared than many of my Christian colleagues are by a Messiah who is living in our midst. A Messiah who came two thousand years ago but does not come today is a what-difference-does-it-make? Messiah. The person and presence of Jesus are still available 24/7. “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.”8 For this reason Augustine could say that God is intimior intimo meo, or “closer to me than I am to myself.”

				The fundamental fact of Christian faith is this: Christ is alive! “HE LIVES!”9 “I know that my Redeemer lives.”10 “We Serve a RISEN Savior.”11 “Because He lives, I can face tomorrow.”12 The ideal of monastic holiness and in fact any tradition of holy living is precisely this: an awareness of the presence of Christ in all of life and in all things. When Benedict elaborated his rules in the sixth century, he understood prayer as a relationship with God that opens one to the awareness of God’s presence permeating all of one’s life. Back in 1998, George W. Stroup made this explicit: “Too often churches have understood themselves to be taking God to a godless world rather than following God into a world in which God is already redemptively present.”13 When we enter any context, we enter a world that is enveloped in divine nudges. Some folks wake to read their Bible and “find” Christ for the day (as if he wandered off over night), never realizing that their day was initiated by the nudge of Christ. Depending on the nudge we know and trust, nudge is a reliable way out of the obsessive-compulsive religious behavior that can usurp the motive behind the spiritual disciplines, rendering them less than moot. The spiritual disciplines are those practices that we engage in to become fully aware of the presence of Christ always in us.

				Nudgers believe in the present tense of Jesus where Jesus is perceptible, able to be felt and sensed and experienced. “I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people.”14 The great “I AM” is not the great “I was.” Christians honor all the “omnis” (we especially celebrate omnipotence and omniscience) except one: omnipresence. I have a friend, Joe Myers, who observes that we believe more in the omnipresence of evil than in the omnipresence of God. 

				We can share time and space with Jesus even today in ways his disciples knew nothing about and would have envied. Nudge is more than connecting people to the Christ back then. Nudgers usher people into a relationship with the Christ who is alive and at work today, the Christ who is, who was, and who is to come. Nudgers are the living, breathing presence of Jesus Christ in the world because they take seriously the promise of Jesus himself to live among us and be present with us: “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”15

				A person you don’t recognize has taken his stand in your midst.

				—John 1:26 MSG

				Second, nudge is recognition. 

				You may have heard the story of the research scientist hugging himself because he had just made a significant breakthrough: “I know something no one else knows, and they’re not going to know it until I tell them.”16

				That’s the evangelism of the past: “I know something no one else knows, and they’re not going to know it until I tell them.”

				Evangelism of the future is “I know something everyone else knows, but they’re not going to know they know it until I help them.” Evangelism is less about trying to manage an outcome as it is sharing events and offering an advent alternative for what everyone clearly sees. Rather than wrestling the sinner’s prayer out of a person who will say anything to get out of the headlock, it is a nudge toward the undeniable truth that is alive in all of us. Such a nudge is a shared moment over the crib of the firstborn of a friend counting toes and marveling at the entire miniature beauty, the acknowledgment of a miracle. What parent, in that moment, would contradict? There is little talk of primordial soup or big bangs in the hospital nursery. 

				It’s worth repeating: What counts in evangelism is not cognition, but recognition. Can we identify the face of Christ when he shows it to us? What is our receptiveness to the Spirit, who appears in others and in each other? Are we able to decipher the workings of the Spirit in others’ lives? The first step to Easter joy is recognition. 

				But recognition is easier said than done. One of my favorite Karl Barth stories is the one where he is riding a streetcar in his home city of Basel, Switzerland. He took a seat next to a tourist, and the two men started chatting with one another.

				“Are you new to the city?” Barth inquired. 

				“Yes,” said the tourist. 

				“Is there anything you would particularly like to see in the city?” asked Barth. 

				“Yes,” said the tourist, “I would like to meet the famous Swiss theologian Karl Barth. Do you know him?” 

				Barth answered, “As a matter of fact, I do know him. I give him a shave every morning.” 

				The tourist got off the streetcar at the next stop, quite delighted with himself. He went back to his hotel and told everyone, “I met Karl Barth’s barber today.” 

				We sit next to Christ all the time and yet fail to see that it is really Jesus himself. 

				Nudge is recognizing the “Jesus in you” so that we can help people experience what Jesus is already doing in their lives, encouraging and enabling them to say yes to God so that Christ can live his resurrection life in them and dwell in them.

				Nudge is helping people connect the dots of what God is doing in their lives to the degree that their lives can be so “hidden with Christ in God”17 that they walk so close to God as to cast only one shadow (and it’s not theirs). Nudge is being reminded of “where we are weak, he is strong” and “a bruised reed he will not break.” Nudge is to infuse some vexing failure with Christ so that it hardens like a shattered vessel so infused with epoxy resin that it is more durable than the unshattered original. Nudge is to amble right up next to the trigger that for so long has tripped the vexation, and to hear Christ saying “Watch this” as the Christ-infused “new being” watches the trigger activate, but for the first time is immune to the pull. Nudge is the shared Christ moment of celebration, the shared knowing it was the living Christ who transformed and infused. Nudge is the first reminder to lose the fear: Why fear what is no longer true? the nudge reminds us.

				My favorite definition of church is this: “the community of competence to recognize Jesus as Risen Lord.”18 Can you come up with a better one? The ability to “recognize Jesus” Marianne Sawicki calls “ecclesial wisdom” and argues that real-time recognition of Jesus is as much “practical competence” as anything. The church is know-now as well as know-how, or better yet, the church is know-how know-now Jesus. The Gospels were written to help us recognize Jesus. To know. Now. 

				Nudge is poking the Jesus in you, inviting people to accept their great co-mission into what Jesus is already doing. Nudge is the Jesus in us poking the Jesus in them, but using the beings of two beloved children: us and them. In fact, nudge is not our working for God; nudge is God working in us and through us to bring to fruition what God is already doing. Scripture reminds us, like Neo in The Matrix (1999), that the spiritual world is more real than the physical. Nudge reminds us that what we see is not all that is and that the nudge we feel reminds us to remain firmly present in awareness of both. We achieve depth perception by seeing through a spiritual eye and a physical eye. The loss of either eye means a loss of depth or soul. Loss of soul drives us into the shallows spiritually; we become disconnected from what God is seeking to change in and through us. Depth perception is the cure for the dualism that plagues the church.19

				People are already on spiritual journeys. Don’t hinder the Holy Spirit’s work in their charmed lives. Do no harm! It’s the first rule of the Hippocratic oath. It’s the prudential rule of nudge: Do no harm. Prudence nudges when it harmonizes, not harms. The word prudent is one of the most misunderstood words in the English language. It has come to mean cautious and timid, but it really means bold, daring, and magnanimous action that takes place after it is guided by the promptings of the Spirit. Prudent nudges are bold and daring nudges that are taken only after discernment of the divine will and proper probing of where the Spirit is moving.

				In the Michael Jordan era of basketball, it was said that in the last seconds of the game, coach Phil Jackson would tell the team in the time-out huddle one thing: “Just give the ball to Michael and get out of the way.” Our job is to give the ball to the Holy Spirit and get out of the way. It’s not as if we have nothing to do. There are lots of people out there trying to keep the ball away from the Spirit of Truth. But once the ball is there, our job is to get out of the way and do nothing to handicap the Holy Spirit. After all, it is not by might (human resources); it is not by power (human resoluteness); but it is “‘by my Spirit,’ says the Lord.”20

				In short, nudge is saying to people, “Grandpa, you’ve got mail.”

				Third, evangelists nudge the world to wake up to the alive and acting Jesus.

				Nudge is not bringing God to people or taking Jesus to the unsaved. Our “sentness” is not to stuff Jesus in our backpack and carry him out there into the world. Our job is not to initiate religious activity but to respond to God’s directives and enlist in God’s initiatives. 

				Nudge is not bringing people to Jesus or introducing someone they don’t know but should. Nudge is introducing people to the “Jesus in them,” to the God they already know but don’t know it. 

				If you think about it, isn’t it the height of theological arrogance the notion that you and I take Jesus to anyone? You mean Jesus never arrived on the scene until you got there? You mean Jesus wasn’t present until I showed up? So, tell me again: God only lives where you are present? And were it true, what sort of Jesus container might work? You might as well try to save time in a bottle.

				To make connections, you have to look behind, beneath, above, and within. But mostly you need to look ahead, which is difficult for a foresight-challenged church. Matthew’s gospel says this about the risen Christ: “He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you.… There you will see him.”21 God is always in front of us, ahead of us. And God is always in front of our eyes, nose, ears, mouth, and hands. According to Augustine, Aquinas, Catherine of Siena, Luther, Calvin, Wesley, and every other major theologian in Christian history, God walks ahead of us and invites us to walk with him in such a way that our lives cast only one shadow. Think of Scripture as a window to be looked through and the resonance of our lives with the narrative in Scripture. This is their story, which appears similar to my story, and the resonance of the two eventually produces an expectancy. We have seen God move, and we depend on his movement, so we anticipate the nudge.

				You need to know what’s in back of you to see and understand what’s in front of you. But what’s in back of us is not some “golden age” that we must return to. The “apostolic age” myth has been one of the greatest delusions of the Christian tradition. I call the notion that there was some “apostolic golden age” when everyone got everything right the ecclesiastical version of false memory syndrome. Church historian Robert Wilken counters our attempts to sanitize the past with these words: “The apostolic age is a creation of the Christian imagination. There never was a Golden Age when the Church was whole, perfect, pure-virginal. The faith was not purer, the Christians were not braver, the Church was not one and undivided.”22

				The “Eusebian view,” as Wilken calls it, is the notion that the past defines an original gospel “somehow unsullied by the encroachments or even the context of the ambient culture.” The “Gregory of Nyssa view” presents a more dynamic interplay of cultural engagement:

				It is the same with one who fixes his gaze on the infinite beauty of God. It is constantly being discovered anew, and it is always seen as something new and strange in comparison with what the mind has already understood. And as God continues to reveal himself, man continues to wonder and he never exhausts his desire to see more, since what he is waiting for is always more magnificent, more divine, than all that he has already seen.23

				If God is always “being discovered anew,” then the truth lies behind us; but the fullness of truth always lies ahead of us. The past is key in defining truth, but in conversation with present and future. What was and what truly is are harbingers of what will be. For a Christian, there are three (not two) sides to every story: past, present, future; absolute, relative, relational; timeless, timely, timeful.

				For Jesus will not sit still … God is always on the move. God is always going ahead of us. We are always catching up to God. As with Peter joining Jesus in the water, can we go from thinking we need to come to Jesus (“Let me come to you, Lord”)24 to realizing that Jesus comes to us and reaches out his hand for us to grasp and not let go (“Truly, you are the Son of God”)? Only by going ahead and getting to the future first do we get to “see God.” 

				Evangelists give hindsight to the future. “You can see clearly something that is embedded in your culture only when it is in the act of receding into the historical distance.”25 That is why I personally don’t conduct “retreats” (“He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall never call retreat”),26 only “advances.” 

				The farsighted tend to get blindsided by the nearsighted.

				—Attributed to Barry Kolb

				Top 10 Reasons for Missed Jesus-sightings 

				All the Gospels stress the difficulty experienced by the disciples in recognizing the risen Christ. In fact, sometimes the demons and evil spirits recognize Jesus before his followers do.27 But if the disciples could learn to recognize Jesus, and they eventually developed the will and skill to do this, then I believe we can as well. 

				But what made it so hard for the disciples to recognize their friend, and what makes it so hard for us? 

				There is one major commonality to all the “christophanies,” the resurrection appearances of Jesus. The gospel writers Luke and John make the biggest deal of the fact that the disciples have trouble recognizing the risen Christ. But all the Gospels make it clear that Jesus doesn’t easily appear to his closest friends. Whether it’s Jesus walking on water, or eating by the seashore, or walking on the highway,28 or working in the garden,29 or appearing behind closed doors where Thomas and the others were hiding,30 the disciples have the same reaction: They don’t immediately recognize him. Sometimes they take him for a ghost. Other times they are afraid to ask him, “Who are you?”31 But in all cases, as Luke says bluntly, “Something prevented them from recognizing him.”32

				What was it? 

				You might call these the greatest semiotic “misses” of all time when they could have been the greatest semiotic “hits.” What are some other great semiotic misses?

				The birth of Jesus, as people were focused on the palace court and its golden cradles not the hillsides where shepherds herded sheep and stables housed mangers. 

				The greatest miss of semiotic awareness of all time: Pilate, staring at the face of Jesus, asking him the question, “What is truth?” and not recognizing that “I am the Truth.” 

				One thief on the cross, who scored arguably the second greatest semiotic miss of all time.

				She turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus.

				—John 20:14

				This is one of the most persistent themes of the Gospels: the inability of people to recognize Jesus, either before or after his resurrection. Either they totally missed him or insisted he prove his identity. 

				Why so much trouble recognizing him? Why did they then and do we today have such a hard time recognizing Jesus? 

				Here are my top 10 reasons:

				1. Too Close 

				Who doesn’t remember a parent sending us to find something, and after “looking everywhere,” we return to proclaim its nonexistence? And who doesn’t remember a parent’s immediate retrieval of said object after a brief room scan, along with the inevitable reprimand: “If it had been any closer to you, it would have bitten you”? Jesus can be so close (“closer than a brother”) to us it is like asking a bird to see air or a fish to see water. “What is water in the eyes of water?” asks poet Alice Oswald.33 How does everything see itself in the world? Or in the words of Marshall McLuhan, “We don’t know who discovered water, all we know is it wasn’t a fish.”34

				Some things are so close that we are closed to them. And some things are so close—e.g., “Less of me, and more of him!”—okay, which one of us is which?

				2. We Make a False Division between the Sacred and the Secular

				We have trained ourselves to see God when we read the Bible. We hope to see God when we go to church. We count ourselves blessed when we see God through a friend or family member. And we’re somewhat surprised to discover that God even shines the divine through nature. We choose to give God an ear in certain situations, selectively choosing when we open our ears so as to hear and when we open our eyes so as to see. Interestingly, the Bible is the inspired words of God, but the Bible itself says that God “spoke” creation into existence. Both the Bible and creation are the words of God. When we find that our interpretation of one doesn’t jibe with the other, we can be certain that it is our incorrect interpretation of one or the other or both.

				Unfortunately, the very privilege of choosing when to be open means we can miss God’s presence in much of our experience. In limiting God’s voice to certain “sanctified” media, we betray the dualistic tendencies we’ve inherited in our Western tradition. We wrongly assume that God speaks in church but not in the pub, that God speaks in Scripture but not in hip-hop. We live as though one is sacred while the other is secular; one earthly, one divine. Jesus says, “There’s just one.” 

				Life isn’t sacred and secular. There is only life. Music isn’t sacred and secular. There is only music. “Christianity is not about compartmentalization or withdrawal: it is radically and relentless life-encompassing.”35 A spiritual life is not isolated from the rest of life, but totally integrated into it. 

				Religion is not a separate subject or activity among others. You can’t separate the secular and the sacred; you can’t polarize the sacred and the profane. The doctrine of the incarnation, with its high view of the everyday and the ordinary, won’t allow it. 

				3. We’re Resurrection Phobic 

				We fear the living God,36 or as theologian Marianne Sawicki puts it, “Our fear [is] that a living God is not a God we can live with.”37 God stuck between the pages of our Bible is a controllable God. We always have the option of snapping the book shut. It’s the living, breathing Jesus who is dangerous.

				Here are some manifestations of our fear of resurrection: 

				a) Worship of the Bible: I have been described as “one of the most Scripture-intensive people you will ever meet”—which may be a contemporary way of calling me a Bible thumper. But my mind is marinated in the Word of God, and everything that happens to me is put through the matrix of the Scriptures, so that my being can recognize the living Christ when he appears. For too many, “the Lord escapes the tomb only to be cloistered in the texts.”38 For some people Jesus went from one tomb to another: the garden tomb to the text tomb. We’re afraid to let him out of either prison. 

				A young couple expecting their first baby were reading and studying everything about babies they could get their hands on. Not too long after the baby was born, they were frantically looking through their books to find any answer to their child’s constant crying. In desperation, and hoping to get some sage advice, they called an older friend who had many children. Her suggestion: “Put down the book. Pick up the baby.”39

				Could it be that some of us should be putting the books down, lifting up our heads to see what is going on out there, and reaching out for those around us in distress? It is so much more difficult, but oh so beautiful when the Word becomes flesh.

				b) Worship of worship and love of liturgy: We don’t trust Jesus to “do it again” today, so we bring back the days when he did do it and try to replicate past victories. When we close the door to further appearances, we lock ourselves into packaged containers only opened by mandated “authorities” and transmitted by proper “authorizations.” God’s saving activity is thus safely located in the past and neatly wrapped in completion. Gerald May reminds us in his work interpreting St. John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila that the spiritual disciplines wonderfully provide an awareness of the Jesus in us, but at their end point, when they seem dry, it may well be because everything is dry relative to the felt presence of Christ in us.40

				In the Iterative Semiotic and the College of the Retrospective, God has one-time-only signs, to be sure. But God speaks through signs often, and they’re smaller and less obvious than many of us realize. Part of paying attention is to pay attention retrospectively. Was there a sign? Was I even looking for a sign? We can do postgame analysis and become more aware and more tuned in to what God is doing and the way God reveals himself in circumstances if we see backward. Most of us first see God after the fact. We live forward; we understand backward.41

				Semiotics is often the art of reading where Jesus has just been, or seeing the movement of the air as he has just passed by, or discerning him imperfectly in the distance and trying to anticipate where we might intersect with where he has just left.42 Jesus leaves behind signs like bread crumbs, which we must discern in order to follow and catch up to him on the road to mission. My Canadian friend Tom Bandy wants to refine this further:

				We assume that for Christ to be in the present tense, he must also be in spatial continuity with us. In other words, that Jesus can only be NOW in the sense that Jesus must be HERE. My challenge is that Jesus the Christ is not really “with us” but always down the road, a dust cloud on the horizon, a racing car just disappearing around the corner of simultaneity. He is present tense … he is “eternally now” … but not here in the present as we know it.43

				We wish signs would precede, but in biblical semiotics signs mostly follow. You don’t experience Jesus coming or going: only his “presence,” his “prescience,” or his “anamnesis.” The twelfth-century French monk Bernard of Clairvaux talked of God’s presence during contemplation: 

				I have felt that He was present; I remember afterwards that He was then with me; and sometimes I have sensed His coming in advance. But never have I been aware of the particular moment when He came or went.44

				For the educational psychologist William James, this was the importance of both tutoring and tags, especially in the arts. First, our eyes must be tutored to look for certain things and to dilate in advance or else we are blinded by the magic of aesthetic moments.45 Everyone knows this who has ever viewed a painting or read a poem, and then had someone with a practiced eye return you to that piece of art with new eyes. Second, we can only preperceive what has been labeled and stamped into our minds. If we “lost our stock of labels, we should be intellectually lost in the midst of the world.”46 

				4. Recognition Comes Out of Relationships

				Beware of reasoning by rational associations rather than relational associations. Lily Tomlin once noted that olive oil comes from squeezing olives, palm oil from compressing palm fruit, and peanut oil from mashing peanuts. She then wondered about the source of baby oil.

				For the gospel writers, recognition is possible only within a community that is being the body of Christ for the world, sensitive to the needs of the whole body, especially the poor and dispossessed. That means it knows both how to be hungry and how to feed the hungry “in Jesus’ name.”47

				Where is Jesus to be found? In the cry of the hungry. 

				The problem of recognition, according to Herbert McCabe, is asking the right pronoun: not What or Where or Which but Who.

				The question that mattered for those who met the risen Christ was not “What is it?”, or even just “Which man is it?”, but “Who is it?” There is a difference, a subtle difference between “which” and “who”. And it isn’t just that we keep “who” for human beings. “Who?” has a different kind of answer from “Which?” … When you ask what something is, you look for information about it, about its nature. When you ask “which?”, you raise a different kind of question, though you are still looking for information of some kind … The who question is a “which man” or “which woman” question with a depth to it. To really know who someone is, is to know which person he or she is. But it is also to know him or her by a direct personal relationship … To know who she is in this sense is to know her, not just about her.… For Christ’s identity is recognized by our faith; it is established by the Father’s love. He is the one God loves.48

				Sometimes it’s less about our “witness” than our “withness.” In fact, our best witness is our withness. Walking the boardwalk at Ocean City, New Jersey, I engaged a college student in conversation. He was part of some street evangelism team outfitted with a soapbox and microphone. When I walked away, it hit me that I had not been in conversation at all—the prefix con means “with.” It was like I had been talked to by a computer program that just ran through its preprogrammed spiel as if that was what it was created to do. This college student was driving through life blind to the people waving at him from the sidewalks—his windows, tinted by an antiglare, sterilized, nonrelational faith. 

				To be a witness you have to have withness. 

				5. He Is Not Obvious and Appears Where You Don’t Expect Him to Appear

				Expect him where you least expect him—more in brokenness than in blessedness, more in the poor than the rich, more in the sick than the well. If it’s really Jesus, he will not be immediately recognizable. He will appear unfamiliar, strange, estranged, and you will sometimes be frightened at first. 

				This means both that God is a God of surprises and that God is a God of suffering. 

				First, surprise. In the church, the unexpected is what we have come not to expect. It needs to be what we come most to expect. 

				The clearer the sense of vision a person/community has for the future, the less likely that vision is from God. That is not the way God generally appears. God leads us to the place where “we don’t know” and “can’t see.” It is not God’s way to give us specs or blueprints. God takes us to places where trust grows (or is more likely to grow) and often where we don’t want to go. God leads us to faith, not certainty.

				I collect stories from five-year-olds in the hopes of one day doing a book called Kids Have All the Answers. A kindergartner sat at her grandmother’s feet to listen to the creation story from the book of Genesis. As the wondrous tale unfolded, the grandmother noticed that the child was unusually quiet. “Well, what do you think of it?” she asked the five-year-old.

				“Oh, I love it!” the child answered. “You never know what God is going to do next.”

				Second, suffering. One of my favorite Latin expressions once learned, never leaves: ubi dolor, ibi Christus; “wherever there is suffering, there is Christ.” Or as C. S. Lewis is quoted in the movie Shadowlands (1993), “Pain is God’s megaphone.”49

				In God’s kingdom, the basement is the penthouse.50

				—Neil Cole

				The place to look for the risen Lord is not in the text. The text is his shroud, his covering, his compass that points to the North Star and Southern Cross. The place to look is where people are suffering from wounds of the flesh and spirit. In fact, if the disciples wanted to see their resurrected Lord, they had to look where he told them to look: “Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”51 Our ability to see the Christ in others is how we will be judged. Much of the theology of the church rides on a concept of the judicial, and clearly there is an element of the judicial: God convicts and judges. But the bulk of the work of Christ, and therefore the bulk of the work of the church, is not done in a court context. It is done in a hospital context, which is all about health and healing. The quicker we can move those racked by their afflictions from the courtroom to the hospital, the quicker we’re about the healing and restoring work of Christ and the church.

				Every time the risen Christ appeared to his disciples, he appeared wounded and hungry.52 We miss God-sightings by looking in the wrong places. The centers of power and wealth are a long way from the margins of our society, where the most creative stirrings of the Spirit are born and bring new life to the whole. It is hard to score semiotic hits from the centers of establishment power.

				Rabbi Joshua ben Qarehah was once asked: “Why of all things did God choose the humble thornbush as the place from which to speak with Moses?” The rabbi replied, “If God had chosen a carob tree or a mulberry tree, you would have asked me the same question. Yet lest you go away empty-handed, here is why God chose the humble thornbush: to teach us that there is no place on earth bereft of the divine presence, not even a thornbush.”53 When there is a personal encounter with Jesus, the Bible says thornbushes burn: “The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.”54

				Lord, when did we ever see you hungry and feed you? 

				Or thirsty and give you something to drink? 

				Or a stranger and show you hospitality? 

				Or naked and give you clothing? 

				When did we ever see you sick or in prison and visit you?

				—Matthew 25:37–39 NLT

				How do we know “Is this the one?” Are the hallmarks of the kingdom present? Is there good news for the poor, the disabled, the disadvantaged? Where are the proud being humbled and the humbled things being treasured? The Beatitudes may be signs to watch for. 

				Where are people who realize their neediness?

				Where are people mourning?

				Where are people who are stung by injustice?

				Where are the pure of heart, who are often taken advantage of?

				Where are people losing themselves in the pursuit of peace? 

				By making being hungry the prime semiotics of the kingdom, Jesus inverted the customary meaning of hunger as divine displeasure, thereby threatening establishment positions on virtually everything. 

				6. Where the Spirit of Christ Is Joy …

				Evagrius of Pontus, the fourth-century monk and desert father who conceived the “7 Deadly Sins” moniker, originally had eight, not seven, in his list. The one that got lopped off? The eighth deadly sin? 

				Gloom.

				The spirit of joy was the dominant note of the NT church: overflowing joy, contagious joy, beautiful joy. Two things distinguished early Christianity from its pagan surroundings. Both of these two things are related: hope and joy (chara).55 First-century paganism was steeped in despair, sadness, and pessimism. In fact, the Greek word for joy, chara, is mainly absent from the papyri of the ancient world outside of Christian sources. 

				The gospel begins and ends in “great joy.” Here is its beginning: “I bring you good tidings of great joy.” Here is its ending: “Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy.”56 In Jesus’ Farewell Discourse in John, he promises his disciples not just his “peace” but also his “full joy”: “These things I have spoken to you so that My joy may be in you, and that your joy may be made full.”57

				When nudgers are looking for joy, we are looking less for an emotion that is based on an earthly, human foundation than a joy beyond the natural joys that come from friends and food, from beauty and beer, from dancing and drama. Beyond all these pleasures there is a joy free from the cages of circumstance, of mortality, of control, of individual fate. In his massive study of the history of joy, Adam Potkay says we live joyless lives because we seek pleasure, which is basically individual and solo, and not joy, which is by nature shared.58

				In fact, joy is one of the chief attributes of God. God has joy at one sinner coming to faith. God lives in a state of perpetual joy. And the sign of God’s presence is when mourning turns into joyful dancing.

				You turned my wailing into dancing; 

				you removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy.

				—Psalm 30:11

				So look for jubilance! “Joy in the Lord” is the joy of the crib and cross, where we suffer with others, and where we see Christ in the joy of birth and death, beauty and ugliness, loss and gain, loyalty and betrayal. You might even call it “paschal joy.” 

				One of the greatest indictments of the church is this: “Where’s the joy?” 

				7. You Have to Want to See Him 

				You have to want to see Jesus to see him. God is already present everywhere and anywhere. But God doesn’t enter where God isn’t invited. Jesus does not force himself on us. Jesus is everywhere to be found knocking about and knocking. But he must be invited in. We must want the divine touch for God to touch us, and deep listening changes the desires of our hearts. As the poet of the Lord has written, “Delight yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart.”59 

				Jesus spoke in parables60 so that not everyone would “get it.” He unveiled the mystery only a tad, letting glimpses of truth escape. But only if you wanted to get it was Jesus willing to explain his parables and to reveal the “mysteries of the kingdom of heaven,”61 and then he was quite eager to help. But he was not going to throw pearls before swine.

				If you asked, you received. But you had to ask. We must ask. And to receive the hidden wisdom of the gospel, we have to become as children: “You have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.”62 Becoming aware of the kingdom has consequences. Once we have been exposed, we can’t go back to not knowing. One of the worst aspects of drug addiction—crack, meth, heroin—is that once you’ve experienced it, you can’t ever “unknow” it. The same principle applies to Christ’s love and his kingdom. Once you are “experienced,” as Jimi Hendrix reminded us in “Are You Experienced?” (1967), you are experienced.

				He comes to us hidden and salvation consists 

				in our recognizing him.63

				—Simone Weil

				8. I-Witness or God-Witness

				Not an I-witness but a God-witness. I-witness evangelism features Christ “in me.” God-witness evangelism features “me in” Christ. It is hard for anyone born after the mid-twentieth century to realize how recent this “I-witness” mentality is. You don’t even have the concept or the word self as we know it today until the fifteenth century. And the concept of “self-fulfillment” did not appear until the nineteenth century. Descartes’s “I think,” Luther’s “I stand,” Schopenhauer’s “I will,” Kierkegaard’s “I despair,” and Sartre’s “I act” underscore the modern world’s preoccupations with the possibilities of selfhood. In 1968, Frank Sinatra’s rendition of Paul Anka’s “My Way” was for adults what Billie Piper’s 1998 chart-topping hit “Because We Want To” was for kids: a mantra of me-ness. 

				The enthroning of the self is the author of countless sins, and is such a pervasive presence that it has infiltrated even some of our most hugged metaphors. “There is a God-shaped hole in the human heart that only God can fill” causes me to cringe every time I hear it, as if God exists to fill our holes, to fill our gaps, to be a pleasure plug. Every addiction is an honest attempt to fill the emptiness we feel when we deny Christ. Every addiction is self-medication. The “hole” is a metaphor for the sense of emptiness that consumes us when we seek independence. Desire is God ordained to encourage us to seek the divine and Christ’s provisions, but a self-focused response is to stuff the desire with whatever will quell the discomfort.

				From the time of the Protestant Reformation, the quest for self-fulfillment has made an evangelism that turns people toward God very problematic. Not too long ago it hit me that I had never preached on Jesus telling a ghost story about a haunted house.64 Jesus told this story to warn his followers that we must be careful what we replace ghosts and addictions with, because more unholy ghosts than what were banished can refill the house to rule and reign. If we clean up our lives without replacing them with the true Spirit, the house is left empty and vulnerable for new evil spirits and worse dependencies to come back and take over. One of my Facebook friends, Isaac Arten, puts it like this: “I’m not interested in self-improvement but self-replacement.” It is the difference between cleaning the house and turning the house over to Christ, letting him live there and leaving no room for malign spirits. As every science teacher can testify, young science students struggle when given the assignment to remove all the air from a beaker with self-created vacuums; each is destined to fail. It is the kid who completely fills his beaker with water that is first to get all the air out.

				I-witness evangelism fills the world with more me-ness and the dramas of the self. God-witness evangelism fills the world with the dramas of the divine. 

				9. Confusion over “the Kingdom”

				Another reason we miss the handoff is because we are confused about the language of “kingdom.” The metaphor of kingdom has become for us a way of talking about a social and political agenda rather than a way of participating in God’s activity in the world.65 Wherever Jesus is found, the kingdom of God is a present reality. Jesus could not have been clearer when asked by the Pharisees about the coming kingdom of God: “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.”66 

				Another way of asking “Would we recognize the living Christ if we saw him?” is this: “Would we recognize the kingdom of God on earth if we saw it?” Can we recognize only its absence and not its presence? We, too, can learn how to recognize Jesus and enter the kingdom. In fact, our task is to help others recognize the One who is already among them. 

				10. Missing Jesus through Resignation

				Texan H. Ross Perot ran for president in 1992 with a running mate who was a war hero and vice admiral named James Stockdale. Jim Collins wrote a business book called Good to Great (2001) in which he relates a conversation he had with Stockdale regarding his coping strategies during his time in a Vietnamese POW camp. “I never lost faith in the end of the story,” Stockdale said. “I never doubted not only that I would get out, but also that I would prevail in the end and turn the experience into the defining event of my life, which, in retrospect, I would not trade.” Collins then asked about those who didn’t survive. Stockdale replied, “Oh, that’s easy, the optimists. They were the ones who said, ‘We’re going to be out by Christmas.’ And Christmas would come, and Christmas would go. Then they’d say, ‘We’re going to be out by Easter.’ And Easter would come, and Easter would go. And then Thanksgiving, and then it would be Christmas again. One by one, they died of a broken heart.”67

				Many folks lose heart because they start out with certain expectations of God. When their expectations are not met, they finally give up. They are seeking a nudge from a Jesus of their own making. Thomas Mulholland’s The Shack introduced the concept of living expectantly, but without expectation.68 When we have expectations of God, we’re expecting God to come through on our terms; and if God doesn’t come through on our terms, we deem God to have failed. When we live expectantly, we are living with the hope and the expectation that Christ will come through, but we’ve left the terms open. Living expectantly means always being aware of Christ in us, yet waiting for the how, when, where, and why to come from the nudge or a series of nudges.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2 1/2 

				WATCH, WITNESS, AND BEAR WITNESS 

				In light of these three premises, let me propose two constituent parts to paying attention. Each one of these two components of attentiveness is a search tool better than Google. Except we’re searching for the “Jesus in you.” 

				Watch

				Witness and Bear Witness

				And they deserve a chapter all to themselves.

				First, Watch: Show Up, Slow Down, Shut Up and Listen, and Wake Well

				Show Up

				Woody Allen’s most famous line is “Eighty percent of success is showing up.”1 Nothing works without participation, whether or not you have a Woody Allen temperament. I teach in a state (New Jersey) that routinely turns out only 25 percent of its registered voters in elections. When only 15 percent of the potential voters participate in democracy,2 democracy is in crisis. 

				Nudge is first and foremost showing up to life and to what God is doing in life in the universe. “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working,” Jesus said.3 God created the world, and the Creator is not finished creating. But we who have been created in the Creator’s image are invited to participate in God’s ongoing creativity. 

				Did God make it all right the first time for all time? Or are we invited to attend God’s artistry, to participate in creation, to anticipate God’s creativity? I have a friend, Michael Blewett, who is a rector in Bowling Green, Kentucky. He informs his parish that they have three things to spend in life: time, money, and attention. And the greatest of these is attention. 

				We are so busy getting the world to pay attention to us that we don’t pay attention to it and love the creative things God is doing in it. “Pay attention to me” is the drumroll mantra of a celebrity culture. The problem is, as Iris Murdoch points out, that loving the world and creating a work of art both require “morally disciplined attention”4 to “something quite particular other than oneself.”5 If we can’t stop being so self-centered, so preoccupied with our own “stuff,” then we will never be able to pay attention. It is not by accident that Proverbs 8:34 links three things in this order: “listen,” “watch,” “wait.”6

				There is the silence that does without words. Then there is the silence that goes beyond words, beyond the reach of words, the word silencers. This is Gethsemane and Golgotha silence: “Abba, Father … everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.”7 Then comes the silence that you trust and obey, not debate or engage. 

				An ancient story is told of a rabbi who was brought into the presence of God in the high heavenly courts. When he arrived, he walked right up to the throne and called on God to justify God’s silence in the face of so much human suffering. “Lord, we have prayed night and day, and yet your people have continued to suffer. You have heard our moans. You have seen our tears. Where have you been?”

				God replied, “I am surprised that you did not recognize me. I was your tears. I was your moaning. I was your calling out to heaven.” No matter how horrible the evil, God’s Spirit is still working for the good. Like a compass, events help us see the invisible. The magnetic lines of force that envelop the earth are always there, but we become aware of how vast they truly are when we hold a compass and the needle aligns with them.

				This is how Rabbi Jason Shulman begins his book The Instruction Manual for Receiving God: 

				There are many books that tell us how to find God. But the truth is that God is not lost or hiding. In fact, it is the actual, continuous, omnipresence of God that is so hard for the human mind to fathom.8

				When Christianity restricts God’s presence to the sacred or denies God’s presence outside the sacred, it mirrors an Enlightenment culture that crudely separated life into the secular and the religious, thereby making the omnipresence of God hard to experience. The apostle Paul called it “heart law.”9 John Calvin called it “common grace,” and the Reformed tradition refers to the ubiquity of God’s presence as the sensus divinitatis,10 our innate tendency to apprehend God’s hand in nature (in a sunset, on a starry night, under a waterfall, etc.). John Wesley called it “prevenient grace.” 

				Whatever you call it, the Spirit of God is at work in all human beings, no matter what their religion, no matter what their morality or lack of it, no matter what they have done or haven’t done. For many, the nudge is to repentance. For others, aware and committed to Christ, it is a nudge toward deeper relationships vertically and horizontally. Faith is more than learning to live in the reality of God’s invisible presence. Rather, faith is living in the reality of God’s visible presence. 

				If you don’t find God in the very next person you meet it is a waste of time looking for him further.11

				—Gandhi

				Many people are what Hebrew scholar Jack Deere calls a “Bible deist.”12 Like their eighteenth-century forebears who worshipped human reason as they worship the Bible, Bible deists believe in a Watchmaker God who wound things up and now watches as things run down. Worse than the eighteenth-century deists, who at least let God do the winding, for Bible deists it is the Bible, not God, who wound up the church like a big clock and keeps the clock ticking correctly. 

				God is no doubt watching what we are doing and weeping at how we are letting things run down. If you want to make God laugh, show him your plans. If you want to make God cry, show him your planet. But even more, we are called to watch what God is doing and wind up God’s mission in the world.13

				To be a Christian is to be a “watchman.”

				Ezekiel:

				Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel.14

				Habakkuk: 

				I will stand at my watch and station myself on the ramparts; I will look to see what he will say to me, and what answer I am to give to this complaint.

				Then the LORD replied: “Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets so that a herald may run with it.”15

				Often the prophet as watchman is not listened to. 

				Jeremiah: 

				I set watchmen over you, saying, Hearken to the sound of the trumpet. But they said, We will not hearken.16

				When no one hearkens, what to do? 

				Isaiah: 

				“Watchman, what is left of the night?” 

				The watchman replies, “Morning is coming, but also the night.”17

				Religious scholars talk about observant Jews, observant Muslims, but not observant Christians. Why? Because Christianity is about “observing” more than being “observant.” Christianity is a religion that is less wrapped up in rituals and observances than it is in rapt attention to what God is doing in the world so that we can beat a path to where Jesus is living his resurrected presence. 

				To say that “Christ is alive” is to say more than we enjoy the possibility of transcending time. My relationship with my mother, Mabel Boggs Sweet, transcends time, even though she died in 1993. My relationship with my doctoral mentor, Winthrop Still Hudson, is such that he still lives for me even though he has been dead for some years. I commune with John Wesley daily in a discourse that crosses the boundaries of centuries.18

				But with Jesus there is even greater possibility for relationship. Christ wants to live in each and every one of us. The unique claim of Christianity is that we can “know” Jesus now in the most intimate sense of “knowing,” that we can know how to have a know-now know-Who relationship.

				Once upon a time, in a small Russian village, there lived a rabbi who had a vision that the Messiah was passing through that part of the world. Fearful the Messiah might bypass such a small village, the people constructed a tall lookout tower on the main road. Then they hired a man to sit on the watch tower to look for the Messiah’s arrival.

				One day, a friend passed by the tower and called up to the watchman, “How do you like your job looking for the Messiah?” 

				The man in the tower yelled back, “The pay isn’t much, but the work is steady!”

				The work is steady because God is steady at work. “The Messiah is come.” God is with us. 

				Slow Down

				Why do we miss the signs? Simple. We travel too fast. We go so fast through life we can’t see the signs. 

				In the high mountains, where the air is thin, people learn to do fast things slowly. The air is thin in the twenty-first-century-culture gospel of change. The pace of change requires a change of pace, which is birthing a batch of slow movements, from slow food19 to slow sex20 to slow parenting to slow travel to slow architecture to slow marketing21 to slow brand to slow cities22 to slow-down days at school, all of which are less about going back to “good old days” than learning how to shift gears and go into neutral. In baseball there is now even a “slow ball” strategy where the walk is as important as the hit. The aim is to win the game in small increments—stolen bases, sacrifice bunts, walk-in runs—as you capitalize on throwing errors and forced errors to put runs on the scoreboard. 

				The air is now so thin there is even a “slow philosophy” to go with our Fast Company magazines. In his introduction to a slow philosophy, Carl Honoré recommends that humans “seek to live at what musicians call the tempo giusto—the right speed.”23 A “right speed” does not evade fast lanes, fast foods, or the fast life. But the faster the world goes, and the more fast replaces vast, the more important it is to know how to slow down, freeze-frame the moment, and read the signs.

				Farmer John lived on a quiet rural highway. But, as time went by, the traffic slowly built up at an alarming rate. The traffic was so heavy and so fast that his chickens were being run over at an average of three to six a day. So one day Farmer John called the sheriff’s office and said, “You’ve got to do something about all of these people driving so fast and killing all of my chickens.” “What do you want me to do?” asked the sheriff. “I don’t care, just do something about those crazy drivers!” So the next day he had the county workers go out and erect a sign that said: 

				SLOW: SCHOOL CROSSING

				Three days later Farmer John called the sheriff and said, “You’ve got to do something about these drivers. The ‘school crossing’ sign seems to make them go even faster.” So, again, the sheriff sent out the county workers, and they put up a new sign:

				SLOW: CHILDREN AT PLAY 

				That really sped them up. So Farmer John called and called and called every day for three weeks. Finally, he asked the sheriff, “Your signs are doing no good. Can I put up my own sign?” The sheriff told him, “Sure thing, put up your own sign.” He was going to let Farmer John do just about anything in order to get him to stop calling every day to complain. Finally the sheriff didn’t receive any more calls from Farmer John. Three weeks later, curiosity got the best of the sheriff, and he decided to give Farmer John a call.

				“How’s the problem with those drivers? Did you put up your sign?”

				“Oh, I sure did. And not one chicken has been killed since then. I’ve got to go. I’m very busy.” 

				He hung up the phone. The sheriff was really curious now, and he thought to himself, I’d better go out there and take a look at that sign … it might be something that we could use to slow down drivers. So the sheriff drove out to Farmer John’s house, and his jaw dropped the moment he saw the sign. It was spray-painted on a sheet of wood: 

				NUDIST COLONY: Go slow and watch out for the chicks!

				There must be scores of decelerating rituals other than nudist signs that can be used to slow down in this fast-food, fast-cars, fast-talk, fast-service culture. Here are six of my most favorite decelerating rites: randomization, slow-boating, extra-ing the ordinary, focusing, fallowing, and silencing. 

				Learning to tell the truth takes time, attentiveness and patience.24

				—Cambridge theologian Nicholas Lash

				1. Randomizing Rituals. Call them “coincidences,” “chance encounters,” “God-incidences,” or, my favorite, “godwinks,”25 randomness is a reflection of the fact that spiritual forces move mysteriously and “blow where they will.” But that very unpredictability is what brings life. Call godwinks “stealth nudges.”

				It is only when life slows and oxbows and loops that it can flood out to fertilize unfamiliar plains and terrains. A key way I keep creative is to engage in what I call “randomizing rituals” that rout routine in my life and slow me down enough to step outside the bounds of clique and convention. In fact, randomization may just be my number-one slow-down “secret” that opens life to “black swans”26—those unpredictable, hard-to-see, outlier phenomena—and forces me to stray from paddocks that quickly become padlocks.

				One of the best compliments you can pay me is “That’s so random!” In Gutenberg culture, a “random existence” was morally destitute, self-indulgent, and ruinously out of control. Puritans especially were fond of declaiming against the random existence of hedonists and other pagans. But randomizing rituals and practices help me escape aging’s coffins of conformity. In fact, neuroanatomists who can read the colors of the “brainbow” are now telling us that dreaming requires randomization, since dreams are caused by random brain-stem brainstorms, stimulations of the cerebral cortex. 

				I am not the first to advocate randomizing rituals. Augustine liked to open Paul’s epistles at random, and one day found a divine light flooding his heart when he did so. Leave it to Methodism’s founder, John Wesley, to make a rule out of random, encouraging his itinerants sometimes to read the Bible using the “at random rule,” stretching their hands randomly into the lucky dip, and then taking what their fingers plopped on as a providential passage. In Either/Or (1843), Søren Kierkegaard makes the case for crop rotation in life to curb boredom, keep the mental fields fertile and full of nutrients, and face the responsibilities of an ethical existence.27

				The surest way to stop thinking is to read books only in one field and talk only to people who work in one field.28

				—English philosopher John Locke

				Here are some examples of randomizing rituals that slow me down as they open me up to new awareness: 

				a) Instead of picking out a movie to see, I “go to the movies” under the discipline of seeing the next movie that is showing when I arrive at the ticket counter. Yes, even if that movie is 27 Dresses (2008).

				b) Install the stumbleupon.com toolbar.

				c) Pick with eyes closed from the racks of Hudson News, one periodical for every hour I’m in flight, with the discipline of reading every page (not necessarily every word) of the periodical in that one hour of flight. On a five-hour flight, I’ve been exposed to five periodicals that I never would pick up any other way. 

				d) Take make-it-up-as-you-go rides in the car, and stop at odd restaurants or coffee shops you never would pick out by natural inclination or interest.

				e) Decline the passiveness of coincidence or chance. Admit no coincidences, only God-incidences, only connections. “As luck would have it, Providence was on my side,” to quote the words of Samuel Butler’s hero in Erewhon.29

				f) Ask your waiter to pick out his/her favorite item on the menu, and on their recommendation order it. That one act will move you to a higher plane of relationship with that person and enhance your dining pleasure immeasurably. 

				g) Listen to the jarring juxtapositions of music that come from Jack radio format; or set your iPod to random shuffle. This will help combat the music snobbery called “playlistism” and reduce playlist anxiety and playlist pruning to suit the musical tastes of others. At your next party, invite your guests to bring their iPods so that the music of the evening can run off your guests’ playlists, showcasing the digital diversity of your guests.

				An organic as opposed to a mechanical approach to life is one where you grow in the direction of the light, and you make it up as you go along. Self-organizing systems are more symmetrical when their components are moving randomly than when they are marching lockstep in certain formations.30 There can be a tendency to approach life one-dimensionally, with relationships frequently regarded as a means to an end or at least prescribed and programmed. Relational quality is enhanced by shared, random experiences and may actually be compromised by prescribed agenda. 

				Icons provide symbolic carriers for profound subjects like randomization, and my icon for these rituals is a book by Stanford computer scientist Donald E. Knuth, who is most known for his classic text The Art of Computer Programming. But Knuth has an iconic presence in my life because this lifelong Lutheran has memorialized in book form what he calls the most “scientific reading of the Bible.” Using the random-sampling method of Bible reading, Knuth personally translated from the Hebrew and Greek all fifty-nine 3:16 texts, wrote a theological commentary on each, and commissioned fifty-nine of the world’s greatest calligraphers to put these texts into visual form.31 A signed copy of his book 3:16 and a poster with all fifty-nine calligraphers’ art hanging in my Drew University office remind me of the change-my-mind creativity that is unleashed by randomizing rituals. 

				The killer app for Jesus as to whether or not his disciples were “born of the Spirit” was the first-century equivalent of “that’s so random”: “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”32 Are you predictable? Can people not always tell what you are going to do next? A windblown life is one going slow enough to be powered by the Spirit.

				2. Slow-boating Your Journey. Ask someone, “How are you?” and they’re likely to say, “Busy.” Try saying, “Slow-boating it.” Invite a little slowness into your high-speed life. Consumer culture wants us all to live as impersonations of the Energizer Bunny. After all, you can’t pass in the slow lane. But the more we need to be “up to speed,” the more we need to fast from fast. 

				Praise without end for the go ahead zeal

				of whoever it was invented the wheel;

				But never a word for the poor soul’s sake

				that thought ahead, and invented the brake.33

				—Onetime America’s poet laureate Howard Nemerov

				Instead of setting your GPS to “fastest route possible,” set it to “no freeway.” Take a seat-of-your-pants vacation where you take the blue highways and back roads, not the major thoroughfares. Instead of flying, take a train. Instead of driving, take a bus. Take every ferry you can find. Make “drive time” slow time, and stop to read every historical marker on the way. 

				Or here is a slow-boating exercise recommended by Metropolitan Anthony, the Russian Orthodox bishop in London. He suggests we sit down in a room somewhere, quietly, purposively for five minutes, and practice the Seinfeldian art of doing absolutely nothing. Relax intently and say this to ourselves:

				I am seated, I am doing nothing, I will be doing nothing for five minutes … I am here in the presence of God, in my own presence and in the presence of all the furniture that is around me, just still, moving nowhere.34

				One more quick tip in slow-boating (and hear the contradiction): Declutter your life. Joyce Rupp uses the marvelous metaphor of “the cluttered cup” to explore the way our lives get cluttered. There are many kinds of clutter, she says: anxiety, resentment, harsh judgments, self-pity, mistrust … all take up a lot of inner space.35 But even good things can become clutter. Prayer can become clutter when it becomes a legalism. So start decluttering: Drop membership in a club; resign from a position; cut back on your commitments; take an extra year to get through college. One of my sons gave me an orange T-shirt that testified: “U of T: The best 5 or 6 years of your life.”

				In a world hard-wired for speed, the tortoise still has a lot of persuading to do.36 

				—Carl Honoré (who got a speeding ticket going to a slow-food dinner)

				In Sweden not too long ago, a passenger on a train pulled an emergency cord. When it stopped, he distributed leaflets that read: “Speed is an unnecessary evil that is destroying our lives and our planet.”37

				What cords are you pulling? In what areas of your life are you practicing less-hurried living? In Japanese fables, tortoises do win races.…

				3. Extra the Ordinary. The holy haunts the everyday. “Heaven in ordinary” is how the seventeenth-century Welsh poet/Anglican priest George Herbert put it.38

				Where does God first address Moses? Not from the heavens or from the heights, but from a lowly bush, from the midst of the commonplace, the ordinary. Where does the risen Christ first encounter his apostles? Not in Jerusalem but back in Galilee, where they were back to their businesses, back fishing, in their old jobs, the memory of those three years spent with Jesus wearing thin. The doctrine of the incarnation requires a high doctrine of the everyday, the ordinary. 

				In our daily lives we’re in the thick of thickets all the time, and we can’t hear the voice because we’re listening and looking for the “high and lifted up” and forget the bushes and bulrushes. The holiest haunts are the common, everyday places.

				Coming to appreciate life’s common, everyday, ordinary miracles leads to some of the most surprising and theologically intriguing nudges. 

				A leaf of grass is no less 

				than the journeywork of the stars.39 

				—Walt Whitman

				Jesus is knocking at the door of the human heart, nudging us to come out and track the holy haunts. He comes in to get us to come out, and part of our “outing” is outdoors, into the world, to come out and play. How can you fail to see Jesus across the street? How can you fail to see the finger of God in nature: in a frog, in a fog, in a storm, in a thorn? Would you? Could you?

				Nudgers are attendants in the house of God, which is the universe. What are we attending? The weft and weave of everyday life, without the expectation that the divine must manifest itself in riotous or raucous form. The ordinary is as emblematic of the movings of the Spirit as the spectacular or sprawling. 

				How many things do we attend without attention? Pay attention to ordinary things where realizing that there is no such thing as “ordinary.” Nothing is ordinary. All things are out of the ordinary. Everything that exists is extraordinary and holds the secrets of the universe within itself. We need the eyes to see, the ears to hear, the nose to smell, the mouth to taste, and the hands to touch. Be transfixed by the ordinary so that you can see what you thought was ordinary is really a transfiguration.

				The mundane can be sublime … if we attend to it and peel away its inexhaustible mysteries like an infinite onion. The very word mundane reminds us to do this, since mundane comes from the Latin mundus, which means “world.” 

				A retired songwriter in Nashville, remarking about country songwriter Tom T. Hall, points out what should be true of every preacher: “You know, some folks can go around the globe and never see a thing. Tom can go just down the road and see the whole darn world.”40

				Instead of looking for God in the heavens, why not look for God around us in everyday places. Or in the words of Cynthia Heimel, 

				For God is always to be found at the back of the refrigerator behind the moldy tuna fish casserole, or sometimes He is found in the way the tailor at your corner lovingly stitches up the hem of your party dress, other times in the way a child sings along with a toothpaste commercial. Do not look for Him in the heavens; He only keeps a small locker there, only goes there to change.41

				There are many definitions of art. My two favorites are by a poet and a factory worker. The poet, Denise Levertov, defined art as “the act of realizing inner experience in material substance.”42 The factory laborer-turned-philosopher Simone Weil put it like this: “Art is an attempt to transport into a limited quantity of matter, modeled by man, an image of the infinite beauty of the entire universe.”43 Both definitions understand art as a God-nudge, as the outer of an inner experience, which is as close to sacramental as you can get without being technical. I call art mystical materialism, and incorporate art into my everyday life in the same way our Orthodox ancestors would dip icons into beer to improve its taste. In fact, I can’t get into my study (Len’s Lair) without simultaneously stooping and stepping up as an expression of my daily need to bring together humility (stoop) and confidence (step up). When you nudge people to adopt material and concrete spiritual practices that connect with their everyday lives, you are nudging the Jesus in them. Any nudge that does not restore and renew our sense of the sheer mysteriousness of life isn’t good, true, or beautiful. 

				The sense of wonder

				that is the sixth sense.

				And it is the natural religious sense.44

				—D. H. Lawrence

				4. Focusing Rituals and Attentional Strategies. Comedian Sam Levenson recounted the time his father was towing six or seven small Levensons, clasped hand to hand, through a museum. Suddenly, exasperated how slowly they were moving, the father snapped: “Look here, you kids. If you’re gonna stop and look at everything, you ain’t gonna see nothing.” 

				In a world of overchoices and overdoses, a culture where overstimulation, information overload, hyperconnection, and Continuous Partial Attention (CPA)45 are the states of normality, the more we fear we’re going to miss something, the more we miss everything. 

				If I throw you one tennis ball, you can catch it easily. If I throw you six tennis balls, one after the other, you can catch them all. But if I throw you all the balls together, you will not catch any of them unless you focus on a single ball and let the other ones go.46

				A life spent in soft focus needs focusing energy that will not drop balls. Without this laserlike focusing energy we suffer from what sociologists call “absent presence.” Physically present we may be, but our attention drifts and pinballs, seldom in the here and now, “ever focused on the new rather than the now.”47 We enter every moment distracted and distant. This lack of attention and loss of intimacy lead to greater incidences of anxiety, depression, lack of fulfillment, poor school performance.

				The need for focusing rituals that can keep our semiotic awareness on track is further evidenced by what is known as “emotion-induced blindness.” Yale University researchers discovered this condition while exploring human reaction to violence and pornography. Images of sex and violence induce a period of blindness that lasts between two-tenths and eight-tenths of a second, long enough to cause a driver blinded by the billboard cleavage to veer off the highway. During this state of blindness, people simply cannot process what they are seeing.48

				When important stimuli are presented, an information-processing bottleneck occurs in the brain. You can overcome the bottleneck with attentional strategies that refocus hard on the target images and resist the backslide from semiotics to hermeneutics, from experiential immersion in a sign to immediate interpretation of a sign.

				5. Fallowing Rituals. When was the last time you gave yourself permission to “do nothing” without feeling guilty? Have you scheduled and protected on your calendar designated “do nothing” days? One of the worst mistakes you can make in life is to confuse fallow time with shallow time.

				When you look at a field that is allowed to lie fallow for a season, it looks as if nothing is happening. But appearances are deceiving. In those fallow seasons, the soil is being replenished and restocked so it can continue producing a harvest. Seeds need rich soil for nature to work. When it looks on the surface like nothing is happening, down deep everything is happening. 

				When “nothing happens” is when life happens. “Do nothing” days get you daydreaming again. Recent scientific studies of the brain show that letting your mind wander, or daydreaming, is the seed corn of creativity and problem solving.49 Let the soil of your soul lie fallow for a season, plowed but not planted. To rest from doing allows the soil to be enriched by God, making the soul more fertile for God’s next planting. 

				That’s why fallowing, and one of its expressions known as “vacationing,” is part of the basic weather of living well. The value of vacations is that this is when we’re most prone to vacate our minds, not to blank them out, but to fill them with restful and playful and mindful things. The change of venue enables us to rid our minds of the freight of the familiar. This defamiliarization imposes patience and lets things reveal themselves, lets something speak for itself without our thinking we know what it is or can speak for it. Some signs are more shy, even coy, than others. Travel writer Paul Theroux speaks from personal experience when he confesses that for him to really inhabit a culture he needs to empty both his mind and his space: “Luxury is the enemy of observation.”50

				This is where Christian mysticism is different from other forms of mysticism. The goal of fallowing is not to empty the mind or blank it. Mindfulness is not mindlessness. Rather, fallowing rituals help fill the mind with good things,51 and whatever emptying (kenosis) takes place is for the purposes of filling (plerosis). “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us”52 Besides, try to rid your mind of negative or sinful thoughts, and guess all you will think of? Psychoneurolinguistic scientist George Lakoff got this right in his book Don’t Think of an Elephant (2004). AA has a saying: “Thinking about not drinking is thinking about drinking.” Our efforts at avoiding what we really choose to avoid often has the unintended consequence of keeping the issue forefront in our minds. Surrender is admitting that our efforts are not sufficient. 

				It’s only the expulsive power of divine love that rids our hearts and souls of sin. This was John Wesley’s most mature understanding of “Christian perfection,” as outlined in “The Scripture Way of Salvation”:

				Perfection … is love excluding sin; love … taking up the whole capacity of the soul.… For as long as love takes up the whole heart, what room is there for sin therein?53

				A clothes closet is the best semiotic of sin I can think of. Every closet starts with a few pieces of clothes neatly hung and stacked. Within no time, every closet gets cluttered, messy, and scattered. Sanctification cleans closets by keeping them full of freshly laundered, dry-cleaned, and scented new clothes in which Christ can form and take shape in your life. 

				6. Silence Rituals. There is a joke circulating, partly inspired by television talk shows and news analysis, that goes like this: “Conversation: a vocal competition in which the one who is catching his breath is called the listener.”

				The more the discourses of society are designed to kill silence, the more garrulous the gospel in the church, the more disciplines of silence we need in our lives. The more people are discomfited by silence, as the rush of words washes over us in waves, the more we need to soak in silence. 

				Silence is God’s First Language.54

				—St. John of the Cross

				True speech is a duet with silence. 

				The word mystic is related to the Greek word mustes, which means “close-mouth.” Mystic and mute share the same roots and branches. The mystical nature of silence is key to the monastic life, as Philip Gröning’s film Into Great Silence (2005) makes clear about the life of Carthusian monks. But it is not just monks who are sometimes called to live with background silence as opposed to background noise.

				Much silence makes a mighty noise.

				—African proverb 

				In the spiritual exercise of hesychia, which translates literally as the “silence of the heart,” one tunes oneself to the rhythm of one’s breathing through the use of what the early church called monologion or one-word prayers. First used by early Christian monks and continued in monasteries for centuries, these one-word prayers tuned the heart to the rhythms of the Spirit embedded in the self, community, and nature. Other religious traditions called monologion by another name: mantras. 

				There is no speed-reading in art. When it comes to appreciating any work of art, you need to slow down, stare it down, and silence your soul … which is another way of saying that you need to look at God’s participation in the universe, not yours. Only in this way can we reverse the bias of our blindness. Only in this way can we not “describe the world we see, but see the world we describe.”55

				I bring all of these together in certain personal rituals. Here are a couple of examples from my reading life. Every few months, instead of speed-reading, I try to read a book like I would want my books to be read: slowly, every word, almost devotionally. In the Great Books Seminars I conduct with the Indiana Conference of the United Methodist Church, we try not to consume a book. We try to receive it as a gift and let it call to us. Every book issues a call. Hearing the call is another way of talking about reading, and answering the call is how you allow the book to change you. And those books that have changed me the most, I reread every couple of years. Many books are readable; only a very few books are rereadable. C. S. Lewis said if you have read a great book only once, you haven’t read it at all.

				What is divinity if it can come

				Only in silent shadows and in dreams.56 

				—Poet Wallace Stevens

				Shut Up and Listen! 

				Nudgers are listening posts. 

				Evangelism has been dominated by people who like to talk about talking. We think worship is about singing and speaking, not listening and praying. Nudgers are better listeners than talkers. You have two ears and one mouth. Seek that ratio as a starter. 

				In fact, the quieter we become, the chattier God gets. Just as when you keep silence, someone tends to talk more and reveal more, so when we keep silence before God, God tends to reveal more or we hear more. Do you want more of God? Then shut up and listen. 

				I call shut up and listen the “silent treatment.” Gutenberg culture has programmed us to get our own views across, not to listen to other views and to coach others in listening to their lives. Therapy, known as “the talking cure,” is based on “talking treatments” not “silent treatments,” which have a negative connotation, not a positive one. But in this Google world, listening to the buyer has become so important (“the herd will be heard”) that the economics of the future is being called “listenomics.” The double-edged sword of this high degree of participation is that nothing belongs to the producer anymore. Who listens best and who best harnesses the wisdom of the crowd wins.

				The essence of nudge: helping people to listen to their lives. The essence of faith coaching: showing people how to listen to their lives. By listening, I’m not talking about listening for flaws but listening for faith, listening for understanding, listening for the Jesus-in-you. 

				Flip and halve the word listen and what do you get? The word silent. The six letters that spell listen also spell silent. Silence is planted in, and the portal to, listening.57

				It’s not enough just to show up and slow down. You never resemble Jesus more than when you have your mouth shut. But I didn’t say that. It was first said by Ignatius of Antioch.

				Semiotic nudge is more about “Speak, Lord; your servant is listening” than it is “Listen, Lord; your servant is speaking.”58 This is what God said about Jesus, God’s only begotten Son: “Listen to him.” Listen to him. When you listen to him, you listen to each other. 

				We must watch carefully what God is doing. It is as important a part of nudge to learn when to keep our mouths shut as it is to learn when and how to speak. In the “Show Up” stage of nudge, the less said the better. We need to clamp our mouths shut and sit on our hands more so that we don’t jam up or interfere with what God is already doing. Nudge is less “show and tell” than “shut up and listen.”

				The beginning of wisdom is silence. 

				The second stage is listening.59

				—Hebrew sage Solomon ibn Gabirol

				Nudgers go beyond seeing and hearing to looking and listening. David Henderson proposes a 10 to 1 ratio between listening and speaking. “If you have ten minutes to share the gospel with someone, spend the first nine asking questions and listening. When we speak more than we listen, it is like flying a kite in the dark. Our words go out, but we have no idea if they ever get off the ground.”60 For the corporate world, MIT scientist Peter Senge says something similar: “Generative listening is the art of developing deeper silence in yourself so you can slow your mind’s hearing to your ears’ natural speed, and hear beneath the words to their meaning.”61 

				But my favorite way of remembering Henderson’s 10 to 1 ratio and the meaning of deep listening is through the glorious word HEART. Mark Brady, who teaches Deep Listening courses, invites us to circle the last three letters of the word HEART (the last will be first, after all). Now circle the first four letters of HEART. Now circle the middle letters of HEART. Now circle the whole word. What do you get? 

				ART of HEAR-ing is the EAR of the HEART62

				The ear of the heart is often called the “third ear.” Prayer is an invitation to “listen with the ear of your heart,” the first words of the prologue that opens the whole Rule of St. Benedict, the most famous guide for living in community in Western Christianity.63 The better you are at third-ear listening, at exercising your “listening ear” (Wordsworth) and “gazing heart” (Yeats), the better you are at talking and praying. 

				The first duty of love is to listen.64

				—Paul Tillich

				We pay for everything, and you have to pay to pay attention. There is a cost, there is payment due. All practices take practice, but listening practices may require more practice than others. Listening is exhausting, maybe more exhausting than speaking. It certainly makes more demands.65 

				The biggest demand is for us to get out of God’s way. We use the third ear to get ourselves out of there, to take ourselves out of the picture. The foundation of nudge is not your story or my story, but God’s story and another’s story. To pay attention means you are no longer the center of attention. We are so busy, so self-centered, so preoccupied with our own “stuff” that we need deep listening to pay attention, to stop paying attention to ourselves and start attending to the divine presence that is everywhere.66 

				To pay attention also requires availability, or disponibilite. The French concept of disponibilite is almost untranslatable, but it is best defined as the capacity of being available, of being willing to interrupt your work and your agenda for generous acts and nudges. Disponibilite involves noticing and nudging people by giving them more than a name tag or even a name; more than making them stand up or making them a loaf of bread. Even more than the take-a-pagan-to-dinner approach to evangelism. Disponibilite is interrupting your personal agenda to enter into the reality of who they are … and you’ve got about fifteen seconds to decide to do it and begin it. How do you know if you’ve succeeded? When you find a person “existing in excess of themselves.”67

				Ubique credimus divinam esse praesentiam.

				We believe that the divine presence is everywhere.68 

				—Rule of St. Benedict, chapter 19

				When we fail to shut up and listen, we fall out of step with the rhythm of God’s presence. 

				The shut-up-and-listen mixture of silence, listening, and waiting, or the “silent treatment,” can be compared to fermentation: a messy, tumultuous, yeasty process that eventually results in clarity. But the fermentation is laborious, and people often mistake fermentation for failed implementation. Teresa of Avila used to shake her hourglass to make the sand go more quickly during her silent treatment. The worse his day was going, the more Martin Luther used his third ear and gave God the silent treatment. John Wesley spent a minimum of an hour in silent treatment. If we spent half as much time preparing to listen as we do preparing to speak, there might be more around of what is called communion. 

				There might also be more around of what we call “victory.” There are few more misquoted verses in Scripture as this one: “Be still, and know that I am God.”69 When placed in the context of the whole psalm, this is not a validation of ease and serenity. Rather, it is an invitation to preparedness for struggle and pilgrimage. When we say with the psalmist “Wait upon the Lord,” we have almost lost the original meaning of that word wait. The Latin word for “to wait,” attendere, means to stretch oneself forward. We are attentive, still, opening ourselves to what will come so that we might hear inside words, phrases, lyrics, and images “the history of its future echoes.”70 Waiting is not passive lounging. Waiting is active stretching into the future, to the God who is already ahead of us, to hear in the present the future of the past.71 We aren’t waiting for something to come; we are waiting for the future that is already here to appear. We are waiting for something to be revealed from a source beyond ourselves. From a biblical perspective, the present is not the past becoming future; the present is the future becoming the past. 

				Listening is a gift. In fact, the gift of listening, the gift of attention, what the Quakers call “devout listening” or what Kay Lindahl calls “the sacred art of listening,”72 is the greatest gift you can give to someone. Next time you have coffee with someone, consciously say to yourself: “I am now gifting you with my listening. I give you my total attention as an expression of my love and respect for you.” The gift of listening is a gift you choose to give or not to give. But when you choose to give it consciously, notice how your whole demeanor changes: Your voice softens, your body relaxes, you lean into the person, and you enter a whole new way of being in the world.73 In fact, notice how you start communicating with the other person without words. We are nourished and flourish in the gift of another’s attention. 

				What you need … is a good listening to! My Gramma Boggs had a saying that was a variation on the folksy scold “What you need is a good talking to!” (although she was known to say that, too). Her version was this: “Some people need a good listening to.” Remember what it felt like when someone really “got” what you were saying? When you were at the receiving end of this holy practice of listening, it inspired you, and freed you, and healed you. The words “I hear you” have magical healing properties: “Listen, that you may live.”74 Listening heals the soul. 

				Some have suggested that being understood is at times even more of a fundamental human need and a more powerful healing force than being loved. In fact, David Augsburger contends that “being heard is so close to being loved that for the average person they are almost indistinguishable.”75

				Listening looks easy, but it’s not simple. 

				Every head is a world.

				—Old Cuban proverb

				Wake Well

				Wake up, O sleeper,

				rise from the dead,

				and Christ will shine on you.

				—Ephesians 5:14

				Once nudgers have showed up, slowed down, and shut up, it is important to wake well. 

				The wake metaphor was an important one to Jesus, who was constantly saying in one form or another: “Stay awake, be alert, watch.” In fact, Jesus often put two words together: “Watch and pray.”76 To watch means to be awake, to be aware, to be mindful. In the book of Revelation there is the drumbeat refrain: “Be watchful,” “Be attentive,” “Keep watch.” Isaiah beats the same drum, but with a bigger stick: “Wake up!” 

				The blowing of the ram’s horn to begin the Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashanah, is not intended to usher the Hebrews musically into the future. In fact, the ram’s horn is the furthest thing from a musical instrument. Its blasts are harsh, grating, groaning, even threatening. The six blows of the ram’s horn—two broken blasts, two warning sounds, two shouts of victory—are the call to wake up from slumbers, to repent of lethargies, and to provoke new ways of seeing and being in the world.77 

				For Cistercians like Thomas Keating and Esther de Waal, the Cistercian rule of prayer is a shofar sounding. De Waal, an Anglican religious in a Cistercian order in England, explains the meaning of “Vigils.” 

				The daily framework of prayer starts in the dark in the hours before dawn. Its name, Vigils, is significant for it is the daily call and commitment to be vigilant, awake, aware, alert.78

				In this sense of shofar soundings, nudgers are artists. Art critic and philosopher Clive Bell used to say that “the artist is not one who dreams more vividly, but who is a good deal wider awake than most people,”79 which may be the source for composer John Cage’s more well-known thesis that the function of art is to wake us to the life we are living. No wonder artists can seem so wailing and annoying.

				Now those persons who wait are awake and on the look-out for their Lord, whom they are expecting. And they are expectant whenever anything comes, however strange it may be, and look to see whether perchance it is He who comes. In the same way we should be on the look-out for our Lord in all things. This requires diligence and we must be prepared to give everything that one can contribute in mind and strength. It is well with those who so act; they will apprehend God in all things equally and they will find God in an equal extent in all things.80

				—Meister Eckhart

				Nudgers do not necessarily dream bigger dreams than other people, but they are more wide awake than most. They unabashedly wake the slumbering to the present tense of Jesus. And all of us are sleepwalking in some areas of our lives. I guarantee you have become so habituated to the humming and thrumming of your refrigerator, or air conditioner, that you no longer notice it. I once saw a camper in the front yard of a home on Bridge Street in Lafayette, Oregon, who was literally becoming organic and returning to the earth. I guarantee you that the owner of that house drove in and out of his driveway every day without seeing that eyesore who flew in the face of every person who drove down that street. 

				Christian scholar Origen walked among his contemporaries in third-century Alexandria with the shofar cry: “Wake up to the love that sleeps within you.”81 Even when something has slumbered for weeks, months, years, decades, nudgers are the ones to give it a wake-up call. That’s why nudgers will get pushback and blowback. My kids hate me when I wake them up. They call me names and gripe at me. Never once have I gotten hugs and kisses from a wake-up call. When we wake the church from its dogmatic slumbers, and point out that the old responses no longer get the needed reactions, we shouldn’t expect flowers and hugs. 

				While the mother sleeps, her toes are awake.82

				—Creole proverb in Guadeloupe, French Antilles

				Semiotics is the doctrine of watchfulness, and nudgers are wakers. Ronald Reagan once fell asleep during an audience with the pope. Much of the church has fallen asleep during other audiences—with postmodernity, with post-Christendom, with a posthuman culture. But watchfulness entails more than not falling asleep or waking up. The Spanish greeting of a morning is “Did you wake well?”

				Once you wake, you must wake well to the day. You can wake up and stay in bed. Or you can wake and stand and shake out those lower extremities. Are your clothes laid out, and are you ready for the excitements and challenges of the day? Or are you like that bumper sticker that reads: “New Day, Same Underwear.” 

				For nudgers, every awakening is a meeting—a call to connection with some one, some event, some One. Every awakening is a special openness to the strangeness of the world. The world is a strange but splendid piece of music, sung by messengers, intermediaries from God. Part of waking well is hearing the world sing. Can you hear the strangeness in a person’s song that makes it theirs? Can you hear God sing in the world, and the different notes and beats that go with different cultures? This is what semiotic nudges do … help people, starting with ourselves, wake well and hear the music of the spheres.

				The sin of inadvertence, not being alert, not quite awake, is the sin of missing the moment of life; whereas the whole of the art of the nonaction that is action (wu-wei) is unremitting alertness.83

				—Joseph Campbell

				John Gardner, founder of Common Cause and mentor to best-selling business guru Jim Collins, told him one day: “Jim, you spend too much time trying to be interesting. Why don’t you invest more time being interested?” Collins commented: 

				If you want to have an interesting dinner conversation, be interested. If you want to have interesting things to write, be interested. If you want to meet interesting people, be interested in the people you meet—their lives, their history, their story. Where are they from? How did they get here? What have they learned? By practicing the art of being interested, the majority of people become fascinating teachers; nearly everyone has an interesting story to tell.84

				Waking well brings us to the second component of semiotic nudging: Witness and Bear Witness.

				Only that day dawns to which we are awake.85

				—Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854)

				Second, Witness and Bear Witness

				Survivors of Auschwitz and Hitler’s other death factories are called “witnesses.” The early church called the first Christian martyrs “witnesses.” What right do nudgers have to use this word? 

				The Bible has two Great Commissions. The more familiar one is from Matthew. But before you quote it to yourself, let me defamiliarize it a bit by the discipline of historical context: This ambitious strategic plan, the most lofty assignment in history, was spoken to a tiny, pathetic, and impoverished band of followers who had no idea what to do next:

				Go into all the world and makes disciples of every culture.

				But Luke gives us another rendition of the Great Commission in two other places: Luke 24:44–49 and Acts 1:8. 

				You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. (Acts 1:8) 

				Matthew’s Great Commission is “Go and make disciples!”

				Luke’s Great Commission is “Wait and be filled with power!” 

				We need both.86 Even in our evangelism, we are primarily followers … God is faithful, Christ is present; will we participate in the presence? Will we be witnesses to Christ’s presence and power? Can we shout out the Spirit’s activity? 

				Whether or not your tribe recognizes every baptized Christian as an evangelist, there is no tradition that does not call every Christian to be a witness. We are called to be as much a witness to the resurrection as the first disciples were witnesses to the resurrection. The central statement of the church’s earliest affirmation were these words of Acts 2:32: “God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.”87

				Storycatchers before Storytellers

				Nudgers are first storycatchers and only then storytellers. 

				Nudging is recognizing the Jesus-in-you story and saying, “Look here!” Nudge is identifying what Jesus is up to in your story and saying, “Look out!” Once someone has listened up and looked here, it’s time to look out.

				As nudgers are catching a person’s story, you are all the time trying to connect that story, not to your story, but to the gospel stories and to the Greatest Story Ever Told. In fact, nudgers are reluctant to tell their stories of what God is doing in their lives too soon in fear of overloading or overdetermining the action of the Spirit.

				Parents tell children something that no child likes to hear: “Don’t speak until you’re spoken to.” This is one of the earliest lessons in life we fail to learn at our peril. But whether we like to hear this truth or not is beside the point: It’s precisely true. Nobody can every really speak until they’re spoken to. Cambridge theologian Nicholas Lash puts it like this: “We cannot speak unless we are spoken to; all speech is, in the last resort, response.”88 St. Augustine put it like this fifteen hundred years earlier: “Each one of us learnt our native language by habitually hearing it spoken.”89

				There is no understanding without standing under. Nudge is not taking or talking God to people. Nudge is helping people speak for themselves after they realize they’ve been spoken to. Nelle K. Morton taught theology for many years at Drew. One of her most memorable mantras was the importance of people in their relationships to “hear into speech.”

				Nudgers “hear into speech” the hearts and minds of others yearning for connection to God in a world where we are easily disconnected from both reality and eternity. Nudgers help others to listen to their lives and to hear, see, taste, touch, and smell the sacredness of their own journeys.90 Nudgers help others “hear into speech” so that they can “speak for themselves.” Most importantly, nudgers never speak until they’ve been spoken to.

				Truth is tradition-dependent, and learning how to speak the truth takes time.91

				—Nicholas Lash

				It requires an act of imagination to enter a frame of reference different from your own.

				It requires an act of discipline not to default to generalizations and preconceived categories once we hear someone say something different from what we expect.

				It requires robust concentration not to induce “functional deafness” into ourselves, which is what S. I. Hayakawa, the greatest semanticist of the twentieth century, called it when we hear things we have already worked through and have come to different conclusions.92

				It requires deep compassion to care enough to bear another’s burden. 

				It takes a bent ear to hear words as the speaker intends them, not as we use them or think they should be used.93

				When we don’t hear into speech and let our definitions of someone’s words trigger deep revelations, a lot of these deep revelations will consist of reaffirming exactly what we had always thought.

				It is one thing for someone to get you to tell your story. But it takes it to a whole new level when someone else gets your story so right that they can tell your story better than you do. How much does it mean to you when someone knows your story so well they tell it in front of you? Can you fail to be moved when that happens? 

				The best evangelists are those who can first define what people are already thinking and then say it for them as they would like best to say it. This is especially the case for the revoicing of marginalized and repressed voices.

				The issue is not to avoid controversy or argument. The issue is for nudging to foster dialogue more than discussion. “Our duty is not to see through one another, but to see one another through.”94 How many of us, when we come away from a conversation (or a sermon), come away with agreement or disagreement, like or dislike? Or do we come away with new insights, fresh understandings, refreshed connections, and varied ways of looking at things, regardless of whether there is agreement or disagreement? 

				There is an important difference between dialogue and discussion. Dialogue comes from Greek dia (through) and logos (meaning). Dialogue is the use of words “through,” which flow and flux “meanings” that issue in new perspectives of dissolution and metamorphosis that can only be gained from shared conversation.

				Discussion comes from the Latin dis (apart) and quatere (to shake). As Kay Lindahl notes, “It has the same root word as percussion and concussion—to break things up.” A dialogue aims to open things up. A discussion aims to break things up, to answer a question, or to win an argument. Too much evangelism has been discussions aimed to persuade and produce results and not dialogues aimed to explore and connect.95 A dialogue aims for clarification and connection. A discussion aims for victory and conquest. 

				There is one nudge rule that keeps a dialogue from turning into a debate or a discussion. Hayakawa calls it the “one basic conversational traffic rule” that can prevent many “verbal traffic snarls.” The traffic rule is this: “We refrain from agreement or disagreement with a speaker, to refrain from praise or censure of his views, until we are sure what those views are.”96 My way of putting it is this: I have no right to argue with you until I can state your case to your satisfaction. I have no right to tell your story until I can state your story to your satisfaction. This is a rule easier to embrace than employ. 

				Join Up, Get Behind

				We witness and we bear witness. Witness is not enough. We must bear witness. God expects us to do more than worship and witness; we are to join God’s activity in the world and participate in the signs of God’s presence wherever they may be and pass that on to someone else. We are obligated to share in some way, partly because our own cup can’t be filled up without it being emptied out.97 

				Nudgers refuse to settle for anyone or anything less than the best: Only Jesus will do.

				It’s a sin to speak if you’re not moved to speak. 

				It’s a sin not to speak if you’re moved to speak.98

				—Quaker principle

				Penn Jillette of Penn and Teller is an atheist. But his response to being evangelized after a show is revealing. Penn was deeply moved by his encounter with this lover of Jesus who treated him with dignity and respect. Penn says:

				I don’t respect people who don’t proselytize. If you believe that there’s a heaven and hell, and people could be going to hell, and you think, “Well, it’s not really worth telling them this because it would make it socially awkward.” … How much do you have to hate somebody not to proselytize?99

				Do we bear a message of universal importance, or don’t we?

				Do we bear a message of eternal import, or don’t we? 

				If we do, can we afford not to bear witness? Can we afford to ignore the real needs of people? When we hear these words, “Tell me, please!” can we not just be a bramble bush that burns for God, but a conveyer of the promise that Christ is here waiting to be lived completely in you? Evangelism is more being the good news than telling the good news. But sometimes you tell.

				In fact, the first postresurrection of Jesus contains the whole of nudge: “Go quickly and tell.”100 “Go” means to get off your seat, on your feet, and leave your secure world to venture forth into where God is up to something. Forget about hijacking people into holy places. Fish where the fish are. But go fishing.

				“Quickly” means that time is precious and of the essence, and that in some ways we battle against time. There is an urgency and we’re using up our allotted time, and the time is “ripe” and the fields are “white [and brown and yellow and red and black] for harvest.”101 There is a race going on, and that race we’re running is a big one for each of us, and for all creation. 

				“Tell” means that while actions speak louder than words, words still speak, and people still need to sign an inner contract: “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?”102

				One day Dwight L. Moody, the Rick Warren of his day, was walking down a Chicago street and ran into a complete stranger. Filled with faith’s fervor and passion for Christ, he walked up to the stranger and said, “Excuse me, sir. Are you a Christian?” Offended, the man stepped back, stared Moody in the face and snarled, “Mind your business, sir.” 

				Moody smiled at him and said, “Sir, you are my business.”

				Nudgers aren’t starting up something. We are joining Christ’s initiative and catalyzing what Jesus is already doing. The first recorded words of Jesus: “Did you not know that I must be about My Father’s business?”103 Nudgers are busy with God’s business, not ours. Our nudging is not toward the end of what you can do for God; it’s what God has done, is doing, and wants to keep doing for you and for the world. That’s what keeps us taking the hate and heat.

				Nudgers need to think of themselves as baton passers in a race that may run for decades and centuries, not just weeks and years. 

				It may even be that we’re part of the nudge that exists beyond time. Nudge doesn’t need to lead to closure, at least not the nudgers’ closure. Our trust is in the promise that our nudges will start something through a word or witness that God will send someone else to take further. Maybe our role is simply to start the Spirit ball rolling in someone’s life and never see it come home.…

				If you think about it, this is how it has always been. God uses more than one person to lead people to Christ. It may take ten, twenty, fifty, and we may be number twenty-three. George Hunter, professor of evangelism at Asbury, says that thirty years ago it probably took five significant encounters before a person would accept Christ. Today, he argues, it usually takes no less than twelve to twenty nudges. Only a few times are we privileged to be the closer. 

				Margery Wilkie was my closer. But I was brought to faith by dozens of nudgers, some present, some past. Reading Martin Luther changed my life, and in the roll call of nudgers for Len Sweet, Luther is high on my list, even higher than John Wesley. John Irving’s A Prayer for Owen Meany has the best opening line of any book—the first sentence ends, “I am a Christian because of Owen Meany.”104 But “Owen Meany” is a semiotic symbol: a sign for all those nudgers who enabled Owen Meany to bear witness. I am a Christian because of Mabel Velma Boggs Sweet. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				SENSATIONAL CHRISTIANITY AND THE SEMIOTIC 5

				Nudge best occurs in good company, and with good sense. I did a whole book about the meaning of good company (entitled 11) and the role of the community in the nudge factor.1 In the second half of this book, I want to look at the good sense(s) and to bring good company and good sense together. 

				But let me loop back a bit and revisit Jesus’ image of evangelism as “fishing.” I guarantee that when you hear Jesus say “Come, follow me! I will teach you how to catch people instead of fish,”2 the image that comes to mind is of a lone individual fly-fishing. Actually, the fishing Jesus is alluding to here is net fishing where an entire village would fish together and often two boats would work in tandem drag-netting fish in between them. Jesus’ image of fishing was not solitary but social.3 In the Jesus story of the miraculous catch of precisely 153 fish,4 the number 153 is the celestial calculus for completion. The ancient world believed there were exactly 153 different species of fish. A catch of 153 fish symbolized the church’s need to reach in its communal netting every culture upon the earth.5

				Perhaps if a more communal mentality of nudging were adopted by our churches, the fear of evangelism would diminish, and our nudge potency would increase. For our ancestors the essence of heresy was a preference for individual truth over communal truth. The concept of orthodoxy was slow in coming. In pre-Christian Greek, heresy (hairesis) meant nothing more than a school of thought. The negative sense of the word heresy came when Christians returned the word to its original etymological meaning: a belief adopted by personal choice rather than by communal consensus. 

				Unus christianus, mullus christianus 

				The single Christian is no Christian.

				—Old Latin saying

				We are more comfortable with church as masks of community rather than as manifestations of communion. A great example of communal nudging comes from John O’Keefe, a colleague and fellow collector of frequent-flier miles. He tells of attending a church that he had been going to on and off for a year when he was home. One Communion Sunday, after a long time on the road, a young usher came and sat down next to him and began to explain to the “visitor” what was happening in the liturgy. “I’m sure it looks strange to you what is happening, but when I motion, I’m inviting people to the Communion rail, which is right up front. See it there? When I come to your pew, just walk over to me and then I’ll lead you up to the rail if you want to partake in Communion.” The usher then went on to explain what Communion meant, that at this church Communion was open to all people, and that John was welcomed to partake if it seemed like something good for his soul. “In all my time in the church, and in all the churches I’ve been part of, this usher was the first person who took the time to explain what was happening in the liturgy.”

				A semiotician sat down by him—an usher who morphed into a nudger.

				My favorite example of the communal nudge is my Facebook page, which I opened up only a year ago but which now has been rated by Twitter Grader as one of the top spiritual-oriented Facebook pages. I have sought to surround myself not just with Christian friends from the full spectrum of Christian faith but with people who have been burned by Christianity and now are dropout agnostics or drop-dead atheists. I also have many friends who are part of other religions. In making the plural de rigueur in building an online community, my Facebook world is filled with people from well over fifty countries representing a wide array of cultural and social perspectives. 

				This means the last things you will not find on my Facebook wall are straight-laced establishment blather or straight-faced PC cliches of any stripe. In fact, most often someone is stirring strange ingredients into the theological goulash or, in the words of William Blake about Christians of his day, “Both read the Bible day and night / But thou readst black where I read white.”6 In other words, my Facebook wall is usually crackling with dramatic energy. 

				When I have been away from my wall for a while and then check in, I often think of the early church (second thru seventh centuries), when theological debates raged so widely that one bishop complained that he couldn’t buy a loaf of bread without the baker wanting to debate “whether there were one or two natures in Christ.”7 If you went to a shop in Constantinople to buy a loaf of bread, St. Gregory Nazianzen (died 389) sounded off, “The baker, instead of telling you the price, will argue that the Father is greater than the Son. The money-changer will talk of the Begotten and the Unbegotten instead of giving you your money, and if you want a bath, the bathkeeper assures you that the Son surely proceeds from nothing.”8

				Yet when someone posts something that misses the forest for the fruit trees, or swings into action as the Tarzan/Jane of the Ivy jungle, my Facebook community does not become the “I know better” brigade. Nor do they assign anyone to spend long stretches in the social-networking equivalent of the stocks. Rather, they respond organically as a communal nudge. In fact, I have learned to count on that word angel in evangelism because of my Facebook friends. Some “angel” will post a comment that explores another aspect of the question from a more historical perspective. Another angel will pour some oil on troubled waters. Another angel will bring some sacramental gratuity into a more and more utile debate. 

				A nudge faith eschews the following: a merely mental or intellectual matter, a solitary experience, or a spiritual sensation that disregards the material. A nudge faith is an embodied, lived, communal adventure played out in the context of ordinary life with all of its sensory experiences. 

				It is one thesis of this book that if we only knew how to sense God, to see, hear, smell, taste, touch the divine, we could nudge the world with the consciousness that “everything that lives is holy”9 in some way. 

				The Puritans who settled New England are known for the wrong things and unknown for the things that really set them apart. The Puritan world was not one of sensory deprivation, nor was the world of the senses a foreign country where secrecy was the lingua franca. In fact, the Puritans were convinced that God gave us the senses to perceive the world in order that sensuous experiences might lead us to God.10 When the Puritans looked at the sin in their lives, and what drove their unholy allegiances, they found passion lying at the root. But instead of rooting out passion as the enemy and killing it—and since passion is enflamed by the senses, making the senses the enemy too—the Puritans sought to align their passions to God’s purposes, and to find freedom in sensual desires always being aligned to Christ. 

				When my friend John Dill was pastor of a church in Camden, Arkansas, a tornado hit the area and did serious damage to property throughout his parish. One church member in particular, a chicken farmer, found that part of his chicken farm was totally destroyed, while another part was virtually untouched. By the time he got around to surveying all the damage, over a week had passed. In one remote corner of his farm he found a chicken coop that the tornado had lifted up whole, roof and walls together, leaving the cement plank and chickens undisturbed. Almost all of the five hundred chickens in the coop had died. But they didn’t die from the tornado. They died of starvation. They had been used to the industrial feeding of pellets that came to them if they stood in place. So they stayed on the cement plant, remained in the status quo, and waited, and waited, and died. Only five of the chickens decided that maybe they needed to use the senses they were born with. Only five ventured to step off the plank and eat some awful things that had never touched their mouths or been seen with their eyes: slimy, grubby worms; creepy, crawly bugs; yucky green grass; hard seeds; etc. 

				Once they started eating these foreign substances, however, they discovered what they had been born to taste, hear, see, smell, and touch: real chicken food. Only if we have the courage to get off our comfortable planks and into the sensational world out there will we discover that our food for the past five hundred years may actually have been unnatural, foreign food. Christianity’s native food may be more what we today think is slimy and creepy … the real, “pagan,” sensate surroundings we find ourselves in.

				Jesus comes to us through five primary regimes of presence: 

				Jesus comes to us … through eyes.

				Jesus comes to us … through ears.

				Jesus comes to us … through smells.

				Jesus comes to us … through touch. 

				Jesus comes to us … through food.

				Each one of the senses has its own energy, its own culture. Collectively, they come together to form the energy of the body, a culture of the body that William Blake defined in precisely these terms: “A body is that portion of Soul discerned by the five senses.”11 We receive Jesus with our ears, our mouths, our eyes, our hands, our noses so that we can hear reality with Christ’s ears, and taste reality with Christ’s mouth, and see reality with Christ’s eyes, and touch reality with Christ’s hands, and sniff out reality with Christ’s nose. We receive Jesus into our hearts so that we can be Jesus in our world. 

				These are big dreams and bold metaphors: Paul says that Christ and we are all one body. Then he gets even bolder: We are all one Christ. Not because we are good people, or better than anyone else. But because Christ is at work and at play in us.

				Become what you preach, and then preach Christ in you.12

				—Presbyterian minister Joseph Ruggles Wilson (father of President Woodrow Wilson)

				We are better at asking questions than inhabiting our regimes of presence, at hearing, seeing, tasting, touching, smelling answers. Nudge evangelism helps people to make sense of life, or as the Bible puts it, to “come to our senses”13 in order to find God and to find life. Nudging is endowed with a biblical world of perception and presence—seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smelling. It is so much less demanding to think than to be. Words vaporize quickly; hands, stomach, eyes, ears, nose remember. 

				The blessing of science and technology is that they can expand our ability to see, to hear, to taste, to touch, to smell—and in so doing increase our nudging capacities. The curse of science and technology is that they can also entrap our senses and awe us with the wonders of the technology itself rather than what they can enable us to experience. The rich foods we eat can so overstimulate our senses that we lose the ability to appreciate a cup of pure water.14

				Throughout history, there has been a philosophical hierarchy that has placed sight and hearing above all other senses as “the higher senses,” because they were associated with the mind. Taste, smell, and touch were deemed “the lower senses,” because they were associated with the body. Aristotle made sight the primary sense, with the problem senses being taste (after all, the organ of taste was the troublemaking tongue) and touch (another mischief maker). 

				But this is not always the case. Some cultures order the world principally by sound (the Andean Incas), others by temperature (the Tzotzil of Mexico), others by smell (the Onge of the Andaman Islands), and even some by color (the Desana of Colombia) or more precisely “color energies,” which is far afield from the Western stress on critical observation and surface showings.15 In fact, the history of warfare has yet to be written from the standpoint of sensory warfare and sign manipulation. For example, Native Americans and Europeans lived in different sensory universes. Native Americans integrated the senses, while the English privileged the eyes. By changing the scenery, or sign manipulation, the British transformed the landscape (the English fort at Roanoke was famous among Native Americans for “hurting the eye”). Post fences rather than plant hedgerows, felled forests, cleared fields, wooden buildings, linear towns, and church bells disoriented Native American sensibilities and imposed the sensory regime of Europeans. Camp meetings and revivals were forms of spiritual warfare against “the world, the flesh, and the devil” based on sensory conflict through sound (“shouting Methodists,” “hooping” preaching, dress parade), sight (gestures, night torches), smell (burning oil, the sawdust trail), touch (healing dramas, courting grounds), and taste (love feasts and delicious meals). 

				Nihil est in intellectu quod non sit prius in sensu.

				Nothing is in the intellect that was not previously in the sense[s].16 

				—Arguably Thomas Aquinas’s favorite quote of Aristotle

				What did Jesus spend his ministry doing? He had three years in which to save the world, and how did he spend those three years? He spent his time creating a new sensory regime of the Spirit: telling stories (sound and sight), sharing meals (taste and smell), healing people (touch), and traveling the countryside and building his team while connecting and praying with people (all five senses) that they might have life more sensational in all its dimensions, in all its senses. 

				The Spirit of Christ is not vagrant or homeless, but incarnate and embodied in whatever gives life: a fish, some flesh, the aroma of bread and wine, an accent, or an appearance. How do the disciples recognize Jesus? 

				His wounds, which they touch.

				His food, which they eat. 

				His presence, which they see. 

				His voice, which speaks their names. 

				His aroma, which they inhale. 

				We recognize Jesus the same way today. It is not we who pound down Jesus’ door. Jesus is the real seeker. It is Jesus who is knocking at our door, saying, “Can’t you hear me? Touch me? Smell me? Taste me? See me?” Are you finding Christ in the people you meet? Are you finding Christ in the things you handle? Are you finding Christ in the food you eat? Finding Christ in the voices you hear? Finding Christ in the smells you breathe?

				Hearing, Tasting, Seeing, Touching, Smelling 

				The availability of Jesus requires a new kind of literacy, semiotics of skill and will. Since evangelism is a “community project,”17 these skills and wills must be embedded in the lifeblood of the community itself. 

				Hearing is a skill: 

				but first a will to Hear.

				Seeing is a skill: 

				but first a will to See.

				Tasting is a skill: 

				but first a will to Taste.

				Touching is a skill: 

				but first a will to Touch.

				Smelling is a skill:

				but first a will to Smell. 

				There must be will before the skill is developed. Jesus is signaling all the time and inviting us to more sensational ways of living. In fact, Jesus’ knuckles are raw from knocking on the door of our hearts, begging us to come out, discover for ourselves his sensory truths, and “bless what there is for being.”18 

				Jesus is saying, “Enjoy your senses, I gave them to you to enjoy. Come, let me guide you into finding life through your senses, because it is through your senses that I will reveal myself. Lose the fear, my child, and come out and experience life.” Fear of the senses is the sharp point of the wedge that Gnosticism uses to separate the physical from the spiritual.

				The phrase “bless what there is for being” is one of the most powerful and mysterious of all lines in the poetry of W. H. Auden. In a poem dedicated to his senses, “Precious Five,” with a stanza of gratitude to God for each of the senses, Auden concludes by invoking: 

				That singular command  I do not understand, / Bless what there is for being, / Which has to be obeyed, for / What else am I made for, / Agreeing or disagreeing?19

				Part of the secret to unlocking that magical phrase “bless what there is for being” is to understand that what matters in life is not being good but being God’s. One of the most difficult tasks in life is to know the difference between “be good” and “be God’s.” It’s a lot easier to “go and do likewise” than to “go and be likewise.” But Jesus calls us to a doing based on being. Jesus is saying, “Don’t act like me. Be me!” 

				Jesus gave us more than a command of likeness; he gave us a command of oneness. Nudgers need to worry less about doing evangelism, or getting evangelism done, than about being with Jesus. Jesus acts on us. You don’t need to do anything. Just being around him acts on us. And sets us free, to be. It is and always was an issue of freedom—and God’s teaching us to use our freedom well.

				The twentieth-century poet Denise Levertov, a wizard with words too little known these days and in her own day, has a collection of poems called Evening Train in which she quotes an ex-slave:

				I sits here, in my rocker, evenin’s,

				and just

				purely

				be’s.

				Toward the end of the poem, Levertov writes,

				as the task before me, to be,

				to arrive at being.20

				The ultimate nudge in life is helping others “to be” and “to arrive at being.” It’s the ultimate art form: the artistry of being. 

				If God wanted you to sit and relax, how would God need to deliver the message? Usually, if God tells us to move a mountain, we break out the pickaxes and shovels. But if Jesus says, “Sit with me for a while,” we act like we can’t hear him. If Jesus says, “Let’s take a walk. I want simply to enjoy your company for a while,” we walk to church. We live in the falseness of believing that Christ really wants us for what we do rather than for who we are. I can sing “Jesus loves you” rather loudly. But to sing with any degree of deep feeling “Jesus loves me this I know” is a lot harder. 

				A Sensational Christian is one whose faith uses all five senses. A Sensational Christian has a mouth, hands, ears, eyes, and a nose connected to the soul as well as to the brain. But there is a holy hierarchy to the senses: If you don’t hear it before you see it, you’ll never ever taste it, much less smell it and touch it.

				Nudge evangelism must pass Jesus’ “The LEAST Test”: “Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”21

				L … listen … Do you have ears for the kingdom? 

				E … eyeball … Do you have eyes for the kingdom?

				A … aroma … Do you have a nose for the kingdom?

				S … savor … Do you have a taste for the kingdom?

				T … touch … Do you have a touch for the kingdom?

				The Celtic tradition is known for its fivefold symbols and motifs. In an attempt to integrate the “whole” and the “parts” where the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, the Celts pioneered the fifth element and five prime themes. For example, there are 4+1 directions: North, South, East, West, Center; there are 4+1 seasons: Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter, Transitioning. 

				One of the least known but most suggestive of the Celtic Fives is the Five-P Exercise of Spiritual Awareness. To be aware of God in any moment, you put yourself through the five Ps: Pause, Presence, Picture, Ponder, Promise.22 I call these the Semiotic 5, because each of these is associated with a function of a primary sense organ: 

				Pause … Hear

				Presence … Taste

				Picture … See

				Ponder … Touch

				Promise … Smell 

				In the second half of this book, we will explore nudge evangelism from the perspective of the Semiotic 5 and the multiple sensory nudge points. One of the central things every human knows: There is always more and there is always meaning. We cannot exhaust a sign. There is always more meaning than we can perceive. The assumption of the Semiotic 5 is that there is more to anyone and anything than we initially notice or receive, and there is always more meaning, both intended and unintended meaning, that can be discovered from the senses God has already given us. 

				When we assume to “know,” we rule out the possibility of receiving more from God. Three of the most important words in the universe are these: “I don’t know.” The engineer’s creed—“the more I learn, the less I know”—is based on these three words. Some forms of Christianity are built on a series of “untouchable signs” and thus miss God’s living presence in their closed perspectives of those signs. For the Christ follower to be open to the reality of the living God in real time and real space, the person must leave “knowledge” open to God for shaping, reshaping, replacement, or removal. When you fail to do your Semiotic 5, when you “know” too much or autopilot too quick to “sense” the way things are and the way things are going, you easily lose your path in life. 

				But it is not just enough to study and read emerging patterns. We also are called to nudge those patterns into shape and give form to spirit. It’s not so much about reading or recording signs as it is about transposing and transfiguring signs. Nudging is sign reading that rewrites the text of the sign within the text of our lives. Nudging is the reading of signs so that the signs of the Spirit can be rewritten within the sign of our life and the lives of those we nudge. This is what makes nudging so endlessly fascinating, difficult, and important. 

				Fully immersed in our sensory world, nudgers need sensory training, the iterative process of experiencing, sitting with God in the result, and engaging all over again. This Semiotic 5 is not meant to lock nudging into some sequential, linear grid. In some ways, I am mixing and matching the five Ps all the time, and also doing them all at once. Simultaneity is important, for the senses need to check one another and especially move us beyond the dominance of the traditional sensory channels of sight and sound. Sign reading is not easy, for signs are deceiving. In fact, the greatest smoke signals out there are often smoke screens. 

				Two examples must suffice. Italian paparazzi started noticing how often the new Pope Benedict XVI slips out of the Apostolic Palace and hangs out at his old flat just outside the Vatican’s St. Anne’s Gate. Italian newspapers used this sign to conclude that the new pope misses the academic life and anonymity of his prepapal life. 

				The truth of the matter? The pope loves cats, especially stray cats. One day he fell in love with a sick, stray tabby he named Scherzo and nursed her back to health in the Apostolic Palace. When the pope found Scherzo swinging from some brocade curtains and bounding from one priceless antique to another, he decided that he had to find a new home for her. So he hid her in an empty miter box and took her to his old apartment, where he visited her and played with her regularly. 

				This sounds like a great story of the difficulty of reading smoke signals. But wait: The newspaper issue where this story appeared was the first week of April 2009. And scherzo means “joke.”23 

				Another example: Mildred was the “Tongue of the Church” and the self-appointed monitor of the church’s morals. She could not stop sticking her nose into other people’s business and gossiping what she sniffed out. Several members did not approve of her extracurricular activities, but feared her enough to maintain their silence. 

				Mildred made a mistake, however, when she accused Henry, a new member, of being an alcoholic after she saw his old pickup parked in front of the town’s only bar one afternoon. She emphatically told Henry and several other members that everyone seeing it there would know what he was doing. Henry, a man of few words, stared at her for a moment and just turned and walked away. He didn’t explain, defend, or deny. He said nothing. 

				Later that evening, Henry quietly parked his pickup in front of Mildred’s house, walked home, and left it there all night. You gotta love Henry.

				We borrow the ears of God, the eyes, the mouth, the nose, the hands of God, to hear and see, taste, touch, and smell as Jesus did from the cross. Not to condemn but to love. Here is where Christian semiotics diverges from prevailing semiotics: Disciples of Jesus are to “take up the cross daily.” We are to see the world as Jesus sees the world, and Jesus sees the world from the cross. He looks out from the cross. We are to see others looking out from the cross. And we are to nudge others looking out from the cross. 

				This means nudgers live and love as Jesus lives and loves: with a blend of fortiter in re, suaviter in modo, or to translate this ancient theological phrase into English, “resolutely in action and gently in manner.” Or as I shorten it: Our nudges should be strong and sweet. 

				To be a nudger is to recognize Jesus where he is appearing all the time—in situations, in people, in creation. To be a nudger is to watch Jesus express himself in others and in me. A nudger is a close relative to a nodder; and a nodder nods and says, “Yup, that was Jesus.” Acknowledgment is the first step toward a nudge. 
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				NUDGE “SENSING”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				PAUSE: USE YOUR EARS

				Do You Give Ear to God?

				Hearing Jesus

				One of the most resonant words in the Greek language is logos. It has as many meanings as heart does in English but is best translated to mean story, speech, saying, sound, voice, or a combination of all. Perhaps the least satisfying translation of logos is “word.” 

				“In the beginning was the Voice …” 

				The creativity of the Multivoiced One wells over and makes a world, a world made for relationship and designed to connect to the Multivoiced One through speech and song. The Voice that created the universe never stopped. It is still voicing, still creating, for ever and ever, for eternity. It can still be heard today, inviting all mortals to “join the mighty chorus / Which the morning stars began.”1 It is speaking in multivoiced accent all the time. But we must be ready to do the listening.

				Music is everyone’s first language.2 That’s why we remember more musical melodies than we do prose passages. The human brain is wired for sound. From twenty-eight weeks’ gestation, the fetus can respond to auditory stimulation: The fetus experiences the mother’s voice not just as sound but also as vibrations on the skin. Even infants don’t like “devil’s notes” like uncertain C and F sharp but smile at stable fourths and fifths like C and G or C and F.3 

				UCLA nanotechnologist Jim Gimzewski has discovered cytological music by listening to the “singing” of cells. He calls this new field of biophysics “sonocytology,” and scientists can now receive a PhD in cell sonics and explore the vibrational life of cells. For example, when you douse a cell with alcohol, the frequency of vibrations increases as if the cell were screaming; when you change the temperature of a cell, you speed up or slow down cellular harmonics; once a cell dies, its vibrations flatline.4

				In other words, according to sonocytology, every person sings his or her life.

				“Do You Hear What I Hear?”

				A church secretary was accustomed to answering the telephone, saying, “Jesus loves you. This is Alice. How can I help you?” Once, the telephone rang while Alice was deeply engrossed in a conversation with an office colleague. Thus distracted, she picked up the phone and said, “Alice loves you. Jesus speaking. How can I help you?” 

				After a long pause, she heard the caller say reverently, “I thought your voice would sound different.”

				Nudging is most fundamentally sound awareness and potent sonic pokes. Except when it comes to ecclesiocracies, where much less is usually going on than meets the eye, the rule of thumb is this: Much more is always going on than meets the eye. But before it meets the eye, it meets the ear.

				The air of life is music, and I live.5

				—Poet Denise Levertov

				Nudgers learn to use their ears to move people toward health and holiness. In John 20, Jesus is not seen, but he is recognized. How? Peter first hears that it is Jesus. 

				This chapter explores what it means to hear the voice of Jesus in others and to use our ears to nudge others with the voice of Christ. It presupposes a belief in the viva vox, the living voice of Christ, spoken through another human being, through the voice of tradition, through the voices of culture and nature, reason and experience, shouted out through the Scriptures. Usually it comes in the form of an interruption, often at a difficult time. Commonly it comes in the form of what Margaret Feinberg calls a “sacred echo.”6 Always it comes with the ring of resonance, often as a corrector, sometimes as a celebrator. 

				Christianity is not about “Do you believe?” but “Do you hear?”

				Do you hear something different from what the world hears? Followers of Jesus hear something different.… “Do you hear what I hear?” rings the Christmas carol. Evangelism is not getting people to believe this or that and they will be saved. Evangelism is getting people to hear it for themselves. 

				Christianity is a nudge to the listener: “I’m hearing something amazing. Do you hear it? I hear a star … do you hear what I hear? I hear a song … do you hear what I hear? I hear a child … do you hear what I hear? I hear cries of goodness and light in midst of badness and gloom … do you hear what I hear? I hear a cross … do you hear what I hear?” 

				One of the greatest compliments a nudger can ever receive is this: “I can hear the song/star/child/cross in your voice.”

				Faith is song. Christians are constituted by faith through sound. When you nudge, you place a musical deposit in someone’s life.

				Sense almost always follows sound,

				so I’ve found.7

				—Welsh/English poet Gwyneth Lewis

				A Sound Theology

				Tell me who can make as much noise as they want, and I’ll tell you who has the power. We used to regulate our lives according to sacred sounds, especially the ringing of church bells. But a new soundscape emerged in the early twentieth century where the older sounds faded away, and new sounds were being born (siren, hum of electrical wires, phonograph).8 With this increasing noise of modernity, where could one find silence? In the world of the Spirit.

				Did you hear something? 

				The first evidence of the divine often comes as a wisp and a whisper. And if we don’t pause, it will whisk on by us and we’ll be left floundering in the backwash. I call this the warning of the wind. 

				The classic film portrayal of the warning of the wind was a scene in the first Jurassic Park movie. The power has gone out, and the park visitors are stuck in automated vehicles just outside the T-Rex pen. Thunderous vibrations cause ripples in a visitor’s cup of water. T-Rex is approaching. Some of the visitors heed the warnings of the wind and of the paleontologists. Others, like the lawyer who ran frightened into an outhouse and left the two kids to fend for themselves, became dinosaur grub.

				No parent needs the movies to teach them that you hear the future before you see it. You saw your kids before they were born. An ultrasound reveals the secrets, or the horrors, of the future. Sonograms are images we can see with our eyes that are first formed by vibrations and sound. 

				The most important guy in Homeland Security? Not the one who monitors the photographs. A picture tells you what already happened. If you want to know what’s going to happen, plug into the communications network and listen.

				Nudgers are sonographers of the Spirit. Aristotle said sight is the primary sense. But Thomas Aquinas thought different in “Adoro Te Devote”:

				Visus, tactus gustus, in Te fallitur
Sed auditu solo tuto creditur9

				Sight, touch and taste in Thee are all

				deceived;

				The ear alone most safely is

				believed.10

				“The vision thing” is so yesterday. The future is all about vibe and voice. 

				It has always been such. Mary is now officially called the “apostle to the apostles” because she was first to see Jesus and proclaim his resurrection. But when Mary saw Jesus with her eyes, “the vision thing” failed her. She thought he was a gardener. Her recognition awaited voice activation.11 Jesus’ first words to Mary were distancing: “Woman …” Then when he speaks her name, “Mary,” she knows who he is.12 Jesus shows us who he is by first showing us who we are. And we show others who Christ is by first calling each other by name.

				Humans are constituted by sound. These days, if it doesn’t get in the iPod, it doesn’t get in the heart: To get in the surround-sound system is to get in the soul. In many ways we all go through life blind and find curbs along which we can tap our white canes. We hear our way forward. When Jesus is our leader, he asks us to stay close and trust him. He seldom gives us the vision of “This is exactly where I’m taking you” but takes us one step at a time, one day at a time, one call at a time, one curb at a time. You think Jesus was a visionary planner? Check out the strange, bizarre routes he took in the Gospels as he zigzagged and careened the countryside.13 The pause of the ear is less “What is God’s vision for my life?” and more “How can I hear and catch up to God’s mission in the world?”

				The Semiotic 5 begins with the pause of the ears. 

				Sound is to the nervous system what food is to our physical bodies. Food provides nourishment at the cellular level of the organism, and sound feeds us the electrical impulses that charge the neocortex.14

				—Sound researcher/author Joshua Leeds

				Give “Ear” to God

				“Heard any good books lately?”15

				With audiobooks becoming better sellers than print books, it’s an apt and app question.

				“Heard any good news lately?”

				With the Scriptures linking hearing and seeing, it’s an apt and app question. 

				The Bible, once called “The Talking Book,” is an ear app: It pauses us to “see” what God “speaks,” to “hear” what God is doing into “sight.” You can trust what you see, only when you see what you hear.16 The nudge challenge is to hear with our eyes, to see with our ears, to use our nose as our mouth, and our mouth as our nose. 

				The ear is the only true writer and the only true reader.17

				—Poet Robert Frost

				To read the Bible, the ears come before the eyes.18 For Semitic peoples, the ears not the eyes were the most trustworthy organ for perceiving divine truth.19 In the Torah, God is heard, never seen. The divine vision is heard. This is in stark contrast to Greek cultures, where divine apparitions are a literary commonplace. In Numbers, God speaks to Moses “mouth to mouth.”20 In Exodus, God speaks to Moses “face to face,”21 which means much the same as “mouth to mouth.” 

				A Facebook world needs more not less face time that is face-to-face, in-your-face, and especially in God’s face. That kind of face time is less seeing “eye-to-eye” than “lending an ear” and becoming “all ears” to one another. Nudging is more about learning how to be an ear-witness than an eye-witness. Evangelism is nudging others to see the sacred harmonies. Evangelism is helping people to name what is resonating in them. Again, a good ear-mark to follow is the 10 to 1 rule: In ten minutes of nudging, nine minutes should go to listening and asking questions and one minute to speaking. But all ten minutes should be seen as a nudge. 

				When we speak more than we listen, it is like flying a kite in the dark. Our words go out, but we have no idea if they ever get off the ground.22

				—David W. Henderson 

				The owl is the symbol of the sound nudge. The owl brings sound and sight together in its “ear-eyes.” When we look at the heart-shaped face of an owl, we are looking at a creature whose eyes looks like satellite dishes because they are: Its eyes are also its ear. The proverbial wisdom of the owl comes from this extraordinary sophistication of overlapping sense organs. 

				As far as I know, only in Chinese is ear-eyes conveyed in one word. The Chinese word for hearing or listening is a combination of four characters: ear, eye, heart, and emperor. The heart of evangelism is the development of ear-eyes that more than anything want to follow and please the “emperor.” And our emperor is Jesus. 

				Wisdom is the reward you get for a lifetime of listening when you’d rather have been talking.23

				—Aristotle

				Dietrich Bonhoeffer organized an underground seminary at Finkenwalde in the 1930s for theological students opposed to the Nazis. The students of necessity lived in a closed community where the relational health of the community was literally a matter of life and death. Out of the experience Bonhoeffer wrote a remarkable little book, Life Together. One of the sections is entitled “The Ministry of Listening.” Let’s listen to Bonhoeffer:

				The first service one owes to others in the community involves listening to them. Just as our love for God begins with listening to God’s Word, the beginning of love for other Christians is learning to listen to them. God’s love for us is shown by the fact that God not only gives us God’s Word, but also lends us God’s ear.24

				Bonhoeffer notes that “so often Christians, especially preachers, think that their only service is always to have to ‘offer’ something when they are together with other people. They forget that listening can be a greater service than speaking.”25

				“To hear” in Hebrew is šāma, which means something richer than “to listen to.” Šāma means to listen with response, and not repose, to hear and heed at the same time. Unlike every other sense but touch, sound is an interactive and relational medium. Have you ever read an email and gotten angry? The more times you eyeballed it, the angrier you got. But call that person up, and you calm down. The more you hear what they’re saying, the more soothed and smoothed your response gets. 

				Since that little flap of skin on the side of your head was thought to be a direct conduit to the heart, šāma also means to obey or become obedient.26 To “see” God was to hear and channel the commandments of the righteous. Hence the centerpiece Hebrew prayer, the shema: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.”27 That word hear could equally be translated from the Hebrew as “discern,” “discover,” or “perceive.” To “hear” God’s Word for the Hebrews was to respond in obedience, to make the journey from the head to the heart. It is two different things to hear with the head and to hear with the heart, which itself can be an organ of perception. In today’s language, the shema might begin: “Here’s the Vibe, Israel.” Put your ear up to God’s Word, so that you can put your ear up to life, to people and to projects, and discern: Does it sound like God or not?

				Where the eye divides, the ear connects.28

				—Composer John Luther Adams

				The same linkage of hearing and obedience is found in English and Latin. The English word obedience comes from the Latin word oboedio (“to obey”), which has as its first meaning “to hearken, give ear, listen” and only means “to yield obedience” as its second meaning. Further, the Latin oboediere is cognate to the word obaudire (“to listen carefully,” thus audire, “to hear”), from which we get words like audio, audition, and audience.29 Anyway you look at it, obedience means to listen deeply. 

				Obedience is listening. We all listen to something. The question is will we pause to listen to God? In the story of Samuel and Eli, it takes God four times to get through to Samuel to the point that he would listen. It’s the same with most of us. We are what we hear and “re-sound,” the technical meaning of “re-sonate.” Deep listening leads to resonance, and resonance produces change that sets new things in motion. Jesus came to set humanity in motion.

				For this reason the first word of St. Benedict’s sixth-century “Rule of Life,” the most famous of all the rules of life, is the hortatory “LISTEN!”30 

				Listen, carefully, my son, to the master’s instructions, and attend to them with the ear of your heart.

				Toward what end? Listening is how you arm yourself with the “strong and noble weapons of obedience.”31 We lean our lives into hearing God with the heart that we might trust and obey. 

				Enough philology. Here’s the theology: From a biblical perspective, you hear a vision more than you see it. Paul has a vision where he hears these words: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”32 Or go back further in time to a seldom-read passage from Habakkuk that states explicitly what is implicit throughout the Scriptures: “I will stand on my guard post and station myself on the rampart; and I will keep watch to see what He will speak to me.”33 

				Sound becomes sight. Vibes become vision. The first manifestation of the Spirit at Pentecost? Sound (communal wind) became sight (personal fire). The creation of the universe? Sound (“And God said/sang”) became sight (“Let there be light”). Nudgers listen for that background hum of the Creator built into the universe.34 Nudgers hear melodies of the Spirit long before they understand all that they might mean.

				Music may be the closest human analogue to the mystery of the direct and effective communication of grace.35

				—Scottish Jesuit John McDade

				An old film about the physics of sound shows a handful of iron filings placed on a thin sheet of metal. A musical tone was played near the sheet. Suddenly the filings arranged themselves in the form of a snowflake. Sound became sight, as vibrating energy took physical shape. Another tone was sounded, and the treasures of the invisible world became manifest—this time into a star. Every note sounded transfigured filings into physical formation. Similar things have been done more recently with water.36 The invisible became visible. Vibration became vision.

				Communities of faith might better be called hearing rooms where God is given listening room. To hear the Gospels is to hear the voice of Christ,37 and with that hearing comes obedience. In a Harry Potter world, a magical world exists just out of sight. In a Jesus Christ world, a magic heavenly kingdom exists just within earshot. Nudgers are always listening for vibrations of grace, evidences of Christ’s visitations in people’s lives. 

				God’s words to us at the transfiguration were these: “Listen to him.”38

				Talk is cheap. The reason is simple: The supply exceeds the demand.

				Listening is expensive. For the opposite reason: The demand exceeds the supply. Just ask any therapist, hairstylist, or pastor. 

				Where are your nudges heard most loudly? In your speaking? Or in your compassion and compunction? 

				Notice the order: 

				That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life.39

				First comes the ears. Then the eyes. Then the handles of touch, taste, and smell. 

				Nudge begins with sound. Nudges are heard first, then seen; then handled through touch, taste, and smell. Disciples of Jesus nudge more by the ear than the eye. Since disciples are constituted by sound as “hearers of the word,” nudge evangelism begins first in being tuned to the Voice … the Voice that created us, and the Voice that one day will call us home. 

				In contrast to other deities that surrounded the Hebrews, Yahweh is Perfect Voice. The Hebrew word for voice (kol) is a key word that is used in many ways. Sometimes it conveys to those who know how to listen to voice the ability to fathom what is fantasy and what is truth. But almost always it is used to express or summon up the will of God. Voice is the pleasure and privilege of the bodyless God.40

				Music is sonorous air.41

				—Ferruccio Busoni

				Symposium as Symphonium

				As any video-game designer will tell you, our ears are the emotional real estate. Our eyes are the fiefdoms of our rational minds. That’s why sound envelops the body, while sight traces lines and dissects, focusing the object in ever-sharper detail. 

				When you start talking to contemporary physicists about matter, what comes out of their mouths is not math and formulas but a Dantesque netherworld of words like quarks and squarks, leptons, gluons and muons, and bosons. Or when they’re not sounding like scientists, words like vibrations, resonances, strings, entrainment. In other words, they start sounding like musicians. And Christians. 

				With Einstein’s 1905 equation E=mc2, we began the twentieth-century learning that matter and energy are essentially the same thing. By and large the church has yet to come to terms with an Einsteinian world where time is relative, mass and energy are interchangeable, and space can stretch and warp.

				Wake up, church. Already we are post-Einstein. As we begin the twenty-first century, some are making the case for mind and matter being essentially the same thing—matter is just dense mind.42 We now know that mind affects matter. We now know that mind affects matter at a distance. We now know our minds operate beyond space and time. A mind of unique power can collapse the quantum wave into a particle, in one famous instance (among many) turning water into wine.43 We now know our severely limited special senses do not define what is real. All sound, taste, sight, touch, and smell do is help us negotiate our three-dimensional space-time world in an eleven-dimensional (at least) universe. 

				If you think the doctrine of the Trinity is hard to understand, you need to read a science text published in the past ten years. Actually, a good way to think of matter is less mind than music. If super-string physics is right (and the loop gravity school says it’s not),44 then the basic reality of the universe is vibration or sound. 

				This is what makes the sound nudge so important, and so dangerous. If you doubt the power of vibrations to tear down as well as build up, remember what brought down the Walls of Jericho, or the Tacoma Narrows Bridge, or look into what shut down the opening of London’s Millennium Bridge, or is causing the marble to disintegrate in Michelangelo’s statue of David.45 Music can also cause altered states of consciousness or trigger seizures, the style of music that triggers the epilepsy depending on the patient.

				Now then, my children, listen to me; blessed are those who keep my ways. Listen to my instruction and be wise; do not disregard it. Blessed are those who listen to me, watching daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway. For those who find me find life.

				—Proverbs 8:32–35 TNIV

				String theory (recently renamed M-theory, for reasons I don’t quite understand) posits an original number of ten to eleven spatial dimensions—“or maybe twenty-six,” which is a scientist’s way of saying, “We really have no idea, but it’s a lot more than the three we know anything about.” No wonder the M in M-theory can stand for mother, matrix, magic, mystery, membrane, or even murky.46 And I haven’t even mentioned field theory (Einstein deemed this his greatest discovery),47 morphogenesis, wave mechanics, the “tunneling” of electrons through neutrons, etc. As science turns toward the realm of the Spirit to understand the physical universe, Space, Matter, Time are more prone to induce reverence than arrogance among scientists, who are sounding more like Isaiah in the temple than Isaac Newton under the apple tree.

				String theory defines matter as “vibrating strings of energy.”48 That’s it. What makes a turnip a turnip, and a carrot a carrot? A change in vibrations. Vibrations are what turn one vegetable into another. Why? Because matter is but vibrations, notes on God’s violin. Anything that vibrates does so at speeds called frequencies, and the frequencies of vibration create sound. When sounds are shaped together, that’s called music. Words like vibration, frequency, sound, and music are in some ways interchangeable. Oh, I forgot one term that should be added to that list: matter. 

				We are all string instruments, and our thoughts and emotions are the notes struck by life’s playing on the strings of our souls. Whether you can carry a tune or not is irrelevant. We are all made of rhythm; we have a beat, whether we can sing or not. It is less accurate to say that we live our lives than that we sing our lives. 

				Trust thyself; every heart vibrates to that iron string. Accept the place the divine providence has found for you, the society of our contemporaries, the connection of events.49

				—Ralph Waldo Emerson

				Unhappiness and depression begin the day the music stops or when we try to sing someone else’s song. An “iron balloon” is a Jamaican expression for a singer who has not found his or her own voice. God wants each one of us to sound like no one but ourselves. The psalmist musician complained, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away.”50 If you don’t sing your song, or people can’t hear your song, or the music of faith stops for you, your health deteriorates, and others discount you for not speaking from the soul. We listen for music from our politicians more than we look at their platforms, as King David proved. 

				When your song is right, your crowd is captive. But there are two kinds of captivity depending on the singer: those who sing a song that points to their voice and virtuoso, and those who get out of the way and let the music sing, who let the song flow and glow. 

				The greatest task of a human being, your greatest mission in life? To find and sing your own song … to the glory of God. In “sacred harp” music, the harp was the voice you were born with or your voice was the harp you were born with. Either way, your song was sacred. 

				Everything that exists has a sound, a unique vibration that some call a “home frequency.” When someone walks into a room who shares those wavelengths, you start to sing along willy-nilly, and spontaneously vibrate. You become a “resonant system”51 of eurythmy, of harmonious rhythm, or even holy harmony. Nudgers trust that humans are designed to sympathetically vibrate with Jesus when their souls are “struck” by his grace and truth. 

				A vibrant faith is a vibrating faith. Nudgers give off good vibes. It is not enough just to be present. You must be present with voice. Nudgers have a vocal presence. The best nudgers are those with a voice that’s being authenticated by vocation and lifestyle. 

				I have not been able to shake the mantra of the film Australia (2008): “I will sing you to me.” Nudgers sing you to you and to me. Nudgers sing others to healing and wholeness. Nudgers sing Jesus to one another. Most of all, nudgers help others hear God say to them, “I will sing you to me.”

				Poets have understood this better than philosophers: from John Donne, who insisted that creation was a sound event and that the “word” with which God created the universe was a song, to Welsh priest/poet R. S. Thomas, who called God “a poet who sang creation.”52 God is Pure Voice. In fact, scientists even contend that the background “noise” of creation (“The Big Bang”?) is still out there. An incarnational God means that God-stuff is found in the matter of the universe. Consider R. S. Thomas’s “matter is the scaffolding of spirit.”53

				The Gospels record nine times Jesus saying, “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” What did God tell John to tell the seven churches in Revelation? “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” 

				What we see depends on how we look, and we need to look with our ears; the radar-dish ear is the best reader of sound.54 Jesus is the Ear Restorer. He gives us back our ears. How sad that the church’s street cred is more that of Peter than Jesus, more known for cutting off ears than putting ears back on. 

				Peter didn’t get his name changed to “the Rock” until after he proved he could be an ear-witness and he had listened to what the people were saying. Simon is a form of Simeon, which in Hebrew means “hearing.” In Hebrew custom this meant Simon was “one who hears God” or even “one whom God has heard.” Because he listened to what the people were saying, while at the same time was the first to confess Jesus as “the Son of the living God,” Simon the Ear became Peter the Rock.55

				While there’s music, there’s hope.56

				—Wilfrid Mellers

				My next quote will be one of the most memorable metaphors for the ear nudge that you will ever hear. It comes from the Scottish poet Hugh MacDiarmid (1892–1978), who called music “the gate which separates the earthly from the eternal.”57 Pause to take this in: By using music as an ear nudge, you are a gatekeeper of the eternal. You swing the gate back and forth from the visible to the invisible.

				British researcher Jill Purce took MacDiarmid’s metaphor more literally in her argument that it was the unique mission of humans to use sound to mediate the translation of spirit into matter, and matter into spirit. “If spirit can become matter through sound, then matter can become spirit again through sound.”58 British literary critic and Columbia professor Sir Frank Kermode (he was knighted in 1991) contends that any interpretation that moves something from the physical to the spiritual is an “angel.” When crusty English professors and philosophers start talking about angels, I sit up and take notice. Kermode is no less than making the case for music as an angelic force in our lives and those who wield its powers “angels.”

				Oh, to be delivered from the rational 

				into the realm of pure song.59

				—Theodore Roethke

				Tech Support for Sound Architecture

				1. Turn Off: It’s a Pause

				A pause means we turn off the noise. We live in sound. Sound lives in us. We must choose carefully the sounds that surround us. If we listen carefully to what our ears are picking up, a lot of what we’re hearing is not signal or even sound but noise. But therein lies our problem: A lot of noise is pleasing to the ear. The word noise is derived from the Latin for nausea, which means to make physically sick. A pause can radically change the signal to noise ratio.

				Is there anything that will bring you to full attention more than a phone ringing in the middle of the night? But God doesn’t just call in the middle of the night with loud rings. More often God uses the “still small voice,”60 or even silence, to bring us to attention. William Wordsworth talked of “a soft eye-music of slow-waving boughs.”61 Silence can be absence of sound; but it can also be, as many deaf people “see” silence, the absence of movement.

				Silence is now a commodity of the same sort as darkness; we buy polarized sunglasses, heavy curtains, and blindfolds to tone down the light as we buy noise cancellation or white noise devices, soundproofing panels, and ear plugs to keep ourselves, or others, safe from excess noise.62

				—Hillel Schwartz

				Every culture is hearing impaired, but Google culture seems especially prone to the overamping of our bodies and souls. Surrounded by sound boxes, cell yells, and background buzz, how do we recognize God’s voice calling us? 

				I am writing these words in the Paramount Hotel in Portland, Oregon, where I woke up this morning to the sound of hammers, jackhammers, and cranes constructing a city park across the street. One of the biggest problems in hospitals? Noise. Hospital beds are noisy places. Hospital sounds can be as loud as jackhammers. With all the buzzers, alarms, carts, telephones, wheels, shouts, joking at the nurses’ station, a morning shift change can generate sounds in the jackhammer range of loudness: 113 decibels. 

				You can listen to 100+ decibels once in a while. But if you’re listening to 100+ decibels all day long, you’re going to go deaf. And if not personally then culturally we’re going deaf. In the second half of the twentieth century, the human ability to perceive sounds has plummeted. In the 1980s, the human ear could subtly distinguish 300,000 sounds. In the twenty-first century, we have the ability to distinguish just more than 180,000 sounds, a loss of almost 50 percent.63

				If Bach continues to play in this way, 

				the organ will be ruined in two years or

				most of the congregation will be deaf.64

				—Members of the Arnstadt council, employers of J. S. Bach

				The church handles silent pauses like our worship handles its favorite call to worship. No sooner are these words out of our mouths—“The LORD is in his holy temple, let all the earth be silent before him”65—than the first hymn fills the earth with sound. 

				Nudgers are like old-time stone masons/artisans, who would not work on a wall when heavy machinery was operating nearby. It seems they placed the stones by the sound they made as they set them in the wall. If they couldn’t hear that proper sweet sound, the right plunk, they couldn’t work.66

				The test of whether it’s a true pause or not? Does the pause refresh? Architect Frank Gehry, justifying some of the fun flourishes at the Walt Disney Symphony Hall, said, “If people feel good, they hear better.” 

				And soon the night of weeping 

				shall be the morn of song.67

				—“The Church’s One Foundation”

				2. Turn On and Tune In: Don’t Tune Out

				Once you’ve turned off the frequencies of the world, you turn on your being to the frequencies of God’s Spirit and tune in to what medieval cosmologists called “the music of the spheres.” These new stations specialize in love, not fear; grace, not guilt; promises and possibilities, not handicaps and limitations. It is these frequencies that produce in us a sound mind. Fear of the unknown causes some who tune in to quickly tune out, so a “No Fear” nudge is often needed. 

				My favorite way of understanding Jesus is in musical terms: In Jesus, God gave us a tuning fork to the eternal. Jesus is God’s Perfect Pitch. His atonement is our attunement. 

				Sound (low frequencies) becomes sight (high frequencies). Light is just revved-up sound. Sound, which everyone can hear, became light in Jesus, who is “the true light that gives light to every man”68 and enlightens everyone with evidences of God’s power and love. 

				When I tune my vibrating strings of energy to his frequencies, as a sheer gift of grace, there will come a moment of resonance. You have seen what happens when resonance is reached in the old Ella Fitzgerald commercials, or in opera singer Caruso’s ability to launch notes at will that could shatter glass.69 When resonance is reached, there is a tremendous explosion of energy, and something has got to give; and it’s not going to be Jesus. The weaker instrument is transformed into a new identity, and we become “new creatures in Christ,” with resurrection wavelengths. 

				In this state of resonance, we truly become the Jesus Vibe and “all things are possible.” In sync with the Spirit, we are one “in the Spirit.”70 In this stage, ear cliches sound like tinnitus, and bad theology like botched tunes. In a resonant state, your life is plugged into the soundtracks of the Spirit, which are the soundtracks of holiness, health, and healing.71

				Musical training is a more potent instrument than any other, because rhythm and harmony find their way into the inward places of the soul, on which they mightily fasten.72

				—Plato

				3. Tune-ups and Fine-tuning

				The problem is that every musical instrument quickly goes out of tune. Every concert, whether of grade schoolers in a gymnasium or professionals in a philharmonic hall, accommodates time-outs for the musicians to tune up. That’s why one conversion is not good enough. We need a daily re-turning and re-tuning to the frequencies of the Spirit. 

				Our soul is an organism, and organisms possess internal, daily clocks, of which two things are constant: (1) It has twenty-four-hour periodicity; and (2) it needs to be reset daily by external stimuli, especially the light. Our internal clock gains or loses time if it isn’t constantly being reset by the light. Wait, there’s a third constant I almost forgot: Everyone is born with different biological rhythms. I am sensitive to this because I live with a rhythm disorder: My daily rhythm is disordered, arrhythmic, and more in need to attunement than others’. 

				There are a few people whose internal rhythms never seem to be “off.” When I encounter someone with perfect pitch, I marvel and say: “What an ear!” In “Name That Tune” some people can hear one note and the song is revealed (I hate those people). Some people are born with an internal tuning fork that can tell them the pitch of a burp. These people are called saints and mystics. 

				The rest of us learn to develop better pitch and more calibrated internal tuning mechanisms. We do this through what the Christian tradition has historically called “practice.” People today work on their bodily appearance and looks like our ancestors in the faith worked on their souls. If we worked as hard trying to stay in tune spiritually as we do staying in shape physically, our world would be a very different place. 

				There are two levels of truth: matter-of-factual truth and incandescent truth. The latter is accessible only through life practices and rhythms of discernment. The church is fundamentally a community of practice that teaches rituals that enable resonance with incandescent truth. These rituals (or “drills”) brought a certain litany and rhythm to life, and out of that rhythm or “groove” came growth and confidence and courage.73 In fact, ritual is embedded within the spiritual. You can’t even spell the word spiritual without ritual, much less doing spiritual without doing ritual. Didn’t Jesus invite a faith rooted in relationship and lived out in rituals of practice? 

				Some people call these “spiritual disciplines” rather than what I prefer to call them: “life practices” or “rhythm grooves.” For me the problem with “spiritual disciplines” is that they can quickly become symbols of our piety rather than instruments of our human formation. Spiritual disciplines became open-sesames to our holy clubs rather than means of learning and life formation. 

				What are some of these “life practices,” these tune-ups and fine-tunings that can keep us attuned to the Jesus wavelength? How is life tuning best done for you?

				First and foremost is Scripture study. In order to listen and tune in, we first must learn the score and the language of the music. Do you know the language of the faith, the language of the Spirit? Or are you always looking up words in the dictionary? Try going to an emergency room and having the attendant say, “I’ll look that wound up in the books and see what it is.… Get back with you when I find out.” 

				Second, for the Wesley brothers singing hymns was a key communal practice. A hymn was what they called the common person’s theology. By inviting direct, emotional participation, hymns fixed doctrine in the soul. There’s within my heart a melody.…

				The sonic saturation of your life in the music of the faith, always allowing God to “put a new song in my mouth,”74 is one of the most powerful fine-tunings you can undergo. To nudge a song in someone’s life is to stimulate their soul to vibrate at a particular frequency that can strike a resonant note. These resonant notes are healing zones. Already hospitals are being designed around “harmonic zones” and “prescriptive sound,” which empower the healing process for patients, staff, and visitors.75 I met a bone surgeon on an airplane who encourages his patients to bring their own music into the operating room, so that as they go under anesthesia and under the knife, they are listening to their favorite music. The original sound therapy76 can be found in the story of David. Whenever he was down and depressed and couldn’t feel the goodness of the Lord, he would bring in the minstrels to minister to him with music. Only then could he feel the experience of God.

				Third, we need to learn how to be better “receivers.” My father was an army–air force shortwave radio operator in the Second World War. In the unit he set up at our home, he showed my brothers and me how to tune into the invisible and broadcast aspects of the universal.77 What made all the difference in the world was the receiver. Fine-tuning makes us better receivers, better able to pick up the soundings of the Spirit. You are reading this book in a room. That room is full of signals. But unless you have the right receivers, you will never pick up the images (TV) or the music (radio). You can’t receive them without a receiver. 

				There are some voices that are so resonant they can be heard all over the world, if only we had the receivers to hear them. The voice of a child starving to death. The voice of the homeless Vietnam vet in a snowstorm. The voice of a teenage sex-worker slave about to see her tenth client in ten hours. We can’t hear these voices because of fingers in our ears, or because our receivers are dog-tracking the fingers that point to the moon and not the moon itself, or because we are in love with the sound of our own voices. Our receivers may be off also because we are fooling with the speaker systems of the establishment, which override our internal receivers with the voice-overs of power and prestige.

				Our receivers may also be wrongly mistaking an echo sounder for an echo chamber. In the Jewish tradition there is something called bat kol. Literally translated “daughter of a voice,” bat kol means you don’t hear the voice itself, or even where the voice comes from. You only hear the child of the voice, the echo. The “voice behind you,” telling you go left or right78 is heard mostly indirectly, as an echo, as a bat kol, the daughter of the voice, which Margaret Feinberg calls “the sacred echo.”79 The “sacred echo” may come as a sound or a note, but it may also come from one of the other senses. An angel spoke to Jacob directly. But Ezekiel felt a hand on his shoulder, while Isaiah felt a fire on his tongue. We need to learn how to receive the echo, to prepare ourselves for its soundings, and to expect periodic Doppler effects. When we are headed in the opposite direction of the echo, it can create a kind of Doppler effect that can be hard to figure out. 

				One of the dangers of fine-tuning in church circles is when we start twisting our tuning pegs to produce ever smaller intervals only the highly pitched can hear. This is why the fine-tuning cannot be toward doctrines or propositions but the frequencies of Jesus the Christ. Three-time Pulitzer Prize winner Carl Sandburg got his start as a sportswriter. One of his favorite stories was his interview with Babe Ruth for the Chicago Daily News in 1928. Sandburg asked the Babe: “People come and ask what’s your system for hitting home runs—that so?” 

				“Yes,” said the Babe. “And all I can tell them is I pick a good one and sock it. I get back to the dugout, and they ask me what it was I hit, and I tell ’em I don’t know except it looked good.”

				The Babe had no complicated formula for hitting homers. He was in tune with the game, and the home runs came. It’s the same for those who are in tune with God’s Spirit. There is no complicated system that can bring you homers and bring you home—except tuning yourself to the Spirit of love, tuning yourself as a “hearer of the word” to the Voice. 

				Since I am coming to that holy room

				Where with thy choir of saints forevermore

				I shall be made thy music; as I come

				I tune the instrument here at the door,

				And what I must do then, think here before.80

				—John Donne, “Hymn to God, My God, in My Sickness”

				4. Entrainment

				There is a difference between resonance and entrainment. Resonance is a participatory phenomenon between two items sharing the same frequency. Entrainment is the gravitational pull of resonance from a stronger frequency onto a weaker vibration. The stronger vibration actively transforms the frequencies of the weaker rhythm into the stronger Vibe, and locks them in precise rhythm.81 

				In some ways the difference between resonance and entrainment is the difference between justification and sanctification. The more adept one becomes at reaching resonance with Christ and the more one steeps one’s life in the surround sound of Jesus, the more all of life becomes a Jesus Vibe, entrained by God’s Spirit. 

				Entrainment is being tuned to the Spirit’s ongoing prayer melody. As a Jesus Vibe, you cease praying the Lord’s Prayer and you begin to become the Lord’s Prayer. Prayer is a listening into voice. Prayer is not getting God to pay attention, but learning to pay attention ourselves to what God is doing so that we can be entrained by the Spirit. Prayer is knock-knock-knocking on heaven’s door and listening to the sounds that echo back. When our prayer life, a prayer life of listening and attentiveness, becomes our listening pleasure, then entrainment happens. 

				This is one reason why the Spirit is up to such great things in South Korea. Get into your car at 4:30 or 5:30 in the morning, and you’ll have to deal with rush-hour traffic. But people are not rushing to work. They’re going to prayer meetings. Six days a week. Christians clog the early-morning highways to pray in Tong-sung gido (corporate loud prayer).82 They’re getting their ears restored. So that they can hear when “He speaks, and the sound of his voice / Is so sweet the birds hush their singing.”83

				5. Even Hearing Is Communal

				Other people need to listen in to our listening that we might hear better. 

				Musicians simultaneously express themselves and listen to other performers. In the collaborate art form known as jazz, listening to each other’s music makes the lights come on and the music zing. In music, you can’t sing your song without listening to each other’s songs. 

				Listening to each other is not all fun and games. I started performing in piano recitals at age six and learned to grin and bear the hearing while my colleagues banged away. The piano recital was invented by Franz Liszt in the 1830s, and the notion that they were more interesting then than now is a delusion. George Bernard Shaw, a music critic at the turn of the twentieth century, claimed that after a week of listening to pianists, he liked to go to a dentist and have his teeth drilled by a steady hand.

				Even orphan fledglings, who are usually doomed to spend their lives alone because their songs cannot attract mates in the sing-off competition, are now finding partners when played CDs of the birdsong of their free cousins.84 Even birds can’t find their songs by themselves. They need other birds to sing them into their own songs. 

				This is so important, because what we hear must be checked by the Word and by the community, since our mishearing is so well advanced. I love the story of the English housekeeper who was invited to sit at family prayer. She would only do this once, because the prayers frightened her. When asked which one, she said it was the invocation to “God, who hatest nothing but the housemaid.” When investigated further, it happened to be the collect for Ash Wednesday, which addressed God as hating nothing “thou hast made.”

				My scolding mother had a scalding two-word mantra to make our listening keener: “Listen and learn.” Listen to people’s fears, their hopes, their concerns, their bangings, and then you learn. One of the reasons why God creates the best music in the worst places and times is because it takes the worst to get us to listen. From behind the old iron curtain, these musicians emerged with a distinctly Christian bent: Górecki, Pärt, Kancheli, Silvestrov, Schnittke, Gubaidulina, Ustvolskaya. Their music is supplying the soundtrack to my soul as I write these words. 

				But there is a difference between being “listened to” and “being heard.” Sometimes I’ve been “listened to” but never “heard.”85 To be heard requires more than passive hearing, which is little more than “hearing them out” and which can go in one ear and out the other. To truly hear requires active listening, a state of total concentration where you are thinking alongside the speaker. To see, one steps back to achieve some objective distance. But to hear, one steps close and lets oneself be surrounded and saturated with the sound. You know you’re tracking with someone, tracking with your ears, when phrases start to crackle, when thoughts that first seemed dense and dull start to explode in colors and clarity. Norm Wakefield challenges us to become “perceptive listeners” by practicing five kinds of listening simultaneously: (1) hearing the words; (2) watching the nonverbal; (3) discovering the meaning of the message; (4) identifying defined or undefined emotions within the message; (5) discerning the full message behind the verbal and nonverbal communication.86 

				6. Play It by Ear …

				When you don’t know what to do, you make it up as you go along based on your intuition, hunches, the music that guides your steps, the melodies you hear, the grace notes that come your way. You can trust these guides when you are in touch with your culture and in tune with the Spirit. Much of the church is in tune with the culture and only in touching range of the Spirit. 

				To ear pause, or to hear Jesus, is to be open to the possibility that God may be speaking to you in and through the very thing that you would least expect God to use. Nudgers live with the motto “You never know.” That piece of junk mail that caught your eye; that thought of an old high school friend that popped into your mind; that paragraph in Philemon that keeps coming up; your extended stay in the hospital; your bankruptcy that you thought was the end of your life; or your moral failure that ended your marriage—all of these and more may very well be God’s “Hear me” invitation.

				To hear is to participate, to participate is to assign meaning, to assign meaning is to live and move and have being.87 Participation is not consumption. Participation is relationship. Thus, the ear nudge is to connect interpersonally; it is to relate with God. 

				Openness to the possibility that “it just might be God” is vital to hearing God’s voice. It’s fairly easy to hear God in movies, music, and television as these are primarily narrative signs. Significantly more challenging is training oneself to live with open ears, ears that listen for God’s grand narrative in all things. It is much more challenging to foster openness to redefining the terms and notions that gave you meaning in the past. Once a person narrows a sign’s meaning, that sign becomes untouchable. 

				Music to My Ears

				Does it fit the “music to my ears” category to recognize that as we enter this third millennium, we are nudging in one of the hinge periods of history, a historical moment for which most of us are unprepared? The call to hear is also the call to here, a call to resist fear’s temptation of the rose-tinted rearview mirror, a call to sing louder than ever that “soon the night of weeping / shall be the morn of song.”88 Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and Isaiah all answered God’s voice with these words: “I am here.” After calming the people’s fears (“Fear not”), Jesus himself said, “I am here,”89 where “here” implies both “in the flesh” and “in the moment.” “I am …” is the voice of being calling you to an “I am” life. 

				Will you be God’s “I am” who is “here”? 

				When I finished writing those words, I went online to see if any contemporary poet was thinking the same thoughts. Here is what I found within five minutes: 

				Now cock your ear and hear the fun

				echo away before we’re lost.

				Don’t you dare upset the Big Conductor;

				sing and listen; time for change.90

				—John Lavan, 28 November 2009

				The music is all around us, all you have 

				to do is listen.91

				—August Rush (2007)

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				PRESENCE: TASTE

				Do You Have a Stomach for the Kingdom?

				Tasting Jesus

				The way to know were not to see but taste.1

				—Samson Agonistes (1671), John Milton’s companion to Paradise Regained

				You gotta love a religion that ritualizes its most sacred moment, not with trumpets blaring or guns blazing but with food—bread broken, wine poured, and covered homemade dishes spread out on a common table. As Erma Bombeck might say, you think it’s indigestion, but it’s really piousness.2

				In Christianity eating is a serious business. So serious is eating that Christianity insists you can “taste” God. That’s why nudgers must be people of taste. In the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, also known as the “Century of Taste,” the human species, or Homo sapiens, was primarily conceived of as a “tasting organism”3 in keeping with the Latin sapere, which means “taste” or “know” (sapienta also meaning “wisdom”). The goal of education was to create a “person of taste,” a high-minded human being who could know and pursue the “finer things” of life. 

				The goal of discipleship is to create people of taste. Not the kind of taste (or lack thereof) that got a rector fired by his Puritan congregation for eating custard “after a scandalous manner” (it had too much alcohol in it).4 By “a people of taste” I mean a people who know the taste of faith and who exhibit sublime appetites for the finer things of beauty, truth, and goodness. A nudge of discipleship is by definition a nudge toward beauty, toward truth, toward love and freedom of Christ, so much so that you can taste it.

				The Spanish word for “taste” is gusto. I once tried to break down the Christian life into a trinity of phrases, and this was the best I could do at the time: Live with Gusto, Love Well, Run Fast. What this triptych failed to convey, however, was that a faith with gusto will always have gustatory implications. The gospel is not just truth, and it’s not just relationship, and it’s not just truth in relationship (although that would be plenty!). The gospel is a feast that God prepares and invites us to. God wants us to sit down, eat up, and party hearty. We get this honestly: The definition of the Land of Promise was a land “flowing with milk and honey” (which is a more poetic way of saying a place with pastureland and fruit trees). 

				Whenever food is involved, there is opportunity for a nudge. Food nudges are some of the most powerful revelations of God’s goodness and glory. And everything we do should nudge to the glory of God. 

				You can count on the nudge of food for a couple of simply delicious reasons. 

				First, the Bible says so, and the words that I read there become water and wine, wheat and meat. This is in keeping with the Hebrew tradition of Torah, which was not originally written down and visible but rather “pitched” or “showered.” The Torah as water rained down from above stems from the root yrh, which conveys the concept of formal learning, but means literally water, or to give to drink, or to be given to drink.5 We bow in worship to drink in the truth in the same way we stoop to drink the water. 

				I know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live; moreover, it is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil.

				—Ecclesiastes 3:12–13 NRSV

				The bookend commands of the Bible are “Eat freely” and “Drink freely.”6 Everything between Genesis and Revelation is one giant table on which is spread the messianic banquet—not snack, not smorgasbord, but feast on the supper of the Lamb. The Scriptures are one food fantasy after another, one giant nudge to “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters” … “Come, buy and eat!” … “Listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare.”7 The very being of God nudges our palates to “Come, taste me!” 

				Or in a more familiar phrase, “Taste and see that the LORD is good.”8 Ever since the Protestant Reformation we’ve been averse to this verse in any other form than as food for thought. “Intellectually comprehend and understand that the Lord is good” is how we made a cognitive nudge out of “taste and see.” But the most cursory reading of the Bible reveals something else: The kingdom of God must have something to do with actual food and drink; because there is so much of it present. The first restaurant to be called a “café” opened in 1765 and carried this inscription over the door: “Venite ad me omnes qui stomacho laboratoratis et ego restaurabo vos.” The Parisians who read the sign couldn’t read Latin, but they could read French, printed by the proprietor Monsieur Boulanger in the window: “Come to me all whose stomachs cry out in anguish and I shall restore you.”9

				I’m not the only one to be thinking this, since some of the biggest fights in church history were food fights. Christians put other Christians to death because they didn’t have the right views on this subject of food, the meaning of this one word Eucharist (which translates literally as “thank you” in Greek), and who can or cannot be admitted to “the Lord’s table.”

				This is God’s table. 

				Who are we to check the guest list?10

				—Madeleine L’Engle’s favorite invitation to Communion

				Paradise was lost, and Paradise is regained, by what we eat. Our dietary indiscretions got us kicked out of the garden, and our eating habits determine whether we get to live in the garden for eternity. In fact, one of the best shorthand descriptions of the gospel is this: Jesus ate good food with bad people. Or in my own personal version: Bad eating corrupts good relationships. 

				I know I am swimming against the stream here, but two of the twenty-first century’s most popular historical figures have never resonated with me for precisely this reason. Both barefooted St. Francis of Assisi, the twenty-first-century’s most popular saint, and Sufi mystic Rumi, a thirteenth-century poet who is today’s best-selling poet, had food issues. If either began to enjoy his food, or something tasted especially delicious, he would mix water or ashes into it in order to ruin the flavor.11 After all, God wouldn’t want your food to taste good, right? We all know it’s burned-out believers, not God, who leave everyone with the taste of ashes. 

				Saints are better for inspiration than imitation. When nudging Israel back to her chosen calling, Yahweh gave her “embroidered cloth, sandals, fine linen, silk, bracelets, necklaces, earrings, and a beautiful crown,” and her “fame spread among the nations” because of her beauty, for it was perfect through God’s splendor which he had bestowed on her.12 I can’t eat Corn Flakes for the same history of underplaying our pleasures. Invented by John Harvey Kellogg, the modest cornflake was part and parcel of his campaign against all forms of sex, and cornflakes were designed to “numb all taste buds, from tongue to toe.”

				When something or someone “leaves a bad taste in my mouth,” it is not a good sign. When something or someone is tasteless, it is a bad sign, evidence that what is before you is bland, dull, lifeless. Jesus always brought joy to the party. Religion is not a burden, but a blessing, and when you feel underblessed and overburdened, something is wrong with your heart. 

				Come Lord, stir us up and call us back, kindle and seize us, be our fire and our sweetness. Let us love, let us run.13

				—Augustine

				In fact, the theme of John 6:51–58 might be known as “You Are What You Eat.” What is it we’re feasting on? This world is feasting on ever more thrilling forms of entertainment and escape. The gospel invites us to feast on the ultimate food: Jesus, the Bread of Life.

				Jesus gives us his body and blood as food, a food that becomes part of our bodies. Food is a gift that unites with us and unites us to one another. Disciples of Jesus are what we eat. Given the “you are what you eat,” it follows that our transformation is symbolized by the eating of the flesh and blood of Christ.

				Or here’s the nudge: “What does your mind ‘feed’ on?” God nudged Ezekiel to become a prophet by handing him a scroll (the Word of God) and commanding him to eat it. Ezekiel discovered that, when God’s Word is internalized in his being, it tastes as “sweet as honey” in his mouth.14 When we nudge people to open up the Bible, it is not so much to read it as to eat it and feed on it in our minds and hearts—to chew on it, marinate our minds in it, ruminate over it, and nourish our souls on it. We nudge people in biblical directions because without the Bible your brain is on a starvation diet. Give it some food, some good grub, some good stories, some brainstorming metaphors; and besides, the true bread for whom we hunger … is Jesus. I love how the writer of Proverbs puts it: “Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine I have mixed. Forsake foolishness and live.”15 Faith is all that stands in the way of foolishness and fluff-brain. Or being reduced to clutching at floating signifiers … 

				Jesus called himself the “Bread of Heaven” and came to be our breadfellow. Born in Bethlehem, a “place of bread,” Jesus saves us by being God with us and being our companion. That word companion is made up of two Latin words—com meaning with; and panis meaning “bread.”16 Jesus is our companion, our breadfellow, our real “mother bread” to use the parlance of Panera, whose franchises start meetings with the staff breaking bread together: “We start by paying homage to mother bread,” says one manager.17

				To live we have to keep bread on the table. Jesus calls himself “living bread,” not “coconut cake.” That means he is of the ordinary stuff of every day, that daily bread on which we live every day. 

				By defining ourselves, as Paul told the Corinthians, as the “body of Christ,” we are being called to become bread for the world. In the Scriptures Jesus is always saying, “Come and eat,” and bread is always on the menu. The Amish have something called “friendship bread,” which takes ten days to make and is based on different kitchens sharing the same starter but partaking of different finishes, as different as the kitchens and cooks who make the loaves. Jesus is the original “friendship bread.”18

				Break Thou the Bread of Life,

				Dear Lord, to me,

				As Thou didst break the loaves

				Beside the sea;

				Beyond the sacred page

				I seek Thee, Lord;

				My spirit pants for Thee,

				O Living Word.19

				Eating with Jesus is the epitome of all that is present symbolically and literally in food and eating.20

				—Loyle Shannon Jung

				The predecessor to the statement “The way to a man’s heart is through his sternum” was a far more generous if not politically incorrect statement: “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” But if truth be told, how many of both sexes weren’t seduced by sex so much as food? My “first love” in life was with a girl whose mother introduced me to authentic Italian food when I was thirteen, and the boundaries between my love for the daughter’s auburn hair and the mother’s apron were hopelessly blurred. For the first time in my life I discovered what red peppers really tasted like, and a cannoli, and a plate of pasta. That’s amore! 

				Albeit all human history attests

				That happiness for man, the hungry sinner,

				Since Eve ate apples, much depends on dinner!21

				—Byron’s joke in Don Juan

				I shall never forget how Julia Child, the TV chef, responded to a journalist’s question as to how she began her journey as the world’s favorite chef. Julia told how she and her husband, Paul, lived in France for seven years. 

				Early in the ’50s, after one taste of French food—that unforgettable lunch—I was hooked. The wonderful attention paid to each detail of the meal was a whole new life experience for me. But you don’t just spring into good cooking full-fledged. It’s like looking at a painting. You need background to know what you’re looking at. I was 32-years-old when I started cooking. Until then I just ate.22

				There are three ways of taking in food: feed, eat, dine. Animals feed and eat. Only humans dine, with a menu of manners and etiquette to match the menu of “specials.” We nudge people toward God because one taste of life in Christ and you will never be the same. Until you taste the riches of the cuisine of the world’s most creative Chef, you’re not really dining. You’re only feeding, no better than sheep or goats. The crumbs from God’s table23 are bigger and better than loaves of devil’s food … with the possible exception of devil’s chocolate cake, but then chocolate is always an exception. 

				Food was and is, by God’s design, a hedge against the heresy of Gnosticism; and food grounded Jesus in humanness: Ghosts don’t eat. For Jesus, the food nudge was less the “royal road to the unconscious”24 as it was a royal road to God. Many of Jesus’ sayings undoubtedly originated in a meal setting. It was in the context of his last meal with his closest followers, his disciples, that Jesus said: “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Zoe.” The confession of Christ as “la Via, la Verita, la Vita” wasn’t Jesus’ apologetic to an unbelieving world; it was his point of reference to his most committed followers. 

				One of the chief distinctives of the Jesus movement was his table fellowship with “sinners.” Jesus eats with anyone: the wicked and scurrilous often, but even the scrupulous Pharisees. Whereas in the Hebrew Scriptures food was used to maintain boundaries, Jesus used food to bridge barriers and demolish distinctions. It’s not what goes into our bodies that defiles us, the New Testament teaches, but what comes out. From the whitewashed sepulchres of the outside-in, Jesus introduced inside-out heart transplants, transformance rather than conformance. 

				For Jesus, it’s not what you put into your body, but what comes out. Food and the issues around food in the first-century church were hugely significant. Food was one of the primary means by which Jesus made clear the concept of transformation from the inside causing outward changes, not the other way around, making Christianity unique. Gospel faith is not about conforming to a standard; it is about being transformed into something new. Conformity can be accomplished at one level or another, but transformation is impossible without the work of Christ.

				This may have been the most revolutionary aspect of the Jesus movement. Jesus pioneered a model of holiness that flipped on its head the Hebrew understanding of holiness and in so doing made it perfectly clear that saving ourselves is impossible. What was furthest from God in Judaism—a dead body, not to mention a corpse on a cross—became the very means of our salvation. Whereas a holy life meant for the Jews a life untainted by the impure, unpolluted by the dirty and unclean, for Jesus you can’t have a “clean heart” without dirty hands and jam-packed tables … filled with untouchables, undesirables, the defiled and hideous and impure.25 Instead of locking the skeletons of disease and dross into family closets, Jesus invited them to take their place at the family feast. When Jesus left the temple and its liturgies to enter the world, he was not entering contaminated ground. Rather, Jesus taught his disciples to consecrate even life’s most routine, unclean routines. The kingdom coming is the act of taking what was profane and making it holy, which was the closest Jesus came to offering his disciples a political strategy. 

				Every good Jewish male soaked himself daily in this antibacterial prayer: “Lord, I thank thee that I was not born female, Greek, nor slave.” Here is Jesus’ response to that prayer, according to the apostle Paul: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”26 And one for all, after which they clashed swords and ran in separate directions. Oops … wrong narrative.

				For Jesus holiness was less an exaltation of the ego than an integration of the other. We are salt, but salt on the rim of the container is only any good for margaritas. Salt is to be infused through water into the food to be preserved or seasoned. 

				For Jesus holiness was less about the moral superiority of the individual than the moral consciousness of the community. The process of holiness being the blossoming of a person from self-absorption to other-awareness and love.

				For Jesus holiness was less about being good than being God’s. You can be kinda good without God, for selfish motives; but you can’t help but be good with Christ, because it is Christ who lives through us, and he defines good. 

				For Jesus holiness was less about clay tablets than common tables.

				Jesus didn’t just heal lepers …

				he ate with them and touched them.27

				Jesus didn’t just raise the dead …

				he ate with them and touched them.28

				Jesus didn’t just come close to hemorrhaging women …

				he touched them and channeled his strength to them.29

				Jesus didn’t just love prostitutes … 

				he ate with them and let them touch him.30

				And Jesus anoints us to do the same, to become the flesh of his fountain, embodiments of his love and grace so that folks who can’t fathom his love can have the splint of seeing a face and feeling a hand of skin. This is often the first step to being introduced to the source.

				This was no more evident than in his eating habits. Jesus ate with those deemed impure. In the kingdom of God, nothing is accursed. No place is deconsecrated. No one is unclean. No food is forbidden. The issue is not where you’re sitting but whose feet you’re sitting at. The issue is not what you’re eating but who you’re glorifying. “So whatever you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”31 And the glory of God, in a meal with a tax collector and a prostitute, or a crack addict and a terrorist operative … the glory of God may be first experienced in the sharing of a meal as an honored guest.

				In fact, the impure, unholy, unclean, pagan, corrupt—that is who the body of Christ puts at the heart of its faith and the head of its table, saying, “For this too Christ died.” Rather than get stained by the impure, Jesus practiced “contagious holiness,” as Craig L. Blomberg so beautifully calls it.32 Jesus believed that holiness was more contagious than impurity. But more than that, Jesus defined holiness as the touching of impurity. Jesus not only doesn’t fear contamination, he himself contaminates evil with good by the purifying power of his nudges, nudges that rubbed off on his disciples then and his disciples today.

				And here in the dust and dirt, O here,

				The lilies of his love appear!33 

				—Henry Vaughan

				Distinctive and multiple table rituals congealed quickly into one called the Lord’s Supper. Early followers of Jesus also brought together the sharing of meals and the singing of hymns, as modeled by Jesus, who sang a hymn with his disciples at the conclusion of the Last Supper. Pliny the Younger wrote to Emperor Trajan that Christians “were wont to assemble on a set day before dawn and to sing a hymn among themselves … to the Christ … after which it was their custom to separate and to come together again to take food.”34 The singing part of eating became so characteristically Christian that Tertullian (160–225) claimed that the marital fights of the early Christian husbands and wives consisted of “challenging each other to see who better sings to the Lord.”35

				Second, you can count on the nudge of food because food is all about trust, and it has a way of sanctifying life. Prisoners will tell you about trust. Being incarcerated means you’ll be eating food prepared by folks who may not have your best interests at heart. To accept food from others is a form of trust. When you’re preparing food, and handling the “staff of life,” you are inextricably connected to life and death in ways that take us beyond the “stuff of life.” In this plane of existence, the three basic human needs for food, security, and friendship are so linked that the three are virtually inseparable. You can’t eat by yourself; at least you don’t want to. It is no fat-tire accident that the oldest surviving recipe in the world is for a social beverage that fosters security and solidarity: beer.36

				The question of which came first, beer or bread, has been a hotly debated topic ever since the botanist Jonathan Sauer proposed that the original motivation for domesticating cereal crops (moving humanity from nomadic to settled lifestyles) was to make beer rather than bread, thus making beer, some say, the foundation for the whole of Western civilization.37 It is difficult to know what this Ur-Sumerian beer tasted like even though we have the recipe, since in ancient times it was deemed barbaric to drink beer or wine straight. Most often beer was diluted with water (three parts water to one part wine), sometimes even with seawater. To this day liturgical traditions mix water in the wine at the offertory as a descendant of this custom, as well as a descant on the Jewish requirement to water down the Passover wine so that one is symbolically reminded that the celebration is not a bacchanal but a tasteful, faithful, and refined ritual that revs us up for God’s mission in the world. People who are perfectly drunk feel as though “the whole world is like water off a duck’s back,”38 whereas for Jesus the whole rubber ducky is worth dying for.

				Wine does not love man the way man loves wine.39

				—St. Thomas Aquinas

				Long before we knew anything about polymeric procyanidins, the compounds in red wine that promote cardiovascular health,40 Psalm 104 calls “wine that gladdens the heart of man” a divine blessing.41 Church history is wet before it is dry. Wherever Christians (and later specifically Catholics) went, they made wine, which had little to do with alcohol, but everything to do with saying the Mass. Here is an anonymous tenth- or eleventh-century song called “The Heavenly Banquet,” which many medieval Christians knew by heart: 

				I would like to have the men of heaven In my own house:  With vats of good cheer Laid out for them. 

				I would like to have the three Marys, Their fame is so great. I would like people From every corner of Heaven.

				I would like them to be cheerful In their drinking, I would like to have Jesus too Here amongst them.

				I would like a great lake of beer For the King of Kings, I would like to be watching Heaven’s family Drinking it through all eternity.42

				Before the Puritans set sail for America, they stuffed more wine than water onto their boats. “Sack-posset” was a medicinal brew of sack,43 sugar, spices, milk, and beaten eggs that was traditionally served at weddings in early colonial America. (Now it’s sold as a protein drink with caffeine!) France’s temperance movement made the distinction between alcohol produced by fermentation and that by distillation—the latter was acceptable, with temperance “advocates” even urging increased wine production. One treatise on temperance defines a temperate diet as “twelve ounces, neither more nor less of ‘bread, meat, the yolk of an egg, and soup’ and ‘fourteen ounces of wine’ per day.”44 Beer or wine was assumed to be a part of those fourteen ounces. Temperance in times past didn’t always mean teetotalism. Even temperance should be taken in temperance; all things in moderation, including moderation. More of a good thing is not always good, or holy. There is no such mathematical concept of “more equal.” Perhaps if temperance had been called something like “balance,” we might have recognized those critical points past which balance is unbalance.

				The Creator, though condemning man to eat to live, invites him to do so by appetite, and rewards him by enjoyment.45

				—Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin

				But whether bread or beer came first I care not a chicken or an egg; both are symbols of the partnership between the Creator and the created, the fruit of the earth and the work of human hands. Jesus gives us his body as food and drink. But not just any food. It’s bread. And not just any drink. It’s wine. Jesus didn’t say, “I am the broccoli come down from heaven.” Or, “I am the lentil come down from heaven.” Or, “I am the pomegranate juice that came down from heaven.” Jesus said, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”46 Sick stomachs want bread, not enchiladas. 

				The way God has built participation into the creation is reflected in the bread and wine. The taste of a loaf lies in the contact of the bread with the palate, not in the grain itself; the taste of wine lies in the contact of the uncorked liquid with the palate, not in the grapes themselves. In fact, even the taste of grapes doesn’t even lie in the fruit itself, but in the contact of the fruit with the palate. Truth lies not in the lines of symbols printed on the pages of a book. Truth lies in the meeting of the Word and flesh, and in that meeting we can taste the mystery of God and taste the greatness of God.

				Hence the Eucharist. There is no greater example of the importance of semiotics to Christian faith than the sacraments of Baptism and Communion. Just as Baptism is not a bath, Communion is not a meal. In one of the worst upbraidings in the NT, believers are asked to “eat at home” because of the competition that was occurring inappropriately around the table. The food is there for semiotics, not for sustenance. It takes place not in ordinary time, but in sacramental time. The power of these symbols of bread and wine is in their imaging of partnership between the Creator and created. Both combine the fruit of the earth and the work of human hands. Admittedly, bread and wine are the best images to convey our participation in the divine creation, but coffee and chocolate, my two preferred primary food groups, come a close second. It doesn’t hurt to dream. 

				It has always been my conviction that we have totally misinterpreted John the Baptist. I can get no one else to agree with me, but I am stubborn enough to try one more time to conscript you to my conviction—sort of a voice howling from the margins. Let’s start with the things most people agree on:

				JB was the forerunner and cousin of Jesus.

				JB was born in Judea, the son of elderly parents Zechariah and Elizabeth.

				JB and Jesus were born six months apart in towns that were within sight of each other.

				JB baptized Jesus at the Jordan River, calling him “the Lamb of God.”

				JB appeared in the wilderness, announcing the coming of the Messiah, the arrival of the kingdom, and the repentance of sin through Baptism.

				Jesus apprenticed to JB and chose from John’s followers the core group of his disciples.

				JB wore camel skin and ate locust and wild honey.

				Of course, we know a lot more about the last of the Hebrew prophets than this. (For example, John the Baptist was imprisoned and executed by Herod in about AD 30 because of a dance, making it not surprising that Baptists have been so opposed to dancing ever since.) He called Jesus out from his apprenticeship (“Are you the one?”) and pointed his disciples away from himself and toward Jesus (“He must increase, but I must decrease”). But the issue becomes how do we interpret what we know; and this is where I want to start smashing the stereotypes about JB. 

				If asked to come up with a current image of John the Baptist, most people would conjure up a bearded, unkempt sidewalk protester holding high a handmade sign that warns, “The End Is Near. Repent.” I believe that is about as far from the real John the Baptist as you can get.

				The best way of thanking God is to take his goodness with all our palate … God reads our hearts, and he knows whether we taste his kindness, or not. Enjoyment is the sincerest thanks.47

				—C. S. Lewis’s friend Austin Farrer

				First of all, John the Baptist lived in the wilderness. Seldom did he make an appearance in towns and villages. The wilderness was feared for its wild animals, robbers, and other dangers. John was not an in-your-face prophet. He was somebody you really had to want to see, since you took your life in your hands when you went to hear him.

				Second, we are not really sure what “animal’s hair” meant. In fact, the Greek supports “animal fur” that was smooth and silky as much as “animal hair” that was rough and scratchy. The question of how a scantily clad John the Baptist could survive the extreme cold might be answered if JB draped himself in fur.

				Third, the foods our ancestors prized and ate can be quite different from anything we imagine today. Our average meal is better than the special feast food in biblical times.48 Sources of protein were always problematic in the ancient world, and one of the most nutritious and delicious protein sources was locusts. Bugs to this day are popular snacks in 113 nations, especially throughout much of Africa—even to the point where so many people were eating mopane (moh-PAH-nee) worms49 biologists began worrying that the worms may be headed for extinction. 

				Of all the insects eaten, however, crickets and locusts are, gram for gram, more nutritious than pork. They boast a true food-conversion efficiency close to twenty times better than that of beef.50 In Thailand today, farmers plant corn not for the crop, but as bait for locusts, which are then harvested and sold to local markets and urban street vendors.51 Five-star restaurants in Mexico get their five stars partly because they serve insects, not just seasonally, but daily.52 In case any of you are feeling a little superior at this point, remember this: What crab, lobster, and shrimp are to the sea, crickets, cockroaches, and locusts are to the soil—“the original white meat.” 

				No love that in a family dwells … 

				Can with this single Truth compare—

				That God was Man in Palestine

				And lives today in Bread and Wine.53

				—John Betjeman’s Catholic “Christmas” ditty

				Finally, in Jesus’ day only the Mayans and Aztecs knew anything about chocolate. The equivalent experience of sweetness for the Middle East, however, was honey. And the Godiva of honey was wild honey. Eat a bar of chocolate today, and you might experience the whole of JB’s diet, since the FDA allows up to 60 insect fragments per six 100-gram chocolate samples.

				Here’s my thesis that no one believes but that no one has disproven: What if John the Baptist weren’t so much showing what it meant to live an austere, ascetic life in preparation for Jesus’ coming? What if John the Baptist’s diet was less about veganism or xerophagy and more about signs of kingdom food and heavenly banquets? What if locusts and wild honey were the first-century equivalents of prime rib and Godiva chocolates, in congruence with his “kingdom now” message and as a prophetic sign of the coming Messiah? 

				We will look at Christians’ role as “appetizers” for the world. We are to live in such a way that when the world bites into us, gets a taste of us, its appetite will be stimulated for more. We are to be hors d’oeuvres of the future kingdom banquet.54

				—Tim Dearborn

				In the ancient world meals had many functions. A meal could ratify covenants, draw up treaties, anoint kings, celebrate community events. But most importantly, meals had a social function that fostered feelings of belonging and security. That’s why in Jesus’ day, meals were long, drawn-out rituals filled with elaborate social codes. What else do you do after a long hard day? Circle the wagons with family, friends, and guests; and exercise your skills of deipnosophy: the art of table conversation. 

				He who receives guests, and pays no personal care

				to the repast offered them, is not worthy to have friends.55

				—A Brillat-Savarin aphorism

				The nudging of food is good for the body as well as for the soul. The spiritual nonnutritional nature of food is not just evident in the intimacy of the table. Table talk is being shown to have beneficial effects on health and heart, almost as if it were a nutritional value in and of itself. Positive experiences of community, good social relationships, especially coupled with fit food rituals, keep the heart healthy and the arteries free flowing.56 What I hate about B&Bs—the three-hour breakfasts with strangers—are the very things that make them so heart healthy. They were also norms in Jesus’ day, when you shared many if not most meals with strangers as part of life’s everyday rituals of hospitality. It just may be that the more fast food on the run and road (one-fifth of all meals today are consumed in a car),57 the greater the desire for slow-food sit-downs at the table. Evangelism today is best played out where it has always been: elbows nudging at dining tables and shoulders rubbing at kitchen sinks. 

				Food creates an endorphin high that is a pleasant environment for relationship. If you’re going to sit around with people you’re not completely comfortable with, why not make sure the lot of you have a full plate of endorphins? If you can’t get along despite the postfood endorphin rush, maybe it’s time for some serious heart work.

				Shared meals are often more important to creating community than are shared worship experiences.58

				—Daniel Sack

				It would be hard to overestimate the cultural significance of meals and mealtimes.59 The foods we eat, and how we eat them, reveal as much about ourselves as the words we speak and write. Eating is a sign language that communicates as powerfully as literary ways of expressing ourselves. Food preferences are signs of our origins, as well as signs of our discernments and directions for the future. 

				Disciples of Jesus are as much Homo eucharisticus as Homo sapiens. Just as Jesus was made known to them in the breaking of the bread,60 so Jesus is made known to us in food. As people who live by the Eucharist, who live eucharistically, what kind of food nudges best convey Christ to people? How do we nudge eucharistically? 

				1. Nudge toward Abundance

				Cardinal Basil Hume (1923–1999), archbishop of Westminster for twenty-three years and one of the best loved churchmen of the twentieth century, said that when he was a child, whenever he was tempted to steal an apple from the pantry, he thought he heard God’s voice warning him against it. As he grew older, he thought he heard God say something different: “Go on. Take two apples.”61

				There is much confusion abroad as to what level of existence a disciple should expect. The upper hand currently seems to be with a minimalist mood and mentality extolling a table of sparse provisions, even poverty. The poor are seen as purer, more virtuous, less corruptible, and closer to God than all others. Conversely, the further one is from poverty, the more one is made to feel unclean, unrighteous, selfish, and guilty. 

				Years ago, while seeking the presidential nomination, John F. Kennedy spoke to a group in Appalachia. Most of the people in his audience were unemployed; many were mine workers. Kennedy confessed to them that he had never been in need financially. He said, “I have never been poor. I know that some of you are unemployed and you suffer. You need the basic things in life. I understand that. Although I have never been poor, I want to say to you that with compassion and empathy I think I can relate to you, and I care.” 

				He continued in this apologetic vein for some time, until when he had finished speaking, an old-timer, a miner who had been through many a winter and many a storm, came up to him and said, “Mr. Kennedy, about that poverty you mentioned. I want to tell you, son, you ain’t missed a thing!”

				Man eats too much. Thus he lives on only a quarter of what he consumes. The doctors, however, live on the remaining three-quarters.62

				—Ancient Egyptian papyrus

				Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.”63 But the abundance God promises us is simple things like daily bread, neighborly conversation, and the day-after-day reality of life lived in relationship with the divine. The abundance God promises us is also not to be used for our own private gain and profit, so we might build bigger and bigger barns to lord it over others and to hoard it for ourselves. Our abundance is to be shared with a needy world. 

				There is nothing miserly about God in the whole Bible. Jesus appeared to some to be a gluttonous alcoholic … guess everything is relative. We are introduced to a God who “pours out grace abundantly”64 and who is lavish with love. Paul coins a term for “overflow,” huperpleonazo, which means to be plentiful, great in quantity, with surplus amounts. God’s goodness and grace are hyperfilling, superabundant, overflowing. God’s favor toward us is given in abundant measure. Or as I used to sing it at holiness camp meetings: “Marvelous, infinite, matchless grace, freely bestowed on all who believe.”65

				Nudge evangelism focuses on what you have, your abundance, not on what you’re lacking, your scarcity. Jesus constantly had to nudge his disciples not to focus on what they didn’t have (“We only have five loves and two fish”) but on what they did have (“Wow! We’re not starting from scratch; we’ve got five and two”). Nudge people to see how God has already started something that is so far beyond the borders of our imaginings. 

				Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition, when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.66

				—C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory

				2. Nudge toward Ambrosia Nights, Balsam Days

				“Why does Jesus have to taste so bad?”

				This question was asked by a child after taking her first Communion. 

				With his first miracle of Cana wine, Jesus calls his disciples to a flavor-burst faith in the tradition of the prophets, one of whom prophesied “a feast of rich food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine—the best of meats and finest of wines.”67 Nudgers move people toward a faith that is spicier and more flavorful than anything they’ve ever tasted. Fewer and fewer people want to be ladled as chicken soup for the soul anyway. 

				None of the aromatic roots, seeds, twigs, and nuts are essential for human health. Most are quite irrelevant to the preservation of the human species. Yet nothing has so motivated the exploration of our planet as their acquisition. The Spice Route, which spanned three millennia and girdled the globe, was paved by the search for withered berries, dead buds, gluey gums, knobbly roots, crumpled membranes, and desiccated barks.68 The fifth-century BC Greek historian Herodotus, sometimes called “the father of history,” believed that cinnamon grew in the middle of a lake, over which dangerous batlike creatures, “which screech horribly,” tormented those who came to harvest it.69 Every taste of cinnamon was a taste of darkness, daring, and escape. 

				The nudge toward spicy will be more important in the future than it ever was in the past for a couple of reasons. First, boomer taste buds are dulling, and the longer people live, the more seasoned their food will become. And healthy. Foodaceuticals (or what some are calling “nutraceuticals”) officially began when the Food and Drug Administration proclaimed oatmeal and oat-based cereals good for the human heart. Now people are increasingly consuming foods like walnuts (“walnutritious”) and pomegranate juice that have scientifically proven health benefits. 

				Second, Google generations boast diverse palates and prize diversity in all its forms. When my kids go out to dinner, the big debate is not whether to go to Denny’s or Applebee’s, but will it be sushi or Indian or Afghani. Forty percent of teenagers say that Chinese food is their favorite, followed by Mexican (21 percent) and Japanese (12 percent). USAmerican fare—good old hamburgers, hot dogs, and fries—scored only 9 percent. I know ten-year-olds who can tell you the difference between Szechuan and Hunan Chinese cuisine and why they prefer one over the other when they aren’t experimenting with “fusion foods.” What makes “peasant foods” like cabbage rolls taste differently when they are made in Greece, Hungary, Germany, Sweden, etc. is more the spice flavors than product content. Whether your tastes tend more toward the greasy spoon or gourmet, it’s the saffron and the star anise that bring on the ambrosia nights and balsam days.70

				Third, the soul-numbing blandness of suburbanized America with its generic franchises and placeless malls is giving rise to the celebration of particularity and the assertion of integrity. Look at Listerine, which comes now in Vanilla Mint, Cool Mint, and all sorts of colors and flavors. I don’t want my antiseptic mouthwash to taste good or look good. I want it to taste awful and kill germs. To sweeten it up and make it taste like cream soda is to lack authenticity. Christianity is a strong and agitating religion. To boil down its truth to bland and unchewable mush is a Saturday Night Live–able offense at best and to turn it into an entirely different religion at worst. 

				3. Nudge toward the Hungry 

				What does it say that diet industries flourish right alongside fast-food industries? Obesity in the United States is associated with poverty, but poverty has little to do with hunger.

				Food is all about relationships.71 The easy pleasures of food may be a masking of our deeper hunger for connection, for truth, for life. The fact that 84 percent of USAmerican women are on a diet may say less about the outer body than the inner soul. We are seeking satisfactions for our hungers in chocolate-covered Rice Krispies and not in relationships. Above and beyond satisfying our hunger for food, eucharistic nudges nurture the right hungers and thirsts. Food is more than fuel. Food is intimacy, peace, and healing. Of her long marriage, Madeleine L’Engle wrote, “Bread we ate together became more than bread.”72

				We are all artists. And some of the artists I admire most are those who have mastered the art of living and the art of friendship. Al and Sue Deccho are my best friends on Orcas Island. I am not jealous that dozens of islanders would make the same claim. At their home, Al and Sue have mastered the art of nurturing good hungers. Even though they don’t say so, every meal is patterned after the way Jesus ate: a relaxed, unhurried, forgiving-if-you’re-late, laughing, conversing, catch-up-on-the-news time of delight and healing. When Al and Sue talk about islanders, they can tell you exactly what food they served to whom and when; what the table conversation was about; and what is important to the people who dined at their table. When you leave their driveway, you have been “fed” in every way. 

				America is the only country that goes hunting 

				on a full stomach.73

				—Comedian Chris Rock

				If the Scriptures are our guide, Jesus is waiting for us where there is hunger. Jesus appears through hunger, either your own or someone else’s.74 When we fast, we are purposefully using the desire, even the pain, to keep us aware. We do not fast out of a sense of self-flagellation. We fast out of a sense of desire. 

				In fact, hunger is almost a precondition for recognizing the risen Lord in Luke. Eucharistic nudges are taps on the shoulder to share the banquet with the hungry. Where is Jesus to be found? In the cry of the hungry. The cry of the hungry brings Jesus to life. Hunger is sacred, not because hunger is holier than a full stomach, but because hunger is where Jesus is to be found. Christians bless bread and wine to do more than “recall” Jesus’ memory. Christians bless bread and wine to recall where to find the risen Christ—in the people most welcome but least welcomed to the table.

				It would be hard to count on one hand the number of cultures where people eat alone. In no other culture but ours is food a private ritual. Food is a social ritual. You prepare food not to eat it yourself but to share it with others. You share your food with those with whom you share your life. 

				Here is a sign that speaks volumes about how sacred the food nudges of a church are and how welcoming its table is, not just to people who are already fed and full, but to people who are hungry. On the back of each pew in St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City are these signs: “St. Patrick’s doors are open to all. Please take your handbag with you to Communion.” Fair warning that eating here is not a private affair.75

				4. Nudge toward the Worst …

				When Jesus’ disciples were more interested in lunch than in a “fast woman” Jesus found by a well in Samaria, he told them there were other kinds of food than what they could put in their bellies. Jesus then revealed his favorite “food”: to please his Father and to fulfill the mission for which he was sent.76

				It is in meeting the needs through us of the “worst,” both the worst of the bottom and the worst of the top, that many of us ever experience the love of God, and from this experience eventually see God’s love for us.

				The worst affront one can inflict on the cook at home is to come home having already eaten. Working in the kitchen preparing food is a labor of love. As the food is prepared, it prepares the heart of the cook. To dis that preparation is to insult the cook. One must bring his appetite to dinner. 

				God has made almost every part of our lives cyclical: The desires we have, which are God ordained—food, water, sex, companionship, even a sense of his presence—all are cyclical. God has also ordained a means by which we satiate these desires. If we’re hungry now, we eat. But we’ll be hungry again. If for some reason we are unwilling to wait for the cycle that God has for us and take some sort of shortcut that fulfills the desire on our terms, this is called addiction. If we get angry, we may kill the desire, which is worse than addiction. 

				When we short-circuit the cyclical hunger that God has ordained, when we fill ourselves with our addictions and not our God-given appetites, we show up to the banquet with a belly full of junk food. The worst dinner guest is not the one in horrid need. The worst dinner guest is the one who ate a large meal of junk food before arriving, thereby nullifying any appreciation for the game hens.

				5. Nudge toward Good-for-You Food

				All impressions are nudges, and all nudges are food. It is as true that everything is “food for thought” as it is true that “you are what you eat.” Paul said that when you feed on junk thoughts, you find yourself living in a junkyard, just as when you feed on junk food you look in the mirror and discover yourself living in a junk body. 

				Nudge away from junk-food-fattened lifestyles. Nudge toward health and holiness.

				Of the three main roles Jesus performed—preacher, teacher, healer—the role of healer is most important for evangelism in the twenty-first century. It may also have been the most important for evangelism in the first century, since Marcus Borg estimates that “more healing stories are told about him [Jesus] than about anybody else in the Jewish tradition.”77

				In 1997, the World Health Organization proposed that health should be defined not as an absence of disease but as “a dynamic state of complete physical, mental, spiritual, and social well being.” This definition of health returns us to the original definition of salvation in William Tyndale’s first English translation of the New Testament (1524). The NT Greek words of healing, health, wholeness, and salvation are the same words, and in Tyndale’s translation of the Bible they were interchangeable.78 The good news is all about “health” and “healing” and “wholeness,” and nudgers will be the first to point out how. The restoration healing of Christ is not back to where our health started to deteriorate, or even to a point just before we screwed up. It is restoration to a state we have never experienced before.

				You don’t think people are interested in healing? Try looking up therapists in the Yellow Pages or on Google. Just as food will increasingly be seen as medicine (foodaceuticals), so nudgers will encourage the Christian life as a healthy way of living on this planet and will challenge the unhealthy, unfit reputation it has. 

				Nudgers will lay bare a smorgasbord of options of what a healthy life looks like. Fats or carbs? Three square meals or continuous grazing? Raw or cooked? Organic or industrial? Veg or vegan? Meat or mock meat? The answers to these questions are so culturally based (e.g., the Cantonese of China claim that “if its back faces Heaven it’s eatable”79) that to identify one diet with a “kingdom diet” is as wise as identifying one political party platform with the kingdom of God.

				A few things are clear. First, humans are omnivores. We eat anything. We are at opposite extremes from pandas, with their monotonous diet of bamboo. In fact, our omnivorousness is what makes our eating social—e.g., pandas do not come together to feast or dine. Humans start out univores (we consume only mother’s milk), but we quickly learn both to love and to hate all different kinds of foods. 

				Increasing numbers of people in the future, both Christian and non-Christian, will identify themselves as herbivores. That means our food nudges need to be vegetarian-friendly. Rudolf Nureyev was a prude about alcohol and drugs, but he lived on meat. British ballerina Dame Margot Fonteyn’s mother once served Nureyev chicken instead of the raw beefsteak he lived on. He looked at his plate and responded: “Chicken dinner, chicken performance.”80

				Better is a dinner of vegetables where love is 

				than a fatted ox and hatred with it.

				—Proverbs 15:17 NRSV

				But before we carnivores sneer and leer at the growing hoards of herbivores and remind them that vegetables were never high on the biblical list of preferred foodstuffs,81 we need to remember that there are good biological, ecological, and even biblical reasons for this revolution in our eating habits. 

				Biologically, 70 percent of antibiotics produced today are pumped into livestock, and we block this fact at our peril.82 Food production is such a gas-guzzler of nitrogen-fertilizer “fixing” that it accounts for 20 percent of American petroleum consumption.

				Ecologically, the average U.S. citizen uses about 20,000 liters of water a day (that’s over 500 gallons) just for his or her consumption of beef. You don’t have to be a member of PETA to have your heart broken by the sights of industrial CAFOs (Confined Animal Feeding Operations). Industrial eating cuts the food chain and obscures all relationships and connections with what we are eating. One key spiritual implication in the current revolution in eating is the restoration of the links in that chain. And we haven’t even begun to address the taste issues in the difference between factory and farm. Bad food is like bad art: factory kitsch. 

				Biblically, Jesus ended animal sacrifice by making the Eucharist vegetarian. In spite of histories of vegetarianism, which attempt to make Jesus, Paul, and the Christian movement into a vegetarian regime up until the time of Constantine (who allegedly poured molten lead down the throats of Christian vegetarians), we don’t know if Jesus ate flesh. But we do know he ate fish. Early church fathers like Tertullian, Origen, Boniface, St. Jerome, and John Chrysostom were vegetarians, but most likely they were the exceptions that proved the omnivore rule. Clement of Alexandria claimed a brother in the apostle Matthew, who ate only seeds, nuts, and vegetables. “It is far better to be happy,” he wrote, “than to have your bodies act as graveyards for animals.”83 

				Nudging in the future will be sensitive to the growing numbers of herbivores, and churches would be foresighted to consider not just putting in “memory gardens” for members but kitchen gardens for the whole neighborhood. Why haven’t churches rediscovered French kitchen gardens or the potager (pronounced potajay), where the community can gather and grow intermingled vegetables, fruits, and flowers? What if Christians nudged their neighbors by replacing the monoculture of lawns (especially in climates where turfgrass doesn’t belong) and its noisy, smoky upkeep with a unique viviculture of plants and bushes and wildflowers? Or even a vegetable garden that was planted by a group of people called “Christians” who not only weren’t afraid of people stealing their produce but also invited people who needed food to make themselves at home? 

				It is forbidden to live in a town

				in which there is no vegetable garden.84

				—Babylonian Talmud

				Second, we’re all picky eaters. Foods that elicit the strongest love-hate reactions? Some that are best for you: okra, lima beans, brussels spouts, broccoli, sauerkraut, anchovies, etc. Since 20 to 30 percent of us have some kind of physical-food sensitivity and the rest of us have “food issues,” it is a good nudge to ask if the person being invited to the table has food allergies, whether temperamental or medical. 

				A glutton is one who raids the icebox 

				for a cure for spiritual malnutrition.85

				—Frederick Buechner

				Third, every culture and almost every family develops their own food rituals. For example, some people don’t like to have their food touching on the plate. Others only like to eat one food at a meal. Others only like to eat one food at a time. These latter people have organized and call themselves “componetarians” with a Web site dedicated to this mission statement: “We believe that life is best savored one flavor at a time.” It is a good nudge not to judge people’s food rituals, no matter how peculiar. 

				The taste of faith will reflect the five tastes detected by the human tongue. Faith can be salty, sweet, sour, bitter, or umami (a Japanese word that describes the aftertaste shared by foods like asparagus, tomatoes, Parmesan cheese, etc.). Each taste will also have its own “mouthfeel,” the quality that makes us like our potato chips crisp, our gumdrops chewy, our custards creamy, and our jelly firm. In a culture that wants to know “Why does Jesus have to taste so bad?” nudgers never leave people with a bad aftertaste, only the ferment and the foretaste.

				Fourth, nudges will gently debunk spam. In a culture where inauthenticity is the norm, where the majority of our mail is fake, where fake foods adorn menus from fast food to haute cuisine, where people can live fake lives in Second Life, nudges will celebrate the real and betray the toxic. I love to serve guests pomegranate juice and then tell pomegranate and cranberry stories. Pomegranates are a beautiful and beneficial fruit that hung from the hem of the high priest’s robe.86 In fact, the “honey” part of “land of milk and honey” was not bees’ honey but fruit trees, most likely pomegranates. Cranberries contain more phenols, antioxidants thought to prevent cancer, stroke, and heart disease, than any other common fruit except pomegranates. The problem is that the typical cranberry juice has few cranberries in it anymore, only flavored fructose. Hence my nudge of pomegranate juice.

				6. Nudge People to “Try Something Different”

				One of the images I shall never forget in the story of the Lewis and Clark expeditions was the way 10,000 pounds of the best salmon ever tasted by humans lay hanging on the racks drying out. The explorers and their crew refused to eat it and asked for dog meat. 

				Here are some supper ideas for you. 

				There are Emmaus suppers, which are surprise manifestations and revelations of what has already been going on in your life.87

				There are Gethsemane suppers, where your soul struggles with God in the aftermath of betrayal and in anticipation of carrying crosses too heavy for you to bear, the conflict within and conflict without reflected in “Not what I will, but what You will be done.”88

				There are Bethany suppers, where you hang with your best friends and not worry about what you say or how you appear. 

				There are Upper Room suppers, where you gather around a new loaf of bread and a new bottle of wine to decide whether to press on or turn back.

				There are Cana suppers, where in small, drab, windblown places God wants to do something miraculous and totally out of keeping with its reputation for poverty and pomegranates. 

				There are Mount of Olives suppers, where you picnic on high ridges and weep over those places and people you love but don’t seem to know how to love back. 

				There are Mount Zion suppers, where you find strength in others’ emotional highs even though you’re at an emotional low. 

				There are Zarephath suppers, where an act of faith stretches beyond reason and rationality.

				And there are Sermon on the Mount suppers, where a kid and some fish feed a crowd. 

				The discovery of a new dish is more beneficial to humans 

				than the discovery of a new star.89

				—Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin

				7. Nudge People to Taste for Themselves

				You have to taste Jesus for yourself. You can describe what a fruit tastes like, but it’s not until you actually touch and taste it that you find out for yourself what a fruit is about and you enjoy all its benefits. 

				The world eats three ways: sticks, forks, fingers. But the truth is that all of us eat with our fingers. To eat any other way is like making out and whispering sweet nothings through an interpreter. Even those who eat with forks and sticks still eat with fingers. We just mask our hand-eating with words. The success of the fast-food industry is not that it is fast, but that it is finger food. 

				In fact, all food is finger food. Every cook makes the food by hand. It’s cleaned by hand. It’s cut by hand. It’s mixed by hand. It may end up on sticks and forks, but all food is at heart handmade. To be sure, there are times for forks: fettuccine Alfredo, for example. There are times for silverware/spoons: cream of mushroom soup. But even then, who could imagine either pasta or soup without bread, which is finger food? 

				Eating with your hands is a sensuous indulgence, a meeting of soul and skin. Satisfying on a deep, animal level. It’s getting soaked in a monsoon, taking off your shoes and squishing wet sand between your toes, making mud pies, impaling raspberries on your fingertips and kissing them off one by one till your mouth is juicy and full. It’s squashing grapes underfoot, playing music instead of hearing it, slapping fistfuls of your first birthday cake into your mouth. The mutual giving and receiving between fingers and tongue. Primal and earthy and natural.90

				—Keridwen Cornelius

				Faith in God is finger food. The Bible says, “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” Encouraging people to taste the “Tree of Life” is the biggest nudge you can give. The Jesus Way is a path that leads to health (salvation), happiness (altruism), and freedom (liberty). Some people think that they’ve lost God’s address, like Job: “If only I knew where to find him.”91 But God hasn’t moved away from us (“Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you”92). We’ve allowed our lives to move away from the place of bread, and we need to be nudged to find God’s address again. 

				Nudgers talk about Jesus the way the Food Network talks about food. Nudgers will serve what it takes to help someone get real with Jesus. The ultimate nudge makes us want to cook more than eat.

				Conclusion

				One of my Drew seminary students, Kerry Tilden, as part of her evangelism project, nudged her Maplewood, New Jersey, church to sponsor a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) project where a single farm would provide locally grown, organic vegetables at a fixed price if purchased in advance. For the project to go forward, the church had to sell 50 shares (feeds 2–4/week for 25 weeks) at $500/share within a few months. They sold 100+ shares and had to turn a few families away. 

				Much to everyone’s surprise, two-thirds of the families involved are not active in the church. Church people are meeting new people in the community and sharing information about how they use their vegetables, what new vegetables they are trying (garlic scapes and pea shoots with flowers still on them). One church member started a blog where people share online what they do with their weekly vegetables and which ones they like the best.93 The farmer has convinced other farmers to expand the use of the delivery truck to include preordered grass-fed organic beef, organic free-range chickens and eggs, and goat cheese. Because of the demand and the up-front money, the farm agreed to partner in another CSA, requiring them to hire eleven additional employees and add forty acres to their production. Here is an evangelism project that not only brought new life to the church, but also created local jobs.
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