I .am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me

and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you
can do nothing!

—Jesus

Right before Laurel and I hit our low point, our ministry
was growing rapidly. It seemed as if God was blessing us.

But growth and good works do not guarantee you’re heading
in the right direction. In fact, Jesus says many service-oriented,
creative, talented, religious people will come to Him on Judg-
ment Day and say, “Look at the works we have performed in
your name, the miracles, the prophecies.”

But Christ will say to them one of the most shocking state-
ments recorded in all Scripture, “I never knew you.”?
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I'he Spiritual Danger of Doing Good

Itis possible to be successful, even in service, yet be heading
in the wrong direction.

Stuck

After Laurel and I had “the conversation” that changed our
marriage, we decided it was probably overdue for our family to
escape together for a few days. No cell phone. No email. Just
our family and a welcome change of pace.

Greg and Helene, dear friends, were kind enough to let us
stay at their home in Outer Banks, North Carolina. We left
at 10 p.m. so our kids would sleep on the eight-hour journey.
Driving through the night, we not only missed all the traffic
winding around Washington, D.C., but we also arrived at the
beach just as the sun was beginning to rise. The road literally
dead-ended at the beach.

As we turned onto the final stretch of deserted beach, there
were wild horses playing amid the crashing waves. It was an
incredibly beautiful setting.

Beautiful but rugged. Greg cautioned us that we needed four-
wheel drive to make the last nine miles to his home. In the sand,
multiple ruts formed by other vehicles went before us. Some led
farther down the beach, some led to other homes, but we needed
the one that led to our destination: the beach house.

Without giving it much thought, 1 simply chose a rut and
began driving. My thinking was that if it started to send me the
wrong way, I could simply redirect, switch to a different pair of
tire tracks. However, it wasn’t long before I learned something:
You go where the rut leads you.

Changing course seemed impossible.

Bouncing along the sand, I realized this is exactly what I
had done in my relationship with Laurel and in my relation-
ship with God. I had not chosen my path carefully and was
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Stuck in a Rut

furiously driving in a rut of service, but moving away from a
life grounded in grace. ‘ .

I thought I would be able to fix our marriage with a few.da)l’s
together on a beautiful beach, especiall‘y when I had scgret};
purchased enough of Laurel’s favorite things—from chocolat.cs
to clothes—to give her a daily gift.  had also packed the emails
we wrote to each other when I was in Rwanda and Laurel was
living in Washington, D.C. But I discovered that some ruts

un deep.

r Wherlz the road originally dead-ended at the beach., the ruts
looked like they all led to the same place, but a islow dlverge.ncc
compounded by miles of sand led to cnrirely.d.lffere'nt d‘estfna-
tions. It was like our friends who tried to visit us in Carlisle,
MA, but ended up in Carlisle, PA. One incorrect letter made a
huge difference in destination. .

I would not be able to escape the rut I followed for years in
a week—I had to do some significant backtracking to discover
where I had gotten onto the wrong path.

The backtracking went past specific behaviors that ncec':]ed
to change and led me to the place where ]a.st'mg change begins:
my heart and the very foundation for service.

Road Signs

So how do we know if we are in the wrong rut Wlth our service?
Looking back, I see some of the subtle warning signs:

* ] had forgotten why I was serving.

My focus was on what 1 was doing instca.d of who 1 was
becoming. Time in prayer and study of Scripture was ma;
ginalized and seen as less important than all the good wor
[ had to do. ‘

* A pursuit of recognition overshadowed my pursuit to grow
closer to Christ.
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The Spiritual Danger of Doing Good

* "My ministry” was growing and I felt like it must be because
f}f something I was doing right. It was possible to do my
job relying on my strength, my creativity, my performance,
my gifts, and my talents instead of an utter reliance on God
and His power.

* With such a busy schedule, T had no time for relationships

and friendships with people who could have helped me
spot the slow drift.

We need to remember that Jesus clearly said, “Apart from me
you can do nothing.” Jesus didn’t say little. He said nothing,
The truth is we can spend our lives giving, serving, and going,

but if it is apart from His Spirit, it amounts to a garbage pile
of good intentions.

Wall Street or Rwanda

Unless we rediscover the foundation of service, our good works
can be all about us: promoting our image, heightening our
own vanity and pride. Service becomes a means to achieve our

dreams, our purposes, our goals. Phony activism and selfish
service will eventually be exposed.

Most assume a Wall Street investment banker would have a
bigger ego than a humanitarian aid worker in Africa. But I have

been around do-gooders my entire life—and am one—so I know
. :
there’s a desire to be seen as the hero in all of us.*

Christ: Religious Outlaw

Service is radically different when we return to the why behind
it. In almost every religious system, service is a means to an
end. Service becomes the secret to getting things, a pass to the

afterlife, blessings, a respectable name—even a way to feel good
about ourselves.
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Our performance dictates our destiny. If we’re Buddhists, we
find bliss through self-restraint, following the Noble Eightfold
Path. Muslims get to heaven by obeying the Five Pillars of Islam.
Even atheists can achieve respectability through good deeds.
And many practicing Christians take the same approach: If we
do good, we’ll earn favor with God.

But Jesus Christ defied religion. Upending the cosmic scale
that weighs our good and evil, Christ did the unthinkable: “But
God demonstrates his own love for us in

this: While we were still sinners, Christ died Unless we rediscover
ng .

Rt K o the foundation of

The core message of grace is religious

anarchy. We are forgiven, accepted, and

loved not because of what we do, but be- can be all about us.

service, our good works

cause of what Jesus Christ has already done
on the cross. Independent of our performance, we are loved.
We simply can’t earn the forgiveness we desperately need, which
God freely offers through Christ.

As followers of Jesus, we don’t serve because it’s a means to
an end. It’s not a ticket to heaven, a way to have a respectable
life, or a way for people to think well of us.

We serve out of overflowing gratitude that we are loved by
a God who knows we don’t have it all together. We serve in
response to the greatest generosity the world has ever known—
“For God so loved the world that He gave . . .7¢

Unfortunately, it’s our natural inclination to forget about the
radical message of grace and just keep trying harder.

Lollipops and Incentives

Grocery shopping with kids is every parent’s nightmare. There
are just too many temptations for a kid to eat, to knock over,
and to whine about.
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