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Preface

“This is total nonsense!”
That’s how a doctoral- level midwife responded when I asked 

her to close her eyes and allow herself  to receive an under-
standing of her true identity instead of the various false identi-
ties that were negatively affecting her in the present.

She was one of thirteen midwives taking part in a professional- 
development day focused on true identity versus false identity 
and its effect on team dynamics in the workplace.

We were sitting in a circle, working through the exercise, but 
this doctor was not about to continue. The other midwives, all 
highly educated and experienced professionals, stared at me for 
direction. Honestly, I felt like telling them to take a ten- minute 
break, slinking away to my car, and driving off.

For some reason, this group of midwives was more intimidat-
ing to me than the group of Muslim nomads that Art (nmn) 
Blumfield1 and I led through this very same process in the mid-
dle of the Sahara Desert during my training years. They had 
threatened that if the identity- exchange process didn’t trans-
form their thinking dramatically, they would “get rid of us” 
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Preface

and join the extremist militant organization trying to recruit 
them. Our goal was to prevent both of those things.

“This isn’t good, Art,” I whispered. “They don’t look happy.”
“Have faith,” Art said in his irritatingly calm manner.
“These guys are freaking out,” I rasped, imagining my wife 

and kids at my graveside.
Art bristled at my cryptic evaluation. “Listen, Rookie. The 

whole world system is freaking out. Finding faith in a freaked- 
out world is our only way to be fully alive, fully human, and 
fully free. Stop talking, focus on the wounded people in front 
of you, and work the process.”

That was the only time I ever heard Art raise his voice. Nor-
mally he spoke in the soft, intelligent tones of an untroubled 
librarian. His point, however, was clear and unforgettable.

I focused on the doctor in front of me and imagined her as 
one of the courageous biblical midwives who, in defiance of 
the death threats of the powerful Egyptian Pharaoh, delivered 
their own deliverer in the infant Moses.2 Had they not stood 
firm in their true identity as daughters of the Most High God, 
they would have perished in the false identities of victimhood 
and slavery.

“Take a deep breath and relax,” I told her. “You don’t have 
to fight against everything in your life. You think you’re not 
as smart as your coworkers and that you have no real value. 
That’s not true. Listen to God’s voice, the voice of absolute 
truth and unconditional love. Receive. What identity does the 
voice of love call you?”

Eyes closed, she began to rock back and forth gently. A single 
tear ran along the contour of her face and fell into her rising 
hand.

“Oh my,” she whispered. “Love calls me a healer to the na-
tions. I need to go to the nations.”

Within a year, she and her family relocated to another coun-
try in order to work with marginalized people. If you ask her 
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today who told her to go, she will tell you it was the Holy Spirit. 
She realized that she had been hearing that voice her entire life; 
she just didn’t know who it was. Now she does. Now she listens 
and everything is different.

This book is dedicated to the midwives of the world and Art 
(nmn) Blumfield and anyone else who, like the apostle Paul, 
thinks it’s a good idea to move past all the garbage the world 
is offering us and into the fully alive, fully human, fully free 
Holy Spirit life offered to us in our relationship with Christ, 
who is the way, the truth, and the life. In him, we really can find 
transformational faith in a freaked- out world.
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INTRODUCTION

ABIDING

Once upon a time, a king came to earth to tell stories, 
and the stories contained the mystery of eternal life.

JARED C. WILSON

Jesus told them a story to teach them that they 
should keep on talking with God and not give up.

LUKE 18:1 WE

With many stories like these, he presented his message to 
them, fitting the stories to their experience and maturity. He was 
never without a story when he spoke. When he was alone with 
his disciples, he went over everything, sorting out the tangles, 
untying the knots.

MARK 4:33–34 MSG

On a sweltering July night in 1983, I paced anxiously in the 
parking lot of the police substation, waiting to meet the field 
training officer who would own my life for the next twelve 
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Abiding

months and determine my vocational future. The scuttlebutt 
among the four other nervous new recruits pacing the parking 
lot that steamy night was “whichever FTO you get, pray to God 
it’s not the Troll.”

The Troll, as he was unaffectionately known by all police 
rookies, was one of the most feared training officers in the 
police department. If  the rumors were true, what the Troll 
lacked in interpersonal skills and human kindness he made 
up for in making the life of a new recruit a nightmare and 
smirking proudly as the beleaguered rookies turned in their 
gun and badge and sought employment somewhere else— 
anywhere else.

All of us froze and held our collective breath as the five 
FTOs exited the building and began examining a list to de-
termine which rookie was “theirs.” I had neither seen nor met 
the Troll before, but he was easy to identify among the other 
FTOs. Much shorter and wider than his fellow training officers, 
the Troll didn’t bother to consult the list. Instead, he eyed our 
huddled group— and we were actually huddling at this point— 
and yelled out across the parking lot: “Which one of you [series 
of expletives] rookies do I get to fire? Let’s just end the [series 
of expletives] misery tonight and save time.”

With the sweat pouring out beneath my bulletproof vest, I 
began praying, probably as intensely as I have ever prayed in 
my life, “Please, Jesus, do not let the Troll be my FTO. Please. 
I’m sorry for every sin of commission or omission in my life. 
Please give me anyone other than the Troll.”

Then, as if prophetic, the Troll called out in a raspy, decid-
edly malevolent voice: “Is anyone over there praying that I won’t 
be your FTO? If you are, guess what happens?”

Oh no, I thought, a spiritual catch-22.
In horror, I watched as the other FTOs joined up with their 

rookies, climbed into their respective police cruisers, and drove 
away. The remaining FTO approached as I stood alone and 
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unprotected a mere few feet away from the infamous, florid- 
faced, fouler of fortunes and futures— the Troll himself.

God help me.
“Are you university educated, Rookie?” the Troll asked, lean-

ing in closer. His breath smelled of kielbasa, onions, and just 
a hint of whiskey. Although I was a foot taller than the Troll, I 
felt dwarfed by his persona.

“Yes, sir.”
“So, you’re smart?”
I knew better than to answer that question.
“I didn’t go to college. Are you smarter than me?”
Again, I employed the wisdom of silence. Plus, I was too 

intimidated to speak.
“Nothing to say, huh?” The Troll circled me slowly, click-

ing his tongue in disgust, like a farmer examining a weevil- 
decimated cornstalk. When he completed his inspection and 
we were face- to- face once again, he continued his less than 
inspiring introductory remarks. “I’ve got one simple rule for 
you, Rookie. For the time you and I will be abiding together, 
you are not allowed to talk at all unless I give you permission, 
and that will be seldom. Do you understand that?”

I nodded my head but I was thinking, Did the Troll just use 
the word abiding? Did this great nemesis of  the neophyte cop 
employ the word abiding because he was a fan of  the Bible or 
The Big Lebowski?1

“The reason you will not be talking,” the Troll continued, 
“is because when you are talking, I am not talking. And when I 
am not talking, you are not listening. And if you are not listen-
ing, then you are not learning. So your goal for the next year, 
if you remain with me that long, is to keep your mouth shut, 
listen, and learn. If you can do that, you might live through 
this. Got it?”

I nodded my head again but I was thinking, Did I just hear 
a really good sermon on prayer?2
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Abiding

“Say you get it,” the Troll shouted.
“I get it, sir.”
“Then get in the [expletive]3 cruiser, and let’s get started. 

You drive; I’ll talk.”
In the year that followed, I spent fifty weeks of four- day, 

ten- hour shifts with the first real discipler of my life. Although 
the Troll was not a Christ follower, he understood the art of 
discipleship better than anyone I had met previously.

The first question the Troll would ask me at the beginning 
of a shift was, “Are you sure you want to stay with me?”

I always felt as if this was the question Jesus himself would 
have asked me if he were my field training officer. “Are you going 
to stay, remain, dwell, continue, abide in and with me today?”4

With this comparison in mind, consider the types of ques-
tions the Troll asked me in some form or fashion during almost 
every shift. I’ve categorized them for convenience’s sake.

Vocational
Are you ready to listen and learn from me? Do you 
understand that without my guidance you will not be 
a good cop and you will be terminated? Do you under-
stand that if you stay with me through the year, you can 
become a highly productive and effective police officer? 
Why are you trying to be a police officer? Are you try-
ing to be macho? Are you trying to prove something to 
somebody? Wouldn’t you be better at some other job? 
Are you afraid of me? This job? Failure?

Tactical
Why did you just do what you did? Do you think about 
what you’re going to do before you do it? Ever? Why 
did you say those particular words to that person? Do 
you think about what you’re going to say before you say 
it? Ever? Are you afraid to think?
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Marital
How is your marriage? Do you have sex with your wife 
every day, month, or year? Does your wife like you 
being a cop? What are you going to do if you’re offered 
sex on the job? Will you tell your wife? How truthful 
are you with your wife? Are you afraid to communicate 
with your wife?

Personal
Do you know who you are? Who are you? Are you a 
racist? Are you sexist? Do you have a problem with 
poor people? Do you have a problem with rich people? 
Do you have a problem with homeless people? Do you 
have a problem with people from other countries? Are 
you willing to die for people you don’t like? Are you 
willing to die for people who don’t like you? Are you 
afraid to die?

If I failed to give a truthful, transparent answer according to 
the Troll’s liking, he would shout, “Stop it, Rookie. Try again.”

After one of these invasive interrogations, the Troll typically 
launched into some bawdy, Chaucer- like police parable, most 
of which are unrepeatable, to help illustrate or drive home his 
main teaching point, which was usually something along the 
lines of “Oh, unteachable and unresponsive rookie, how long 
must I tarry here with you?”

Imagine ten hours a day of these types of questions and 
subsequent stories. And yet, can you not see, at a much more 
redemptive and encouraging level, Jesus teaching in this same 
manner? Jesus didn’t preach formulaic, chapter- and- verse ser-
mons to his followers. He didn’t lead them through a linear 
outline of propositional truth points. He spent time with his 
disciples, asking a lot of questions and telling a lot of stories— 
stories that we are still trying to understand today. Matthew 
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Abiding

describes a day with Jesus: “All Jesus did that day was tell sto-
ries—a long storytelling afternoon” (Matt. 13:34 MSG). And 
Jesus not only walked his followers into lives of truth, he was 
truth itself.

Like Jesus with his disciples, the Troll was not asking me 
these probing questions while sitting in a classroom or a men’s 
group at a coffee shop or at a couple’s retreat in the woods. He 
was challenging me in real time, in real- life scenarios, where 
people, including myself, were often in their worst and most 
compromising, violent, fearful, and desperate moments.

Think about it. When did Jesus hit his followers with the big 
questions? Wasn’t it within the messiness of real- world experi-
ences? In the heat of the argument? In the depths of fear and 
failure? In the face of death?

At the end of every shift, the Troll challenged me with this 
question: “Since I don’t think you’re going to make it, do you 
want to resign now?”

Remember the question Jesus asked his disciples in John 
6:66–67? “After this, many of his disciples left. They no longer 
wanted to be associated with him. Then Jesus gave the Twelve 
their chance: ‘Do you also want to leave?’” (MSG).

After every single shift, when I had left the presence of the 
Troll, my wife asked, “How was your shift?” My answer was 
often, “I don’t think I’m going to make it. The Troll is making 
my life miserable. Why keep trying?”

Why didn’t the Twelve leave Jesus? What made them stay? 
It wasn’t as if  Jesus was guaranteeing them a happy, quiet, 
prosperity- filled life of leisure and comfort. He was leading 
them straight into their deepest, darkest fears. Why did they 
remain?

Peter’s response to Jesus’s challenge is stunning: “Lord, 
to whom shall we go? You [alone] have the words of  eter-
nal life [you are our only hope]. We have believed and con-
fidently trusted, and [even more] we have come to know [by 
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personal observation and experience] that You are the Holy 
One of God [the Christ, the Son of the living God]” (vv. 68–69  
AMP).

Peter, at least in this moment, understands that being with 
Jesus is not a contractual, transactional, quid pro quo that is 
worthwhile as long as it’s working to his advantage. In fact, 
Peter explains his relationship with Jesus as quite the opposite. 
It’s a divinely initiated, covenantal relationship, the benefits of 
which are quite one- sided. Jesus alone has the words of eternal 
life and Jesus is the only hope because Jesus is the absolute Holy 
One of God, the Christ, the Son of the living God. Peter’s part 
is to receive.

How does Peter know all this? How has he come to believe 
and confidently trust the spoken (Greek, rhema) “eternal life” 
words of Jesus? He becomes persuaded through the process 
of personal observation and experience with Jesus, and this 
process is called abiding.

Abiding, according to Dr. John Piper,5 is the act of receiving 
and trusting all that God has and is for us in Christ. Jesus tells 
us simply, “Abide in Me, and I in you” (John 15:4 NKJV). The 
Passion translates verse 4 as “So you must remain in life- union 
with me, for I remain in life- union with you.”

Why did Peter refuse to leave his “association” with Jesus? 
Because he was not in an association with Jesus; he was not 
even in a mere friendship with Jesus. Peter learned through 
personal observation and experience that he was in life- union 
with Jesus and, more astoundingly, Jesus was in life- union with 
him. Who would want to leave life- union with Jesus?

This abiding, life- union with Jesus is available to us today 
and includes all the fullness of the Godhead; spiritual fruitful-
ness; the fullness of the words, love, and joy of the Father; 
answered prayer; and the glory and honor of God.6 I ask again, 
who would want to leave that relationship?
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Abiding

The only way I was able to abide with the Troll throughout 
that agonizing year was by abiding in life- union with the God 
who still speaks— the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob— 
revealed to us in Christ Jesus and poured out into us through 
the Holy Spirit. Every time the Troll asked me a probing ques-
tion, God’s Spirit asked the question more deeply. Every time 
the Troll told me a risqué story or offered an inappropriate 
illustration, God’s Spirit beautified the story and made the il-
lustration redemptive. Every time the Troll cursed or belittled 
me, God’s Spirit reminded me how much he loved the Troll. 
And every time the Troll asked me if I wanted to quit, God’s 
Spirit asked, “If you quit, who’s going to tell the Troll I love 
him?”

The night that my probation ended, the Troll looked at me 
and said, without any sense of ceremony, “You made it. I’m 
cutting you loose.”

I stood there staring at him, thinking of the words of Jesus 
on the cross: “It is finished!” (John 19:30).

“You’re now allowed to talk freely,” he said. He tried to smile, 
but it looked forced and painful and came out more as a sneer.

“Thank you, sir.”
“Don’t call me sir. We might become friends.”
“Am I on my own now?” I asked.
“No,” he snapped. “You’re a real cop now. Station 5, E- 

squad. You have the entire PD behind you at all times.”
When Jesus was ready to cut the disciples loose, he promised 

them as friends7 that they would never be left alone but that 
the Father would send them the Holy Spirit, who would guide 
them in all truth and continually point them back to Christ and 
the things to come.8 First John 4:13 tells us, “By this we know 
[with confident assurance] that we abide in Him and He in us, 
because He has given us His [Holy] Spirit” (AMP). In other 
words, if we abide in Christ, the entire kingdom of God is not 
only with us, it’s within us.
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In 1985, when I was named Police Officer of the Year, I owed 
my success to four persons: the Father, Son, Holy Spirit, and 
Master Police Officer known as the Troll, all of whom I love 
from the deepest part of my heart to this day.

Although the Troll has long since retired, the Trinity re-
mains ever active and ever present. Furthermore, the Trinity is 
continuously inviting us into a deep, transformative life- union 
within the Godhead.9 Therefore, I have a suggestion. Let’s try 
what Peter did and personally observe and experience what 
happens when we abide in life- union with Christ. You see, a 
person doesn’t learn to abide. A person abides and then learns 
what happens as a result of abiding. I didn’t learn how to spend 
ten hours a day with the Troll; I spent ten hours a day with the 
Troll and learned the value of his training. So let’s commit to 
spending one ten- hour shift abiding in Christ together and see 
what happens. OK? Great.

Here’s what you need to know.
First, I am your field training officer.10

Second, as your FTO I have one simple rule for you, reader. 
As you read this book, you are only allowed to receive from 
God all that he has for you in Christ through the Holy Spirit.

Third, as your FTO I will teach through telling stories, 
looking at various Scripture passages, and asking questions. 
I, however, will not be answering the questions posed; we will 
be listening to God and writing down the answers he gives 
through his Spirit.

Fourth, as the disciples of Jesus spent time abiding with 
him, they became more attentive to the things of God, which 
led them to a greater awareness of the world around them. 
This awareness impressed upon them their great need to hear 
and understand the annunciations11 of Jesus, which directed 
them into lives of transformative action. Abiding = Attention, 
Awareness, Annunciation, Action. In our shift together, we will 
walk through this process.
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Abiding

Finally, the narrative that follows is from an actual ten- hour 
(7 a.m.–5 p.m.) interaction between three hundred people and 
me as we spent a day together abiding with Christ. I suggest 
that you also set aside a day to work through the material in 
a single encounter and see how it impacts you. I want you to 
experience how much can happen in your life in just one day 
with Christ. Trust me, you’ll want more.

Got it?
Then get a pen, a notebook, and a Bible, and let’s get started. 

I’ll ask some questions and tell some stories, and God will talk.
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PART 1

ATTENTION

What is mankind that you make so much of them,
 that you give them so much attention . . . ?

JOB 7:17 NIV

The best way to capture moments is to pay attention.

JOHN KABAT- ZINN

The Death of a Conversation

I walked onstage in Salt Lake City and said “Good morning” 
to a crowd of three hundred or so. I received a somewhat tepid 
“Good morning” in return.

I followed my initial greeting by asking, “How are you 
doing?” and received an even weaker response with a few people 
mumbling “good” and one person shouting out “great.”

The entire interchange, based on a superficial cultural for-
mula, was largely meaningless for most, if not all, in the room.
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This often- used pattern of communication is called formu-
laic language formation, where I begin in a predictable manner 
and the audience responds in an appropriate yet predictable 
manner.

There are two theories of language formation: formulaic 
language formation and generative language formation. The 
first means that you use language formulas. Once you learn the 
language formulas, you don’t have to think and create anymore. 
We laugh at this observation because that’s what most of us 
do. We learn language formulas.

In the checkout line at a store, we’ve been taught to speak 
to the cashier and say, “Hey, how are you doing?” The cashier 
replies, “Fine, and you?” Sound familiar? This response is ac-
cording to the cultural linguistic formula. It doesn’t matter 
what they say back because I’m just going to say, “Good,” pay 
the money, and leave. Neither of us actually cares what is really 
being communicated.

If  you have been married a long time (I’ve been married 
thirty- six years), you can get into a formula where you know 
what each other is going to say. You almost don’t need words. 
“Hey, uh, yeah.” “Okay, great.” That is the entire conversation 
because you just kind of know how it’s going to go. You are 
conforming to worn- out language patterns.

It’s not a real and dynamic relationship when you do that to 
people. Formulaic relationships fail, tend to flounder. Formu-
laic religion dies, tends to fossilize.

Jesus never speaks in language formulas. Do you know why? 
Because every person Jesus interacts with is a unique and dis-
tinct identity of whom he is the Creator.

Generative language formation is how Jesus talks to people. 
In this formation, you create a new conversation every time 
you talk, and it can be a lot of work. It may take awhile to get 
used to this style of talking as it is certainly not the American 
formula of communication.
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Conversation in a Ride Share

One morning I called a ride share company to go to the airport. 
I wanted to have a conversation with the driver, so I got in the 
front seat when the car arrived. The driver seemed surprised, 
as if that wasn’t the right formula for riding in a hired vehicle 
when you’re alone.

I had lived in the Arab world for years and years, and there, 
you always ride in the front seat with the taxi driver. If you get 
behind the driver, it means you don’t like him, so you always 
get in the front seat. And if you want him to know that you 
really want to talk to him, you grab his leg. But not with your 
left hand because that’s unclean, so you have to reach across 
and grab his leg with your right hand.

I jumped in the front seat of the ride share, said hello, and 
reached over to grab the guy’s leg. Startled, he jumped back 
against his door and said, “What are you doing?” Clearly this 
formula was the wrong method of communication for my 
Americanized driver.

“How are you doing?” I asked, attempting to recover from 
my mistake.

“You’re going to the airport?” he replied.
“Yeah.”
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“Salt Lake City.”
“Do they have good restaurants there?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know if  people fly to Salt 

Lake City to eat. It’s known for other stuff, not necessarily 
restaurants.”

We were engaged in a formulaic conversation with predict-
able questions and responses. But these formulas reveal nothing 
about a person’s sense of identity.

To become generative, I asked, “Besides driving folks around, 
what do you do?”
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“I don’t do anything except drive folks around,” he said.
“Wow,” I responded.
He said, “My goal is to be on vacation as much time as I can.”
That’s noble, isn’t it? That’s a noble goal. Sociologists and 

anthropologists say that the two highest goals of people are to 
be immortal and permanently joyful.

If we could, that’s what we would do, isn’t it? But isn’t that 
life (immortality and joy) in the kingdom of God right now?

This guy assumed he wasn’t going to be immortal, but he 
was going to try to be permanently happy, so he was flying to 
Belize as often as he could. He’d save up money and fly to Belize.

“What do you do there?” I asked.
“My goal is to open up a barbecue restaurant in Belize.”
“That’s interesting,” I said. “Is that your identity?”
“I don’t know. I guess it is.”
“Running a restaurant’s not an identity; it’s a vocation. What 

is your identity? Who are you?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I never really thought about that.” 

He waited a moment, and then said, “I have a nephew who’s 
sixteen, and he doesn’t have an identity.”

My driver could see the lack of identity in another person 
but not in himself. Isn’t that interesting?

“He doesn’t have an identity,” he continued. “All he does is 
sit around and play video games. He has no sense of identity.”

I asked again, “What’s your identity?”
“I don’t know. Where does a person get an identity?”
“Where do you think?”
“Maybe from God?” he said.
“Yes, could be,” I said. “That’s a possibility.”
Does God talk to people? Does God talk to you? Does he say, 

“This is the identity I have for you”? Is that what God does? 
Because if God does that, that would be pretty amazing. If God 
talked to us and told us our identity, we would know what to 
do with our lives. We wouldn’t have to keep going back to him 
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and asking, “What do we do?” We would know what to do 
because our identity and being inform our doing.

Simple, right?
My driver wondered if identity might be God- given.
“Well, does God give identity?” I asked.
I could tell he was thinking, and I had been waiting for this. 

“What’s your identity?” he asked.
When a person in a conversation such as this asks “What’s 

your identity?” it’s good to have an answer. Christians are good 
at talking about stuff that they don’t ever really experience. 
Sometimes this can be a form of lying.

“Well, my identity is militant peacemaker,” I said to the driver.
“Wow,” he said.
“I know what vocations enable and empower that identity, 

and I’ve known this since I was fourteen. Therefore, my voca-
tion has been with the police department, something involved 
in militant peacemaking.”

That makes sense. I chose a vocation in the range of the 
ident ity of militant peacemaker. When I pick a vocation in that 
identity, I’m really, really good at it. It’s easy to think this way. 
Conversely, if  I pick a vocation outside of that identity, I’m 
going to be unhappy and frustrated and I’m not going to be 
good at it. Every day, I’m going to know I’m not good at it, 
and it’s going to be bad. I can go to church and I can pray, but 
it’s not going to make it better because I was not made to do 
whatever it is I’m doing outside of my identity.

I told the driver I was a police officer, then I got promoted 
a lot, then I got recruited by the government, and then I went 
overseas. My militant peacemaking started small and kept ex-
panding. Professionally, spiritually, up, up, up. The gates of hell 
could not stand against it.

The gates of hell cannot stand against us moving in our true 
identity. But if we take one step outside of that identity, we’re 
done, we’re finished. It’s over.
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