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A FIRST WORD

Two decades ago, a series of events changed the trajectory of my life. First, I had just completed a doctoral degree in theology and spiritual formation at Princeton Theological Seminary. My focus was on 17th-century contemplative Christian spirituality. Second, I had just become the lead pastor of one of the largest churches in Canada. It had creativity, energy, an entertaining ministry model, and a large platform. Third, the Dalai Lama came to the Canadian city and 70,000 people turned out to hear the spiritual leader speak at an outdoor event. There was a buzz among the young adult community in my church, and a large number went to hear him. Afterwards, I drew as many as possible into conversations at corner coffee shops about their experience with the Dalai Lama. Over coffee, two conversation threads emerged. They went like this:

	Don’t worry, pastor; we’re not leaving our church. It’s our community.

	But the Dalai Lama offers a depth of spirituality that we have not found in any church.



Those conversations over cups of coffee were game changers for me in two ways. First, I see better than ever that 20 years ago those young adults, full of spiritual hunger and passionately searching for deeper spirituality had identified the core, missional failing of the North American church. Their words, then, were embryonic. The church did not seem to be failing. Church journals were touting the fastest-growing churches in North America. Pastors were rushing to leadership conferences of mega-sized churches to learn how they, too, could become the next big thing. Bigger, better, and more was in the air of the church and the heart of the pastor. But in corner cafés, I was hearing young adults begin to whisper about the superficial, anemic, and lackluster spirituality produced by the standard practices of North American church.

Now, two decades later, those words, once whispered in corner booths of corner cafés, are being megaphoned in headlines across our culture. Those young adults, still in church two decades ago, but finding no deeper, transformative spirituality, have long left church. The church is reeling, back on its heels. You only need half-an-eye to see, 20 years later, that the church is in full-blown decline. Churches are closing at rapid rates. For the first time in U.S. history, more churches are closing each year than are being birthed. Trendlines show that those claiming no religious affiliation in North America will outpace those with religious faith by the last half of this century.

Second, those conversations over coffee set the mission of my life. I knew my interest in ancient, contemplative Christian spirituality was more than a personal passion. I knew I wanted to spend the remainder of my life assisting spiritually hungry people find and navigate the way to a deeper life with Jesus. I knew I needed to learn how to help churches become formational communities. I knew I needed to help leaders of faith communities learn how to make the transition from entertaining models of church to formational models.

While this was now my mission, I learned almost immediately that, while I knew contemplative spirituality and knew how to help individuals find the way to a deeper spiritual life, I did not yet know how to make it the standard practice of an entire community. As a result, I failed in helping that rollicking church in Canada become a formational community. There are no stones being cast at those good people who loved God deeply. It breaks my heart that I failed, but failure is a prime learning time. Now, in my 18th year of pastoring a church in northern California, by the grace and mercy of God, and the good will of lots of good people who love God deeply – and have been incredibly patient with me – the church has transitioned from an event-driven, attractional model to a formational model. The transition has not been easy, nor is it complete. But it is now a community that is on the way to a deeper, more transformative life with God—and there is no turning back now!

Trekking: A Guidebook for Spiritual Transformation, is three things: First, it is an invitation to retrieve the transformative practices of contemplative Christian spirituality. You will find practices and concepts in Trekking that will help you begin a journey to a deeper life with God. You will meet some ancient pilgrims who traveled far on the interior journey. In the spiritual world, unlike the biological one, you get to choose your spiritual family and I have been moved deeply and helped immensely by their stories, yearnings, and discoveries. Exposure to this rich heritage of Christian spirituality is a key component of a doctoral program I direct in spiritual formation and leadership in Sacramento. As you walk with these pilgrims, and discover the practices that led them to a deeper life with Jesus, you will begin reclaiming the depth of spirituality that has, until recently, always been the hallmark of Christian spirituality. Two decades ago, the young adults I was meeting over coffee were skeptical that Christianity offered any such spirituality. Hungry for God, they had begun looking outside of Christian faith to find it. Trekking retrieves and makes available once again the theory, practices, and rhythm of Christian spirituality that will lead you to a deep and transformative relationship with God.

Second, Trekking contains the practices and ideas that I have been using to create a formational spiritual community at Upper Room Community Church in Auburn, CA. Over time, I have seen how church can become not an event on Sundays but a community of pilgrims, souls pulsing with hunger for God, on the way to a deeper life with Jesus. While there is no one-size-fits-all roadmap for every church, as you read of the path I have followed, you’ll find the encouragement and inspiration to begin experimenting with the practices that will transform your church into a formational community, attracting and welcoming those in surrounding culture who are seeking a deeper life with God.

Finally, and most importantly, Trekking is an intensely personal account of my own journey to a deeper, more transformative life instead of a treatise on spiritual theology or a historical analysis of spiritual practices. You will read in chapter two how I discovered the ancient Camino de Santiago pilgrimage at 35,000 feet on a transcontinental flight from Frankfurt to San Francisco. That eventual journey, using the contemplative practices described in this book, led to some remarkable personal discoveries that have been changing me.

My father, a combat sergeant in WWII, often told me the story of two lieutenants. They were two of his officers. The first was good with strategy. When the orders to move forward were given, the lieutenant would gather his sergeants, including my father, and explain the objectives and plans for the coming action. Each sergeant knew the part his squad was expected to play. Routes were traced on maps. The “move-out” time was clear. It was what the lieutenant said after strategies and tactics were explained that stood out in my father’s memory: When it’s time to move-out, follow me.

Leading from the front is a risky proposition. It is a dangerous way to be a leader. Predictably, the lieutenant eventually paid a price for leading from the front.

My father’s next lieutenant, the replacement for the “follow me” lieutenant, was also good with strategy and tactics. When he had received orders for his unit to move into action, he did the same thing as the previous lieutenant. He outlined the intended goals. Each sergeant understood his squad’s part. Routes of movement were marked clearly on maps. The time to “move-out” was clear. But this lieutenant had a different way of leading. He pointed to one of the sergeants and he said this: When it’s time to move out, you lead the way. I’ll be back here if you need something.

My father would tell me that story often when I was a child. He never failed to say at the end of the story a simple line: Be the first lieutenant, not the second.

Trekking is my way of telling you about the path I have been navigating to a deeper life with Jesus while hoping you will come with me on this good journey.

The guidebook is divided into five core parts:

	Part One: Finding a Good Way: Every spiritual journey begins somewhere. Laci’s began snorkeling among the coral reefs of Bonaire. Mine began 35,000 feet in the air on a transcontinental flight from Frankfurt to San Francisco. You’ll learn how to find, and identify, your own invitation to a deeper life with God. 

	Part Two: Preparing for the Journey: Prior to launching an interior journey, it will help you navigate the pathway by understanding some of the essential requirements for a successful journey: desire, understanding of the destination, awareness of waymarkers left by previous trekkers, and knowledge of the terrain you’ll pass by on your way to deeper transformation.

	Part Three: Contemplative Spiritual Practices: Biblical, Christian spirituality includes six streams of spirituality. One of those streams is called contemplative spiritually. In this section, you will discover five contemplative practices that open your soul to the possibility of a richer, more intimate experience of the Presence of God. 

	Part Four: Experiences and Discoveries: As your journey deepens and picks up momentum, you will make discoveries that will alter the trajectory of your life. These profound, transformative experiences are discovered as the interior journey deepens.



	Part Five: Reintegrating into the Community: The previous sections of the guidebook have been about your personal, interior journey of transformation. The last section is how to bring that interior journey into your surrounding cultural context with all its turmoil and unrest.



Based on my own first-hand experience, I am convinced that the rhythms, practices, and ideas you will discover in Trekking will awaken, stir up and spark an authentic spiritual journey that will lead to the discovery of God, not merely as an abstract idea, but as an intimate acquaintance and an authentic and transforming Presence in your life.

All that remains to say is this: welcome to the journey!
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CHAPTER ONE:

DE-SOULING

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. Ps. 42:2 (NIV)

All of us are willing to admit to pangs of hunger and feelings of emptiness. There is in each of us a drive that…leads to a search for God. John Powell

________________________________________

Nothing was truer for Laci than the fact a single word changed the trajectory of her life. To grasp the fundamental impact of that singular word and how it led to her spiritual transformation, a few basic facts will help you get acquainted with her.

Laci is married to the self-confessed love of her life and is a mother of two young children. Despite her rigorous schedule, she rarely misses a soccer game or dance recital. Well-educated, with an MBA in business and finance from a highly rated west coast university, she is the senior vice president of a high-tech company, earning a substantial income. Once referred to as one of the most promising leaders in her field, she is no longer on the way up; in every possible way, she has arrived at the apex of her career. She lives in an elegant house in a gated neighborhood, and her exquisitely decorated home and garden were recently featured in a regional magazine. She has an excellent investment portfolio that will likely afford her financial security for the rest of her life. By most people’s standards, Laci is living the American dream.

But it is not Laci’s high level of professional and material success that makes her story so intriguing. What is compelling is what happened a few summers ago when she experienced a moment so foreign to her that she simply had no words to describe what she was experiencing. In talking about her experience with her therapist, a word was introduced that startled her: “empty.” Upon hearing the statement, “Perhaps you’re feeling a little empty,” she was taken aback. Her first response was an emotional protest. How could she be feeling empty? But as her resistance began to dissipate, a glimmer of self-awareness began to unfold. Maybe she was feeling a bit empty. Over the next few weeks, she lived with the idea. Eventually, she accepted that this word accurately described her situation.

She wasn’t quite sure when the feeling of emptiness had begun. Perhaps it was the day her dream home remodel was completed, and she carefully inspected the expansive living area with her interior designer to confirm that every detail was perfect. Mission accomplished, she was surprised by her sense that something was missing.

Maybe it started at a family gathering a few days later. It was her husband’s 45th birthday, and Laci had arranged a fabulous surprise party. Friends and family were in great spirits, the atmosphere was festive, and her husband was genuinely pleased. In the middle of the evening, as Laci sat on her backyard patio sipping a cocktail and enjoying the sights and sounds of everyone having a grand time, a thought came to her. “Everyone is so happy; what’s wrong with me?” Though it passed momentarily, it had left its mark.

Or possibly it began a month later during a tennis match. As a natural athlete possessing a highly competitive spirit, Laci excelled at tennis, dominating opponents with her devastating serve-and-volley game. In the middle of a point against a top-ranked player, the thought crossed her mind, “Why am I not happier?” It disturbed her so much that she missed the easy volley and eventually lost the match.

Laci had not yet internalized C. S. Lewis’ brilliant insight: “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”1

That would come later. That morning, right there on the tennis court, Laci decided she needed a change of scenery. As soon as the match was over, she called her travel agent. “I want you to book a week for me in the Caribbean…now!”

Arriving in Bonaire a few days later, Laci did little more than lounge on the beach for the first couple of days. It was just what she needed. The sand was exquisite, the rays were soothing, the drinks were plentiful, and shopping was nearby. By the end of the second day, Laci was once again beginning to feel like her old self.

On the morning of the third day, Laci decided to sign up for a snorkeling excursion of Bonaire’s famous coral reefs. During the previous two days, she hadn’t given a second thought to what was beneath the surface of the ocean. She had sat for hours soaking up the sun, watching the surf roll in and out. Not once had she imagined the world existing just beneath the blue-green surface, but that was about to change. She donned her fins, mask, and snorkel and entered the water, reveling in the beauty that surrounded her. Immersed in this undersea world, she lost track of time. All she knew was what she was experiencing—vivid colors, sounds, and shapes, unlike anything she had ever seen or heard. For the rest of that day and the next two, she spent every available minute in the ocean.

Laci decided to return to the beach for her last day. As she sat soaking in the sun one final time, she kept gazing at the surf rolling back and forth, smiling as she thought of the magical world just beneath the surface. A short while later, it happened. Describing the experience to her friends afterward, she called it her breakthrough moment. But in that instant, she sat straight up in her lounge chair. Her reaction was so abrupt and physical that she drew the attention of those around her. However, it wasn’t the water that commanded her attention. Instead, she was gripped by a radical thought. “What if there were another world…and I just didn’t know it?”

The Vital Soul

As a piece of vocabulary, “soul” is a popular word today. We use it to describe things that reside at the very center of an experience. Soul food, for example, is not simply about the recipes behind the food on the plate as much as it is about the comfort and community associated with the meal. Soul music is not merely defined by the notes being played, but also by the response it evokes as it moves us with its rhythms and melodies. Soul mates are people with whom we feel a deep connection—individuals who just “get” us. An old soul describes a person, usually younger than us, who is grounded and wise beyond his or her years.

Even sports get in on the idea of soul by recognizing team members who embody the passion and drive to excel. As an avid baseball fan, I will never forget an extraordinary play that turned the 2001 American League Divisional Series between the Oakland A’s and the New York Yankees around. In the best-of-five series, the Yankees were on the ropes, having lost the first two games and struggling to find any offense against the A’s. During the third game, with the Yankees up 1-0 and Jeremy Giambi of the A’s on first base, the hit went into the right-field corner where it rattled around. Seeing an opportunity, Giambi, never a fast runner, was navigating the bases and heading for home. Meanwhile, the right fielder dug the ball out of the corner and hurled a high-arching airball towards home plate. It was a poor throw, missing both cutoff men. As if anything could have been worse for the Yankees at that moment, it was also offline from the catcher. As a fan of west coast teams, I knew Giambi was going to score and was already on my feet cheering. Then, in an iconic moment, the Yankees’ shortstop raced into view from out of nowhere, caught the errant throw with his bare hand and flipped the ball to the catcher, who tagged Giambi out! That play altered the course of the series. As all baseball fans know, the hero was Derek Jeter. But Jeter was no normal Yankee. He was regarded as the soul of the team.

All of these uses of the word “soul” point to one thing: the soul is at the center, not the periphery, of our life. Despite being nonphysical, it is real. We know when it is healthy and thriving. It is weighty and exerts great influence on our well-being. It is essential for all, not a luxury for a few.

Soul Trailheads

When hiking, the trailhead is the beginning point of the hike. As simple as this sounds, its significance should not be overlooked—miss the trailhead, and you risk missing the journey. You might still find your way onto the path with the help of navigational devices, but it is important to understand what the trailhead represents. Whether in the Rockies or the El Camino de Santiago pilgrimage in Spain, it reflects the experience and wisdom of thousands of hikers who have confirmed that this is the best place to start your journey.

There are numerous ways to find the all-important trailhead, but every journey is meant to begin there. When I hike in the Rockies, I use an app that shows the trailhead. When my wife and I trekked El Camino de Santiago, we consulted various guidebooks and eventually agreed that Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port was our preferred location for starting the journey. Obviously, there are many differences between the trailhead of a hike in Glacier Park and a trek beginning in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. But both mark the site and moment of your first step onto a pathway that will lead to discovery after discovery.

Lying on a beach in Bonaire, Laci unexpectedly found the trailhead of a pathway that would lead to the discovery of her soul and a deeper, more transformative life with God. Where, exactly, is this soul trailhead, and what makes this pathway so elusive for so many?

Soul Hunger

We might begin to discover the trailhead into our soul as we consider words used to describe being hungry. Hunger triggers eating. That is the way our bodies are designed to ensure we get sufficient nutrition to maintain vitality. When we are hungry, we might use words such as starving, famished, and ravenous. We say things like, “I feel weak, I need to eat” or “Lunchtime can’t come soon enough, I’m starving.” When we say those words, everyone understands what we mean.

Listen to the way we describe those critical moments when we become aware something is missing at a deeper level. “I feel so empty inside,” “I can’t shake the feeling that something’s not right,” or “I’m hungry for more.” What is obvious is that hunger is at the heart of human experience. Many times, it is simply about the body’s need for nutrition. But often, it is about something that is lacking at a far deeper level.

Take some of these words and insert them into Laci’s experience leading up to Bonaire, and you begin to see the trailhead that would lead to a trek into previously unexplored territory—her soul. In her material world, she showed no signs of being malnourished, but in her inner world, she was unfulfilled.

Her reaction was entirely normal. She did what came naturally. She went on a physical journey to the Caribbean. While enjoying the sun, sand, and surf, she had a moment when she realized she needed something more. It soon dawned on her that what she longed for could not be satisfied in the physical world. In that moment, her sense of emptiness was an opening to a desire for something deeper. She did not yet know what that was. She didn’t even know if it existed. But she knew she longed for it—whatever it was.

Laci’s experience is a classic outcome of 21st-century living. Think of her journey to this point in her life. She had gotten a world-class education in technology, marketing, and investments. Not once in her years of being mentored by highly qualified professors and professionals had any of them said, “Let’s think for a moment about the inner life.” She had graduated from a highly recognized university and a top-tier graduate program, and not once had she been exposed to the possibility that a world outside of materialism and consumerism existed.

She had purposely chosen a career that provided a path of rapid advancement and monetary reward. Competitive by nature, she succeeded beyond even her own expectations. Before long, she was living an upscale life with all the trappings of success: membership in exclusive clubs; designer vacations; investment portfolios that promised long-term security. Not once did it occur to her that her desires were too small and superficial.

She was certainly not familiar with the writings of C. S. Lewis that advise, “It would seem our Lord finds 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 too easily pleased.”2

What Laci’s 21st-century experience conspired to do was to de-soul her. When you debone a chicken thigh, you strip the meat from the bone. In a comparable manner, Laci’s soul had been stripped from her consciousness. While Laci could drive to her head-turning home in a high-end, gated community, de-souling had created an actual experience of internal homelessness for her. Henri Nouwen repeatedly says that the spiritual crisis of our time is not living at our real address. “We know where we belong, but we keep being pulled away in many directions, as if we were still homeless.”3

Laci was born into what was, spiritually speaking, a perfect storm. She settled into a life of material and professional success, never once entertaining the notion she was made for another world. Three things happened that summer that led Laci to a breakthrough and the beginning of a spiritual trek.

First, she accepted the possibility of a more meaningful identity. While she resorted to familiar, cultural methods for dealing with the sense of emptiness—distracting oneself with sand, sun, surf, and drinks—she consciously accepted this emptiness as a real condition. This one simple and courageous act was virtually enough to get her onto the trailhead that would lead to the discovery of her soul and the possibility of a deeper life with the living God.
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Part One:
Finding A Good Way

There is something quite delicious about writing the first words of a story.

You never quite know where they’ll take you. Beatrix Potter

What you'll discover: Every spiritual journey begins
somewhere. Laci’'s began snorkeling among the
coral reefs of Bonaire. Mine began 35,000 feet in the
air on a flight from Frankfurt to San Francisco. You'll
learn how to find, and identify, your own invitation
to a deeper life with God.

Open my eyes so that I may contemplate wondrous things. Ps. 119:18
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