
  DISCUSSION GUIDE



The feedback I get most often on Experiments in Honesty is that readers are 
surprised to find so much “new” right there in the midst of the familiar. Both 
within the stories from the Bible, and beneath their own habits of thought about 
it all. I’m hopeful you and your group will find the same. 

This discussion guide provides content on every chapter for you and your group 
to choose from. From icebreakers (“Starters”) to Discussion Questions for 
digging deeper into each chapter’s theme, to several group prayer and 
meditation prompts, you should find that your group has plenty to choose from 
for creating lively discussion.   
 
The seven-part structure of Experiments in Honesty naturally lends itself to 
seven weeks of discussion, with each week covering multiple chapters at a time.   
 
PART ONE   Naked or Afraid, chapters 1-3 
PART TWO   The Beauty in That Hideous Thing, chapters 4-8  
PART THREE   A Love So Basic, chapters 9-11 
PART FOUR The Polarities of Control and Love, chapters 12-17 
PART FIVE  More Than Meets the Eye, chapters 18-22 
PART SIX  Undebted, chapters 23-27 
PART SEVEN   Don’t Worry. Everybody Dies. Even Death., chapters 28-31 
 
Of course, after reading all the chapters in a part of the book, you may want to 
discuss less or more than the guide outlines, or you may want to spend multiple 
weeks on one part, or maybe some other variation that better suits your group. 
Bottom line, use what’s helpful, and do what works. However you break it 
down, this guide is offered to further the original hope of the book; that each of 
us, no matter how close or estranged we feel from the things of Christ, would be 
reawakened to how known and how loved we are, and to what sort of people we 
become when we awaken to these things together.  
 
I hope you enjoy it. 



PART ONE

Naked or Afraid

’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,  
and grace my fears relieved . . .

John Newton, “Amazing Grace”

Quintessential Love purges fear.
1 John 4:18, my rendering



1. Too Afraid of God to not be Afraid of 
God.  
  
Starters: 
Tell a story of being afraid of something, and how that affected your ability to do something. 

Chapter 1 Scripture References 
Jesus in the boat with the apostles, Luke 5:1–11 and Mark 1:16–18,       
Peter on the mountain with Jesus, Matthew 17:1–8,       
Peter sending children away from Jesus, Luke 18:15–17  
Peter sending hungry people away, Matthew 14:13–21  
Peter rebuking Jesus about Jesus’s death, Matthew 16:21–24  
Peter slicing the soldier’s ear, Matthew 26:50–55  
Jesus telling about Peter’s denials, Mark 14:27–30,       
Peter declaring Jesus is the Christ, Matthew 16:13–17 (v. 16)  
Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, Proverbs 1:7, 9:10, Psalm 111:10,      
“The God Who Sees,” Genesis 16:13–14,      
How God sees versus how people see, 1 Samuel 16:7,       

Discussion Questions 
• What do you think it means to fear God, and do you think Peter would agree with your 

answer? 
• It is suggested that one of the reasons Peter fell on his face in fear was because he realized that 

Jesus knew everything about him. If God knows all things and chooses to love us anyway, 
how could this change our relationship with God? How might it change our relationship with 
others?  

2. P.F.J. 
  
Starters: 
If you were to draw a picture of God, what would it look like? Why? 

Chapter 2 Scripture References 
Jesus telling Peter he would build his church on him, the rock, Matthew 16:18  

Discussion Questions 
• There are several Proverbs shared in chapter 2 about anger and how to manage it, and to 

discipline it, rather than merely lift it up as good. Did any of them stand out to you more than 
others? Why? 

• Is it easy or difficult for you to picture God as angry and vengeful? What is this ease or 
difficulty based on for you?  



3. Apocalypse of Love.  
Starters: 
Have you ever had to hide? Tell that story. 

Chapter 3 Scripture References 
The Samaritan woman at the well, John 4:1–42,       
Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life, John 14:6  
Adam and Eve, Genesis 2–3  
“All have sinned . . . ,” Romans 3:23  
Pontius Pilate asking Jesus questions, John 18:38  

Discussion Questions 
• Discuss this quote from page 24 “But this woman was known [by Christ], and it hadn’t cost her at 

all. Much the opposite, it had freed her. Love had judged her. The judge had Loved her. The truth had 
set her free. Now she was trading pretense for Spirit and Truth, running through her judgmental little 
town inviting others to experience the same.” 

• In 1 John 4, the author states “There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because 
fear involves punishment, and the one who fears is not perfected in love.” What is the 
relationship between fear and hiding, love and freedom, and what shifts might God’s spirit be 
inviting us to experience about all this? 

• How can this group practice and embody for its members the unafraid freedom to be honest, 
open and real? 

Prayer and Meditation 
Spend a few moments quietly praying, contemplating the love and peace of God for even the 
worst of us sinners. Imagine God inviting you out of hiding, out of vigilance, and into the arms 
of divine Love. Someone in the group can give thanks on behalf of the group and close the 
prayer time aloud. 
 

“If you listen closely, “Don’t be afraid” is the first thing God says to you every 
morning. Listen, it’s there. You may not recognize it because it’s not shouted or 
growled or popping up as a breaking bad news alert on your phone or as loud 
as the idea that your fear is what keeps your whole identity glued together. But 
it’s there. And it’s terrifying. And it’s good. And perhaps your simple response 
could be to stand, your net and your bucket and your fig leaves at your feet, 
and to say, “Okay,” a fair variant of amen.”   (Page 32) 
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PART ONE: NAKED OR AFRAID

of thirst. Allowing that they were both speaking in metaphor, she 
admitted she wanted whatever this was. 

“Then go get your husband,” Jesus said, without subtlety or 
the comfort of metaphor. 

The story reads like a scene in a saloon, where a stranger 
walks in and quickly shows himself to be at the very least inter-
esting, and then downright peculiar. The well was a place the 
woman could use to avoid reality, and yet reality is exactly what 
she was suddenly talking about, because this man was willfully 
terrible at small talk.

The woman’s eyes widened. Rather than explain that the 
topic of her many husbands was none of the stranger’s business, 
she said she had no husband to go get. Jesus agreed. “Yep. He’s 
not your husband. The other five were . . . but not this guy you’re 
shacked up with now. You’re right.”

The woman’s stomach twisted. Down to two remaining  
labels for the man revealing her personal business: private inves-
tigator—maybe a previous husband was trying to prove himself 
not at fault for the marriage falling apart—or a prophet. 

She tried to change the topic to religion. This is a favorite 
side road for religious people when real life jumps out in front 
of the car. It’s amazing what truths can be obscured with a  
debate about religious traditions or correct interpretations. I’ve 



PART TWO

The Beauty in That 
Hideous Thing 

Our strength grows out of our weaknesses.
Ralph Waldo Emerson



4. Life Sucks  
Starters: 
Make a case for the existence of parasites: go! 
Have you ever felt like you heard the voice of God? Explain. 

Discussion Questions 
• In Hebrew, the word ahava in the Bible is translated ‘love.’ At its root, (hav), it means, “to 

give,” with the modifiers added on both side which make it “I give me.” Who do you know 
that best fits this definition of love?  

• How has parasitic behavior subtly played itself out in your life this week?  
• How might judgmental attitudes or self-condemnation only worsen the hidden “user” in us? 

5. GiVE 
  
Starters: 
Have you ever planted a garden and eaten from it? What’s your favorite thing to grow and eat? 

Chapter 5 Scripture References 
Paul’s “Fruit of the Spirit,” Galatians 5:22–23  
“Let thieves no longer steal . . . ,” Ephesians 4:28,       

Discussion Questions 
• Why might promoting “selflessness” be a problematic carrot-on-a-stick that makes us 

pretend? 
• Discuss this quote from page 53, “The paradox of attempting selfless living is that it drives the focus 

unendingly on self: self-abdication, self-discipline, self- condemnation, all require self-measurement and 
subsequent self-adjustment. Self, self, self, self. That is, the so-called selfless folks are often the most self-
obsessed people I’ve ever met. In trying not to be as loathsome as a swarm of mosquitoes crashing a 
prayer walk, I focused even more on my performance and in many respects became even less attuned, 
less loving, to the world around me. It takes a lot of energy to disappear something that won’t leave. 
Maybe this is the reason one of the definitions of pious is “unlikely to be possible”; it isn’t. And in the 
absence of real magic all we’re left with is sleight of hand.  

• What does it mean to you that rather than trying to pretend like we’re not selfish, that instead 
we can use our selfishness as the means by high we can know—and Love!—others? 



6. There is a Free Lunch 
Starters: 
Share a recent time where someone asked too much of you, and how you handled it, as well as 
how you felt. 

Chapter 6 Scripture References 
“Do this in remembrance of me,” Luke 22:19,       
“I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly,” Jesus, John 10:10  
“God is love,” 1 John 4:8, 4:16  
“You love all the things that are,” Wisdom of Solomon 11:24  (Apocrypha)  

Discussion Questions 
• What does CS Lewis’s quote, “Love is unselfishly choosing for another’s highest good” mean 

to you? Who do you know who lives this way and why do you think they do it? 
• What does the idea that “your selfishness isn’t evil” but is perhaps “out of tune,” and that 

these things are known and included, mean to your faith in Jesus? 

7. The Opposite of Love 
Starters: 
Have you ever seen someone in need and felt like you had no choice but to get involved? Tell 
that story.  

Chapter 7 Scripture References 
“No one has ever seen God,” John 1:18 , 1 John 4:12, 1 John 4:20, 1 Timothy 1:17,  1 Timothy 6:16  
Unapproachable Light, 1 Timothy 6:14–16  
God is fire, Exodus 19:18 and Hebrews 12:29  
God is (or causes) smoke, Exodus 19:18 and Isaiah 6:4  
God has no form, Deuteronomy 4:15  
Fall of man, Genesis 3:1–13  
Paul’s being warring with his spirit, Romans 7:14–20  

Discussion Questions 
• What significance is there to you in understanding evil as not just a negative force, but as 

Love turned in primarily on itself? 
• respond as a group to this quote from page 67: “Love is always flowing, but pain and fear get it 

flowing in reverse so strongly that this self-love becomes a necessary hatred for others. Others are no 
longer the objects of my compassion. I am, nearly exclusively. Relationships are rated based on their 
ability to provide me relief. Different actions and attitudes are directed at those who provide it than 
those who threaten it. Friends and family are categorized by annoyances, how validating they are, etc. 
It’s a complex, justified system of me disproportionately loving me while manipulating everyone else 
into either doing the same, or becoming something for me to stand on. A pope once said the opposite of 
Love isn’t hate, it’s use. He was right. The opposite of Love is love.” 



8. It’s Always Something 
Starters: 
What’s the worst injury you’ve ever suffered? 
How long did it take you to feel like you could get “back to life”? 

Discussion Questions 
• How can our pain teach us about the experience of others? 
• How can waiting for things to be “just so” for ourselves rob us of the joy and experience of 

transforming our pain into compassion? 
• How do we know when to prioritize our own selves (healing, grieving, resting) and when to 

prioritize the needs of others? 

Prayer and Meditation 
Spend a few moments quietly praying, 
contemplating how the experience of our 
self is welcomed and necessary to our 
participation in the Life of Christ. Give 
thanks for God calling us to become who 
we are, not to who we must pretend to be. 
Consider anew, as you pray, that God is 
drawing us out of our hiding, out of our 
fear that we’re not going to be ok, out of our 
anxiety that if we don’t take care of ourselves 
no one will. Allow God to show you that 
you are known, that your fear and 
defensiveness have often served you well, 
but have perhaps gotten out of proportion 
and out of tune. If it’s helpful, use the 
symbol of a calibrated, devoted self to the 
right as you pray about becoming more like 
Christ. After some time, have one from the 
group close your prayer time aloud.  
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yet also shows us Love, perhaps we’re being shown that we don’t 
have to wait. That we shouldn’t. 

Maybe our pain is a tool for understanding what we’re hear-
ing, rather than an excuse not to be hearing at all. Maybe rather 
than trying to get fixed, or to fix others, we should come to  
believe that our struggle is the means by which we understand 
one another, not the obstacle to first overcome before we are 
available to one another. 

A friend of mine once said that the 
church is a great place to heal, but church 
leadership is a terrible place to heal. I really 
do see his point. But he meant the nonprofit 
organization that requires well-managed 
lives to well manage it. The real Church—
that organism that can still meet when the power goes out and  
the building falls down and the preacher goes on vacation— 
is a people living the honest story of mutually experienced pain 
for the mutual healing of the species. The Body of Christ should 
be known for its affection and Compassion, not for winning 
Bible trivia, and for bandaging one another for both the sake of 
the other and for protection against falling into the bottomless 
pit of the wounded, anxious self. 

Maybe I’m ready right now, with my bad knees and my  
depression and my out-of-whack budget, to really Love others as 
much or more than I’d want them to Love me. In fact, maybe I’d 
be less ready if I ever got all that just so.



PART THREE

A Love So Basic

No act of kindness,  
no matter how small,  

is ever wasted.
Aesop



9. Do This—All of This  
Starters: 
What movie or book has inspired you to be a better version of yourself? 

Chapter 9 Scripture References 
“Do this in remembrance of me,” Luke 22:19  
“Which is the great commandment . . . ,” Matthew 22:36–40  
“Whatever you wish that others would do to you . . . ,” Matthew 7:12  
“If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture . . . ,” James 2:8  
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself . . . ,” Romans 13:9–10  
“It’s more blessed to give than to receive,” from Acts 20:35  

Discussion Questions 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 82: “Jesus responded, ’You shall love the Lord your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two 
commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.’ The entirety of the tradition hangs on Loving 
God and Loving others. And the quality of this Love of others is measured by nothing other than an 
awareness of how I like to be Loved. Selfishness isn’t eradicated. It’s the most important tool in my belt, 
if only I could learn to see it, and then use it, without shame.”  

• How does the aware and fully offered self implied in the first commandment affect our ability 
to do the second command? 

10. 51%  
  
Starters: 
Who is someone who has loved you no matter what? 
Who is someone you love no matter what? 

Chapter 10 Scripture References 
Moses asks to see God, Exodus 33:18–20  
“The Lord is Compassionate,” Exodus 34:6,       
“The least of the these,” Matthew 25:40  
“Love your enemy,” Matthew 5:43–48,       

Discussion Questions 
• What are the implications to you in God choosing the word “compassion” (or as implied in 

the original Hebrew, “womblike,”page 87) first to describe the divine essence to Moses? 
• Does this word align with or challenge your central conception of God? 
• If we’re made in the image of such simple, unconditional compassion, why is it so challenging 

to put to work in our own regular life? 



11. Love is in the Air, and Everyone 
Breathes  
  
Starters: 
If you could make a single, three-second statement that would be heard by every person on 
earth, what would it be and why? 

Chapter 11 Scripture References 
God’s Word doesn’t return void, Isaiah 55:11  
“Which commandment is the most important of all?” Mark 12:28–34,      
Paul taught us to observe other traditions, Acts 17:16–34 and 1 Corinthians 3:21–23  
“Follow me,” Matthew 4:19  

Discussion Questions 
• What can we learn about God and ourselves from the seeming ubiquity of the Golden Rule? 
• What can we learn from Jesus in his summarizing the entire Law & tradition with the Golden 

Rule (Matt 7) while also living it out, beyond mere words, with real, self-sacrificing love? 

Prayer and Meditation 
Spend a few moments quietly praying, contemplating the beautiful truth that we are made—
down to our basic biology—as image-bearers of the Divine. We are made by Love, to Love. 
Consider that even the simplest expressions of this love are good and are a celebration of who 
we are, and Who God is. Give thanks to God for not commanding us to be what we’re not, but 
instead to wake up and be who we really are. And then allow God’s Spirit to bring to mind 
specific people; the friends and enemies, the family members and strangers, the coworkers and 
competitors, that you have perhaps ignored or withheld love from. Allow God’s Spirit to show 
you that you may have all you need within you already to fulfill the entirety of God’s will 
toward these people. After a few moments, have someone close your time of prayer aloud. 
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51% 

my finger and children listed on my tax forms, but after over a 
decade and a half I still too often have the communal awareness 
of a man living on an island, alone.

At noon on Saturday my wife’s stomach growls. Her first 
thought? I’m hungry. It’s lunchtime. I need to get the kids some food. 
The love of self is the handy alarm bell announcing it’s time to 
Love others. Not selfless, or others would suffer for the lack of 
awareness. And not wholly selfish, or the final result is the same. 
The needle on Love’s meter should be kept at “51 Percent Others.” 
On this depends all the Law and Prophets.

We are all born with a basic, biological Compassion. Its in-
tensity might vary, but it’s there in some measure within all of 
us. The mother in almost all mammalian species is able to make 
the interests of her offspring her own. 
Their suffering is her suffering. Their 
thriving, also hers. Fathers have their 
own version, of course, so this isn’t any 
sort of man bashing. Parental Love is 
ideally as basic as it is beautiful. But it 
may not qualify as necessarily inspired. 
For many people it’s simply a biological 
framework. Survival of the species. A 
winning impulse. A construct. 

And yet this is the first, fundamental truth God is depicted 
as sharing with the captain of the Exodus. Compassion. Empathy. 
Motherly care poured out irrespective of the children’s capacity 
to reciprocate. A rudimentary construct that at the very least  
promotes survival of the species. And to a greater degree this 



PART FOUR

The Polarities of 
Control and Love

Compassion
mid-14c., from Old French compassion “sympathy, pity” (12c.)  

. . . from com- “together” + pati “to suffer”



12. The Amnesty of Honesty 

Starters: 
Have you ever experienced that “weight off of your shoulders” feeling by admitting to yourself 
or others a hidden truth? If you’re able to, share that experience with the group. 

Chapter 12 Scripture References 
Jesus called them hypocrites, Matthew 23:13, 15 

Discussion Questions 
• What is it about meeting people where they are that can be so difficult, uncomfortable, or 

scary? 
• How does our awareness of wishing people would just accept us where we actually are help 

us know how to engage others? 
• Respond as a group to this quote from pages 111-112: “Compassion requires we accept what is 

true, not what must be. Compassion is unafraid of what it finds when it opens doors to rooms others 
deny are there. Compassion isn’t offended or disgusted by what is revealed by picking up old logs and 
facing what’s underneath. Compassion tells the truth, swallows the truth, accepts the truth, and 
rewards the truth, so help us God. What a terrifying thing Compassion can be.” 

 
13. The is No Remote Control 
Starters: 
What’s a recent something that made you feel really elated? How about really angry? Tell that 
story. 

Chapter 13 Scripture References 
“Jesus, teach us to pray,” Luke 11:1–13,      
God is “slow to anger,” Exodus 34:6; Numbers 14:18; Psalm 86:15; and Jonah 4:2  
“If you’ve seen me you’ve seen the Father,” John 14:9,       
Christ is the “exact imprint” of God, Hebrews 1:3  
Paul’s “Fruit of the Spirit,” Galatians 5:22–23  

Discussion Questions 
• In what ways have you noticed that your worry or fear of others’ feelings about you 

make you limit what you show/tell them? 
• In John 8, Jesus said that if we live as He commands, the truth will set us free. In light 

of the understanding that fear makes us hide and lie, what do you sense God is 
inviting you into at this point in your journey?  



14. The Strangely Transformative Effect of 
Letting People Be  
Starters: 
Are you more the kind of person who sees a piece of art and thinks about what you’d change, or   
one who wonders what the artist was trying to communicate through the art as it is? Describe 
what this slight difference might say about how we encounter others, or ourselves. 

Chapter 14 Scripture References 
Jesus warns against throwing pearls before swine, Matthew 7:6  

Discussion Questions 
• It could be a sensitive topic to discuss together, but perhaps you have experienced control in a 

relationship. What is God teaching you about how control can break down closeness? 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 133: “I am increasingly convinced that I am never less 

loving of you than when I am trying to control you, trying to reshape you into something more in 
keeping with my supergreat collection of ideas. In fact, it’s clear to me that that’s me loving me, 
disguised poorly as me loving you. “ 

15. God Loves You*  
*the right-now you, not potential you  
Starters: 
What’s something for which you were always chosen first, and what’s something for which you 
were always chosen last or not at all? 

Chapter 15 Scripture References 
Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5–7  
“Crowds,” Matthew 5:1  
“Happy are . . .” Beatitudes, Matthew 5:1–12,       
“You are the salt . . . ,” Matthew 5:13–16,       
Moses talk bad, Exodus 4:10–11  
Gideon the wimp, Judges 6:15  
Jeremiah too young, Jeremiah 1:1–6 
Paul wrote better than he looked, 2 Corinthians 10:10  
Paul terrorized the church, Acts 9:1–2  
End of Jesus’s public ministry, Matthew 28:16–20,      
  
Discussion Questions 
• Have you felt in your life more like someone who was born into this faith tradition, or as an 

outsider generally allowed to look in but never genuinely a part? Explain. 
• What are the implications of Jesus inviting the “multitudes,” the group of diverse groups,  

each possessing diverse views, experiences, backgrounds, understandings, to follow him? 
• Jesus seems to think we become more like him throughout the journey of life, not before we 

start, or even at the beginning. What does this tell you about how God’s grace works? What 
does this tell you about how we best love people?  



16. If “Stop It” 
Worked, 
Jesus Coulda Stayed 
Home  

Starters: 
As a group, name as many movies/books as you can 
where the premise of the story is that the sought-after 
answers, the item being searched for, the nature of a 
mystery, were with them the whole time. Example: 
Dorothy was wearing the ruby-studded means for 
going home all along. 

Chapter 16 Scripture References 
The Kingdom is in our midst, Luke 17:21  

Discussion Questions 
• What do you think about repenting our minds not just of “sins,” but of the unawareness that 

could get us into situations where sin is possible? 
• Respond as a group to this quote from pages 151-152: “Before I go into school, or work, or into a 

conversation, or before I think about commenting online, I must remember to repent. This way I don’t 
unthinkingly believe people must approve of me for me to have value. That people must be sexually 
attracted to me for me to have a sense of worth. That my witty criticisms on government, an opposing 
team, the board of directors, or the manufacturers of a product will somehow translate into my being 
seen as intelligent, boosting my social rank. I must evaluate what I think are pearls, whom I’m calling 
pigs, and what Love demands I do if I’ll repent enough to hear the instructions. I must repent in my 
mind over and over or I’ll default to a kingdom of Me. The Kingdom, whose economy is Compassion 
and not morality, is right there, roaring like a spring under my feet. I just have to remember the 
importance of dowsing for it. I have been gifted the control of my mind, if only I’ll care enough to 
remember I have it. When we see our minds are an engine waiting to be fired up, repent isn’t “stop it” 
as much as it is “start it.” It’s about finally beginning. Sanely. Lovingly. Awake and aware. The 
Kingdom is at hand. For the Love of God, don’t sleep through it.”  
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PART FOUR: THE POLARITIES OF CONTROL AND LOVE

History has revealed too many people who have tried  
to be spiritual before they have learned how to be human!  

It is a major problem. Maybe this is why Jesus came to model 
 humanity for us—much more than divinity. . . .

Get the ordinary human thing down, and you will have 
 all the spirituality that you can handle.

—Richard Rohr

I shut off my car in the driveway, and I pause before getting 
out to go into the house. Why? 

Because first I must repent. I must check and likely change 
my thinking, its content, tone, and frequency. The Kingdom is 
at hand. Will I see it, or will I go into my house and encounter 
my family believing my unsophisticated, unadjusted selfishness?

I’m heading into a meeting. First, I should go repent in the 
restroom. There, in a stall designed to shield others’ eyes as I dis-

pose of that which has no value to me, I 
ask myself if I’m feeling ripped off by any-
one or anything, recently or ever. Do I feel 
generally owed? I try to walk out of that 
place, my hands washed, my eyes open to 
how paid in full I may choose to be at any 
moment, and therefore how uninhibited 
I can be in Loving like I like to be Loved.

In a few moments I am going to ask 
my children to explain why, other than 

the fact that they are children, they haven’t done what they’ve 
been told to do. I must repent first: Have unmet expectations, 



17. Speed Trap  

Starters: 
What is something for which you would consider yourself average? How do you feel about this 
and why? 

Chapter 17 Scripture References 
Flesh versus Spirit, Galatians 5:17  
“Flesh” understood as “Ego,” Richard Rohr, Immortal Diamond: The Search for Our True Self (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013)  
Paul to Galatian family, Galatians 5:13–14,       

Discussion Questions 
• In what ways does the culture we live in promote being part of a whole, and in what ways 

does it insist that we must be set apart from—or even superior to— the whole? 
• In what ways might we need to rethink how we speak of the Good News of Christ in a culture 

that chiefly values things which are primarily beneficial to the success of the individual? 
• How is “Love of Neighbor” made difficult by the deemphasis of the self we’ve spent so much 

time prioritizing, and how might this realization motivate us to pray, think of what trust in 
Jesus means, and engage with the other members of this group? 

Prayer and Meditation 
Spend a few moments quietly praying. If it’s helpful, return to the symbol of a calibrated, 
devoted self to measure how much of your energy are aimed at your own interests (getting your 
way in you family, work, school, world, controlling perceptions ) and how many are aimed at 
the interests of others.  
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yet also shows us Love, perhaps we’re being shown that we don’t 
have to wait. That we shouldn’t. 

Maybe our pain is a tool for understanding what we’re hear-
ing, rather than an excuse not to be hearing at all. Maybe rather 
than trying to get fixed, or to fix others, we should come to  
believe that our struggle is the means by which we understand 
one another, not the obstacle to first overcome before we are 
available to one another. 

A friend of mine once said that the 
church is a great place to heal, but church 
leadership is a terrible place to heal. I really 
do see his point. But he meant the nonprofit 
organization that requires well-managed 
lives to well manage it. The real Church—
that organism that can still meet when the power goes out and  
the building falls down and the preacher goes on vacation— 
is a people living the honest story of mutually experienced pain 
for the mutual healing of the species. The Body of Christ should 
be known for its affection and Compassion, not for winning 
Bible trivia, and for bandaging one another for both the sake of 
the other and for protection against falling into the bottomless 
pit of the wounded, anxious self. 

Maybe I’m ready right now, with my bad knees and my  
depression and my out-of-whack budget, to really Love others as 
much or more than I’d want them to Love me. In fact, maybe I’d 
be less ready if I ever got all that just so.



PART FIVE

More Than Meets  
the Eye

Love is not blind—it sees more, not less.  
But because it sees more, it is willing to see less.

Rabbi Julius Gordon



18. Her Name isn’t Mom  

Starters: 
What’s something that you think future generations will never understand about our lives 
today? Why? 

Discussion Questions 
• Who is someone in your life that you sense God inviting you to re-see? What emotions come 

with entertaining the idea of looking at this person in your life with fresh eyes? 
• Is there anyone who has gotten the wrong idea about you that you wish you could set the 

record straight with? What does your answer to this question alert you to in terms of how you 
may have made your mind up about someone else? 

• Respond as a group, specifically how you can help one another, to this quote from page 175: 
"Today, you and I are 99 percent wrong about everyone we hold opinions about. That figure may be 
low, but I know I’m close. In our growing sense of Compassion, such as we would like leveled at 
ourselves, let us respect the human beings around us enough to see what lies beneath that which our 
stubborn, blind minds and made-up thoughts insist they already have pegged. See. Then re-see. Then 
re-re-see. Again and again and again, until you know their real name and feel their story like you hope 
they’ll feel yours. Then we will know Love and Compassion and the reason so many stories in the Bible 
are of Jesus healing eyes.” 

19. Anointing 62 Feet  

Starters: 
What is the first gift you can remember giving a parent? 
What is a gift that you have been given by a young child? 

Chapter 19 Scripture References 
Anointing Jesus with perfume, Matthew 26:6–13, Mark 14:3–9, Luke 7:36–50, John 12:1–8,       

Discussion Questions 
• Why is it so important to consider intent and context in our thoughts about others’ behaviors? 
• What is something you have been misunderstood about, and how did it make you feel, act, 

and respond? 
• Some say speed is the enemy of depth. How might this maxim apply to the work required in true 

seeing another? 



20. How to Save a Galaxy  
  

Starters: 
What’s something about your early life that others might find surprising? Are there any ways 
that this something affects you today? 

Chapter 20 Scripture References 
Kingdom belongs to children, Matthew 19:14  
Jesus’s healing loogie, Mark 8:22–25,       

Discussion Questions 
• “We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.” -Anaïs Nin. What is this quote getting at 

and how does it inform your way of interpreting others words and actions? 
• In what ways does compassion demand self-awareness of ourselves as we interact with 

others? 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 185: “A blind man came to Jesus. This might always 

be the accurate way to describe first encounters with the Divine. Jesus forwent snapping his fingers to 
fix the man’s eyes and instead employed a little bit of theater. He spit on the ground and made a dollop 
of mud. Then he smeared this mud on the man’s eyelids. Then he asked the man to review the bizarre 
operation.  
“Umm . . . ,” said the man, squinting, confused. “I can see. Uhh, but, so far as I can tell, I am seeing 
people as walking trees.” The disciples must have looked at each other, concerned. Did Jesus just botch a 
miracle?  
Jesus touched the man again. “How about now?” 
“Wow! Now I see things as they are!” 
Because there is a kind of seeing that lacks, shall we say, that second touch. That deeper layer that 
transcends the eye’s limitations and helps us really observe reality. Perceiving, not just looking. That 
touch of Christ, that brush with Love himself that helps us to honestly evaluate our first impression of 
others, to remain aware of our projected, limited understanding that wants to lodge itself in our minds 
as the truth. Love, on request, touches our eyes again and helps us see a far clearer, far more 
comprehensive picture.” 



21 There Was Evening and There Was 
Morning . . .  
Starters: 
Who is someone that can cheer you up? 
Who is someone that annoys you by trying to cheer you up? 
Are you either of these people for others? 

Chapter 21 Scripture References 
John the Baptist thrown in jail, Luke 3:18–20  
Jesus begins his ministry when John is imprisoned, Mark 1:14–15  
Carry one another’s loads, Galatians 6:2  

Discussion Questions 
• How is your choice to be hopeful an act of Love? 
• Why does cynicism feel smarter, safer and more realistic? 
• Love . . . bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never 

fails.” How might this quote about Love’s hopefulness gain significance when we consider 
that its author, the Apostle Paul, spent much of his adult life in Roman prisons, persecuted by 
his own people for his faith in Christ, isolated, sickened and hungry? (1 Corinthians 13:4–8)  

22 A Love That’s Intents  
Starters: 
Do you know anyone who apologizes too much? What do you think makes them do that? 
What is a well-intended thing that you did that only later did you realize was hurtful, 
inappropriate or insensitive? 

Chapter 22 Scripture References 
The Lord’s Prayer, Matthew 6:9–13,       

Discussion Questions 
• How can we increase our capacity to consider intent and context when measuring the wrongs 

we have suffered? 
• Choose someone to pray aloud the Lord’s prayer from page 201-202: 

Our Father in heaven 
Wholly Other be Your Reputation  

Your Kingdom, Your Way, be in effect in our living  
Give us today our plenty 

And forgive us our infliction of pain  
As we simultaneously forgive the pain inflicted upon us Lead us around the temptation to make this chiefly about 

ourselves  
Rescue us from becoming the evil that’s happened to us Amen.  

Prayer and Meditation 
Spend a few moments as a group reading through 1 Corinthians 13:4-8, and allow it to 
challenge whatever it might challenge within. 



PART SIX

Undebted

Forgiveness is the final form of love.
Reinhold Niebuhr



Chapter 23 Paralysis  
Starters: 
What is something you have found out recently that made you feel physically relieved? 
Describe what you learned and how it felt. 

Chapter 23 Scripture References 
Jesus heals and forgives the paralytic on a mat, Mark 2:1–12,       

Discussion Questions 
• Why might we want to have people continue to carry the burden of our unforgiveness? 
• Jesus healed the paralyzed man by forgiving his sins. What might this scene tell us about 

what it means for Christ to save/deliver/rescue us, mind, body and soul? 

Chapter 24 Billy Joel Sang it Best  
Starters: 
Who is someone that comes to mind when you think about unconditional acceptance of you? 
Do you know anyone who is kind to people that you dislike, and does it ever bother you that 
they are kind to them? Explain. 

Discussion Questions 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 218: Forgiveness is a signal that radiates outward to 

people like a public service announcement that, rather than anyone being asked to be stronger in their 
performance for me, I will be stronger in my acceptance of whatever performance is offered. It’s the 
moment-to-moment charitableness that doesn’t hold my unmet preferences against others. I think of it 
as the higher part of me apologizing for the lower: “Sorry about my silly demander and his demands on 
you. Just ignore him, because they are not as valid as he thinks they are. Carry on.” This form of 
forgiveness is less about a specific crime against me and my reaction to it, and more a sweeping 
kindness, a bioluminescent glow in the dark that allows people to be what they are and me to be what I 
am independent of that, best I can. 

• Respond as a group to this quote from page 220: Compassion, among so many other things we can 
understand it to be, is that sacred together suffering, that expanded maturity that is able to absorb 
other people’s consistent track record for not being just how I want them to be. Let’s be honest: I’m not 
even exactly how I want me to be. “I don’t need you to be any different than who you are” might be a 
good mantra to whisper to our own minds as we encounter our spouse or kids or manager or others on 
the subway. “I forgive you for not being me, or the you I might childishly prefer. And if I do need you 
to be different, well, now we’re talking about my weakness, not yours.”  

Prayer and Meditation 
For as long as your group can, sit quietly and contemplate the unconditional Love of God that is 
yours. As you do this, allow the sins and mistakes of your past to come to light, and realize 
anew that those don’t affect God’s Love one iota. Imagine, if it’s helpful, that God sees all of 
those sins, as well as the puzzling motivations that ran behind them, and still says without a 
hint of hesitation or duty, “I know all that AND I love you.” 



Chapter 25 Forgiving You for Being You 
Allows You to be the Real You  
Starters: 
What is something you could do, or something you were known for, that served to “buy you 
entry” into other’s lives when you were a kid? 

Chapter 25 Scripture References 
The truth sets us free, John 8:32  

Discussion Questions 
• How do acceptance and compassion work together? 
• By what criteria would a loving, humble, faithful person confront someone else about their 

behavior or thoughts? 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 227: This is a legitimate way of describing what has 

been done for us who follow this Christ: transformed by the invitation, rather than transformed to get 
an invitation.  

Chapter 26 Forgiving My Idols 
Starters: 
Each member of the group share a person, a place and a thing for which they are thankful, as is. 

Chapter 26 Scripture References 
“Don’t worry,” Matthew 6:25,      
“Don’t worry like the Gentiles do,” Matthew 6:32,       
“Seek first God’s Kingdom,” Matthew 6:33,      
“Do not judge . . . ,” Matthew 7:1–5,      
“Not my will but yours,” Luke 22:42,       

Discussion Questions 
• What do you make of the fact that “blame” used to mean the same thing as “damn”? 
• Describe the freedom you think there may be for us that choose to no longer require people, 

experiences or any outer thing to make us fulfilled, and what this might mean for our faith 
going forward? 
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shortcomings. It’s not that having worry is the crime. Jesus him-
self sweat blood before the crucifixion, which, I’m told, is about 
as anxious as a human being can express itself as being. But, as 
the blood dripped, he prayed, “Not my will but yours be done.” 
Ultimately, as the anxiety swells and rolls inside us, we’re invited 
to be mastered by it no longer. And we’re invited to no longer  
attempt to master others with it as well. To the mind ruled by 
angst, the world is always less than it has to be for us to feel 
happy, and so we make a personality out of being robbed of joy. 
But to the mind ruled by the King of the Kingdom—which isn’t 
supposed to be as detached and floaty as it’s come to sound— 
the world is the very place a happy life can be lived. 

Yes, there are many things that cause suffering, real suffering. 
Things that mustn’t fall out of view or go unaddressed because 
we’ve confused apathy for shalom. And yes, our emotions and the 
chemical cocktails in our heads have a great deal to say about our 
experience with joy. We should remember that the one who told 
us not to worry was of an oppressed minority suffering under 
the heel of a murderous empire. Somehow, with inspiration, we 
can learn how to be active, compassionate participants in the real 
world and enjoy life no matter the outcome. If we won’t learn, 
then there’s little else to do with our anxiety than to make oth-
ers responsible for it. And I don’t think that’s ever worked for  
any of us.



Chapter 27 Diss-ciples  
Starters: 
Do you have any friends where many of your views on the world clash? How do you make it 
work?  
Have you ever ended a friendship because of differences of opinion? What have you learned 
from this?  

Chapter 27 Scripture References 
Every tribe, every language, every nation, Revelation 7:9  

Discussion Questions 
• What do you make of the realization that the disciples, in many respects, were in stark 

disagreement about God, politics, society, good & evil, and more, and yet were still invited to 
the same table? 

• How do our relationship styles accommodate difference, variety, diversity and how do they 
seem to be based on uniformity and agreement? What might the Spirit of Christ be inviting 
you to address about your answer here? 

Prayer and Meditation 
Spend a few moments allowing people to come to mind when you think about those who are 
very different from you. Their beliefs, background, conclusions, choices, etc. Allow yourself to 
to Love them without any feeling of caution or qualifier. As you do this, you may feel as though 
you must focus on errors and differences, and what must be done or said. Come back to simply 
Loving them as they are, for in doing this you are Loving with the Love of Christ. 
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room or isn’t a literal table at all are but details. The Christ has 

little regard for our geographic constraints.

Every tribe. Every language. Every nation. Jesus looked at 

people who would argue on a good day and who would attempt 

murder on a bad day and said, “Stay at this table and I can teach 

you to Love. Anyone. To honor and respect and dignify them 

all.” I observe as sort of a wonderful joke on us all that he never 

told those boys which of them was right. All but Love is wrong, 

I suppose. 

But you should know, the command to Love is also a warn-

ing: it won’t seem to come naturally. At least not at first. We will 

have to choose to suffer the gap between our ideas, our views, 

and find a deeper oneness than what can be made from mere 

similarity or agreement. This is the embrace of new instincts, and 

it takes time. But be merciful and accepting of yourself. The dis-

ciples double-dipped in the salsa for years with Jesus and still 

couldn’t get it right. Maybe someday it will become habit. Until 

then, it’s a command. If you listen, you can hear it whispered in 

your ear right before you say that dumb thing on Facebook or 

roll your eyes at dinner. “Love, because of difference, not as an 

alternative to difference.”

This command isn’t a burden, even as it’s challenging. It’s 



PART SEVEN

Don’t Worry. 
Everybody Dies.  

Even Death.

Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain  
of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone;  

but if it dies, it bears much fruit.
Jesus, John 12:24 NASB



Chapter 28 Reality is Deciduous  
Starters: 
When you think of a thing that “didn’t kill you but made you stronger,” what comes to mind? 

Chapter 28 Scripture References 
“Where, O Death, is your sting?” 1 Corinthians 15:55,       
“Unless a seed dies . . . ,” John 12:24  

Discussion Questions 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 254: We live in the unending cycles of joy and sorrow, 

of work and rest, of laughter and weeping, of faith and doubt, of living and dying. This is human life. 
Fighting against this only makes me miserable. I had this backward for years. I am able to look back to 
see I’ve benefited from every single thing that’s ever happened to me when I chose to benefit from it. 
You could say the same.  
Our choice to live deciduously is a way of embracing the cycles and seasons, the warm and the cold, the 
light and the dark, as necessary components of one reality. To live trying to cling to one and avoid the 
other is a recipe for an anxious, desperate existence. And when I feel this anxious desperation I tend to 
stop living, cease Loving, and begin trying to make you a pharmacy for my unease. This using each 
other is, in my experience, the sting and the victory of Death.  

• Where in your life do you most resist failure and how might that be where God is taking you? 

Chapter 29 Behold, I Make All Things Nude 
Starters: 
What is something you feared greatly when you were younger but do not fear now? 

Chapter 29 Scripture References 
“Empty” tomb and Jesus the Gardener, John 20:1–16,       
The Kingdom isn’t so much “there” or “there,” Luke 17:21  

Discussion Questions 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 261: Resurrection is one of quite a few things I neither 

know about, nor have any firsthand experience with. But it is also one of a few things I can say with 
confidence are worth opening myself to and being transformed by. In this latter category, resurrection 
is an invitation to begin living unpretentiously, honestly, and vulnerably, now. Your stomach will knot 
when you hear this invitation clearly, in a given moment, because Christ is saying far more than we’re 
initially comfortable with when he says, “Follow me.” He wasn’t inviting us to church, after all. Christ 
is inviting us back out of a fetid grave into light, with no coverings and no fear and nothing between 
us…we aren’t practicing very well for eternity if we learn a bunch of Bible trivia while keeping our 
cautious, defensive pants on. However terrifying and hazardous it feels, our forgiveness of ourselves 
and others, our mutual validation, our suspended criticisms, our respecting the other enough to put 
away hierarchy and sham, our rewarding one’s honesty over one’s ideological alignment, our fighting 
every day to celebrate our oneness in the face of our culture’s insistence on separateness—all this is the 
revealing, vulnerable, apocalyptic work of Love.  



Chapter 30 Look Out Below 
Starters: 
If you could choose to be any superhero, who would it be and why? 
What does your answer say about what you think of power and what you think the world 
needs? 

Chapter 30 Scripture References 
Jesus before Pilate, “Give us Barabbas,” Matthew 27:11–26, Mark 15:1–15, Luke 23:1–25, John 
18:28–40,       
Barabbas’s name was Jesus, Craig A. Evans, Matthew, New Cambridge Bible Commentary 
(Cambridge University Press, 2012), 453  
“Unless a seed dies . . . ,” John 12:24–26,       
“Put off the old self,” Ephesians 4:22–24  

Discussion Questions 
• What does it mean for us to live in this wold as though Jesus of Nazareth is Lord in a way that 

is relevant, realistic and accessible, rather than detached, idealistic or naive? 
•How would you describe the difference between Christ’s 
power and the power we often chase, and the affect those 
two powers have in the world? 
•Respond as a group to this quote from page 270: Though I 
am incrementally more willing to be one who dies as an act of 
my own will, I’m a seed with hands too strong for my own good, 
clutching the vine in desperation, unwilling to be obscured or 
forgotten, to suffer the loss of too much me. I can, though, 
cheerfully report that I am losing faith in the way of Barabbas, 
because I’ve tried to make revolution his way and it’s only made 
me tired. It’s only turned out to be ultimately hurtful to others 
who need my Love, rather than my control. The spirit of 
Barabbas is fruitless. You can’t grow trees from a nut too afraid 
to let go of its branch and die.  
Who knew trying not to die would be the thing that got us so 
grafted to death? Who knew that true strength was the bleed- 
ing, weak thing we sent away to the cross in order that we might 
secure the “win.” Most of us can only recognize all of this in 
hindsight—a fair explanation of how the Scriptures do their in- 
spiring. But spiritual giants from traditions the world over have 
been saying it for generations, from the margins and in the wild, 
where we thought losers went, that surrender—not apathy or 
fatalism, but openhanded surrender—has always been the key to 
living our lives to Manufacturer specifications. So, here’s to it.  
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Though I am incrementally more willing to be one who dies 
as an act of my own will, I’m a seed with hands too strong for 
my own good, clutching the vine in desperation, unwilling to be 
obscured or forgotten, to suffer the loss of too much me. I can, 
though, cheerfully report that I am losing faith in the way of 
Barabbas, because I’ve tried to make revolution his way and it’s 
only made me tired. It’s only turned out to be ultimately hurtful 
to others who need my Love, rather than my control. The spirit 
of Barabbas is fruitless. You can’t grow trees from a nut too afraid 
to let go of its branch and die.

Who knew trying not to die would be the thing that got us 
so grafted to death? Who knew that true strength was the bleed-
ing, weak thing we sent away to the cross in order that we might 
secure the “win.” Most of us can only recognize all of this in  
hindsight—a fair explanation of how the Scriptures do their in-
spiring. But spiritual giants from traditions the world over have 
been saying it for generations, from the margins and in the wild, 
where we thought losers went, that surrender—not apathy or 
fatal ism, but openhanded surrender—has always been the key 

to living our lives to Manufacturer specifica-
tions. So, here’s to it. Here’s to all us nuts  
having our grip weakened so that we might 
drop off the branch, so we might see the 
benefit of a crucified, buried, and resurrected 
Christ even as those who hang on keep 
chanting for the other guy. Here’s to believ-
ing there’s more life to be found on the far 
side of the deaths we’re so good at avoiding.



Chapter 31 Conquered  
Starters: 
As the discussion of Experiments in Honesty and its themes come to a close, what do you sense  
God might be inviting you into? 

Chapter 31 Scripture References 
“Never repay evil for evil . . . ,” Romans 12:17–18,       
Christ assured us this wouldn’t be easy, John 16:33  
“All of it,” Colossians 1:20  

Discussion Questions 
• What does it mean to our actual lives for us to be conquered by Christ while also being 

offered freedom? 
• Respond as a group to this quote from page 275: The King absorbed evil on Good Friday like even 

the dimmest candle chews up the darkness in a room. Because of this, the world would be gradually, 
over decades and centuries, grabbed by the collar and shaken gently into various stages of wakefulness. 
And here we are, generations later, staring at a cross just as bewildered and inspired as the centurion 
who first recognized that “Son of God” might have been misattributed to one who merely avoided 
losing.  

 Wait a minute.  
 Is this how the world is saved? 
 By overcoming evil with Love rather than with more evil?  
 By forgiving and considering rather than justifying any means required to win? 
 By absorbing a wrong rather than retaliating against it?  
 By behaving not as a nation that can do little more than defend itself from outsiders and    
 troublesome insiders, but as a family member growing in awareness that everyone—everyone!—  
 is invited to the reunion?  

• How can this group take steps together into deeper self-awareness, more honest-to-God-
naked-truth, and more opportunities to employ Compassion and Love in each member’s 
daily lives? 

Prayer and Meditation 
Ask the Spirit of Christ to show you, individually, as a group, 
and as members of the church, how you can calibrate yourself 
to be in the world as God made you to be. If it’s helpful, return 
to the symbol of the calibrated self as you pray. 
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yet also shows us Love, perhaps we’re being shown that we don’t 
have to wait. That we shouldn’t. 

Maybe our pain is a tool for understanding what we’re hear-
ing, rather than an excuse not to be hearing at all. Maybe rather 
than trying to get fixed, or to fix others, we should come to  
believe that our struggle is the means by which we understand 
one another, not the obstacle to first overcome before we are 
available to one another. 

A friend of mine once said that the 
church is a great place to heal, but church 
leadership is a terrible place to heal. I really 
do see his point. But he meant the nonprofit 
organization that requires well-managed 
lives to well manage it. The real Church—
that organism that can still meet when the power goes out and  
the building falls down and the preacher goes on vacation— 
is a people living the honest story of mutually experienced pain 
for the mutual healing of the species. The Body of Christ should 
be known for its affection and Compassion, not for winning 
Bible trivia, and for bandaging one another for both the sake of 
the other and for protection against falling into the bottomless 
pit of the wounded, anxious self. 

Maybe I’m ready right now, with my bad knees and my  
depression and my out-of-whack budget, to really Love others as 
much or more than I’d want them to Love me. In fact, maybe I’d 
be less ready if I ever got all that just so.
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