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T H E  J E S U S  4 0  ·  V O L U M E  F O U R

Before You Begin

People come to Jesus expecting a set of rules. What they find, if they stay long

enough to read him carefully, is a man almost entirely occupied with getting

things off people. The worry, the ledger, the mask, the score, the seat at the

table that has to be defended all night. He treated these as weights rather than

as personality, and he spent three years telling people, in public, that they were

allowed to set them down.

This is forty days on forty of those weights. Each one names the thing plainly,

gives you his own words on it from the New Revised Standard Version

Updated Edition, sets those words back into the room where he said them,

and then asks what to actually do before the day ends. Every entry closes with

an honest note about the fact that it will come back, because it will. Nothing

here is a cure. All of it is a practice.

Here is how each day works. First his own words, unaltered. Then The Cage,

which names what the thing actually does to a person. Then The Setting, the

room he said it in. Then The Way Out, which is the teaching itself. Then one

small way to live it before the sun goes down. Each day closes with an honest

note about the fact that it will come back, because it will.

You can read it in order, one a day for forty days, which is how it was built.

You can also open it to whichever one is currently sitting on your chest. Both

work.

So do not just read these. Live one today.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1

Anxiety
M A T T H E W  6 : 2 5 - 3 4

Rent paid on a house you may never live in

“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or

what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life

more than food and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of

the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your

heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And

which of you by worrying can add a single hour to your span of life? …

So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its

own. Today’s trouble is enough for today.”

T H E  C A G E

Anxiety charges you today for a disaster that has not happened and may never

happen. It bills you in advance, in full, and it does not refund the payment

when the disaster fails to arrive. The cruelty of it is that it feels like

responsibility. It feels like preparation. It feels like the alert, competent thing a

careful person does, which is exactly why it is so hard to put down.

T H E  S E T T I N G

He said this outdoors, on a hillside, to people who were not speaking

metaphorically about money. Day laborers were hired one morning at a time.

A bad week meant a hungry week. When he asked whether they worried

about what they would eat, most of the crowd could have named the specific

day they had last gone without.
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F R E E D O M  1    ·    A N X I E T Y

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Notice what he does not say. He does not say the future is safe, or that

nothing bad will happen to you. He says worrying adds nothing, not one hour,

not one inch, and then instead of arguing he points at something. Look at the

birds. Look at the grass. Look at how much life is being sustained right now

by something other than your vigilance. The instruction underneath is not

“stop worrying,” because nobody has ever successfully stopped worrying on

command. It is “seek first,” which is a replacement, not a suppression.

Anxiety is a mind with nothing better to hold, so he hands it something better

to hold.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Write down what you are worried about. Next to it, write the one

part of it that is actually yours to act on today. Do that part before the

day ends. Everything else on that page belongs to tomorrow, and

tomorrow will have its own supply of trouble.

It will come back tonight, probably around two in the morning, and its return is

not evidence that you failed. This is a practice, not a cure. The goal is not a mind

that never worries. It is a mind that recognizes worry faster and puts it down

sooner.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2

Fear
L U K E  1 2 : 4 - 7

The threat that shrinks when you name what it can actually take

“I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body and after that

can do nothing more. … Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? Yet

not one of them is forgotten in God’s sight. But even the hairs of your

head are all numbered. Do not be afraid; you are of more value than

many sparrows.”

T H E  C A G E

Fear is not the same as danger. Danger is a fact about the world. Fear is a

story about the future told in the dark, and the story is almost always bigger

than the fact. It makes you small, defensive, quick to protect and slow to give.

Most of the meanness in the world is fear wearing a costume.

T H E  S E T T I N G

He calls them friends here, which he does not do often. Thousands had

gathered, the text says, enough that people were trampling each other, and the

first thing he says to his own people in that crush is a warning about hypocrisy

and then this: you are afraid of the wrong things.
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F R E E D O M  2    ·    F E A R

T H E  W A Y  O U T

He does two things at once, and both are necessary. First he shrinks the threat

by naming its limit out loud. Whatever you are afraid of has a boundary, and

most fears refuse to be measured because measurement is what kills them.

Then he does the opposite of shrinking. Five sparrows, two pennies, the

cheapest thing on the market, and not one of them drops out of God’s

attention. The hairs of your head are numbered, which is a strange and almost

funny image, and it means: the accounting on you is that detailed. Fear says

you are alone and exposed. He answers not with reassurance about outcomes

but with a claim about attention.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Take the fear you woke up with and finish this sentence on paper:

“The worst this can actually do is ______.” Write the real ceiling, not

the imagined one. Most fears lose about half their weight the moment

they are forced to be specific.

Courage is not the absence of the feeling. Every person he said this to went on to be

genuinely afraid, some of them repeatedly. What changed was that fear stopped

being the thing that decided for them.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3

Resentment
M A T T H E W  1 8 : 2 1 - 2 2 ,  3 2 - 3 5

The debt you keep collecting from someone who cannot pay

Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if my brother or sister sins

against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus

said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times. …”

Then his lord summoned him and said to him, “You wicked slave! I

forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not

have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?”

T H E  C A G E

Resentment is a debt you keep on the books forever against someone who

has no ability to pay it. You reread the ledger at night. You rehearse the speech

you will never give. And the person who wronged you is asleep, unaware,

entirely unbothered, while you do all the work of remembering for both of

you.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Peter thought he was being generous. Rabbinic custom of the time suggested

forgiving a repeat offender three times. Peter more than doubled it and

offered seven, waiting to be told he was impressive. The answer he got was a

number so large it stops being a number and becomes a refusal to count.
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F R E E D O M  3    ·    R E S E N T M E N T

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The parable that follows is built on an absurd contrast, and the absurdity is the

point. Ten thousand talents was a fortune beyond any individual’s reach,

roughly the annual tax revenue of an entire province. A hundred denarii was

about three months of day labor. Real money, but a rounding error next to the

first sum. The man forgiven the impossible amount then throttles a man over

the small one. Jesus is not saying what happened to you was small. He is

saying you are standing inside a mercy so large you have stopped noticing it,

and from inside that, holding a ledger is grotesque. Forgiveness here is not a

feeling and not a statement that the harm was acceptable. It is the decision to

stop collecting.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Name one person you are still collecting from. Today, do not send

anything, do not confront, do not announce your forgiveness. Simply

stop the internal rehearsal every time it starts, and notice how many

times you have to do it. That count is the size of the debt you have

been carrying.

Seventy-seven is not a quota to reach. It is permission to have to do this again

tomorrow with the same person over the same thing, and to not consider that a

failure.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  4

Bitterness
L U K E  1 5 : 2 5 - 3 2

Standing outside the party you were always invited to

“Now his elder son was in the field … Then he became angry and refused

to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. But he

answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like

a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command, yet you have

never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my

friends.’ … Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me,

and all that is mine is yours.’”

T H E  C A G E

Bitterness is what resentment becomes when it settles in and starts paying

rent. It stops being about one event and becomes a way of reading everything.

Bitter people are usually not wrong about the facts. That is what makes it so

durable. The elder brother’s complaint is accurate in every particular, and he

is still the one standing alone in a field while the music plays without him.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Everyone remembers the younger son. The story has three characters, and

Jesus told it to religious people who were annoyed that he ate with the wrong

crowd. The last third is aimed directly at them, and it does not resolve. We

never learn whether the elder brother goes in. Jesus left the ending open

because the people listening were standing in it.
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F R E E D O M  4    ·    B I T T E R N E S S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Look closely at what the father says, because it is not a rebuke. “You are

always with me, and all that is mine is yours.” The elder son has had access to

everything, the whole time, and has been living like a hired hand on his own

father’s estate. Nobody withheld the goat. He never asked. Bitterness

convinces you that you are owed something you have never once requested,

and then punishes everyone around you for not offering it unprompted. The

way out is embarrassingly plain: go in. Not because the accounting was fair,

but because standing outside is costing you the party.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Find the one place today where you are keeping score of everything

you do that nobody notices. Say the thing out loud to the person

involved, plainly, without the accumulated interest. “I have been

feeling like this goes unnoticed.” That sentence, said early, is what

keeps a grievance from hardening.

Bitterness has a specific tell. You will notice yourself enjoying being wronged,

because being wronged is simpler than being included. When you catch that, you

have found the door.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  5

Guilt and Regret
J O H N  8 : 7 - 1 1

The trial that already ended, replayed nightly

When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to

them, “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a

stone at her.” … When they heard it, they went away, one by one,

beginning with the elders, and Jesus was left alone with the woman

standing before him. Jesus straightened up and said to her, “Woman,

where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She said, “No one, sir.”

And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from

now on do not sin again.”

T H E  C A G E

Guilt about something you actually did is useful for about one day. After that it

stops changing anything and becomes a private theater where you play

prosecutor, defendant and jury every night, and the verdict is always the same,

and nothing about the past moves an inch.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This was a trap, and not a subtle one. The law prescribed stoning. Rome had

removed the right of execution from local courts. Say stone her and he defies

Rome. Say release her and he defies Moses. She was the bait, and everyone in

the courtyard knew it, including her. Note also who is missing. The law

required both parties. Only the woman is standing there.
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F R E E D O M  5    ·    G U I L T  A N D  R E G R E T

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Two sentences, and they have to be held together or you get something false.

“Neither do I condemn you” is not a claim that nothing happened. “From

now on do not sin again” is not a probation that could be revoked. He refuses

to pretend the past does not exist, and he refuses to let it be the last word.

Notice the order. The absolution comes first. She is not told to earn her way

back into the room she is already standing in. That order is the entire thing.

Most people try to reverse it, and then spend years trying to become clean

enough to be forgiven for something already dropped.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Write down the thing you keep replaying. Underneath it write the one

repair that is still available to you: an apology owed, an amount to

return, a call to make. If a repair exists, do it this week. If none exists,

burn the paper. Regret with no available action is not repentance, it is

self-harm with better branding.

The accusers left oldest first, which is the detail people miss. The longer you live the

more you know about yourself, and the harder it becomes to pick up a stone. That

includes the stones you throw at yourself.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  6

Despair
J O H N  1 6 : 3 2 - 3 3

The lie that this is the whole story

“The hour is coming, indeed it has come, when you will be scattered, each

one to his home, and you will leave me alone. Yet I am not alone because

the Father is with me. I have said this to you so that in me you may have

peace. In the world you face persecution, but take courage: I have

conquered the world!”

T H E  C A G E

Despair is not sadness. Sadness knows it is a weather system. Despair believes

it is the climate. It takes a bad season and quietly relabels it as the permanent

shape of reality, and once that relabeling happens, every piece of evidence gets

filed as confirmation.

T H E  S E T T I N G

He says this hours before his arrest, to men he knows are about to abandon

him, and he tells them so to their faces. This is not encouragement delivered

from a comfortable distance. It is spoken by someone who can see exactly

what is coming and names it out loud first.

· 17 ·



F R E E D O M  6    ·    D E S P A I R

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The sentence has a shape worth memorizing, because it refuses both of the

easy moves. He does not deny the trouble: in the world you face persecution,

stated plainly, no softening. And he does not end there. Take courage. Both

halves, in that order. Most comfort fails because it picks one. Denial says it is

not that bad, and you stop trusting the speaker. Agreement says it really is that

bad, and you sink. He tells the truth about the situation and then makes a

larger claim about the frame around it. Despair is a failure of frame, not a

failure of nerve.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Do one small physical thing today that assumes tomorrow exists.

Wash the dish. Make the appointment. Buy the thing that arrives next

week. Despair is a story, and stories are hard to argue with and

surprisingly easy to contradict with actions.

If the weight does not lift, that is not a spiritual failure and it is not something to

push through alone. Tell one actual human being this week. That sentence is also

a small physical thing that assumes tomorrow exists.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  7

Grief
J O H N  1 1 : 3 2 - 3 6

Love with nowhere left to go

When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet

and said to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not

have died.” When Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who came with her

also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He

said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and

see.” Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!”

T H E  C A G E

Grief is not a problem to be solved, and treating it as one is how people get

trapped in it. What traps you is not the sorrow. It is the pressure to be

finished, the sense that there is a schedule and you are behind it, the well-

meant advice arriving before you have finished the first week.

T H E  S E T T I N G

He is minutes away from raising Lazarus. He knows it. He said so out loud,

twice, before he arrived. And standing at the edge of a grave he already

intends to open, with the outcome entirely certain, he cries anyway.

· 19 ·



F R E E D O M  7    ·    G R I E F

T H E  W A Y  O U T

That is the teaching, and it is not a doctrine, it is a behavior. He had every

reason to skip the grief. He knew the ending. He cried in front of everyone

regardless, because the fact that something is temporary does not make it not

painful, and the presence of hope does not cancel the requirement to feel

what happened. The verb the text uses for his reaction is closer to anger than

sorrow, a kind of snorting fury. He is not serene about death. He hates it.

Grief is love with nowhere left to go, and he does not ask anyone to shorten it

or spiritualize it or find the lesson in it.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

If you are grieving, take one thing off your list today rather than

adding one. If someone near you is grieving, do not explain anything.

Go, sit down, and say a version of “I came to be here.” Then stop

talking. The shortest verse in the gospels is a man crying at a funeral

he was about to interrupt.

It arrives in waves and out of order, and it does not respect anniversaries. Years

later a smell in a grocery store will take you out. That is not backsliding. That is

what love does when it has nowhere left to go.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  8

Loneliness
J O H N  1 4 : 1 6 - 1 8

The gap between being surrounded and being known

“And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be

with you forever. This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot

receive because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him because

he abides with you, and he will be in you. I will not leave you orphaned; I

am coming to you.”

T H E  C A G E

Loneliness is not a headcount. You can be lonely at a full table and at peace by

yourself. It is the gap between being surrounded and being known, and the

modern version is worse than the old one, because we have replaced being

known with being seen, and they are not the same nutrient.

T H E  S E T T I N G

The word translated “orphaned” is literal. He is speaking to men who left

their trades and families to follow him and are about to watch him die, which

will leave them with no teacher, no protection and no standing. He picked the

word for children with nobody left.
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F R E E D O M  8    ·    L O N E L I N E S S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

He does not solve this with a crowd. He does not tell them to gather more

people or build a bigger community. He promises a presence that does not

leave, and then in the next breath he gives them something to do with each

other: love one another, wash each other’s feet, lay down your life for your

friends. Both halves matter. Loneliness has an inner cause and an outer cure.

The inner cause is the sense of being fundamentally unaccompanied. The

outer cure is almost always some form of service, because the fastest way out

of the cage is to stop auditioning to be known and start working to know

someone else.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Pick one person and ask them a question you have never asked them.

Not how are you. Something like: what has been the hardest part of

this year for you? Then listen without preparing your answer. Being

known starts, nearly always, with someone deciding to know.

The lonely stretch after a move, a loss, or a change of life is normal and it is long.

Give it more time than feels reasonable, and in the meantime keep asking people

questions. It works slowly, and then it works.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  9

The Opinion of Others
J O H N  1 2 : 4 2 - 4 3

Believing something and refusing to say so

Nevertheless many, even of the authorities, believed in him. But because

of the Pharisees they did not confess it, for fear that they would be put out

of the synagogue, for they loved human glory more than the glory that

comes from God.

T H E  C A G E

This one is quieter than the others, and it costs more. It does not stop you

from believing things. It stops you from saying them. You end up with a

private self that is honest and a public self that is careful, and the distance

between them is where exhaustion lives.

T H E  S E T T I N G

John writes this as a summary, almost an aside, and it is one of the saddest

lines in the gospels. These were not opponents. They were convinced. Being

put out of the synagogue meant losing your community, your standing, your

business relationships and your family’s place. The cost was real. They paid a

different one instead.
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F R E E D O M  9    ·    T H E  O P I N I O N  O F  O T H E R S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Notice the diagnosis in the last clause. It does not say they were cowards, or

weak, or insufficiently committed. It says they loved human glory more. Not

feared, loved. The problem is not that other people’s opinions are frightening.

It is that they are delicious. Approval is a genuine pleasure, and if it is the

pleasure you organize your life around, you will eventually trade away

anything else to keep it coming. The way out is not to stop caring what people

think, which is neither possible nor healthy. It is to notice which audience you

are actually performing for, and to ask whether you respect them.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Say one true thing today that you would normally soften. Not a cruel

thing. A true one, in the room where it is slightly costly. Watch what

actually happens afterward. It is almost always less than you

predicted.

You will notice it most in the pause before speaking, the quarter second where you

edit yourself. That pause is the whole habit. It is also, every single time, the

moment where you get to choose.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 0

Comparison
J O H N  2 1 : 2 0 - 2 2

Measuring your inside against everyone else’s outside

Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them …

When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, what about him?” Jesus

said to him, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to

you? Follow me!”

T H E  C A G E

Comparison steals in both directions and leaves you empty either way. If you

come out ahead you get a thin, anxious superiority that has to be defended

daily. If you come out behind you get a dull ache that turns other people’s

good news into bad news for you. There is no version of this that ends well,

and you can play it several hundred times before breakfast now.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This is minutes after Peter has been restored. He denied Jesus three times,

and he has just been asked three times whether he loves him, and told what

his life will cost. His very next act, before the sentence is cold, is to point at

another man and ask what that guy has to do.
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F R E E D O M  1 0    ·    C O M P A R I S O N

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The answer is four words and they are close to blunt: what is that to you?

Then a redirection: follow me. Not “he has a harder road” or “yours is

better,” which would just be comparison with a nicer result. He refuses the

frame entirely. There is no ranking, there is no shared scoreboard, and the

information Peter is asking for would not help him even if he got it. Notice

that Peter had just been told something difficult about his own future.

Comparison is very often an escape from a call you have already received and

do not want to look at directly.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

When you catch yourself measuring today, ask the actual question

underneath it: what am I avoiding doing right now? Then do the

smallest piece of that thing. Comparison is usually procrastination in a

costume.

The feed is engineered to produce this. That is not a moral failing on your part, it

is a design decision on someone else’s. Knowing that does not remove the sting, but

it does change who you are annoyed at.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 1

The Need to Pretend
M A T T H E W  6 : 1 - 6

An audience you have to keep fed

“Beware of practicing your righteousness before others in order to be seen

by them, for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven. So

whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the

hypocrites do … But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know

what your right hand is doing … But whenever you pray, go into your

room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret.”

T H E  C A G E

Pretending is not the same as lying. It is the slow construction of a version of

yourself that is better lit than the original, and then the permanent, low-grade

panic of keeping the lighting right. It is expensive in a way that is hard to see

because you pay for it in small installments, every day, forever.

T H E  S E T T I N G

The word translated hypocrite was a theater term. It meant the actor, the one

holding the mask. He was not calling them liars. He was pointing at people

performing a part, in public, for an audience, and noting that the performance

was the whole of it.
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F R E E D O M  1 1    ·    T H E  N E E D  T O  P R E T E N D

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The remedy he gives is strangely practical: go into a room, shut the door. He

does not tell them to have purer motives, because you cannot instruct yourself

into a pure motive. He tells them to remove the audience, which is a thing you

can actually do. Motive follows setting more reliably than setting follows

motive. And then the line about the left hand not knowing what the right hand

is doing, which is impossible if taken literally and exactly right as an image: do

the good thing so unselfconsciously that you barely file it.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Do one good thing today that no one will ever find out about, and

then do not tell anyone, including in a roundabout way, including next

month. Notice the specific discomfort of that. The size of the

discomfort is the size of the habit.

The tell is a very small one. It is the impulse to mention it. Not a lie, just a

mention, worked casually into a conversation. Catch that impulse and you have

found the door.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 2

Hypocrisy
M A T T H E W  2 3 : 2 5 - 2 8

A clean cup with something rotting inside

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside

of the cup and of the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-

indulgence. You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and of

the plate, so that the outside also may become clean. … So you also on the

outside look righteous to others, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and

lawlessness.”

T H E  C A G E

Yesterday was about performing a self you are not. This is what happens

when the performance succeeds and lasts. The gap becomes structural. You

start believing your own reviews, and you become genuinely unable to see the

part of you everyone else can smell.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This is the angriest recorded speech he ever gave, delivered in the temple

courts to the most respected religious figures of the day, in public, days before

his death. He was not gentle about this one. Of every human failing on the

record, this is the one that provoked the most heat.
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F R E E D O M  1 2    ·    H Y P O C R I S Y

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The instruction is a sequence and the sequence is the point: clean the inside

first, and then the outside also becomes clean. He is not against the outside.

He is against starting there, because starting there produces something that

looks right and is rotting. Almost every self-improvement instinct we have

runs the other direction. Fix the presentation, manage the impression, get the

outside right and hope the inside catches up. It never does. The cup is still the

cup.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Name the gap out loud to one person you trust. Not a public

confession, which is often just another performance. One person, one

sentence: “Here is a place where who I appear to be and who I am

do not match.” Naming it to a witness is what makes it real.

The most reliable sign of this one is a strong reaction to being misjudged. If a

small unfair criticism can ruin your afternoon, some part of your peace is being

stored in the outside of the cup.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 3

Pride and Ego
L U K E  1 4 : 7 - 1 1

The seat you have to defend all night

“When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet, do not sit

down at the place of honor, in case someone more distinguished than you

has been invited … But when you are invited, go and sit down at the

lowest place, so that when your host comes, he may say to you, ‘Friend,

move up higher’ … For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and

those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

T H E  C A G E

Pride is not enjoying your work or knowing your worth. It is needing a

particular position and then having to hold it. Anyone who takes the good seat

spends the entire dinner watching the door. It is not restful, and it never has

been.

T H E  S E T T I N G

He was at a dinner party, watching people jockey for seats, and he described

exactly what he was seeing while they were still doing it. Seating at these meals

was public and legible. Everyone in the room could read the hierarchy at a

glance. He turned it into a parable in front of them.
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F R E E D O M  1 3    ·    P R I D E  A N D  E G O

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Read this carelessly and it sounds like a social technique: sit low, get

promoted, look great. He knew that, which is why the last line closes the

loophole. Anyone taking the low seat as a strategy is still playing for the high

one, and everyone can tell. The actual freedom on offer is not a better move in

the game. It is the discovery that you can stop playing, and that the meal is

much better when you are not tracking your own rank through it. Humility is

not thinking poorly of yourself. It is the enormous relief of not having to think

about yourself for a while.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Today, let one thing go uncorrected. Someone misattributes your

idea, or gets a detail about your role slightly wrong, and it does not

matter materially. Let it stand. Notice the pull to fix it. That pull is the

whole curriculum.

It comes back fastest right after you succeed at something. There is a specific hour

after praise where you are most likely to reach for the good seat. Watch that hour.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 4

Shame
L U K E  7 : 4 4 - 5 0

Guilt says you did something bad, shame says you are the bad thing

Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this

woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she

has bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with her hair. You

gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing

my feet. … Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven; hence

she has shown great love.” … But he said to the woman, “Your faith has

saved you; go in peace.”

T H E  C A G E

Guilt says you did a bad thing. Shame says you are the bad thing. Guilt can be

repaired, because an action can be answered. Shame cannot be repaired by

effort, because there is nothing to fix, only someone to be. That is why shame

makes people hide, and why hiding makes it worse, and why it is the loneliest

item on this list.

T H E  S E T T I N G

She came into a dinner party she was not invited to, in a house where

everyone knew her reputation, and did something socially outrageous in front

of all of them. The host is silently disgusted. Her whole identity in that room

was a category, and she walked into it anyway.
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F R E E D O M  1 4    ·    S H A M E

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The first thing he says is not to her. It is to the man judging her, and it is a

question: do you see this woman? Simon had been looking at her all evening

and had not seen a person once. Then Jesus recites what she actually did, in

detail, out loud, in the room where she was being written off. The path out of

shame is not self-esteem, which is just a rebuttal you have to keep issuing. It is

being accurately seen by someone whose judgment you trust, and not being

discarded. That is why it cannot be done alone. Shame is undone in the

presence of a witness.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Tell one trustworthy person the thing you assume would change how

they see you. Choose carefully. This is not for an audience. It is for

one witness, and one is enough, because shame only requires one

contradiction to lose its grip.

He sends her out with “go in peace,” not “try harder.” If your inner voice about

yourself would be considered cruel if you aimed it at someone else, that is not

humility. That is the cage.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 5

People-Pleasing
L U K E  6 : 2 2 ,  2 6

When everyone speaks well of you, check what you stopped saying

“Blessed are you when people hate you and when they exclude you, revile

you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. … Woe to you when

all speak well of you, for that is how their ancestors treated the false

prophets.”

T H E  C A G E

People-pleasing looks like kindness and is not. Kindness gives because it wants

the other person to be well. People-pleasing gives because it cannot tolerate

the feeling of someone being displeased with it. One is generous. The other is

a management strategy, and it eventually leaves you with a life shaped entirely

by other people’s preferences.

T H E  S E T T I N G

These sit in the same sermon as the beatitudes, on a level place with a large

crowd. The woes are less quoted than the blessings for obvious reasons. This

one is aimed at anyone whose reputation is uniformly excellent, and it

compares them to the professional prophets who told kings what kings

wanted to hear.
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F R E E D O M  1 5    ·    P E O P L E - P L E A S I N G

T H E  W A Y  O U T

He gives a diagnostic, not a rule. If everyone speaks well of you, something is

probably being withheld. Not because being liked is bad, but because a person

who says true things over a long enough period will eventually say one that

costs them. Universal approval is evidence about your speech, not about your

character. The freedom here is that you are allowed to disappoint people.

That sentence sounds small and it will reorganize a life.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Say no to one thing today without offering a reason, an apology, or an

alternative. Just “I can’t take that on.” Notice how strong the urge is

to explain. The explanation is the part where you ask permission.

The first few no’s feel like a betrayal of your own personality. They are not. Watch

who stays warm with you afterward, because that information is worth having.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 6

Self-Righteousness
L U K E  1 8 : 9 - 1 4

The prayer that is really a performance review of everyone else

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were

righteous and regarded others with contempt: “Two men went up to the

temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee,

standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not

like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.

…’ But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to

heaven but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a

sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than

the other.”

T H E  C A G E

Self-righteousness is the most comfortable of these cages, which is why so few

people leave it. It hurts nothing, costs nothing, and provides a steady supply of

small satisfactions. It also makes you nearly impossible to be close to, and you

will be the last to find that out.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Luke tells you the target in the first line, which he rarely does. Pharisees were

the admired ones, genuinely devout, genuinely disciplined. Tax collectors

worked for the occupying power and skimmed. The original audience did not

hear a subtle contrast. They heard the best man and the worst man, and then

heard the ending upside down.
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F R E E D O M  1 6    ·    S E L F - R I G H T E O U S N E S S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The Pharisee’s prayer is accurate. He does fast, he does tithe, he is not a thief.

Nothing he says is false. And it is not a prayer, it is a comparison delivered in

the direction of heaven, which is the tell: he is standing by himself, talking

about other people. The tax collector says seven words about himself and

goes home right with God. What separates them is not behavior. It is whether

they think they are in the same category as everyone else. The instant you

have a category for people who are not like you, you have left.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Notice the next time you feel the small warm pleasure of someone

else being wrong, in the news, in traffic, in your family. Stay with the

feeling for ten seconds instead of enjoying it. That is usually enough to

spoil it, and spoiling it is the goal.

This one is nearly invisible from inside. The most useful question you can carry is

simply: who is the group I quietly think I am better than? Everyone has one.

Naming it is most of the work.
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P A R T  T H R E E

The People Around You
F R E E D O M S  1 7  –  2 4

†

What we do to each other, and how to stop



T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 7

Keeping Score
L U K E  1 7 : 3 - 4

The ledger nobody else agreed to keep

“Be on your guard! If a brother or sister sins, you must rebuke the

offender, and if there is repentance, you must forgive. And if the same

person sins against you seven times a day and turns back to you seven

times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive.”

T H E  C A G E

Every close relationship contains a ledger, and one of you is usually keeping it.

Who called last. Who apologized first. Who did the dishes more often this

month. It is exhausting to maintain, it is never accurate, and the other person

is almost always keeping a completely different one in which they are behind

too.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Seven times a day is not a hypothetical about a stranger. Nobody wrongs you

seven times in one day unless you live with them. This is a teaching about

family, about the person across the table, about the relationships close enough

to generate that much friction.
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F R E E D O M  1 7    ·    K E E P I N G  S C O R E

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Look at what he does not remove. Rebuke is still in there. This is not a

instruction to absorb everything silently and call it peace, which produces the

same resentment with better manners. Say the thing. Say it directly, to the

person, once. Then when they turn back, drop it. What makes the ledger so

heavy is not the offenses. It is the unsaid ones. A grievance spoken and

released weighs nothing by evening. A grievance filed away compounds

quarterly.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Pick the relationship where you are most aware of being owed.

Today, either say the thing directly and kindly, or close the account

entirely. Those are the only two honest options. The third option,

which is holding it and being subtly cold, is the one destroying the

relationship.

Seven in one day means he expected this to be constant, not occasional. If you find

yourself forgiving the same person for the same thing repeatedly, that is not

evidence you are doing it wrong.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 8

Unresolved Conflict
M A T T H E W  5 : 2 1 - 2 4

Leave the gift at the altar

“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not

murder’ … But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister,

you will be liable to judgment … So when you are offering your gift at

the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something

against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be

reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.”

T H E  C A G E

Unresolved conflict does not stay where you left it. It leaks. It makes you

shorter with people who had nothing to do with it, it sits in your chest during

unrelated meetings, and it slowly rewrites your memory of the other person

until you are angry at a version of them you invented.

T H E  S E T T I N G

The altar was in Jerusalem. If you were standing at it, you had likely traveled

for days, bought an animal, waited in line. He tells them to walk away from all

of that, mid-ritual, and go find the person. To the original hearers this was

close to shocking. He is ranking a repaired relationship above a completed act

of worship.
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F R E E D O M  1 8    ·    U N R E S O L V E D  C O N F L I C T

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Notice the direction. It is not “if you have something against them.” It is “if

they have something against you.” The responsibility to move belongs to

whoever remembers, regardless of who was wrong. That single reversal

dissolves the standoff at the center of most long silences, where two people

are each waiting for the other to go first and calling that waiting principle.

Somebody has to walk. He is saying it should be whichever of you thought of

it, and if you are reading this, that is you.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Think of the person you have been avoiding. Send four sentences

today. Do not litigate the history, do not explain your side, and do not

require them to respond well. “I have been thinking about how we

left things. I do not want it to stay like this. I am sorry for my part.

Can we talk?”

They may not respond. Reconciliation takes two, and he does not promise it will

land. What is on you is the walking, and that part you can finish today.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  1 9

Vengeance
M A T T H E W  5 : 3 8 - 4 2

The second mile nobody can force you to walk

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a

tooth.’ But I say to you: Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes

you on the right cheek, turn the other also, and if anyone wants to sue

you and take your shirt, give your coat as well, and if anyone forces you

to go one mile, go also the second mile.”

T H E  C A G E

Payback promises resolution and never delivers it. It escalates, or it lands and

feels like nothing, and either way you have handed the other person the

authority to determine your behavior. The person you are getting even with is,

functionally, in charge of your calendar.

T H E  S E T T I N G

These are three specific images and every one had a legal edge his listeners

would have caught. A backhanded strike to the right cheek was how a

superior humiliated an inferior, not how equals fought. Roman soldiers could

legally compel a civilian to carry their pack for exactly one mile, and no

further. A man’s coat could not be taken permanently under Jewish law,

because he slept in it.

· 45 ·



F R E E D O M  1 9    ·    V E N G E A N C E

T H E  W A Y  O U T

This is not passivity, and reading it that way has done real damage. Each

response breaks the script. Turn the other cheek and the striker has to hit you

as an equal or stop. Carry the pack a second mile and the soldier is the one in

trouble. Hand over the coat as well and you are standing there with nothing,

which exposes exactly what the lawsuit was doing. He is teaching people with

no power how to refuse both revenge and submission, by doing something so

unscripted that the other person has to see what they are doing. Eye for an eye

was itself a limit, a cap on escalation. He is proposing something better than a

cap.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Identify the person you would most enjoy seeing embarrassed. Today,

do one small good thing for them that they will not know about. This

is not a technique for feeling superior. It is the only reliable way to

stop giving them your attention.

The desire will come back, usually in the shower, usually with a very good speech

attached. Notice the speech. Do not deliver it.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 0

Judging Others
M A T T H E W  7 : 1 - 5

The log and the speck

“Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. For the judgment you give

will be the judgment you get, and the measure you give will be the

measure you get. Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye but do

not notice the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor,

‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ while the log is in your own eye?

You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see

clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.”

T H E  C A G E

Judging is the cheapest available feeling of competence. It requires no work,

produces an immediate sense of standing, and costs you the ability to be close

to anyone, because people can feel it even when you say nothing. A judged

person always knows.

T H E  S E T T I N G

The image is a carpenter’s joke, and it would have gotten a laugh. He worked

with wood. A speck is sawdust, the fine stuff that gets in your eye on any

working day. A log is a structural beam. He is describing a man walking

around with a roof joist in his eye socket offering eye surgery.
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F R E E D O M  2 0    ·    J U D G I N G  O T H E R S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The last line is what most people miss. He does not say never look at the

speck. He says take the log out first, and then you will see clearly to help. This

is not a ban on discernment. It is a statement about sequence and about

eyesight. The reason judging fails is not that it is mean. It is that it does not

work. You cannot see accurately from that position, so the assessment is

wrong, and everyone but you can tell. Deal with your own thing first and you

become someone who can actually help, which is what you claimed to want.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Catch one judgment today and convert it into a question. Instead of

concluding what that person is like, ask yourself what would have to

be true about their life for that behavior to make sense. You will not

learn the answer. You will lose the certainty, which is the point.

The measure you give is the measure you get is not a threat about the afterlife. It

is a description of how a life goes. Harsh people end up living in a harsh world,

because they built it.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 1

Impatience
L U K E  1 3 : 6 - 9

One more year, and dig around it

Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard,

and he came looking for fruit on it and found none. So he said to the

man working the vineyard, ‘See here! For three years I have come

looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why

should it be wasting the soil?’ He replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more

year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next

year, well and good, but if not, you can cut it down.’”

T H E  C A G E

Impatience is mostly aimed at people. At the slow colleague, the child learning

something you find obvious, the parent repeating a story, the friend who keeps

making the same mistake. It feels like high standards. It functions as a

message, received clearly by everyone around you, that your regard is

conditional on their speed.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Figs take three years to fruit after planting. The owner is not being

unreasonable by the standards of agriculture. He has waited the correct

amount of time and the tree has failed. And the gardener asks for one more

year anyway, and offers to do the work himself.

· 49 ·



F R E E D O M  2 1    ·    I M P A T I E N C E

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The gardener does not say the tree is fine. He does not argue that the owner’s

judgment is wrong. He asks for more time and then, crucially, commits to

labor: I will dig around it, I will put manure on it. That is what patience

actually is. Not passive waiting, and not lowered standards, but the willingness

to keep investing in something that has not yet produced. Impatience wants to

cut it down because cutting is faster than digging. And note who is asking for

the extension. In the story, the one pleading for more time is the one who has

been working the soil.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Identify the person you have quietly written off. Do one act of digging

around them today: an hour of real help, a question about what is

actually hard, a piece of teaching you assumed they should already

know.

The parable does not promise the tree fruits. It promises a year and a gardener.

Some things do not turn around, and patience is not the same as pretending

otherwise.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 2

Us and Them
L U K E  1 0 : 2 9 - 3 7

The wrong kind of person stops on the road

“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho and fell into the

hands of robbers … Now by chance a priest was going down that road,

and when he saw him he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite

… But a Samaritan while traveling came upon him, and when he saw

him he was moved with compassion. He went to him and bandaged his

wounds … ‘Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the

man who fell into the hands of the robbers?’ He said, ‘The one who

showed him mercy.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Go and do likewise.’”

T H E  C A G E

Tribalism is comfortable, and it is efficient, and it is the mechanism behind

nearly every atrocity in human history. It works by converting a person into a

category, at which point you no longer have to look at them. The modern

version is fully automated. You can be sorted, and sort others, at scale, all day,

without meeting anyone.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This has been sanded smooth by two thousand years of use. Recover the

edge: Samaritans and Judeans had a live, mutual, religiously grounded

contempt for each other going back centuries, including a Samaritan

desecration of the temple and a Judean burning of the temple on Gerizim. The

lawyer asking the question could not even say the word. When Jesus asks who

was the neighbor, he answers “the one who showed him mercy” rather than

naming him.
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F R E E D O M  2 2    ·    U S  A N D  T H E M

T H E  W A Y  O U T

He was asked to define the limits of neighbor, which is a question about who

can be excluded. He answers a different question. Instead of telling the man

who counts as his neighbor, he asks which man acted like one, which moves

the whole thing from category to behavior. And he makes the hero the one

the audience despised, which means the listener has to receive mercy from

someone he had already decided was beneath him. That is the harder half of

this story and the half we skip.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Name the group you have most thoroughly filed away. Today, find

one actual individual from it, in person or in something they wrote,

and take in their account of their own life without composing a

rebuttal.

The instinct is not going anywhere. It is old and it is fast. What you can change is

what you do in the two seconds after it fires.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 3

Self-Protection
J O H N  1 5 : 1 2 - 1 5

The wall that keeps out the thing you need

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved

you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s

friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not

call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the

master is doing, but I have called you friends, because I have made

known to you everything that I have heard from my Father.”

T H E  C A G E

This is different from loneliness. Loneliness is a condition. This is a strategy.

After enough disappointment people quietly decide that the safest

arrangement is to need no one, and it works, in the sense that a bunker works.

Nothing gets in.

T H E  S E T T I N G

The distinction he draws was a real legal one. A servant received instructions.

A friend received the reasoning. By moving them from one category to the

other he is describing a specific act: telling them everything, including the parts

that made him vulnerable. Hours later, in the garden, he will ask three of them

to stay awake with him because he cannot face it alone.
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F R E E D O M  2 3    ·    S E L F - P R O T E C T I O N

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Notice that friendship here is defined by disclosure, not by proximity or

affection. I have made known to you everything. The wall does not come

down by being around more people. It comes down by telling someone

something true that they could use against you. That is what the risk is, and

there is no version of this without it. Laying down your life is the extreme

form, but the ordinary daily form is smaller and harder to dodge: letting

someone see the thing you would rather manage privately.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Tell one person one true thing about how you are actually doing,

without the automatic “fine.” Ask one person for help with

something you could technically handle alone. Both directions of the

wall have to come down, and most people only work on one.

You will be let down again. The bunker was not built for no reason. The question

is not whether it will happen but whether the protection is worth what it costs to

maintain.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 4

Conditional Love
M A T T H E W  5 : 4 3 - 4 8

Sun and rain on people who did not earn it

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate

your enemy.’ But I say to you: Love your enemies and pray for those who

persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven, for

he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good and sends rain on the

righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love those who love you,

what reward do you have? … And if you greet only your brothers and

sisters, what more are you doing than others? … Be perfect, therefore, as

your heavenly Father is perfect.”

T H E  C A G E

Conditional love is love with terms, and terms have to be enforced. It puts

everyone close to you on a kind of probation, and they can feel the review

coming. It also traps the person doing it, because a love that has to be earned

is a love that can be lost, and you will assume the same rules apply to you.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This is the last and hardest of six “you have heard it said” reversals in the

sermon, and it lands on people living under military occupation. Enemy was

not an abstraction. For many in that crowd it meant the soldier on their road,

and the collaborator in their own village.
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F R E E D O M  2 4    ·    C O N D I T I O N A L  L O V E

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The reason he gives is the interesting part. Not because your enemies deserve

it, and not because it will change them. Because that is how the weather

works. Sun rises on the evil and the good, rain falls on both, and the

arrangement is indiscriminate by design. He is arguing from the shape of the

world. Then he adds a test that is almost mathematical: if you only love those

who love you, what have you actually done? Anyone can run that program.

The word translated “perfect” means complete or whole, undivided. He is not

demanding flawlessness. He is describing a love with no exclusions in it.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Pray for one person you cannot stand, by name, for thirty seconds.

Not that they change or get what is coming to them. That things go

well for them. It is nearly impossible the first time, which tells you

something about where the condition actually lives.

Loving your enemies does not mean staying in reach of someone who harms you.

Distance and love are compatible. Contempt and love are not.
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P A R T  F O U R

The Way You Live
F R E E D O M S  2 5  –  3 2

†

The shape of an ordinary day



T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 5

The Treadmill
L U K E  1 2 : 1 5 - 2 1

Bigger barns for a night you were not told about

And he said to them, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of

greed, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”

Then he told them a parable: “The land of a rich man produced

abundantly. And he thought to himself, ‘What should I do, for I have

no place to store my crops?’ … ‘I will pull down my barns and build

larger ones …’ But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life is

being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will

they be?’”

T H E  C A G E

The treadmill has a specific mechanic: whatever you get becomes the new

baseline within about three months, and then the wanting resumes at exactly

the previous intensity. This is why the promotion did not fix it and the next one

will not either. You are not failing at the game. The game is built to never end.

T H E  S E T T I N G

A man in the crowd had just asked Jesus to settle an inheritance dispute with

his brother, which was a normal thing to ask a rabbi. Jesus refuses to arbitrate

and instead tells this. He is answering the question underneath the question.
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F R E E D O M  2 5    ·    T H E  T R E A D M I L L

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Count the first-person pronouns in the rich man’s speech. My crops, my

barns, my grain, my goods, my soul. Eleven of them in four verses, and not one

other human being appears anywhere in his plan. That is the actual

indictment, and it is not that he was wealthy. He had a genuine surplus and a

genuine problem, and every solution he generated pointed inward. The

alternative offered at the end is “rich toward God,” which in the verses

immediately following gets defined very concretely: sell your possessions, give

alms. The escape from the treadmill is not less. It is direction. A surplus

pointed outward stops being a burden to store.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Take one thing you own that has genuine value to you and give it to

someone who needs it more, this week, without a story attached. Not

the thing you were going to donate anyway. Something you would

notice missing.

Nothing here condemns having. The rich fool’s error was that his abundance

made him smaller. Watch for that specific effect and you will know which side of

the line you are on.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 6

Indifference
L U K E  1 6 : 1 9 - 2 3

The man at your gate you stopped seeing

“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and

who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man

named Lazarus, covered with sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger with

what fell from the rich man’s table … The poor man died and was

carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died

and was buried. In Hades, where he was being tormented, he lifted up

his eyes and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side.”

T H E  C A G E

Indifference is not cruelty and that is what makes it so common. The rich

man never kicks Lazarus, never has him removed, never says a word against

him. He simply steps past him, every single day, for years, until the man at his

gate has become a feature of the architecture.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This is the only parable in which a character is given a name, and it is not the

rich man. In every other story the wealthy figure is the one with an identity

and the poor are background. Jesus inverts the convention. The rich man is

never named, and the beggar at his gate is called Lazarus, which means God

has helped.
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F R E E D O M  2 6    ·    I N D I F F E R E N C E

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Watch the last detail closely. In torment, the rich man still knows Lazarus by

name, and he asks Abraham to send him with water, as if he were staff. He

was aware of him the entire time. He knew his name. The failure was never

ignorance. It was that a person in front of him had been reclassified as

scenery, and even in ruin he cannot stop giving him instructions. The way out

is not guilt. It is looking directly at one specific person and reclassifying them

back.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Find the person you walk past regularly, at work, on your street, in

your building, whose name you have never asked. Ask it today. Use it

tomorrow. That is the entire practice and it is harder than it sounds.

Do not try to feel something about poverty in general. Generalized compassion is a

feeling and it fades by lunch. One name is worth more than an hour of moral

seriousness about a category.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 7

Hurry
L U K E  1 0 : 3 8 - 4 2

Worried and distracted by many things

“Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village where a

woman named Martha welcomed him. She had a sister named Mary,

who sat at Jesus’s feet and listened to what he was saying. But Martha

was distracted by her many tasks, so she came to him and asked, ‘Lord,

do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?

Tell her, then, to help me.’ But the Lord answered her, ‘Martha,

Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things, but few things

are needed—indeed only one.’”

T H E  C A G E

Hurry is not a schedule problem. Plenty of people with light calendars are

hurried and some very busy people are not. It is an internal condition in which

you are never quite where you are, always leaning slightly into the next thing,

unable to receive the hour you are actually in. It makes you a worse listener, a

worse parent, and a stranger to your own life.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Martha is not the villain of this story and reading her that way misses it. She is

the one who opened her home. She is hosting, which in that culture carried

real obligation, and she is doing it for a group of traveling men who showed up

needing to be fed. Her complaint is legitimate. She is also the reason the meal

exists.
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F R E E D O M  2 7    ·    H U R R Y

T H E  W A Y  O U T

He does not tell her the work is unnecessary and he does not tell her to relax.

He says her name twice, which in that idiom is tenderness, not correction, and

then he names the actual condition: worried and distracted by many things.

The problem was never the tasks. It was that the tasks had become a fog she

could not see her guest through. Note that she was serving Jesus and still

missed him, which is the most uncomfortable part of this story for anyone

whose life is full of good work. Busyness in a worthy cause is still busyness.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Do one thing today at half speed and without a second input. One

meal with no phone. One walk with no podcast. One conversation

where you are not also doing something else. Notice how loud the

pull to fill it is.

Hurry returns the moment you stop choosing against it, and it disguises itself as

duty. The question that cuts through it: am I doing this because it needs doing, or

because stopping is uncomfortable?
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 8

Divided Loyalty
M A T T H E W  6 : 1 9 - 2 1 ,  2 4

You cannot serve two masters, and one of them is patient

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust

consume and where thieves break in and steal, but store up for yourselves

treasures in heaven … For where your treasure is, there your heart will be

also. … No one can serve two masters, for a slave will either hate the one

and love the other or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You

cannot serve God and wealth.”

T H E  C A G E

Almost nobody decides to make money the center of their life. It happens by

drift, one reasonable decision at a time, each defensible on its own. And then

at some point every significant choice is being run through a financial filter

first, and you did not notice the day the filter became the decider.

T H E  S E T T I N G

The word behind “wealth” is mammon, an Aramaic term for property and

accumulated resources. He personifies it deliberately, treating money as a

master with a will rather than a neutral tool, because that is how it behaves

once it has enough of your attention.
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F R E E D O M  2 8    ·    D I V I D E D  L O Y A L T Y

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The diagnostic is in verse 21, and it runs the opposite direction from how we

usually think. Not where your heart is, your treasure will follow, but where

your treasure is, there your heart will be also. Your affections follow your

allocations. This is enormously practical and slightly alarming: you can find

out what you actually love by opening your bank statement and your calendar,

which are the two most honest documents you own. It also means the lever

works. Move the treasure and the heart eventually follows, which is why

generosity is a cure and not just a duty.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Open your last month of spending and your last week of hours. Do

not judge either. Just write down what a stranger would conclude you

love based only on those two records. Sit with the gap between that

and your stated answer.

He is not against money and he was funded by donors, several of them named in

Luke 8. The question is never how much you have. It is which one of you gives the

orders.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  2 9

Apathy
M A T T H E W  2 5 : 2 4 - 2 7

The talent buried in the yard

“Then the one who had received the one talent also came forward,

saying, ‘Master, I knew that you were a harsh man … so I was afraid,

and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is

yours.’ But his master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy slave! … Then you

ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and on my return I

would have received what was my own with interest.’”

T H E  C A G E

Apathy usually gets read as laziness. Look at the text and it is fear. The man

says so himself: I was afraid, so I buried it. Most of what looks like not caring

is actually a decision, made a long time ago, that trying and failing would be

worse than never finding out.

T H E  S E T T I N G

A talent was not a skill. It was a unit of weight, roughly twenty years of wages

for a laborer. The smallest amount handed out in this story was an enormous

sum. Nobody in it was given a little.
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F R E E D O M  2 9    ·    A P A T H Y

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The third servant is not punished for a bad return. He is punished for

producing no result at all, and his own explanation is the indictment: he had a

theory about his master that made action pointless. Notice how modest the

alternative is. Not double it, not be brilliant. Put it in a bank and let it earn

interest, which requires no talent and no courage, just the decision to not bury

it. That is the standard being applied. Do something with what is in your

hands. Apathy protects you from failure by guaranteeing it in advance.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Name the thing you have been not-starting. Do fifteen minutes of it

today. Not a plan for it, not research about it. Fifteen minutes of the

actual thing, badly. The point is to break the seal on the ground.

The other two servants were given different amounts and both were commended

identically. The comparison in this story is never between the servants. It is

between what you were handed and what you did with it.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 0

Fear of Missing Out
M A T T H E W  1 3 : 4 4 - 4 6

The man who sold everything and went away happy

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man

found and reburied; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and

buys that field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in

search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of great value, he went and

sold all that he had and bought it.”

T H E  C A G E

FOMO is the belief that the real thing is happening in the room you are not in.

It keeps you scanning, half-committed to whatever you chose, ready to leave.

And it is self-fulfilling, because a person who is always scanning never goes

deep enough into anything for it to become worth staying for.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Two stories, ten seconds each, and one detail separates them. The first man is

not looking. He stumbles on it in a field he was crossing for some other

reason. The second has been searching for pearls his entire career. Jesus tells

both, which suggests he is not making a point about how you find it.
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F R E E D O M  3 0    ·    F E A R  O F  M I S S I N G  O U T

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The word that carries this is joy. Both men sell everything, and neither one is

described as sacrificing. There is no reluctance in either story, no weighing of

options, no cost-benefit analysis. That is what an actual answer to FOMO

looks like. Not discipline, and not a shorter list of options, but finding one

thing valuable enough that letting go of the alternatives feels like winning

rather than losing. Nobody talks a merchant out of the pearl. Missing out

stops being painful the instant you are holding something you would not trade.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Pick one commitment you have been keeping at arm’s length and go

all the way in for one week. The relationship, the work, the practice.

No scanning, no backup plan. Depth is the only thing that has ever

cured this, and it cannot be sampled.

The feed will keep showing you the field you did not buy. That is the product.

Nobody posts the part where the pearl merchant went home and had a normal

Tuesday.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 1

The Need to Control
M A R K  4 : 2 6 - 2 9

He does not know how

“The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground

and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and

grow, he does not know how. The earth produces of itself first the stalk,

then the head, then the full grain in the head. But when the grain is ripe,

at once he goes in with his sickle because the harvest has come.”

T H E  C A G E

The need to control is a heavy job you were never actually given. It shows up

as micromanagement, as advice nobody asked for, as an inability to delegate,

as lying awake managing outcomes that were never within reach. It is often

praised as conscientiousness, right up until it costs you a relationship.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This parable appears only in Mark, and it is the shortest one he tells. Four

verses, no explanation afterward, no allegory offered. It is a farmer sleeping.
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F R E E D O M  3 1    ·    T H E  N E E D  T O  C O N T R O L

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The line at the center is the whole thing: he does not know how. The man

scatters and he harvests. Those are his two jobs and they are real work. In

between, the growth happens without him, at night, while he is asleep, by a

process he does not understand and could not accelerate if he did. Most of

what we call control is an attempt to be present for the middle part. Notice

that this is not passivity either. He sows and he swings the sickle at the right

moment. There is real labor at both ends. The freedom is in knowing which

part is yours, and the answer is: less than you think, and more than nothing.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Pick one thing today that you would normally supervise and do not.

Hand it over completely, do not check on it, and let the result be

whatever it is. Notice the physical discomfort of the middle part. That

discomfort is what you have been calling responsibility.

It comes back hardest with the people you love most, because the stakes feel highest

there. That is also where it does the most damage.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 2

Double-Talk
M A T T H E W  5 : 3 3 - 3 7

Let your word be yes or no

“Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You

shall not swear falsely, but carry out the vows you have made to the

Lord.’ But I say to you: Do not swear at all … And do not swear by your

head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. Let your word be

‘Yes, Yes’ or ‘No, No’; anything more than this comes from the evil one.”

T H E  C A G E

Double-talk is the habit of leaving yourself an exit in every sentence. The soft

maybe that means no. The enthusiastic yes you have no intention of honoring.

It seems harmless and even polite, and it slowly makes you a person whose

words carry no weight, including with yourself.

T H E  S E T T I N G

There was an elaborate contemporary practice of graded oaths. Swearing by

the temple was not binding but swearing by the gold of the temple was, and

there were rules about which was which. It had become a system for

sounding sincere while retaining an escape hatch, and everyone knew how to

use it.
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F R E E D O M  3 2    ·    D O U B L E - T A L K

T H E  W A Y  O U T

His response takes the whole apparatus away. Do not swear at all. The

reasoning is quietly devastating: you cannot make one hair white or black, so

you have nothing to pledge that is actually yours. What is left is a plain yes and

a plain no, which is a much higher standard than an oath, because it means

every ordinary sentence you say now carries the full weight. A person whose

yes means yes does not need to be believed. They just get believed.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Go one full day without a single soft commitment. No “I’ll try to,” no

“maybe,” no “we should get together sometime” unless you name a

date. Either commit or decline. It will make one or two conversations

noticeably more awkward and it will make you noticeably more

trustworthy.

The most common version of this is not to other people. It is the promises you make

to yourself at eleven at night and revoke at six in the morning. Yes and no apply

there too.
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P A R T  F I V E

The Long View
F R E E D O M S  3 3  –  4 0

†

The questions sitting underneath all the others



T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 3

The Fear of Death
J O H N  1 1 : 2 3 - 2 6

The thing under most of the other fears

Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha said to him, “I

know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus

said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me,

even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me

will never die. Do you believe this?”

T H E  C A G E

Most people do not walk around consciously afraid of dying. They walk

around doing the things that fear produces: hoarding, hurrying, refusing to

slow down, avoiding hospitals and funerals and old people, staying busy

enough that the subject never gets a clear run at them. It is the fear that funds

several of the others on this list.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Martha is standing outside her brother’s tomb, four days after the burial, and

she gives the correct doctrinal answer. She knows the theology. She knows

about the resurrection on the last day. It is not helping her at all in that

moment, which anyone who has been to a graveside can confirm.
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F R E E D O M  3 3    ·    T H E  F E A R  O F  D E A T H

T H E  W A Y  O U T

He does not correct her doctrine. He relocates it. She has it as an event on a

calendar, far away, and he moves it into the present tense and attaches it to a

person standing in front of her. Then he asks her a direct question, which is

the part people skip: do you believe this? Not do you understand it. This is the

only cage on the list that cannot be managed by technique. There is no

practice that makes death less final. Either something is true about it or

nothing is, and he puts the question to her plainly, at a grave, with no

cushioning.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Write the sentence you would want said about how you lived, in one

line. Then look at your last month and ask honestly whether anyone

would say it. That gap is the only part of this you can act on today, and

acting on it is what the fear is asking for.

He wept at that same grave a few verses later, having already said this.

Confidence about death and grief at death are not in conflict. He demonstrated

both within about five minutes.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 4

Purposelessness
M A T T H E W  5 : 1 3 - 1 6

Salt is not for keeping

“You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how can its

saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything but is thrown out

and trampled under foot. You are the light of the world. A city built on

a hill cannot be hid. People do not light a lamp and put it under the

bushel basket; rather, they put it on the lampstand, and it gives light to

all in the house.”

T H E  C A G E

Purposelessness rarely feels like despair. It feels like fine. Days pass, tasks get

done, nothing is wrong, and there is a low hum of pointlessness underneath it

that you can hear most clearly on a Sunday evening. It is the modern

condition and no amount of comfort fixes it, because comfort is not the

missing ingredient.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Salt in that world was preservative and antiseptic before it was seasoning. It

was how you kept meat from rotting on a hot coastline with no refrigeration.

And the common salt of the region, scraped from around the Dead Sea, really

could degrade, leaving a substance that looked identical and did nothing.
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F R E E D O M  3 4    ·    P U R P O S E L E S S N E S S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Notice the tense. He does not say become salt, or try to be light. He says you

are, to a crowd of laborers and fishermen with no status and no platform,

before they have done anything. Purpose in his framing is not something you

locate after enough searching. It is something you already have that can be lost

by disuse. Both images are of things that only exist to be spent. Salt held in a

container is pointless. A lamp under a basket is worse than pointless, it is a fire

hazard. The cure for feeling purposeless is almost never more introspection. It

is being useful to a specific person this week.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Do one thing today that is purely for someone else’s benefit and

produces nothing for you. Not a favor to be repaid. Something spent.

Then notice how you feel at nine that evening compared to usual.

The hum comes back on the quiet weekends. Treat it as a signal rather than a

verdict. It is usually telling you that you have been consuming for a while and not

spending.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 5

Shallow Living
M A T T H E W  7 : 2 4 - 2 7

Two identical houses and one storm

“Everyone, then, who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be

like a wise man who built his house on rock. The rain fell, the floods

came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall

because it had been founded on rock. And everyone who hears these

words of mine and does not act on them will be like a foolish man who

built his house on sand. The rain fell, and the floods came, and the

winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell—and great was its

fall!”

T H E  C A G E

Shallow living is not the same as an easy life. It is a life with no load-bearing

structure, which is invisible and completely fine until something heavy arrives.

Then a diagnosis or a betrayal or a layoff comes and you discover, at the worst

possible moment, what was actually underneath.

T H E  S E T T I N G

This is the last thing in the Sermon on the Mount. Everything before it, three

chapters of the most demanding teaching he gave, and this is how he closes:

the difference between hearing and doing. In that terrain, seasonal wadis flood

violently. You could build on a dry riverbed in summer and it would look like

excellent flat land.
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F R E E D O M  3 5    ·    S H A L L O W  L I V I N G

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The two houses are identical. That is the design of the parable and it is easy to

miss. Same builder skill, same materials, same appearance, and the same

storm hits both. The only difference is invisible until the water rises. And the

difference is not belief, and it is not knowledge, because both men heard the

same words. It is acting on them. That is the entire distinction he draws at the

end of his most famous sermon: not what you agreed with, what you did.

Depth is not a feeling of profundity. It is accumulated practice, and it is boring

to build.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Take one teaching from these forty days that you have found true and

put a repeating structure under it. Same time, same day, written

down. Understanding it again is not the same as doing it once.

You will not know what you built on until the weather comes, which is exactly why

it is worth doing now, in the dry season, when it feels unnecessary.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 6

Cynicism
M A R K  1 0 : 1 3 - 1 6

The armor that stops you receiving anything

People were bringing children to him in order that he might touch them,

and the disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was

indignant and said to them, “Let the children come to me; do not stop

them, for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I

tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will

never enter it.” And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on

them, and blessed them.

T H E  C A G E

Cynicism is intelligence that has given up. It is genuinely protective, it is

frequently correct, and it costs you the capacity to be moved by anything. The

cynic is never disappointed and never delighted, and after enough years the

second loss turns out to be the larger one.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Children had no legal standing and no social value in that world. They were

not sentimentalized. The disciples were not being cruel by the standards of the

day, they were doing crowd control and removing people who did not matter.

The text says Jesus was indignant, and it is one of the few times any writer

records that specific anger.
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F R E E D O M  3 6    ·    C Y N I C I S M

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The verb is receive. Not become like a child in the sense of innocence or

naivety, which is a sentimental misreading. A child in that setting had no

leverage, no capacity to reciprocate, nothing to trade. They could only take

what was handed to them. That is the posture he names, and it is precisely the

one cynicism cannot adopt, because cynicism is a permanent defensive crouch

designed to never be caught believing something. It works. It also means

nothing gets in.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Let yourself be sincerely enthusiastic about one thing today, out loud,

in front of another person, without the protective joke at the end.

Notice the pull to add the joke. That reflex is the armor.

Cynicism is usually built out of a real disappointment, sometimes a very serious

one. It was earned. The question is whether it is still doing a job or just standing

there.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 7

Religion as a Burden
M A R K  2 : 2 3 - 2 8

The Sabbath was made for humankind

One Sabbath he was going through the grain fields, and as they made

their way his disciples began to pluck heads of grain. The Pharisees said

to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?”

And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he

and his companions were hungry and in need of food …?” Then he said

to them, “The Sabbath was made for humankind and not humankind

for the Sabbath, so the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.”

T H E  C A G E

A great many people carry a version of faith that functions as a weight. Rules

whose purpose nobody can explain, a running sense of falling short, a God

imagined mainly as disappointed. If that is what you have, it is worth knowing

that the person at the center of it spent a striking amount of his time arguing

with exactly that.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Sabbath law had been elaborated into thirty-nine categories of prohibited

work with extensive subcategories. Plucking grain counted as reaping. The

disciples were hungry and walking through a field, and doing something the

law of Deuteronomy explicitly permitted, and the objection was about the day.
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F R E E D O M  3 7    ·    R E L I G I O N  A S  A  B U R D E N

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The sentence is a reversal of direction and it applies far past the Sabbath. The

practice was made for the person, not the person for the practice. That is a

test you can apply to any religious obligation you are carrying: what is this for?

If nobody, including you, can say what a rule is meant to produce in an actual

human life, he was consistently unimpressed by it. Note what he does not do.

He does not throw out the Sabbath, which he kept, and which is one of the

more useful things anyone has ever prescribed for people who cannot stop

working. He restores its purpose.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Name one religious or moral rule you follow mainly out of guilt or

inherited habit. Write down what it is for. If you can name a real good

it produces, keep it and do it with the reason in view. If you cannot,

hold it loosely.

Freedom from religion as a burden is not freedom from practice. The yoke he offers

is still a yoke, it is just fitted to the animal wearing it.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 8

Unworthiness
L U K E  1 5 : 1 7 - 2 2

He was still far off

“But when he came to his senses he said, ‘… I will get up and go to my

father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and

before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one

of your hired hands.”’ So he set off and went to his father. But while he

was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he

ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. … But the father said

to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him;

put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.’”

T H E  C A G E

Unworthiness is the settled conviction that you are, at bottom, not the kind of

person who gets the good thing. It makes you sabotage what you have, refuse

what is offered, and pre-emptively demote yourself so nobody else has to. It

usually presents as humility, and it is not.

T H E  S E T T I N G

The son had demanded his inheritance early, which in that culture was

equivalent to saying he wished his father dead, and had then spent it. He

returns having rehearsed a speech that includes a proposed demotion: make

me a hired hand. He is negotiating for a lesser status because he cannot

imagine the original one still being available.
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F R E E D O M  3 8    ·    U N W O R T H I N E S S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Three details do the work. He was still far off, so the father was watching the

road, which means he had been watching it for a long time. He ran, and a man

of standing in that culture did not run, because running required lifting the

robe and exposing the legs, which was undignified in public. And the son

never finishes his speech. He gets out the confession and the father interrupts

before the part where he asks to be a servant. The proposed demotion is not

rejected, it is not even heard. Robe, ring, sandals: the three markers of a son

rather than staff, issued before any conversation about terms.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Notice the next time you refuse something good, deflect a

compliment, or volunteer for less than you are capable of. Do not do

it. Accept the thing plainly and say thank you. That small refusal to

demote yourself is the practice.

The speech will keep presenting itself. You will get halfway through explaining

why you do not deserve it. Let yourself be interrupted.

· 86 ·



T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  3 9

Self-Preservation
M A R K  8 : 3 4 - 3 7

The life you keep too carefully is the one you lose

“If any wish to come after me, let them deny themselves and take up

their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it,

and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel,

will save it. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and

forfeit their life? Indeed, what can they give in return for their life?”

T H E  C A G E

This is the master cage, and most of the others are rooms inside it. Anxiety,

image management, control, hoarding, the careful ledger. All of it is one

project: protect the self at all costs. And the project has a defect, which is that

a life spent entirely on its own preservation is not much of a life to have

preserved.

T H E  S E T T I N G

Crucifixion was a public event these people had seen. Take up your cross was

not a metaphor for a difficult season or a chronic annoyance. It named a

specific walk to a specific death, in front of a crowd, and everyone listening

had watched someone make it.
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F R E E D O M  3 9    ·    S E L F - P R E S E R V A T I O N

T H E  W A Y  O U T

The structure of the saying is a paradox that turns out to be a plain

observation. Try to save your life and you lose it. Everyone has met the version

of this: the person so careful with their heart that nobody ever got in, so

protective of their time that they built nothing, so guarded about their

reputation that they never said anything true. The self is not something you

can successfully hoard. It only works when it is spent, and the spending is

what he means by following. This is the hardest teaching on the list and it is

also the one every other item on the list is quietly waiting for.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Spend something today that you have been protecting. An hour, a

sum of money, a piece of pride, an admission. Something with an

actual cost. Then watch what happens to the fear that was guarding it.

Denying yourself is not self-erasure and not self-hatred, both of which are still the

self as the main subject. It is the specific relief of getting to stop being the point.
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T H E  J E S U S  4 0    ·    F R E E D O M  4 0

Weariness
M A T T H E W  1 1 : 2 8 - 3 0

Come to me, all you who are weary

“Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens,

and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for

I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.

For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

T H E  C A G E

Weariness is what thirty-nine days of this looks like when it has been carried

for years. It is not sleepiness. It is the tiredness of a person who has been

managing their image, keeping the ledger, running the treadmill, holding the

good seat and preparing for the worst, all at once, for a long time, without

ever being told they could put it down.

T H E  S E T T I N G

A yoke was the wooden frame across the shoulders of two animals working a

field together. It was also a standard rabbinic term for a teacher’s body of

interpretation. When he offers his yoke he is offering both meanings at once: a

way of understanding, and a harness built for two.
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F R E E D O M  4 0    ·    W E A R I N E S S

T H E  W A Y  O U T

Read what he actually offers, because it is not a vacation. It is a different yoke.

There is still a field and there is still work, and the promise is that this

particular harness fits. A well-made yoke distributes weight instead of

concentrating it, and it is shaped for two, which means the load was never

meant to sit on one set of shoulders. And the reason he gives for why this

works is not power or authority. It is temperament: I am gentle and humble in

heart. That is the whole appeal. Come here because of what I am like. It is the

least demanding sentence he ever said and it is the right place to end.

L I V E  I T  T O D A Y

Name the heaviest thing you are carrying right now. Say it out loud,

alone if you have to. Then ask, in whatever words you have, for it to

not be yours alone. That is the practice on day forty and there is

nothing more sophisticated underneath it.

You will pick these back up. All forty of them, in some combination, probably

starting tomorrow. The invitation is not a one-time transaction, it is a standing

offer, and it is open at two in the morning as well as on Sunday.

· 90 ·



T H E  J E S U S  4 0  ·  V O L U M E  F O U R

After Day Forty

Forty days does not empty a person out. You will finish this and find, within a

week, that the ledger is open again and the seat at the table is worth defending

again and the worry has found something new to work on. That is not a

failure of the forty days. It is what a practice is for.

The one thing worth carrying out of this is the noticing. Most of these cages

hold people because they are invisible from the inside. They feel like

personality, or like responsibility, or like the way things simply are. Once you

can name the thing while it is happening, you have already done the hardest

part, and the door has been unlocked the entire time.

He did not come to give you a heavier set of rules than the one you already

carry. He came to take things off. That is what all forty of these have in

common, and it is why the last word in this volume is the same as the last day:

come to me, all you who are weary.

Start again at day one whenever you want. Or open it to whichever one is

sitting on your chest this morning. Both work.
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†

Have you done
the Jesus 40?

M A T T H E W  1 0 : 8

T H E J E S U S 4 0 . C O M

Freely you have received; freely give.


