




The Spiritual Journey

W hen applied to the spiritual life, the metaphor of a 
journey is both helpful and somewhat misleading. 

Helpfully it reflects the fact that the essence of spirituality is a 
process—specifically, a process of transformation. Unhelpfully it 
obscures the fact that we are already what we seek and where we 
long to arrive—specifically, in God. Once we realize this, the 
nature of the journey reveals itself to be more one of awakening 
than accomplishment, more one of spiritual awareness than spir-
itual achievement.

There are, however, two very good reasons to describe the spir-
itual life in terms of a journey. First, it fits well with our experience. 
We are aware that the self that begins the spiritual journey is not 
the same as the one that ends it. The changes in identity and con-
sciousness—how we understand what it means to be me and our 
inner experience of passing through life—are both sufficiently pro-
found as to be best described as transformational. The same is true 
for the changes in our capacity for love and the functioning of our 
will and desires.

The second reason is that the spiritual journey involves following 
a path. Much more than adopting a set of beliefs, a path is a practice 
or set of practices that will characterize our whole life. Following 



this path is the way we participate in our transformation. It is the 
way we journey into God and, as we do, discover that all along we 
have already been in God. It is the way our identity, consciousness 
and life become grounded in our self-in-God and God’s self-in-us.

Christian spirituality is taking on the mind and heart of Christ 
as we recognize Christ as the deepest truth of our being. It is ac-
tualizing the Christ who is in us. It is becoming fully and deeply 
human. It is experiencing and responding to the world through the 
mind and heart of God as we align ourselves with God’s transfor-
mational agenda of making all things new in Christ. It is partici-
pating in the very life of God.

This trilogy describes the foundational Christian practice of 
surrender, how this practice emerges as a response to Perfect 
Love, and the changes this produces in our identity, will and 
deepest desires. Each of the three books focuses on one of these 
strands while interweaving it with the others. Together they serve 
as a manual for walking the spiritual path as God’s heart and 
mind slowly but truly become our own. The Spiritual Journey 
trilogy includes:

Surrender to Love: Discovering the Heart of Christian Spirituality
The Gift of Being Yourself: The Sacred Call to Self-Discovery
Desiring God’s Will: Aligning Our Hearts with the Heart of God

http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=9944
http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=9945
http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=9946
http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=4614
http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=4614


T H E  G I F T  O F  
B E I N G  Y O U R S E L F

The Sacred Call to Self-Discovery

D av i d  G .  B e n n e r

Foreword by M. Basil Pennington

Expanded
Edition 

http://www.ivpress.com/books


InterVarsity Press
P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426
ivpress.com
email@ivpress.com

Expanded Edition ©2015 by David G. Benner
First Edition ©2004 by David G. Benner

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from 
InterVarsity Press.

InterVarsity Press® is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA®, a movement 
of students and faculty active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges and schools of nursing in the 
United States of America, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical 
Students. For information about local and regional activities, visit intervarsity.org.

Scripture is taken from the Jerusalem Bible, copyright © 1966 by Darton, Longman & Todd, Ltd. and 
Doubleday, a division of Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc. Reprinted by permission.

While any stories in this book are true, some names and identifying information may have been changed to 
protect the privacy of individuals.

Cover design: Cindy Kiple
Interior design: Beth McGill
Images: Cock Pheasant tapestry, made by Morris & Co., John Henry Dearle / Birmingham Museums and Art 

Gallery / Bridgeman Images

ISBN 978-0-8308-9945-6 (digital)
ISBN 978-0-8308-4612-2 (print)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Benner, David G. 
  The gift of being yourself : the sacred call to self-discovery / David G. Benner. -- Expanded Edition 
       1 online resource. --  (The spiritual journey) 
  Includes bibliographical references. 
  Description based on print version record and CIP data provided by publisher; resource not viewed. 
  ISBN 978-0-8308-9945-6 (eBook) -- ISBN 978-0-8308-4612-2 (pbk. : alk. paper) 
 1.  Spiritual life--Christianity. 2.  Self-realization--Religious aspects--Christianity.  I. Title. 
  BV4501.3 
  248.4--dc23 
 2015023875

http://ivpress.com
mailto:email%40ivpress.com?subject=
intervarsity.org


To

Gary Moon 

and 

Jeff and DeAnne Terrell



There is only one problem on which all my existence,

my peace, and my happiness depend:

to discover myself in discovering God.

If I find Him I will find myself

and if I find my true self I will find Him.

Thomas Merton
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Foreword

by Dom M. Basil Pennington, OSCO

I number reading Dr. David Benner’s previous volume, Sur-
render to Love, among the great graces of my life. Now the 

doctor gifts us with another slim, powerful volume. Benner’s 
writing is powerful here, as elsewhere, because it comes out of deep 
personal experience that he courageously shares with his readers. 
He writes credibly of God because, as he says, he knows God, and 
“God is the only context in which [our] being makes sense.” And 
again, in his eminently practical and compassionate way, Benner 
shows us step by step how to enter into the wisdom he shares.

One of the retirement projects I had assigned myself (when 
retirement was far off!) was to take in the rich insights of some of 
the great theological thinkers of our times—Bernard Lonergan, 
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, John Dunne—and re-present them 
in simpler terms that would make them more readily accessible to 
the ordinary reader so that they could impact his or her life. 
Without realizing it, David Benner has done something of this, 
making accessible to us in a most readable but no less rich text 
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some of the exciting insight of Teilhard de Chardin—I think here 
especially of The Divine Milieu. The all-pervasive immanence of 
God, who ever brings us forth in his creative love and is with us 
in all we do, is given immediate pastoral significance. Reading this 
volume, one’s mind cannot but jump forward to embracing the 
sacredness of all human life with its practical implications in 
regard to abortion, so-called mercy killing, the death penalty, 
weaponry and war, ecological care so that our planet will sustain 
the next generations, and the appropriate sharing of what we now 
have to sustain life in this generation.

Some will also perceive that Benner is giving us a very enriching 
companion text for what is probably the most powerful spiritual 
program developed in the last century, the Twelve-Step Program, 
now adapted to so many of our deepest ills. Any older person with 
the insight that comes with years and especially retirement finds 
himself convicted of having in some ways lived the “lie that grew 
from the soil of self-ignorance.”

The doctor assails us again and again with one-liners that hit 
home with painful accuracy. Startling sentences jump out to in-
scribe themselves in our memory and continuously call us forth 
into truth:

Our challenge is to unmask the Divine in the natural and 
name the presence of God in our lives.

Created from love, of love and for love, our existence makes 
no sense apart from Divine love.

If God loves and accepts you as a sinner, how can you do less?

Self-acceptance always precedes genuine self-surrender and 
self-transformation.

We believe we know how to take care of our needs better 
than God.
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We all tend to fashion a god who fits our falsity.

We do not find our true self by seeking it. Rather, we find it 
by seeking God.

Jesus is the True Self who shows us by his life how to find our 
self in relation to God.

Our happiness is important to God.

—just to list a few.
This is a very challenging book. If we do listen to it fully and seek 

to implement it in our life, it will lead to a transformation. That will 
mean the death of our carefully cultivated false self. This hurts, to 
say the very least. If I were sinless, the perfect image of God, I 
could know the God of love. But knowing myself as the sinner 
enables me to know something more: a God of mercy—something 
greater, for love responds to what is good and lovable; mercy re-
sponds to what is not good and makes it good and lovable, the gift 
of being myself.

David’s book has just begun to do its work within me. I shall 
spend many hours with it, hours that I trust will be very fruitful. 
And I hope that will be your experience also.





Preface

Identity and Authenticity

I t is a profound irony to write a book promoting self-discovery 
to people who are seeking to follow a self-sacrificing Christ. It 

might well make you fear that I have forgotten—or worse, failed 
to take seriously—Jesus’ paradoxical teaching that it is in losing 
our self that we truly find it (Matthew 10:39). As you read on I 
think you will see that I have done neither.

While concepts such as self-discovery, identity and authenticity 
are easily dismissed as mere psychobabble, each has an important 
role to play in the transformational journey of Christian spirituality. 
Even in the Matthew passage just referenced, Jesus talks as much 
about self-discovery as self-sacrifice! But there is no question that 
the journey of finding our truly authentic self in Christ and rooting 
our identity in this reality is dramatically different from the agenda 
of self-fulfillment promoted by pop psychology.

The absurdity of a pop psychology approach to the self is epito-
mized in a cartoon I recently saw. Addressing a stranger at a party, 
a woman says, “I don’t know anybody here but the hostess—and, 
of course, in a much deeper sense, myself.” Quite obviously, there 
are many profoundly non-Christian and often quite ridiculous 
ways of pursuing self-discovery and authenticity!
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Still, Christian spirituality has a great deal to do with the self, 
not just with God. The goal of the spiritual journey is the transfor-
mation of self. As we shall see, this requires knowing both our self 
and God. Both are necessary if we are to discover our true identity 
as those who are “in Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:17), because the self 
is where we meet God. Both are also necessary if we are to live out 
the uniqueness of our vocation.

In all of creation, identity is a challenge only for humans. A tulip 
knows exactly what it is. It is never tempted by false ways of being. 
Nor does it face complicated decisions in the process of becoming. 
So it is with dogs, rocks, trees, stars, amoebas, electrons and all 
other things. All give glory to God by being exactly what they are. 
For in being what God means them to be, they are obeying him. 
Humans, however, encounter a more challenging existence. We 
think. We consider options. We decide. We act. We doubt. Simple 
being is tremendously difficult to achieve and fully authentic being 
is extremely rare.

Body and soul contain thousands of possibilities out of which 
you can build many identities. But in only one of these will you find 
your true self that has been hidden in Christ from all eternity. Only 
in one will you discover your unique vocation and deepest ful-
fillment. But, as Dag Hammarskjöld argues, you will never find this 
“until you have excluded all those superficial and fleeting possibil-
ities of being and doing with which you toy out of curiosity or 
wonder or greed, and which hinder you from casting anchor in the 
experience of the mystery of life, and the consciousness of the 
talent entrusted to you which is your I.”1

We all live searching for that one possible way of being that 
carries with it the gift of authenticity. We are most conscious of 
this search for identity during adolescence, when it takes front 
stage. At this stage of life we try on identities like clothing, looking 
for a style of being that fits with how we want to be seen. But even 
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long after adolescence has passed, most adults know the occasional 
feeling of being a fraud—a sense of being not what they pretend 
to be but rather precisely what they pretend not to be. With a little 
reflection, most of us can become aware of masks that we first 
adopted as strategies to avoid feelings of vulnerability but that have 
become parts of our social self. Tragically, we settle easily for pre-
tense, and a truly authentic self often seems illusory.

There is, however, a way of being for each of us that is as natural 
and deeply congruent as the life of the tulip. Beneath the roles and 
masks lies a possibility of a self that is as unique as a snowflake. It 
is an originality that has existed since God first loved us into exis-
tence. Our true self-in-Christ is the only self that will support 
authenticity. It and it alone provides an identity that is eternal.

Finding that unique self is, as noted by Thomas Merton, the 
problem on which all our existence, peace and happiness depend.2 
Nothing is more important, for if we find our true self we find God, 
and if we find God, we find our most authentic self.

Becoming Your True Self
Being yourself would not make any spiritual sense if your uniqueness 
were not of immense value to God. But each person is exactly 
that—of inestimable value to God.

We should never be tempted to think that growth in Christ-
likeness reduces our uniqueness. While some Christian visions of 
the spiritual life imply that as we become more like Christ we look 
more and more like each other, such a cultic expectation of loss of 
individuality has nothing in common with genuine Christian spir-
ituality. Paradoxically, as we become more and more like Christ we 
become more uniquely our own true self.

As we shall see in what follows, there are many false ways of 
achieving uniqueness. These all result from attempts to create a self 
rather than receive the gift of my self-in-Christ. But the uniqueness 
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that comes from being our true self is not a uniqueness of our own 
making. Identity is never simply a creation. It is always a discovery. 
True identity is always a gift of God.

The desire for uniqueness is a spiritual desire. So too is the 
longing to be authentic. These are not simply psychological 
longings, irrelevant to the spiritual journey. Both are the response 
of spirit to Spirit—the Holy Spirit calling us home to our place 
and identity in God.

Being most deeply your unique self is something that God de-
sires, because your true self is grounded in Christ. God created you 
in uniqueness and seeks to restore you to that uniqueness in Christ. 
Finding and living out your true self is fulfilling your destiny.

This book is about the transformational journey of becoming our 
true self-in-Christ and living out the vocation that this involves. After 
the case for the interdependence of knowing God and self is laid out 
in chapter one, the book is organized around three broad needs faced 
by all Christians who seek to put themselves at God’s disposal:

1. The need for a transformational knowing of God that comes 
from meeting God in the depths of our beings. This is the focus 
of chapter two.

2. The need for a transformational knowing of ourselves that 
comes from discovering how we are known by God. This is the 
focus of chapters three, four and five. (Devoting three chapters 
to knowing self and only one to knowing God does not mean 
that I think knowing self is more important than knowing 
God. It reflects the fact that while there are thousands of books 
on knowing God, very little is written on the role of knowing 
self in Christian spirituality. Also, because of the interdepen-
dence of these two forms of knowing, we will repeatedly en-
counter ways of knowing God throughout the chapters that 
explore ways of knowing self.)
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3. The need to find our identity, fulfillment and vocation in our 
hidden self in Christ—the focus of chapter six.

The transformational journey is not as linear as this implies, so 
actually the discussion will weave back and forth among these 
topics. Furthermore, the dimensions of the journey are interrelated. 
As we shall see, true knowing of our self demands that we know 
our self as known by God, and true knowing of God demands that 
we know God not just as an abstraction or as objective data but in 
and through our lived experience.

I pray that what follows will help you discover the uniqueness 
of who you were called from eternity to be. I trust that it will help 
you know both yourself and God more deeply, and thus discover 
the gift of truly being yourself.

Sydney, Australia
Fourth Thursday of Lent





one

Transformational  
Knowing of Self and God

I n the epigraph that opens this book, Thomas Merton tells us 
what he considers the most important thing in the whole 

world—that on which his entire existence, happiness and peace 
depend. What would you identify as the most important thing for 
your existence and well-being? How do you think most Christians 
you know would answer the question?

Many Christians I know would answer with two words: “Finding 
God.” Others might use the language of knowing, loving and 
serving God. Some would include the church or relationships with 
other people in their answer. However they would express it, I 
suspect that most Christians would say something about God but 
would not make any reference to self.

To suggest that knowing God plays an important role in Christian 
spirituality will not surprise anyone. To suggest that knowing self 
plays an equally important role will set off warning bells for many 
people—being perhaps just the sort of thing you might expect from 
an author who is a psychologist, not a theologian.

Yet an understanding of the interdependence of knowing self 
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and God has held a lasting and respected place in Christian the-
ology. Thomas à Kempis argued that “a humble self-knowledge is 
a surer way to God than a search after deep learning,”1 and Augus-
tine’s prayer was “Grant, Lord, that I may know myself that I may 
know thee.”2 These are but a small sample of the vast number of 
theologians who have held this position since the earliest days of 
the church.

Christian spirituality involves a transformation of the self that 
occurs only when God and self are both deeply known. Both, 
therefore, have an important place in Christian spirituality. There 
is no deep knowing of God without a deep knowing of self, and no 
deep knowing of self without a deep knowing of God. John Calvin 
wrote, “Nearly the whole of sacred doctrine consists in these two 
parts: knowledge of God and of ourselves.”3

Though there has never been any serious theological quarrel 
with this ancient Christian understanding, it has been largely for-
gotten by the contemporary church. We have focused on knowing 
God and tended to ignore knowing ourselves. The consequences 
have often been grievous—marriages betrayed, families destroyed, 
ministries shipwrecked and endless numbers of people damaged.

Leaving the self out of Christian spirituality results in a spiritu-
ality that is not well grounded in experience. It is, therefore, not 
well grounded in reality. Focusing on God while failing to know 
ourselves deeply may produce an external form of piety, but it will 
always leave a gap between appearance and reality. This is dan-
gerous to the soul of anyone—and in spiritual leaders it can also 
be disastrous for those they lead.

Consider the way a lack of self-knowledge affected the life of a 
well-known pastor and his congregation. No one would have doubted 
this man’s knowing of God—at least before his very public downfall. 
He had built a very successful ministry around his preaching, and 
there was no reason to suspect that he did not personally know the 
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truths he publicly proclaimed. Nor was there any obvious reason to 
question his knowing of himself. Anyone who thought about the 
matter would probably have judged his self-understanding to be deep. 
His sermons often included significant self-disclosure, and he seemed 
to know how to be vulnerable before God.

But as for many of us, all of that was more appearance than re-
ality. The self this pastor showed to the world was a public self he 
had crafted with great care—a false self of his own creation. Be-
tween this public self and his true experience lay an enormous 
chasm. Both that chasm and his inner experience lay largely outside 
his awareness.

Suddenly the gap between his inner reality and external ap-
pearance was exposed. Things that he did not know or accept about 
himself welled up within him and shattered the illusion his life 
represented. Lust led to sexual involvement with a woman he was 
counseling, just as greed had earlier led to misuse of church funds. 
As these things became public, the lie that was his life imploded. 
It was a lie he had lived before his family, closest friends, congre-
gation, God and himself. It was a lie that grew from the soil of 
self-ignorance.

There is no need to identify this man, nor even to give him a 
fictitious name. His story is all too familiar. He reminds us of Jesus’ 
teaching about the dangers of the blind leading the blind (Matthew 
15:14)—both easily falling into a pit of pain and despair. Just how 
serious is this? According to Jesus, it is better to be thrown into the 
sea with a millstone about your neck than to cause one person to 
stumble in such a manner (Matthew 18:6). This pastor, and many 
others like him, have caused not just one but thousands to stumble 
and left them with devastating wounds.

Knowledge That Fills
This man was not short on knowledge about either himself or God. 
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But none of it did him any good. None of it was worthy of being 
called transformational knowing.

Not all knowledge transforms. Some merely puffs us up like an 
overfilled balloon. And you know what happens to overfilled balloons!

Actor and filmmaker Woody Allen often speaks publicly of his 
decades in psychoanalysis—three or four sessions per week on a 
couch, saying whatever came into his mind, allowing his analyst’s 
periodic interpretations of the meaning of these free associations 
to guide his exploration. However, there is little evidence that Al-
len’s self-knowledge has brought him freedom or psychological 
health. In fact, making his continuing neurotic struggles the 
hallmark of his public character, he often focuses his sardonic 
humor on the limits of self-understanding as a means of change.

Self-knowledge that is pursued apart from knowing our identity 
in relationship to God easily leads to self-inflation. This is the 
puffed-up, grandiose self Paul warns about (1 Corinthians 8:1)—an 
arrogance to which we are vulnerable when knowledge is valued 
more than love. It can also lead to self-preoccupation. Unless we 
spend as much time looking at God as we spend looking at our self, 
our knowing of our self will simply draw us further and further into 
an abyss of self-fixation.

But it is also quite possible to be stuffed with knowledge about 
God that does nothing to help us genuinely know either God or self. 
Having information about God is no more transformational than 
having information about love. Theories and ideas about God can sit 
in sturdy storage canisters in our mind and do absolutely no good. If 
you doubt this, recall Jesus’ harsh words for the religious leaders of 
his day who knew God’s law but did not know God’s heart.

The pastor whose story I just told had a great deal of information 
about God. He also seemed to know lots of things about himself. 
But this knowledge was all objective, not personal. It was, therefore, 
relatively useless to him.
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He told me, for example, that he knew God is forgiving. But he 
had never really experienced this forgiveness, at least not in re-
lation to any significant failure. It would be more accurate to say 
that he believed God is forgiving but did not know this as an ex-
periential truth. Living the lie of his pretend self, he had always 
taken safe, inconsequential sins to God for forgiveness, never 
daring to expose the reality of his inner world to God. To do so 
would have required that he face this reality himself. That he had 
never been prepared to do.

He told me that his enemy was sloth—spiritual laziness. He said 
he had often asked God to forgive him for not working harder for 
the kingdom. But confession of such a sin was nothing more than a 
distraction. It kept his focus (and, perhaps he hoped, God’s focus) off 
the deeper things about himself that were so profoundly disordered.

He also told me that he knew God is love. But again, this was a 
belief, not an experience. To truly know love, we must receive it in 
an undefended state—in the vulnerability of a “just as I am” en-
counter. This man had never been able to allow himself this degree 
of vulnerability with anyone—not his wife, nor his children, nor 
his closest friends, and certainly not God.

Not surprisingly, then, his knowledge of himself was equally 
superficial. Listening to the things he told me about his life was 
like reading a throwaway paperback novel or watching a B-grade 
movie. The role he was playing lacked depth and reality. It was 
two-dimensional. As he told me about himself he was describing 
someone he had been watching from a distance. The knowledge he 
had of this person was objective and remote. It had, therefore, no 
transformational value. It was simply his pitiful attempt to give 
flesh-and-bones reality to the falsity of his pretend self. The self he 
sought to project to the world was an illusion.

Even after his crisis, this man had enormous difficulty being 
honest. His longstanding, deeply ingrained tendency to present a 
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pretend, idealized self survived the dissolution of both his ministry 
and his marriage. It wasn’t so much that he told lies as that he lived 
them. This is the tragedy of the false self. But unfortunately, this 
man did not have a monopoly on falsity. It is a part of all of us, to 
one degree or another.

Knowledge That Transforms
Truly transformational knowledge is always personal, never merely 
objective. It involves knowing of, not merely knowing about. And it 
is always relational. It grows out of a relationship to the object that 
is known—whether this is God or one’s self.

Objective knowing can occur in relation to anything that we 
examine at a distance. It is knowing that is independent of us. For 
example, you may know that Earth orbits around the sun or that 
Columbus arrived in the Americas in 1492 without direct personal 
experience of either, provided you are willing to accept the tes-
timony of others. This is how it is with much of what we believe.

Personal knowing, on the other hand, is based on experience. It 
is therefore subjective. I know that my wife loves me because of my 
experience of her. While I can describe her love to someone else, I 
cannot prove it. I cannot make it objective. Yet this does not detract 
from the validity of my knowing.

Because personal knowing is based on experience, it requires 
that we be open to the experience. Knowing God’s love demands 
that we receive God’s love—experientially, not simply as a theory. 
Personal knowledge is never simply a matter of the head. Because 
it is rooted in experience, it is grounded in deep places in our 
being. The things we know from experience we know beyond 
belief. Such knowing is not incompatible with belief, but it is not 
dependent on it.

I do not merely believe that my wife loves me, I know she loves 
me. And as arrogant as it may sound, I can say that I do not merely 
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believe in God, I know God—certainly not exhaustively, but none-
theless genuinely.

People who have never developed a deep personal knowing of 
God will be limited in the depth of their personal knowing of 
themselves. Failing to know God, they will be unable to know 
themselves, as God is the only context in which their being makes 
sense. Similarly, people who are afraid to look deeply at themselves 
will of course be equally afraid to look deeply at God. For such 
persons, ideas about God provide a substitute for direct experience 
of God.

Knowing God and knowing self are therefore interdependent. 
Neither can proceed very far without the other. Paradoxically, we 
come to know God best not by looking at God exclusively, but by 
looking at God and then looking at ourselves—then looking at 
God, and then again looking at ourselves. This is also the way we 
best come to know our selves. Both God and self are mostly fully 
known in relationship to each other.

Peter’s Transformational Knowing
To illustrate how this unfolds, consider the spiritual journey of 
Peter. The rock on which Christ promised to build his church was 
remarkably crumbly. But none of the disciples showed more growth 
in understanding of both self and God during the three years of 
accompanying Christ.

Let us look in on Peter’s inner knowing at several points on this 
journey. The first of these is his initial meeting of Christ and 
Christ’s call to follow him. What might we assume that Peter knew 
about himself and God at this point?

Andrew, Peter’s brother, met Jesus first, right away accepting the 
invitation to follow him. Andrew then went to Peter, told him that 
he had found the Messiah and brought Peter to Jesus to see for 
himself. Peter’s response was the same as that of his brother—he 
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immediately left his fishing nets to follow Jesus (Matthew 4:18-22). 
From this account it seems safe to assume that Peter accepted Jesus 
as the Messiah. If so, we could say that he believed that Jesus was 
the long-hoped-for deliverer from the oppression of the Romans. 
At this point this knowing was a belief—a hope based on the con-
viction of his brother and his own brief contact with Jesus.

But what might he have known about himself? I am speculating, 
of course, but perhaps if asked about himself he might have told 
us that he was a fisherman. Possibly, he might have added that he 
was somewhat hot-tempered and impulsive. And perhaps he would 
have told us about his longing for a savior for his people—and this 
would show that he was a man of hope and faith. It is, however, 
highly unlikely that he could have known the depths of his fears 
or the magnitude of his pride. These levels of knowing of self 
awaited deeper knowing of God.

Moving ahead to his encounter with Jesus walking on the water 
(Matthew 14:22-33), it seems reasonable to assume that by now 
Peter’s belief that Jesus was the Christ would have been even more 
solid. Peter had witnessed Jesus’ numerous miracles, had heard him 
preach to large crowds and dialogue with individuals, and had had 
opportunity to watch him closely.

But on this night, Peter was not thinking about any of this. Out 
in a boat in the midst of a severe storm, Peter and the other dis-
ciples were preoccupied with their immediate safety. Suddenly 
seeing Jesus walking on the water toward them, they were terrified.

Jesus’ words to them must have been instantly reassuring: 
“Courage! It is I! Do not be afraid.”

Peter immediately cried out in response, “If it is you, tell me to 
come to you across the water.”

Christ invited him to step out of the boat and come to him, and 
Peter did just that.

If asked what he now knew of God after this experience, Peter 
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might tell of his increasing conviction that Jesus was indeed the 
Christ. He might also speak of his developing hope based on wit-
nessing Christ’s miracles. He might say that he felt reassured in 
knowing that God had heard the prayers of his people and had at 
last sent their Redeemer.

Asked what he knew of himself, he might be able now to speak 
of his fears. While he had the courage to step out on the waters at 
Christ’s bidding, he also experienced the terror of beginning to 
sink when he looked at the waves rather than Christ. But—he 
would likely quickly add—this had only served to increase his trust 
in Christ.

Jumping ahead to Jesus’ washing of the disciples’ feet ( John 13), 
we see Peter’s initial refusal to allow Christ to wash his feet fol-
lowed by Christ’s prediction of Peter’s betrayal. What might Peter 
have said of his knowing of God and self at this point?

It seems probable that Peter might now speak with confidence 
about his love of Jesus, the fervency of his belief that Jesus was the 
Christ, and his utter disbelief and shock at Jesus’ prediction of his 
impending denial of him. This matter of the denial must have left 
him profoundly puzzled. It must have been inconceivable to him 
that he could ever deny Jesus. Did Jesus not know the depths of his 
love? Did he not know of his heroic courage and the strength of his 
convictions? He must have assumed that Christ was mistaken in 
this prediction. Doubting Jesus was easier than doubting himself. 
He had not yet encountered either his pride or the extent of his fear.

Briefly looking in on Peter after his denial of Christ ( John 18:15-
27), we would probably find him self-absorbed in regret and an-
guish. In a moment he had been confronted by his lack of courage, 
his treasonous lack of loyalty and the depths of his fears. He might 
also be thinking about how easily his pride had been wounded by 
Jesus’ prediction of his denial. Perhaps he was also remembering 
his protestation that “even if all lose faith, I will not” (Mark 14:29). 
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In short, he had encountered his weakest and most despicable self, 
and he was likely filled with self-loathing.

Finally, what can we say about Peter’s knowing of himself and 
God at the point of his encounter with the risen Christ ( John 21:15-
25)? After the death of Christ, Peter and a number of the other 
disciples had gone back to fishing. What else was left? After a 
night of catching absolutely nothing, they met an unknown person 
on the shore in the early dawn, a man who asked about their catch 
and encouraged them to try casting the net on the other side of the 
boat. Immediately their nets were filled to overflowing with fish. 
And immediately they recognized their Lord. Peter quickly leaped 
overboard and began swimming toward shore.

Mirroring the pattern of his denials, Jesus asked him three times 
if he loved him more than the other disciples. This gave Peter three 
chances to declare his love—one for each denial. Jesus’ response 
was to repeat his invitation for Peter to follow him ( John 21:19), 
precisely the same invitation that had begun their relationship.

What might Peter tell us at this point about his knowing of God 
and himself? I suspect he would have first said how little he had 
truly known either himself or Jesus prior to this. With regard to 
Jesus, I suspect he would repeat with amazement how forgiving 
Jesus was. What he had known as objective information from wit-
nessing Jesus’ encounters with others, he now knew deeply and 
personally. And I am sure he would have spoken of his new level 
of readiness to follow the Christ whom he now knew in his heart, 
not just his mind.

The interweaving of the deepening knowledge of self and God 
that we have seen in Peter’s experience illustrates the way genuine 
knowing of God and self occurs. Peter could not truly know Jesus 
apart from knowing himself in relation to Jesus. He did not know 
himself until Jesus showed him who he was. But in learning about 
himself, he also came to truly know Jesus.
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Deep knowing of God and deep knowing of self always develop 
interactively. The result is the authentic transformation of the self 
that is at the core of Christian spirituality.

The Divine Invitation
What have you learned about yourself as a result of your experience 
with God? And what do you know about God as a result of genuine 
encounter with your self?

The first thing many Christians would say they know about 
themselves as a result of their relationship with God is their sin-
fulness. And quite possibly the first thing they would say they 
learned about God from this was God’s forgiveness and love. These 
are important things to know, and I will have more to say about 
them in future chapters. But what else do you know about yourself 
and God that has arisen from your encounter with the Divine?

While many of us have followed Jesus for much longer than the 
three years we have tracked in Peter’s journey, too often we have 
not allowed the initial introduction to deepen into a deep, intimate 
knowing. Though we glibly talk about a personal relationship with 
God, many of us know God less well than we know our casual 
acquaintances. Too easily we have settled for knowing about God. 
Too easily our actual relationship with God is remarkably super-
ficial. Is it any surprise, then, that we haven’t learned very much 
about our self as a result of this encounter?

If this is your experience, don’t allow yourself to be distracted by 
guilt. Hear God’s call to a deep personal encounter as an invitation, 
not a reprimand. It is an invitation to step out of the security of 
your boat and meet Jesus in the vulnerability and chaos of your 
inner storms. It is an invitation to move beyond objective knowledge 
to personal knowing. It is an invitation to truly know God.
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Knowing God

I t is easy to be dishonest in speaking of knowing God. So often 
our cliché-ridden God-talk is seriously out of touch with our 

actual experience.
I am hoping that my friendship with Vicki will help me avoid 

this. In my imagination she is sitting beside me as I write this 
chapter, reading over my shoulder.

Vicki wants to know God more than anything in the world. This 
has been her deepest longing for more than a decade of Christ-
following. It is such a deep longing that she refuses to accept any 
substitute—especially the lies that she knows could easily roll off 
her tongue if she used the language of  “personal relationship with 
God” to apply to her own experience. She feels very alone, fearing 
that she has somehow failed to do something right or that she is in 
some deep way defective and incapable of experiencing God. But 
she is not nearly as alone as she feels. She is simply more honest. 
And her yearning for intimacy with God is more passionate.

J. I. Packer suggests that knowing becomes increasingly complex 
as we move from knowing objects to knowing people and from 
knowing people to knowing God: “The more complex the object, 
the more complex is the knowing of it.”1 So since genuinely 
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knowing another human is itself a demanding task, knowing the 
invisible God might seem utterly impossible. It would be if it were 
not for the fact that it is something God desires more deeply than 
we ever possibly could.

It is quite astounding that God wants to be known by human 
beings. But nothing gives God more pleasure (Hosea 6:6). Reve-
lation is fundamental to the Divine character. God longs to dis-
close to us.

Revelation is not simply something that happened at some 
distant point in the past. If it were, all we could ever hope for is 
information from this historic event. But “God has no more 
stopped being Revelation than he has stopped being Love.”2 The 
good news is that God can be known by human beings, per-
sonally and experientially. This is the essence of eternal life ( John 
17:3). There is nothing in the whole world of greater value (Philip-
pians 3:7-10).

But what is this knowing of God that is of supreme value, that 
gives God such pleasure, and that gives us genuine and eternal life? 
It is personal knowing—knowing that begins with belief but is 
deepened through relationship.

Many of the things we know about God we know objectively, 
accepting them as facts on the trusted testimony of Scriptures and 
the community of faith. These ground our more personal knowing, 
serving as an anchor in times of doubt and a frame of reference for 
making sense of our experience. This bedrock of beliefs will be 
elaborated by experience but never replaced by it. God’s intention 
is that we know Divine love by experiencing it. But even when our 
Divine Lover seems distant, we can hold confident to the hope of 
the steadfast nature of God’s love because of the testimony of 
Scriptures and the witness of others.

As valuable as this objective knowing is, Packer reminds us that 
even “a little knowledge of God is worth more than a great deal of 



Knowing God 35

knowledge about Him.”3 Transformational knowing of God comes 
from the intimate, personal knowing of Divine love. Because God 
is love, God can only be known through love. To know God is to 
love God, and to love God is to know God (1 John 4:7-8). The 
Christian God is known only in devotion, not objective detachment. 
This is why Paul’s prayer is that we may know the love of Christ 
and so be filled with the utter fullness of God (Ephesians 3:19). 
This is transformational knowing.

Knowing God also requires surrender. Thomas Merton writes 
that “we must know the truth, we must love the truth we know and 
we must act according to the measure of our love. Truth is God 
himself who cannot be known apart from love and cannot be loved 
apart from surrender to his will.”4 Genuine knowing demands a 
response. To know God demands that we be willing to be touched 
by Divine love. To be touched by God’s love is to be forever 
changed. To surrender to Divine love is to find our soul’s home—
the place and identity for which we yearn in every cell of our being.

Knowing Jesus
If the invisible God had never become visible, our knowing of God 
would remain very limited. But Divine self-revelation was made 
complete in Jesus. To know Jesus, therefore, is to know God ( John 
14:9). Jesus is the “image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15 
nrsv). Thus he is the filter through which we need to pass all our 
ideas about God as we seek to move from knowing about God to 
meeting God personally in Jesus.

Some Christians speak of a personal encounter with Jesus as if 
this were a one-time matter—something that happens at con-
version. This is a tragic confusion of an introduction and a rela-
tionship. A first encounter is just that—a first encounter. What 
God longs for us to experience is intimate knowing that comes by 
means of an ongoing relationship.
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Think again of Peter to see how relationship with Jesus enhances 
knowing of God. As a first-century Palestinian Jew, Peter would 
have known a number of things about God before his encounter 
with Jesus. This knowing would have been based on being part of 
a believing community that constantly shared stories of God’s 
mighty dealings with them over their history. He would have 
known, for example, that God was the Creator of all things. He 
would also have known that God had rescued his ancestors from 
bondage in Egypt. And he would have known that this God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was a holy God.

But all of this objective knowing was dramatically enhanced as 
Peter came to know Jesus. His two epistles are filled with personal 
knowing of God that came from spending three years of his life 
with Jesus. This relationship-based knowing introduced Peter to a 
God he could never have known apart from Jesus. Consider just a 
few of the things he learned, found in his first epistle:

• God is the source of new life and a living hope that is based in 
the resurrected Christ (1 Peter 1:3)

• God is the source of a faith that is more precious than gold 
(1 Peter 1:7)

• God is a fountain of inexpressible joy (1 Peter 1:8)

• God judges with fairness and impartiality (1 Peter 1:17)

• God allows us to share Christ’s sufferings as a way of knowing 
Jesus through identification (1 Peter 4:12-13)

• God is faithful and can be trusted to do what is right (1 Peter 4:19)

• God is opposed to the proud but gives grace to the humble  
(1 Peter 5:6)

Reading Peter’s epistles makes me wonder if this is the same 
hotheaded fisherman we meet in the Gospels! Something dramatic 
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has happened to him. His knowing of both God and his own self 
underwent a radical change because he came to know Jesus.

Relationships develop when people spend time together. 
Spending time with God ought to be the essence of prayer. 
However, as it is usually practiced, prayer is more like a series of 
email or instant messages than hanging out together. Often it in-
volves more talking than listening. It should not be a surprise that 
the result is a superficial relationship.

The starting point for learning to simply spend time with God 
is learning to do this with Jesus. Spending time with Jesus allows 
us to ground our God-knowing in the concrete events of a concrete 
life. But how do we actually do this? We do it by means of Spirit-
guided meditation on the Gospels.

Meeting Jesus in the Gospels
Gospel meditation provides an opportunity to enter specific mo-
ments in Jesus’ life and thereby share his experience. Shared expe-
rience is the core of any friendship. And Spirit-guided meditation 
on the life of Jesus provides this possibility.

The meditation I am recommending is not the same as Bible 
study. It is more an exercise of the imagination than of the intellect. 
It involves allowing the Spirit of God to help you imaginatively 
enter an event in the life of Christ as presented in the Gospels.

Let me illustrate what I mean by this by suggesting a simple 
exercise based on Mark’s account of Jesus and the rich young man.

First, take a moment to quiet yourself in God’s presence. Close 
your eyes and ask God to take the words of Scripture and, by the 
power of his Spirit, make them God’s Word to you. Ask for the gift 
of a few moments of Spirit-guided imaginative encounter with 
Jesus. Then slowly read the following account several times—pref-
erably out loud.
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[ Jesus] was setting out on a journey when a man ran up, knelt 
before him and put this question to him, “Good master, what 
must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said to him, “Why do 
you call me good? No one is good but God alone. You know 
the commandments: You must not kill; You must not commit 
adultery; You must not steal; You must not bring false witness; You 
must not defraud; Honor your father and mother.” And he said 
to him, “Master, I have kept all these from my earliest days.” 
Jesus looked steadily at him and loved him, and he said, 
“There is one thing you lack. Go and sell everything you own 
and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven; then come, follow me.” But his face fell at these 
words and he went away sad, for he was a man of great wealth. 
(Mark 10:17-22)

Now allow yourself to daydream on the situation presented in the 
story. First picture the man approaching as Jesus is leaving on a 
journey. Then, as if you were a spectator, observe the events as 
they unfold. Watch, listen and stay attentive to Christ. Don’t be 
distracted by the rich young ruler. And don’t try to analyze the 
story or learn lessons from it. Just be present to Jesus and open 
to your own reactions. Put the book down now and spend four or 
five minutes trying this simple exercise.

I first began regularly meditating on the life of Christ in this way 
only in the past few years. After decades of Bible reading, I realized 
that my relationship with God was based more on what I believed 
than on what I experienced. I had lots of information about God 
but longed to deepen my personal knowing. Getting to know Jesus 
better seemed like the right place to start. It was.

The journey, however, has not been easy. I have trouble visual-
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izing things, and my imagination is—at best—quite stunted. I 
often find that the details of my mental image of a scene are exclu-
sively those suggested in the biblical account. I seem to have 
trouble letting the Spirit enrich the picture by adding other sensory 
details in the way he does for others. But after I get past my frus-
tration and sense of failure, I realize that simply pondering the 
event—allowing myself to daydream on it—is sharing Jesus’ expe-
riences with him. I am, in fact, slowly moving into a new level of 
personal knowing of Jesus.

I also encounter the inevitable experience of wandering at-
tention. You may have experienced this as well when you tried 
the brief meditation exercise above. If so, don’t worry. Wan-
dering thoughts are inevitable. As soon as you become aware of 
them, simply return your attention to the meditation. Drifting 
thoughts reflect the way God made our brains to follow 
pathways of associations, so don’t allow yourself to get upset 
when this occurs.

Another struggle for me was the feeling that meditation was a 
waste of time. I wanted to judge it by what I got out of it. When I 
did, it often seemed to be a dreadfully inefficient spiritual practice. 
But productivity and efficiency miss the point. What God wants 
is simply our presence, even if it feels like a waste of potentially 
productive time. That is what friends do together—they waste time 
with each other. Simply being together is enough without ex-
pecting to “get something” from the interaction. It should be no 
different with God.

Spending time with Jesus in Gospel meditation has begun to 
put flesh on the God I have been seeking to know for so many 
years. As Jesus has begun to become more human and real to me, 
the invisible God of whom he is the image has become more ac-
cessible. Jesus bridges heaven and earth, the human and the divine. 
If he is so divine that we cannot meet him in his humanity, God 
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remains wholly Other. But in Jesus, God is present. This is the truth 
of Immanuel—God with us.

There is no substitute for meditation on the life of Jesus if we 
seek to ground our God-knowing in the Gospels. Listening to 
sermons and reading the Bible provide information about Jesus, 
but this is not the same as a personal meeting of him in the events 
of his life. Meditation ought to be a part of the prayer life of every 
Christian who seriously seeks to genuinely know God. The Gospels 
provide wonderfully rich opportunities to meet Jesus, once we learn 
how to use them in this manner.

Gospel meditation is gazing on Christ. When Jesus compared 
himself to the bronze serpent that God told Moses to make for the 
children of Israel to gaze upon when they were dying of snakebites 
( John 3:14-15), one of the things he was saying was that gazing on 
Christ in trust and devotion allows the Spirit of God to take his 
life and make it ours.5 God gave us Jesus as the Divine Image so 
that we could gaze upon him and thereby come to know God. This 
is why Gospel meditation holds such transformational power.

Meeting God in the Events of Life
A second extremely rich resource for spending time with God is 
the discernment of Divine Presence in daily experience. Life, as 
Carolyn Gratton notes, keeps happening.6 Changing life situa-
tions—some desirable and others definitely less so—provide im-
portant opportunities to better know both God and our self. Each 
gives us a chance to examine where God is in that experience and 
what gifts God is offering for our growth.

This second way of knowing God is not as different from the first 
as it might appear. Both involve meeting God in the concrete  
circumstances of life. Both therefore support the development of a 
practical, down-to-earth spirituality in which we encounter God in 
the mundane and familiar parts of regular life. Paul Stevens describes 
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such a spirituality: “If God has come in the flesh, and if God keeps 
coming to us in our fleshly existence, then all of life is shot through 
with meaning. Earth is crammed with heaven, and heaven (when we 
finally get there) will be crammed with earth. Nothing wasted. 
Nothing lost. Nothing secular. Nothing absurd. . . . All are grist for 
the mill of a down-to-earth spirituality.”7

The omnipresent God whose name is Immanuel is not distant 
but nearer to us than we can imagine. God is not alien to the cir-
cumstances of our lives but comes to us in them. Our challenge is 
to unmask the Divine in the natural and name the presence of God 
in our lives.8

A friend just wrote me, telling me of her despair and profound 
hopelessness in the face of the suffering of many people in her 
country. “But,” she said, “I dare to hope that even in this despair I 
meet the Lord who weeps with me over those whose pain is so 
unimaginable and for whom hope is so dangerous.” She was right. 
God is in her experience of despair, waiting for her to identify the 
Divine Presence and offering this as accompaniment on the often 
difficult journey of being human.

It is relatively easy to meet God in moments of joy or bliss. In 
these situations we correctly count ourselves blessed by God. The 
challenge is to believe that this is also true—and to know God’s 
presence—in the midst of doubt, depression, anxiety, conflict or 
failure. But the God who is Immanuel is equally in those moments 
we would never choose as in those we would always gladly choose.

Richard Rohr reminds us that “we cannot attain the presence of 
God. We’re already totally in the presence of God. What’s absent is 
awareness.”9 This is the core of the spiritual journey—learning to 
discern the presence of God, to see what really is. But nothing is 
more dangerous than presuming that we already see when we do not.

The truth is that God is to be found in all things—even and 
most especially in the painful, tragic and unpleasant things. Jesus 
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was the suffering Savior who knew every temptation and negative 
human experience that we could ever know. God’s heart contains 
every conceivable human emotion. It contains us no matter what 
we experience. The omnipresent Christian God whose company 
cannot be evaded by going to hell, the depths of the sea or the 
heights of the heavens (Psalm 139:7-12) is a God who is present to 
us in every moment of our life.

Most of us learn to discern God’s presence by first looking for 
it in the rearview mirror. That is the value of a prayerful review of 
the day—something I have elsewhere described as the daily 
examen.10 Lucinda described her first experience of this as follows:

After settling into my favorite chair and asking God to help 
me review the day I immediately thought of a troubling en-
counter with a colleague that morning. She poked her head 
in my office and asked about the visit she knew I had with 
my parents on the weekend. Although I talk with her nearly 
every day, I had never talked about my family, and suddenly 
I found myself embarrassed in doing so. There was nothing 
shameful to tell, but strangely, I found myself feeling as if I 
wanted to hide. I quickly ended the conversation and hadn’t 
thought about it again until that moment.

Asking Jesus to help me reflect on this was scary. I wasn’t 
sure I wanted to know these feelings. They felt familiar—
always avoided, but lurking at the edges of my experience. I 
told God that with his help I wanted to face them. I remem-
bered other times when I had felt something similar. Previ-
ously I always ran from this as quickly as possible. This time 
I vowed to stay with it if God would help me.

I’m still not sure I know where the feeling comes from or 
what it means. I have only reflected on one event in one day. 
But I feel I have taken an important step.
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I wrote Lucinda back and asked if she had learned anything 
about God from this experience. She replied:

Sitting with my shame in God’s presence helped me see that 
God wasn’t shocked by it. In fact, he seemed to know all 
about it. And he still accepted me! I became aware that 
whatever the shame was about, I did not need to hide from 
it, because God already knew about it. Sharing it with God 
allowed me to experience his love for a tender, vulnerable part 
of me.

Lucinda’s experience demonstrates how knowledge of God and 
knowledge of self go hand in hand. Transformational knowing of 
God comes from meeting God in our depths, not in the abstraction 
of dusty theological propositions.

The goal of a prayerful review of recent life experiences is not 
self-analysis. The point is not to peel back the layers of the onion 
and find some problem or meaning. Instead the goal is simply in-
creased awareness of God in the events of life and the depths of 
my being. It is attending to the God who is present. In general, 
“what” questions (such as, What was I feeling? What disturbed me 
about that comment? What exactly made me anxious?) are better 
than “why” questions (Why did I feel threatened? Why did that 
bother me?). And avoid making demands of yourself or God. Just 
accept whatever comes from each experience, each day.

Ready for Deeper Knowing of God?
If the idea of Gospel meditation and prayerful review of recent ex-
perience stirs interest in you, consider committing yourself to fifteen 
minutes at the end of each day for the next week to do the following.

1. First, take your journal (or something on which you can write) 
and find a quiet place where you can sit undisturbed.
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2. Select a Gospel account of one event in the life of Christ. After 
a brief prayer inviting God to allow you to imaginatively enter 
this experience and encounter Jesus, spend five minutes day-
dreaming on the passage.

3. After thanking God for the gift of time spent with Jesus, ask 
for help in reflecting on your day in order to better discern 
Divine Presence during it.

4. Allow the events of the day to replay before you. Accept 
whatever comes into focus, no matter how trivial it initially 
appears to be, as a gift from God. Ask for help to discern Divine 
Presence in the experience.

5. End your time by thanking God for gifts received during this 
process.

There is no simple formula for deep knowing of God. Vicki—who 
in my imagination has been sitting beside me as I wrote this 
chapter—has learned to avoid anything or anyone that suggests 
otherwise. You should do the same.

This chapter doesn’t even begin to exhaust all the ways you can 
come to know God. But honest and prayerful reflection on the 
Gospels and daily experience provide a rich opportunity to meet 
God in ways that will change you. And as we have seen, it also 
allows you to meet yourself in deeper places.
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First Steps Toward  
Knowing Yourself

A lthough we speak of certain people as being self-made, no 
one is truly their own creation. Personhood is not an ac-

complishment; it is a gift. As we shall see in chapter six, our true 
self—the self we are becoming in God—is something we receive 
from God. Any other identity is of our own making and is an il-
lusion.

Knowing ourselves must therefore begin by knowing the self 
that is known by God. If God does not know us, we do not exist. 
And as noted by Merton (with his tongue firmly planted in his 
cheek), “to be unknown by God is altogether too much privacy!”1

The possibility of knowing yourself is grounded in the fact that 
your self is already known to God. Similarly, the possibility of your 
knowing God is grounded in the fact that God already knows you. 
J. I. Packer correctly captures the priority in all this knowing: 
“What matters supremely, therefore, is not, in the last analysis, the 
fact that I know God, but the larger fact which underlies it—the 
fact that he knows me.”2 We are graven on the palms of God’s hands 
and never out of the Divine mind. All our knowledge of God de-
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pends on God’s sustained initiative in knowing us. We know God, 
because God first knew us, and continues to know us.

Genuine self-knowledge begins by looking at God and noticing 
how God is looking at us. Grounding our knowing of our self in 
God’s knowing of us anchors us in reality. It also anchors us in God.

Knowing Yourself as Deeply Loved
The question is, how does God feel about you? What is God’s 
knowing of you?

One young woman told me she feels afraid because she is sure 
God is mad at her. She thinks God is preoccupied with her sins and 
shortcomings and views her with anger and reproach. Is she right?

I also think of a friend who can no longer believe that God takes 
a personal interest in humans. As one among billions of people on 
the face of the earth, he suspects that he and the rest of us fail to 
register as individuals on God’s consciousness. He tells me that he 
wishes he could believe God loves him but he cannot be persuaded 
that it is possible. Is he right?

I am convinced that God loves each and every one of us with 
depth, persistence and intensity beyond imagination. God doesn’t 
simply like you. Nor does God simply have warm sentimental 
feelings toward you just because you were created in the Divine 
image. The truth is that God loves you with what Hannah Hurnard 
calls “a passionate absorbed interest.”3 God cannot help seeing you 
through eyes of love.

Even more remarkable, God’s love for you has nothing to do 
with your behavior. Neither your faithlessness nor your unfaith-
fulness alters Divine love in the slightest degree. Like the father’s 
love in the parable of the prodigal son, Divine love is absolutely 
unconditional, unlimited and unimaginably extravagant.

Christians affirm a foundation of identity that is absolutely 
unique in the marketplace of spiritualities. Whether we realize it 
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or not, our being is grounded in God’s love. The generative love of 
God was our origin. The embracing love of God sustains our exis-
tence. The inextinguishable love of God is the only hope for our 
fulfillment. Love is our identity and our calling, for we are children 
of Love. Created from love, of love and for love, our existence 
makes no sense apart from Divine love.

Neither knowing God nor knowing self can progress very far 
unless it begins with a knowledge of how deeply we are loved by 
God. Until we dare to believe that nothing can separate us from 
God’s love—nothing that we could do or fail to do, nor anything 
that could be done by anyone else to us (Romans 8:31-39)—we 
remain in the elementary grades of the school of Christian spir-
itual transformation.4

In order for our knowing of God’s love to be truly transforma-
tional, it must become the basis of our identity. Our identity is who 
we experience ourselves to be—the I each of us carries within. An 
identity grounded in God would mean that when we think of who 
we are, the first thing that would come to mind is our status as 
someone who is deeply loved by God.

With sadness I confess how seldom this is true for me. Although 
I have always wanted to avoid being defined by my professional 
role, when asked to introduce myself, I am likely to resort to the 
common social practice of trotting out vocational designations. 
But, even more telling, if my self-esteem is threatened and I feel 
my identity to be a bit vulnerable, my almost automatic first re-
sponse is to think of accomplishments or present and future 
projects. What this tells me is that much more than I usually care 
to acknowledge, my identity is based on what I do, not who I am.

Christ presents a particularly poignant contrast to this. His 
identity was defined by his relationship to his Father. This was who 
he was. His whole life flowed out from this. What he did was not 
the basis of his identity but rather pointed to who he was: “The 
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works my Father has given me to carry out, these same works of 
mine testify that the Father has sent me” ( John 5:36).

At his baptism, Jesus had heard a Divine declaration of love for 
him as the Son with whom God was well pleased (Matthew 3:17). 
Jesus seemed to never doubt this. His relationship to the Father 
was the basis of how he experienced and understood himself. He 
was one with his Father in love—God being in him and he being 
in God ( John 14:11). Nothing was more certain for him than the 
love of his Father, a love that he knew had existed from before the 
foundation of the world ( John 17:24). Doing his Father’s will grew 
out of this relationship of love that was the basis of his identity.

Even when Jesus felt that God had abandoned him in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, his confidence in the love of the Father 
was so great that he still desired God’s will over his own. Jesus 
knew that he was loved whether or not he felt it. His identity was 
grounded in God.

But in case you find yourself thinking, Of course God loves Jesus. 
After all, he was Jesus, it might be helpful to recall that the Bible is full 
of other examples of the way knowing God’s love transforms the self. 
For example, the Samaritan woman who met Jesus at the well ( John 
4:7-30), used to being an outcast to Jews, was astounded by how Jesus 
treated her. His approaching rather than avoiding her, talking to her 
and even asking for something from her must have surprised her 
greatly. And still after he put his finger on her moral failure, the 
expected did not happen. He did not condemn her! He did not even 
tell her to go and sin no more. Instead, after revealing her to herself, 
he revealed himself to her, disclosing his identity as the Messiah.

Revelation usually begins, as it did for this woman, by God’s 
revealing us to ourselves. Only then does God reveal the Divine 
self to us.

Touched by perfect love, she would never be the same again. She 
had encountered the Lord.
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Coming to know and trust God’s love is a lifelong process. 
Making this knowledge the foundation of our identity—or better, 
allowing our identity to be re-formed around this most basic fact 
of our existence—will also never happen instantly. Both lie at the 
core of the spiritual transformation that is the intended outcome 
of Christ-following.

Every time I dare to meet God in the vulnerability of my sin and 
shame, this knowing is strengthened. Every time I fall back into a 
self-improvement mode and try to bring God my best self, it is 
weakened. I only know Divine unconditional, radical and reckless 
love for me when I dare to approach God just as I am. The more I 
have the courage to meet God in this place of weakness, the more 
I will know myself to be truly and deeply loved by God. And the 
more deeply I know this love, the easier it will be to trust it as 
Christ did—preferring God’s will to my own.

Set the book aside for a moment and reflect on your knowing of 
God’s love. How much does this knowing form the foundation of 
your identity? In what ways do you experience Divine love? And 
how do you know it to be true even when you do not experience it?

If you do not like your answers to these questions—or if you feel 
stuck in this aspect of the journey—tell God how much you long 
to know perfect love. Pray that God will lead you to someone with 
whom you can share this desire, someone with the spiritual maturity 
to journey with you as you seek to know God’s love experientially.

Moving truths such as “God loves me” from our head to our 
heart is often difficult. It is possible, but only as we journey with 
others. The God who is Divine community is known only in 
human community. Deep knowing of perfect love, just like deep 
knowing of ourselves, demands that we be in relationships of 
spiritual friendship.5 No one should ever expect to make the 
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journey alone. And the knowing of self and God described in 
these pages depends on being accompanied by others on our 
journey into the heart of God.

Knowing Your Ignored Part-Selves
Genuinely transformational knowing of self always involves en-
countering and embracing previously unwelcomed parts of self. 
While we tend to think of ourselves as a single, unified self, what 
we call “I” is really a family of many part-selves. That in itself is not 
a particular problem. The problem lies in the fact that many of 
these part-selves are unknown to us. Even though they are usually 
known to others, we remain blissfully oblivious of their existence.

To say that we are a family of many part-selves is not the same 
as saying that we play different roles. Most of us know what it is 
to be a friend, employee, church member, and possibly a parent or 
a spouse. Each of these roles is different, and most of us can move 
between them effortlessly. This is not the problem.

The problem is that there are important aspects of our expe-
rience that we ignore. Many of us, like the woman mentioned in 
chapter two, refuse to face our feelings of shame. They make us feel 
too vulnerable. So we pretend they do not exist and hope they will 
go away. Or it may be our broken and wounded self that we try to 
deny. When we do so, however, these unwanted parts of self do not 
go away. They simply go into hiding.

If, for example, I only know my strong, competent self and am 
never able to embrace my weak or insecure self, I am forced to live 
a lie. I must pretend that I am strong and competent, not simply 
that I have strong and competent parts or that under certain cir-
cumstances I can be strong and competent. Similarly, if I refuse to 
face my deceitful self I live an illusion regarding my own integrity. 
Or if I am unwilling to acknowledge my prideful self, I live an il-
lusion of false modesty.
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There is enormous value in naming and coming to know these 
excluded parts of self. My playful self, my cautious self, my exhibi-
tionistic self, my pleasing self, my competitive self and many other 
faces of my self all are parts of me, whether I acknowledge their 
presence or not. Powerful conditioning in childhood encourages us 
to acknowledge only the most acceptable parts of our self. And 
parts of self that are not given a place at the family table become 
stronger, not weaker. Operating out of sight and beyond awareness, 
they have increasing influence on our behavior.

Christian spirituality involves acknowledging all our part-selves, 
exposing them to God’s love and letting him weave them into the 
new person he is making. To do this, we must be willing to welcome 
these ignored parts as full members of the family of self, giving 
them space at the family table and slowly allowing them to be 
softened and healed by love and integrated into the whole person 
we are becoming.

From Self to God
To illustrate this process of knowing self and embracing our un-
welcome part-selves, as well as the way it can lead to a knowing of 
God, let me tell the story of someone I will call Judith.

I first met Judith as a student in a course I was teaching at St. 
Michael’s University College, one of the affiliated Roman Catholic 
colleges of the University of Toronto. The course, Psychology and 
Christian Spirituality, was open to any of the fifty-five thousand 
undergraduate students at the university, and it was always inter-
esting to see who signed up for it. Judith introduced herself after 
the first lecture, identifying herself as a Jew who was on the road 
to becoming a Christian.

Judith had been raised in a secular Jewish home. Being a Jew, 
she said, was a matter of ethnicity, not religion. The latter had held 
no interest for her until quite recently. What had been of interest 
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was knowing herself. In addition to a major in psychology, she had 
been in psychoanalysis for several years and through this had 
come to meet herself in deep places. She told me of the courage 
she had developed as she learned to face the frightening parts of 
herself—her sexuality in particular. She also told me of the in-
creased freedom to love others and genuinely be herself that had 
resulted. But what really captured my attention was her decla-
ration that her work with an agnostic Jewish psychoanalyst had 
led her toward Christianity.

Judith’s interest in God began as a result of her analyst’s re-
peated encouragement to face truth. This, she said, was his thera-
peutic motto. As she learned to face the truth about herself, she 
became aware of spiritual longings that had long lain dormant and 
undetected. Her first step in responding to these was to explore 
Jewish spirituality by attending synagogue and beginning to read 
some of the Jewish mystics. After a while on this journey, she read 
something about the life of Teresa of Ávila, and this piqued her 
interest in Christianity. After reading Teresa’s Interior Castle, she 
began to devour as much of the classic literature of Christian 
spirituality as she could find. This was the point at which she 
enrolled in my course.

Judith did in fact become a Christian. And as she began to know 
and love the God she had first encountered in the lives of the 
Christian saints, her knowing of herself deepened. Most striking 
was the way discovering God’s acceptance of her in her totality 
aided the work she had been doing in psychoanalysis. Even her 
analyst commented on this fact. Encountering the frightening 
parts of herself in God’s presence and noting God’s embrace of all 
of her gave her the courage to slowly begin to undo her long-term 
repression of her sexuality. Bit by bit she dared bring her shameful 
and frightening part-selves into the circle of God’s loving embrace, 
and bit by bit she came to know both herself and God more deeply.
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Judith’s story is not as unusual as it may seem. All humans are 
created spiritual beings with deep longings to find their identity in 
God. Those who honestly seek to know themselves will inevitably 
encounter these longings and face choices about how to respond 
to them. Deep knowing of self gives opportunity for deep knowing 
of God, just as deep knowing of God gives opportunity for deep 
knowing of self. It turns out just as John Calvin said it would be.

Self-Acceptance and Self-Knowing
Allowing God to accept me just as I am helps me accept myself in 
the same way. This is essential for genuine spiritual transformation.

Self-acceptance and self-knowing are deeply interconnected. To 
truly know something about yourself, you must accept it. Even 
things about yourself that you most deeply want to change must 
first be accepted—even embraced. Self-transformation is always 
preceded by self-acceptance. And the self that you must accept is 
the self that you actually and truly are—before you start your self-
improvement projects!

Any hope that you can know yourself without accepting the 
things about you that you wish were not true is an illusion. Reality 
must be embraced before it can be changed. Our knowing of our-
selves will remain superficial until we are willing to accept our-
selves as God accepts us—fully and unconditionally, just as we are.

God’s acceptance of us as we are is not in any way in conflict 
with Divine longing for our wholeness. Nor is our acceptance of 
our self. But until we are prepared to accept the self we actually are, 
we block God’s transforming work of making us into our true self 
that is hidden in God. We must befriend the self we seek to know. 
We must receive it with hospitality, not hostility. No one—not even 
your own self—can be known apart from such a welcome.

Let me illustrate this by returning to the story of Peter. It is 
highly unlikely that his betrayal of Christ was his first encounter 
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with the fear that must have been behind this act. Almost certainly 
he had previously found himself in situations when fear made him 
back away from an action he wanted to take. Unless he had totally 
repressed these experiences, he would be able to recall them. 
However, possessing such information about himself would not 
have been the same as truly knowing himself.

The difference lies in self-acceptance. Until we are willing to 
accept the unpleasant truths of our existence, we rationalize or 
deny responsibility for our behavior. Thus, refusing to face and 
accept his cowardice and fear, Peter may, for example, have ex-
plained away cowardly acts by focusing on the circumstances. 
He could have followed the same strategy after his denial of 
Jesus. Perhaps that is what Jesus anticipated and sought to cir-
cumvent by his public prediction of Peter’s denial. But the 
choice of whether to accept reality and himself was Peter’s and 
his alone.

If God loves and accepts you as a sinner, how can you do less? 
You can never be other than who you are until you are willing to 
embrace the reality of who you are. Only then can you truly become 
who you are most deeply called to be.

Some Christians become quite upset at the suggestion that self-
acceptance must precede transformation. They argue that self-
acceptance is the exact opposite of what we are supposed to do to 
the parts of self that do not honor God. What we are supposed to 
do, they say, is crucify them, not embrace them.

Scriptures seem clear enough about the importance of cruci-
fying our sin nature (Romans 8:13). But attempts to eliminate 
things that we find in our self that we do not first accept as part of 
us rely on denial, not crucifixion. Crucifixion should be directed 
toward our sin nature. And we must first accept it as our nature, not 
simply human nature. Only after we genuinely know and accept 
everything we find within our self can we begin to develop the 
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discernment to know what should be crucified and what should be 
embraced as an important part of self.

Freud noted that things about ourselves that we refuse to ac-
knowledge are given increased power and influence by our failure 
to accept them. It is that which we avoid, he asserted, that will most 
tyrannize us. In this he was absolutely right. Self-acceptance does 
not increase the power of things that ultimately need to be elimi-
nated. Rather, it weakens them. It does so because it robs them of 
the power that they develop when they operate outside of awareness 
and outside the embrace of self-acceptance.

Before we can surrender ourselves we must become ourselves, 
for no one can give up what he or she does not first possess.6 Jesus 
puts it this way: “If you’re content with simply being yourself, you 
will become more than yourself ” (Luke 18:14 The Message). Before 
we can become our self we must accept our self, just as we are. 
Self-acceptance always precedes genuine self-surrender and self-
transformation.

Searching for the Spiritual Key
Nasrudin7—the protagonist of many Middle Eastern, Greek and 
Russian folktales—was approaching the door of his house one 
night when he suddenly realized he had lost his key. He tried to 
look around for it, but the night was so dark he could hardly see 
the ground. So he got down on his hands and knees and examined 
the ground where he was standing. But it was still too dark to see 
anything. Moving back toward a streetlamp, he again got down 
and began a meticulous examination of the area.

A friend came by and, noticing him, asked what he was doing. 
Nasrudin replied, “I lost my key and am looking for it.” So the 
friend too got down on his hands and knees and began to search.

After a while the friend asked, “Do you remember where you 
might have lost the key?”
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“Certainly,” answered Nasrudin. “I lost it in my house.”
“Then why are you looking for it out here?”
“Because,” answered Nasrudin, “the light is so much better here.”
We are all much more like Nasrudin than we like to acknowledge. 

We search for a missing spiritual key, but we tend to look for it 
outside of ourselves where it seems easiest to search. But the key is 
inside, in the dark.

Jesus said, “When you pray, go to your private room and, when 
you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in that secret 
place” (Matthew 6:6). The secret place where we encounter God in 
a truly transformational way is in our inner self. Prayer is meeting 
God in the darkness and solitude of that secret place. Nothing less 
than such an encounter with God in the depths of our soul will 
provide access to the deep knowing of both God and self that is 
our true home.

What makes this encounter possible is looking at God looking 
at us. As we see how deeply loved we are by God—in our depths, 
complexity, totality and sinfulness—we dare to allow God more 
complete access to the dark parts of our soul that most need trans-
formation. And God precedes us on this journey, waiting to meet 
us in the depths of our self.



four

Knowing Yourself as  
You Really Are

Knowing the depths of God’s personal love for each of us as 
individuals is the foundation of all genuine self-knowledge. 

But there is yet more to be learned from reflecting on how God 
knows us.

The self that God persistently loves is not my prettied-up 
pretend self but my actual self—the real me. But, master of 
delusion that I am, I have trouble penetrating my web of self-
deceptions and knowing this real me. I continually confuse it 
with some ideal self that I wish I were.

The roots of our pretend self lie in our childhood discovery that 
we can secure love by presenting ourselves in the most flattering 
light. A little girl hides her hatred of her brother because she knows 
that she should love him. This lack of integrity is then reinforced by 
her parents, who commend her loving behavior. A young boy denies 
his resentment after he fails to get something he desires. In so doing, 
he takes a step toward a loss of awareness of what he is really feeling. 
In short, we learn to fake it, appearing as we think important others 
want us to be and ignoring the evidence to the contrary.
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This may all seem quite innocent. However, it sheds its inno-
cence when we lose touch with our actual experience, because this 
always involves a diminishment of our grounding in reality.

Thomas Merton warns, “There is no greater disaster in the 
spiritual life than to be immersed in unreality, for life is main-
tained and nourished in us by our vital relation with reality.”1 The 
truly spiritual life is not an escape from reality but a total com-
mitment to it.

Most of us are quite willing to embrace reality when it fits with 
how we see ourselves and the world, and when it is not overly 
unpleasant. However, when our life experiences confront us with 
things about ourselves that we are unwilling to accept, we call on 
psychological defense mechanisms to help maintain a sense of 
safety and stability. While these unconscious strategies help with 
short-term coping, they block long-term growth. This is because 
they distort reality. Ultimately, their function is to protect us from 
unpleasant truth.

The human capacity for self-deception is astounding. This is 
taught by Scripture ( Jeremiah 17:9) and confirmed by psychology. 
Some people are highly skilled in deceiving others. However, their 
duplicity pales in comparison with the endlessly creative ways in 
which each and every one of us deceives our self.

Self-deception occurs automatically. This is part of what psy-
chologists mean when they say that the defense mechanisms op-
erate in the unconscious. It is also part of what theologians mean 
when they speak of original sin. We don’t really have to choose 
self-deception. It is—to use contemporary computer jargon—the 
default option.

We are usually quite adept at identifying self-deception in others. 
In someone else we easily see a rigid embrace of niceness at the 
expense of any acknowledgment of anger or resentment. This is the 
defense mechanism of reaction formation: some unacceptable 
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feeling or impulse is eliminated from awareness by our expression 
of its opposite. In another person we identify a rationalization 
when they give a good reason for their behavior but not the real 
reason. In yet someone else, a simple denial of feelings that are 
obviously present illustrates the most basic form of self-deception 
that exists.

Recognizing these same things in ourselves is much more dif-
ficult. The penetration of our delusions is enormously challenging. 
It requires a relentless commitment to truth and a deep sense of 
freedom from fear of rejection. Nothing facilitates this like the 
knowledge of being deeply loved.

Spiritual transformation involves the purification of sight. Jesus 
said that if our eye is healthy, our whole body will be full of light 
(Luke 11:34). We have to learn to see—and accept—what is really 
there. Stripping away our illusions is part of this process, as it re-
orients us toward reality. To see God as God is—not as who we 
want God to be—requires that we see our self as we actually are. 
For the same cloud of illusions obscures our view of both God and 
ourselves.

Knowing Yourself as a Sinner
Knowing ourselves as we really are inevitably brings us up against 
what the Bible calls sin. It doesn’t take much self-awareness to 
recognize that there are some very basic things about us that are 
not as they should be. Let me speak for myself. I do things I do not 
want to do and seem incapable of doing other things that I wish 
to do. I seem to be programmed for selfishness and egocentricity, 
not love. If I am honest, I must admit that my motivation is never 
as pure or noble as I wish it to appear. My ability to realize my 
potential as a person made in God’s image seems to be sabotaged 
by some inner agenda over which I have no control. This is an 
important part of what it means to be a sinner.
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Daily experience impresses upon me the painful fact that my 
heart has listened to the serpent instead of God. As James Finley 
says with brutal honesty, “There is something in me that puts on 
fig leaves of concealment, kills my brother, builds towers of con-
fusion, and brings cosmic chaos upon the earth. There is something 
in me that loves darkness rather than light, that rejects God and 
thereby rejects my own deepest reality as a human person made in 
the image and likeness of God.”2

Some Christians base their identity on being a sinner. I think 
they have it wrong—or only half right. You are not simply a sinner; 
you are a deeply loved sinner. And there is all the difference in the 
world between the two.

Sin is a corollary to our primary status as greatly loved children 
of God. First we were loved into being, created in the good and 
sinless image of our Creator God. And although sin damaged that 
which had been utterly good, it allowed us to discover that God’s 
love is directed toward us just as we are, as sinners. The sequence is 
important. We must never confuse the secondary fact with the 
primary truth.

Real knowing of ourselves can only occur after we are convinced 
that we are deeply loved precisely as we are. The fact that God loves 
and knows us as sinners makes it possible for us to know and love 
our self as sinner. It all starts with knowing God’s love.

For it to be meaningful, knowing ourselves as sinners must in-
volve more than knowing that we commit certain sins. Sin is more 
basic than what we do. Sin is who we are. In this regard we could 
say that sin is fundamentally a matter of ontology (being), not 
simply morality. To be a human is to be a sinner. It is to be broken, 
damaged goods that carry within our deepest self a fundamental, 
fatal flaw—a flaw that masks our original creation goodness and 
infects our very being.

If all we know about ourselves is the specific sins we commit, our 
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self-understanding remains superficial. Focusing on sins leads to 
what Dallas Willard describes as the gospel of sin management3—
a resolve to avoid sin and strategies to deal with guilt when this 
inevitably proves unsuccessful. But Christian spiritual transfor-
mation is much more radical than sin avoidance. And the knowing 
of self that is required for such transformation is much deeper.

Knowing our sinfulness becomes most helpful when we get 
behind sins to our core sin tendencies. Now we shift our focus from 
behavior to the heart.

Getting Behind Sins to Sin
Stuart was a pastor who came to me for psychotherapy for a sexual 
addiction. He felt tremendously guilty about his longstanding use 
of pornography but also felt totally helpless to change it. After 
years of confessing his sin, praying for help and then falling back 
into old habits, he had concluded that he must leave the ministry. 
His bishop had encouraged him to see me before making a final 
decision. In desperation, and with very little hope, he agreed.

Our work together took Stuart down a dark and difficult path 
of self-understanding. Behind the sexual addiction we discovered 
a longing for intimacy, not a reservoir of lust. His marriage pro-
vided as much genuine intimacy as he could tolerate, but in fantasy 
he sought ways of experiencing intimacy that did not make the 
demands on him of a real relationship. More important, however, 
we discovered a high degree of resentment and a strong sense of 
entitlement. As we explored this, he became aware of a feeling that 
he deserved something better than he was experiencing. It was this 
that ultimately led us to his core sin tendency—pride.

At root, Stuart was deeply bitter that no one recognized how 
special he was. As we explored this feeling, he was able to trace it 
back to childhood. He had felt overlooked in his large family of six 
siblings. He had been the responsible one who took care of ev-
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eryone else, but no one seemed to appreciate him for this. He had 
also been the one with the most marked accomplishments, but 
again, no one seemed to take any special note of this fact.

Stuart had learned to cover his resentment over his unnoticed 
specialness with a mask of false humility. But beneath this lay a 
smoldering fire of bitterness. Pride suggested that he deserved 
special treatment. When he didn’t get this, he withdrew in hurt and 
anger. This, in turn, led to a sense of being cut off and deprived of 
intimacy. And this was behind his attraction to pornography.

Discovering that he longed for intimacy, not simply sexual grat-
ification, was not in itself transformational for Stuart. However, 
accepting the emotionally needy little boy who longed for and yet 
feared loving embrace was. Confronting the depths of his pride 
and sense of entitlement was enormously difficult. But Stuart 
began to find freedom only when he accepted himself as he found 
himself to be accepted by God—in the midst of his sin.

Stuart illustrates how genuine acceptance brings clarity and dis-
cernment about the nature of our problems. For years he had 
sought to crucify his sexual desires, being convinced that they were 
the core of his problem. But rather than crucifying his sexuality, he 
needed to embrace it, hospitably receiving this very important part 
of himself and thus allowing it to be integrated within the fabric 
of the total self. He needed to welcome back this wayward part of 
self that had become wild and untamed from so many years in exile. 
Treated like the enemy, his sexuality had begun to function like the 
enemy. But once he accepted that he was not a sexual monster, just 
a normal male with normal sexual needs, his sexual needs seemed 
to recede in strength and prominence.

Discovering our core sin tendencies is helpful because it lets us 
deal with our problems at their root. But even more than this, it is 
helpful because discovery of our core sin tendencies will inevitably 
fill us with such despair and hopelessness that we will have no 
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option but to turn to God. Spiritual transformation does not result 
from fixing our problems. It results from turning to God in the 
midst of them and meeting God just as we are. Turning to God is 
the core of prayer. Turning to God in our sin and shame is the heart 
of spiritual transformation.

The most important part of my work with Stuart was helping 
him feel free enough from judgment to risk honesty and awareness. 
Some of his discoveries about himself made him immediately feel 
hopeful. He felt that way as he began to understand the nonsexual 
nature of his addiction to pornography. Seeing it in a completely 
new light gave him new optimism as it suggested a new way to 
approach what had become an intractable problem. But other dis-
coveries—particularly his new awareness of his sense of entitlement 
and the core of pride—left him feeling utterly overwhelmed, hu-
miliated and hopeless. These things seemed to come from a place 
so deep within himself that he despaired of ever being able to do 
anything to fix them.

This insight was truly a gift. For it allowed him to meet God 
where God was already waiting to meet him—in the core of his 
brokenness and sin.

An Ancient Aid to Deep Knowing of Our Sin
One tool that many people have found helpful in identifying basic 
sin tendencies is an ancient approach to understanding personality 
called the Enneagram4 (pronounced “any-a-gram”). Unlike clas-
sifications of personality that are based on traits,5 the organizing 
principle of the Enneagram is deeper and less attractive. It zeroes 
in on the fatal flaw, or basic sin, of each of nine personality types. 
No one should work with the Enneagram if what they seek is 
flattery. But no one should fail to do so if what they seek is deep 
knowing of self.

Our sinfulness is never simply reducible to one temptation. But 
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the assumption behind the Enneagram is that underlying every-
thing we do is one major temptation that is particular to us. And 
until we see it for what it is, we will inevitably give in to this temp-
tation and live in bondage to it.

The core sins identified by the Enneagram are each associated 
with a core need.6 The needs are basic human needs, such as a need 
for love, for security or for perfection. The sin consists in making 
these something of ultimate value—that is, making them into God.

• Ones need to be perfect and, discovering that neither they nor 
anything else in their world is perfect, are tempted by self-
righteous anger. A good biblical example of this type is Paul.

• Twos need to be loved and needed, and their competence in 
making this happen sets them up for pride. Martha is a good 
biblical example of a Two.

• Threes need to be successful and are tempted to deceit, as they 
do whatever they have to do to avoid failure and appear in the 
best possible light. Jacob illustrates this type.

• Fours need to be special and are tempted toward envy, escapist 
fantasy and a compromise of authenticity. Joseph, the Old Tes-
tament patriarch, illustrates this type.

• Fives need knowledge, long for fulfillment, and are tempted by 
greed, stinginess and critical detachment. Thomas, the so-called 
doubting disciple, fits this pattern.

• Sixes need security and are tempted by fear, self-doubt and cow-
ardice. Timothy is a good example of a Six.

• Sevens need to avoid pain and are tempted by gluttony and in-
temperance. Solomon is a biblical example of this type.

• Eights need power, self-reliance and opportunities to be against 
something and are tempted by lust, arrogance and the desire to 
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possess and control others. King Saul is a good illustration of an 
Eight.

• Nines need to maintain emotional peace and avoid initiative and 
are tempted by laziness, comfortable illusions and being overly 
accommodating. Jonah illustrates this type.

I first discovered the Enneagram in 1988, during a period of some 
intense personal spiritual work. As often happens, the first type I 
identified as I sought to find myself within the system was wrong.7 
Unable to face deeper truths about myself, I identified with several 
superficial traits that were true of me—but not my deepest truth.

In the language of the Enneagram, I first thought I was a Five. 
The core sin of this type is greed, and I was able to see how, despite 
massive denial of this, I was in fact significantly motivated by 
greed. Many aspects of the personality style of Fives also fit quite 
well for me. These are people who tend to live in their head, ob-
serving life with detachment, objectivity and insight. With a vora-
cious hunger for knowledge, their quest to understand the world 
and themselves is relentless. However, at times it keeps them from 
both intimacy with others and genuine and deep knowing of 
themselves. All this fits me. But by identifying with this type I was 
also protecting myself from a more painful encounter with my 
deepest sin tendencies.

Another type where I felt a good fit was a One. At this point in 
my life I was just beginning to understand and face my anger, and 
anger is the root sin of Ones. I could also identify with the core 
temptation to perfection and to doing the right thing for the wrong 
reason. Clearly there was some of the moralist in me, even if I was 
working hard to keep it under control. And I could identify with 
the tendency to become overly serious, dutiful and responsible. It 
seemed like a relatively good fit.

I also felt I saw a good deal of myself in the Two—people whose 
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root sin is pride and whose core temptation is to flattery and help-
fulness that is ultimately more self-serving than they recognize. 
Needing others to like them, Twos are tempted to manipulate 
others into needing them in some way or another. In general, they 
control others by pleasing them. Many of these things seemed like 
a reasonably good fit for me.

But although we all fit all nine types to some extent or another, 
“reasonably good fits” always mean that you have not yet been able 
to truly face the depths of your illusions and basic sin. Continued 
prayerful reflection on what I was learning about myself from the 
Enneagram slowly suggested that where I really fit was with Type 
Three. As is always the case when one finds one’s true type within 
the Enneagram, this was initially accompanied by a horrifying 
sense of humiliation. How could I dare name my basic sin as 
deceit? How willing I suddenly was to own any of the other eight 
basic sins! How profoundly exposed I suddenly felt!

Threes are not necessarily liars. It is simply that out of our pro-
found fear of failure we tend to be good at putting the best possible 
spin on things. Consequently we are never quite as healthy, com-
petent, successful or whatever else we value as we appear. This is 
the core of our deception. We also worship at the shrine of effi-
ciency, and we usually do pretty well at measuring up against this 
rather arbitrary self-established criterion of success. Appearances 
count for Threes. We don’t so much tell lies as we tend to live them.

Ouch! I knew I had found my type—my basic sin pattern.
The truth is that none of these types is worse or more sinful 

than another. And none is more beyond redemption than an-
other. While our basic personality type and core sinful temp-
tation appears to remain constant over a lifetime, there is no 
question that we can move toward greater freedom and wholeness 
within the framework of who we are. This is the process of spir-
itual transformation.
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Spiritual transformation, not self-knowledge, is the goal of 
Christian spirituality. With God’s help we need to break through 
our illusions and see ourselves as we truly are in relation to God.

A complete knowing of our self in relation to God includes 
knowing three things: our self as deeply loved (dealt with in chapter 
three), our self as deeply sinful (the focus of this chapter), and our 
self as in a process of being redeemed and restored (which will be 
explored in chapter six). Facing these deep truths about ourselves 
makes it possible for us to accept and know ourselves as we are 
accepted and known by God.

Prayerful Reflection
Genuinely knowing your self as you are known by God can be 
quite frightening. But if God knows you and still loves you deeply, 
there is hope that you can do the same! Genuine self-knowledge 
is available to all who (1) genuinely desire it, (2) are willing to 
prayerfully reflect on their experience and (3) have the courage to 
meet themselves and God in solitude.

If your self-knowledge is limited, prayerfully reflect on which of 
these three prerequisites is most deficient. If you hunger to know 
yourself more deeply, continue the daily prayer review suggested in 
chapter two. Also, watch for times when you can be alone with 
yourself and God. Often these times are already in the rhythm of 
your week but are filled with distractions to protect you from sol-
itude. Some people have music on whenever they are alone. Others 
turn to their computer, television or their phone in ways that serve 
the same soul-numbing purposes. The possibilities for avoiding 
solitude are endless.

After prayerful reflection to identify the things you use to avoid 
solitude, covenant with God and yourself to set aside some time to 
simply be still with God in the depths of yourself. Don’t give yourself 
any agenda for this time other than sitting with God in silence.
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Begin with a simple prayer asking God to help you be still. Don’t 
feel you need to fill your time with words or thoughts; just remain 
still and believe that you are in God’s presence whether you sense 
it or not.

At the end of the time—not during it—write your experience 
in your journal. Note your thoughts, reactions and feelings and 
then give them up to God. The point is not analysis but identifi-
cation and release. Note them for what they are and then give them 
to God. Self-knowledge is God’s gift, not the result of your intro-
spection. Remember, this is not self-therapy. It is spending time 
with God and allowing God to meet you and help you know 
yourself as you are known.

There is no substitute for meeting God in your depths if you 
really desire this knowing. Praying that you might see your self as 
God sees you takes courage. But if done with the deep assurance 
that the self you seek to know is already known and deeply loved 
by God, it is absolutely possible. And remember, it is in the depths 
of your self that God waits to meet you with transforming love.



five

Unmasking Your False Self

The ideal of authenticity is something like the ideal of per-
fection. All of us have some idea of what we are talking about 

without ever having had any direct personal experience of it.
What we do know from personal experience is how to scramble 

after what we think is our best shot at personal fulfillment. We all 
seek a way of being that will lead to happiness. The reality is, 
however, that not all routes are equally authentic. If there is a way 
of being that is true to my deepest self, then there are also many 
other ways that are false.

Everything that is false about us arises from our belief that our 
deepest happiness will come from living life our way, not God’s 
way. Although we may say we want to trust God and surrender to 
his will, deep down we doubt that God is really capable of securing 
our happiness.

Personal Style
Early on in life most of us learn to take care of our own needs and 
satisfactions. We develop what Thomas Keating calls a personal 
emotional program.1 This is our plan for coping with life and 
achieving happiness. It is our best guess about what we need to do 
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in order to feel good about our self. It is our strategy for meeting 
our basic needs for love, survival, power and control.

Our basic style is often built around the things that were rein-
forced for us as children. It usually starts with the things we do well. 
Over time our repertoire of competencies grows, and we learn to 
live in a way that we think will work for us. This becomes “our way,” 
or what we simply think of as who we are.

The problem is not that we do certain things well and have 
competencies and qualities that make us special. The problem lies 
in the inordinate investment that we place in this image and way 
of being.

At the core of the false self is a desire to preserve an image of 
our self and a way of relating to the world. This is our personal 
style—how we think of ourselves and how we want others to see 
us and think of us. I may have an image of myself as rational and 
careful. This will be at the core of my basic style. Alternately, my 
most prized trait might be my fitness, my intelligence or my sense 
of humor. Or it could be that my investment is in an image of 
someone who is loving, artistic, unpredictable, creative, fashionable, 
absent-minded, serious, spiritual or impulsive. Typically the trait 
that we prize is in fact part of who we are. But the truth always is 
that this trait is simply one among many. We live a lie when we 
make it the sum of our being.

Our false self is built on an inordinate attachment to an image 
of our self that we think makes us special. The problem is the at-
tachment, not having qualities that make us unique. Richard Rohr 
suggests that the basic question we must ask is whether we are 
prepared to be other than our image of our self.2 If not, we will live 
in bondage to our false self.

As an example of this life of bondage to a false self, consider Saul 
before his conversion and new identity as Paul. Ambitious, fanati-
cally zealous and homicidally ruthless, Saul was the terror of first-
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century Christians. The Acts of the Apostles describes him as 
working for the total destruction of the church, going house to 
house arresting followers of Christ and sending them to prison or 
execution (Acts 8:1-3).

Saul’s falsity is seen most clearly in the light of what was true in 
Paul. The persistence of Saul’s hatred pointed to a life that was 
badly out of alignment, but what exactly was wrong? In retrospect 
I would suggest that he was consumed by personal ambition.

Saul was making a name for himself. He wanted to be known 
as the one who single-handedly saved Judaism from the heresy of 
Christianity. What changed when he met Christ on the Damascus 
Road was that his prodigious talents and extraordinary level of 
passion were redirected away from the kingdom of self to the 
kingdom of God. In this redirection he found freedom from the 
tyranny of his private ambition. He found his true self.

No longer driven by hatred, he was now compelled by love. His 
life as Paul showed much of the same dogged determination that 
was seen in his life as Saul. But now it was not his ambition to 
make his mark and do it his way that propelled him forward. In-
stead it was his longing to reach what he described as the mark of 
the high calling of God in Christ Jesus (Philippians 3:14 kjv).

The Challenge of Authenticity
Something else that we know from experience is how to hide and 
how to pretend. At some point in childhood we all make the pow-
erful discovery that we can manipulate the truth about ourselves. 
Initially it often takes the form of a simple lie—frequently a denial 
of having done something. But of more importance to the devel-
opment of the false self is the discovery that our ability to hide isn’t 
limited to what we say or don’t say. We learn to pretend. We dis-
cover the art of packaging our self.

We learn that even if we feel afraid, we can appear to be brave. 
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We also learn to cloak hate with apparent love, anger with apparent 
calm, and indifference with apparent sympathy. In short, we learn 
how to present our self in the best possible light—a light designed 
to create a favorable impression and maintain our self-esteem.

While this might seem quite benign, the dark side of pretending 
is that what begins as a role becomes an identity. Initially the masks 
we adopt reflect how we want others to see us. Over time, however, 
they come to reflect how we want to see our self. But by this point 
we have thoroughly confused the mask and our actual experience. 
Our masks have become our reality, and we have become our lies. 
In short, we have lost authenticity and adopted an identity based 
on illusion. We have become a house of smoke and mirrors.

Few things are more difficult to discern and dismantle than our 
most cherished illusions. And none of our illusions are harder to 
identify than those that lie at the heart of our false self. The false 
self is like the air we breathe. We have become so accustomed to 
its presence that we are no longer aware of it. It is as elusive as the 
wind, seeming to disappear when the light of attention is shined 
in its direction.

The only hope for unmasking the falsity that resides at the core 
of our being is a radical encounter with truth. Nothing other than 
truth is strong enough to dispel illusion. And only the Spirit of 
Truth can save us from the consequences of having listened to the 
serpent rather than God.

Listening to the Serpent
The Genesis account of the temptation of Adam and Eve helps us 
understand how we become the lies we choose to believe. The story 
tells of a serpent that, knowing our first parents wanted to be like 
God, offered them a way to achieve this. Their desire to be like God 
was not in itself the problem. For God had created them in the 
Divine image and wanted them to be like God. However, God’s 
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gift of likeness was quite different from that offered by the deceiver.
The core of the lie that Adam and Eve believed was that they 

could be like God without God. But without God the most we can 
ever do is make ourselves into a god. The truth is that we cannot 
be like God by means of a spiritual coup of Divine authority and 
sovereignty. James Finley puts it this way:

Any expression of self-proclaimed likeness to God is for-
bidden us, not because it breaks some law arbitrarily decreed 
by God, but because such an action is tantamount to a fun-
damental, death-dealing, ontological lie. We are not God. We 
are not our own origin, nor are we our own ultimate ful-
fillment. To claim to be so is a suicidal act that wounds our 
faith relationship with the living God and replaces it with a 
futile faith in a self that can never exist.3

Paradoxically, Adam and Eve got what they wanted—to be like 
God without God, likeness that was based on independence rather 
than surrender. This is why we must be very careful about what we 
desire. We might just get it!

However, what we get when we choose a way of being that is 
separate from God is the life of the lie. It is a lie because the au-
tonomy that it promises is an illusion. We do not become free of 
God by a disregard of Divine will. Instead, by such disregard we 
forge the chains of our bondage.

What we get when we choose a way of being that is separate from 
God is the life of the false self. What Saul got when he chose his way 
over God’s way was a self whose significance depended on accom-
plishments of heroic proportions—the destruction of the church. 
What Stuart (whose story I told in chapter four) got was an illusory 
sense of specialness based on the gratifications of pornography.

The false self is the tragic result of trying to steal something 
from God that we did not have to steal. Had we dared to trust 
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God’s goodness, we would have discovered that everything we 
could ever most deeply long for would be ours in God. Trying to 
gain more than the everything God offers, we end up with less 
than nothing. Rejecting God, we end up with a nest of lies and 
illusions. Displacing God, we become a god unto our self. We 
become a false self.

Coping with Nakedness
With the self that is created in God’s likeness rejected, our false self 
is the self we develop in our own likeness. This is the person we 
would like to be—a person of our own creation, the person we 
would create if we were God. But such a person cannot exist, be-
cause he or she is an illusion.

Basing identity on an illusion has profound consequences. 
Sensing its fundamental unreality, the false self wraps itself in 
experience—experiences of power, pleasure and honor. Intuiting 
that it is but a shadow, it seeks to convince itself of its reality by 
equating itself with what it does and achieves. Basil Pennington 
suggests that the core of the false self is the belief that my value 
depends on what I have, what I can do and what others think of 
me.4 Thomas Merton describes this as “winding experiences 
around myself . . . like bandages in order to make myself percep-
tible to myself and to the world, as if I were an invisible body 
that could only become visible when something visible covered 
its surface.”5

Because it is hollow at the core, the life of a false self is a life of 
excessive attachments. Seeking to avoid implosion and nonbeing, 
the false self grasps for anything that appears to have substance and 
then clings to these things with the tenacity of a drowning man 
clutching a life ring. One person might cling to his possessions, 
accomplishments or space. Another may cling to her dreams, 
memories or friendships. Any of these things can be either a 
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blessing or a curse. They are a blessing when they are held in open 
hands of gratitude. They become a curse when they are grasped in 
clenched fists of entitlement and viewed as “me” or “mine.”

Saul clung to his zeal and force of will. Sounding like the pro-
totypical Enneagram Type One that he was, after his conversion 
he described this as his desire to attain perfection by the strength 
of his efforts (Philippians 3:6-9). What a relief it must have been 
for him to replace the perfection he had sought through hard work 
with “the perfection that comes through faith in Christ, and is 
from God” (Philippians 3:9).

We think of our attachments as anchors of well-being. We feel 
good when we are surrounded by what seem like innocent indul-
gences and think they secure a state of pleasure that would not be 
ours without them. In reality, however, they sabotage our happiness 
and are hazardous to both our spiritual health and our psycho-
logical health.

Attachments undermine our freedom, making our contentment 
and joy dependent on their presence. If my “innocent indulgence” 
is being surrounded by the latest high-tech gadgetry, I feel good 
when I get a new toy and not good when I see a newer version on 
the market and am unable to get it. An attachment to style, fashion 
and good taste operates the same way, making my happiness de-
pendent on external things. Attachments imprison us in falsity as 
we follow the flickering sirens of desire.

Spiritually, attachments serve as idols: we invest in objects and 
experiences that should be invested only in God. Anything that is 
grasped is afforded value beyond actual worth, value that is ulti-
mately stolen from God.

Ultimately, attachments are ways of coping with the feelings of 
vulnerability, shame and inadequacy that lie at the core of our false 
ways of being. Like Adam and Eve, our first response to our 
awareness of nakedness is to grab whatever is closest and quickly 
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cover our nakedness. We hide behind the fig leaves of our false self. 
This is the way we package our self to escape the painful awareness 
of our nakedness.

The problem with the false self is that it works. It helps us forget 
that we are naked. Before long, we are no longer aware of the un-
derlying vulnerability and become comfortable once again.

But God wants something better than fig leaves for us. God 
wants us to be aware of our helplessness so we can know that we 
need Divine help. God’s deepest desire for us is to replace our fig 
leaves with garments of durability and beauty (Genesis 3:21). Yet 
we cling to our fig-leaf false self. We believe that we know how to 
take care of our needs better than God.

Recognizing Your False Self
While other people’s excessive attachments and personal falsity 
often seem glaringly apparent, it is never easy to know the lies of 
our own life. There are, however, some trustworthy clues if we dare 
to be honest enough to face them.

One of these is defensiveness. Because of its fundamental unre-
ality, the false self needs constant bolstering. Touchiness dependably 
points us to false ways of being. And the more prickly a person you 
are, the more you are investing in the defense of a false self.

Some people bristle easily if they are not taken seriously, thus 
betraying a need for others to see the self-importance that is so 
obvious to them. Others take themselves too seriously, perhaps 
being unable to laugh at themselves. Both reactions suggest ego 
inflation. Others have learned to mask these outward displays of 
defensiveness, but inner reactions of annoyance or irritation still 
point toward the presence of a false self.

I have always disliked being called Dave. Sometimes I correct 
people who do so. More often I simply remind myself how trivial 
the matter is and attempt to ignore my irritation. The obvious 
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question, though, is why I am making such a big deal out of one 
consonant at the end of a name!

The answer points back to the core of my false self. David—I 
confess—seems to fit better with the image of seriousness I want 
to project. Dave seems too common and ordinary, perhaps too fa-
miliar. In the puffed-up state of self-importance associated with 
my false self, I want to be unique and I want to be important. I 
don’t want to be content with ordinary.

That’s how the false self works. Its touchiness is predictable. Pet-
tiness is one of its most stable characteristics. The things that bother 
us most about others—our pet peeves—also point toward falsity in 
our own self.  The speck that bothers me in the life of someone else 
is almost always the log in my own eye (Matthew 7:3).

If laziness in others is what really bothers me, there is a good 
chance that discipline and performance form a core part of the 
false self that I embrace with tenacity. If it is playfulness and spon-
taneity in others that I find most annoying, then seriousness may 
be a central part of the self I protect and seek to project. If it is 
moral disregard that is particularly irritating in others, my false self 
is probably built around moral rectitude and self-righteousness. 
And if emotionality in others is what I most despise, emotional 
control is probably central to the script I have chosen to live.

Another clue to the nature of our false self is the pattern of 
our compulsions. Everyone tends to be compulsive about some-
thing, and for most of us it is what we think we most need. One 
person may compulsively pursue success or esteem, while an-
other may invest the same energy in avoiding pain or emotional 
unpleasantness. There is nothing wrong with any of these things. 
The problem with compulsions is that they represent excessive 
attachments. They often involve a good that is elevated to the 
status of the supreme good by the disproportionate importance 
we attach to it.
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Perfection may be desirable if welcomed as God’s work in us, but 
not as an outcome of the relentless effort people like Saul tend to 
expend to produce it. Love is certainly also an unquestionable good, 
but the compulsive effort to always be loving that characterizes 
others reflects a denial of their humanity and always comes at the 
expense of authenticity. Similarly, success, beauty, knowledge, se-
curity, pleasure, self-reliance and contentment are all good things, 
but not the supreme good that we make them when we invest in 
them inordinately.

The most basic function of our compulsions is to help us pre-
serve our false self. But maintaining this illusion is the source of all 
our unhappiness. As Basil Pennington observes, unhappiness is 
always a result of “not being able to do something I want to do, 
have something I want to have, or concern about what others will 
think of me.”6 This brings us back to the core of the false self—
placing my value in what I have, what I can do and what others 
think of me.

The Illusion of the False Self
Perhaps an illustration will help clarify these false ways of being. 
While I would rather tell someone else’s story, my own is the one 
I know best.

The root of my false self was the childhood discovery that by 
being a good boy I could earn love. Of course, learning how to 
interpret “good” took some time. A false self is never established 
overnight! However, over time the interaction of the dynamics of 
my family and of my personality suggested ways of wrapping my 
naked and vulnerable self with successive layers of accomplishment 
to secure love.

The problem was that these strategies worked. The more I ac-
complished, the more people seemed to like me. Consequently, I 
became better and better at being the little performing boy that I 



Unmasking Your False Self 79

thought people would like. This gave me some distance from the 
abyss of feeling like a nobody. Even more important, it gave me a 
way of being not just a somebody, but somebody special. Tragically, 
however, it kept me from discovering just how likable I was 
without any effort to look good. And it set me up on a treadmill 
of performance.

Securing love by generating accomplishments leaves one de-
pendent on the potentially fickle response of others. As I look back, 
it seems I put a spin on this as I shifted from seeking love to 
seeking respect, something that I unconsciously realized made the 
supply of love even more secure. While love is freely given, respect 
is earned.

My longstanding investment in being respected has been an 
attempt to control my environment and guarantee the sense of 
specialness to which I have become addicted. The bondage in any 
false self is the bondage of having to keep up the illusion. I am not 
simply an overachieving good boy. I am not my accomplishments. 
The things I can do or have done do not make me special. In fact, 
the attempt to define myself by my accomplishments is as boringly 
common as it gets!

My compulsive pursuit of accomplishments and the respect of 
people who are important to me suffocates the life of my true self. 
It binds and inhibits my growth and restricts my freedom. It is 
important for me to remember that I am a human being, not a 
human doing. My worth lies in who I am, not what I can do or how 
I am seen by others. This is the truth of my existence.

A Divine Battle with the False Self
If Jesus was—as Christians believe—both fully man and fully God, 
he too had to battle with the false self. He too must have been 
tempted by false ways of being and excessive attachments to his 
personal style. In his humanity, his identity in the love of the Father 
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could not have been obvious from the first moments of con-
sciousness as an infant. He had to find himself and in so doing 
must have been tempted by many false ways of living his life.

We know this to be true because we have a record of some of 
those temptations. Pennington suggests that the well-known ac-
count of the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness (Matthew 
4:1-11) is best understood as his struggles with three major po-
tential false selves.7

After forty days of fasting, Jesus would have been ravenous. The 
first attempted seduction of the tempter was to turn stones into 
bread—a temptation to power. But Jesus said no to the invitation 
to establish his identity on the basis of his doing, particularly doing 
something that was independent of submission to the authority of 
God. Jesus had, Pennington notes, “a better food”—the Word of 
God (Matthew 4:4).

Then the tempter invited him to throw himself from the top of 
the temple into the crowds below, so they would immediately rec-
ognize him as the Messiah. Again Jesus rejected the temptation. 
He chose not to base his identity on prestige. And in so doing he 
took a further step to anchor his identity in the Father, not in what 
people thought of him.

Finally the tempter offered him all the kingdoms of the world. 
But once again Jesus rejected the offer, refusing to find his identity 
in possessions. He knew himself in terms of poverty of spirit and 
the loving will of the Father. He knew, therefore, that power was a 
poor substitute for this.

Jesus knew who he was in God. He could therefore resist temp-
tations to live out of a false center based on power, prestige or 
possessions. By resisting these false ways of being, Jesus was moving 
toward an identity grounded in his relationship to the Father—an 
identity in which his calling became obvious as he came to under-
stand who he really was.
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Coming out of Hiding
Every moment of every day of our life God wanders in our inner 
garden, seeking our companionship. The reason God can’t find us 
is that we are hiding in the bushes of our false self. God’s call to us 
is gentle and persistent: “Where are you? Why are you hiding?”

The more we identify with our psychologically and socially con-
structed self, the more deeply we hide from God, ourselves and 
others. But because of the illusory nature of the false self, most of 
the time we are not aware that we are hiding. Coming out of hiding 
requires that we embrace the vulnerabilities that first sent us scur-
rying for cover. As long as we try to pretend that things are not as 
they are, we choose falsity. The first step out of the bushes is always, 
then, a step toward honesty with our self.

We all tend to fashion a god who fits our falsity. If my false self 
is built on an image of moral rectitude, I will tend to bolster this 
by casting God in the same light. Or if my investment is in an 
image of self as whimsical, spontaneous and playful, it is almost 
inevitable that I develop a picture of God painted with these same 
colors. Having first created a self in the image of our own making, 
we then set out to create the sort of a god who might in fact create 
us. Such is the perversity of the false self.

Coming out of hiding is accepting God on God’s own terms. 
Doing so is the only route to truly being our unique self-in-Christ.

If this is your desire, take a few moments to do two things.
First, ask God to help you see what makes you feel most vul-

nerable and most like running for cover. It may be conflict. Or 
perhaps it is failure, pain, emotional upset or loss of face. Allow 
yourself to feel the distress that would be present if you did not 
avoid these things. Then, listening to God’s invitation to come out 
of the bushes in which you are hiding, step out and allow God to 
embrace you just as you are.

Second, prayerfully reflect on the image of your self to which 
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you are most attached. Consider how you like to think about 
yourself, what you are most proud of about yourself. Ask God to 
help you see the ways you use these things to defend against 
feelings of vulnerability. And then ask God to prepare you to trust 
enough to let go of these fig leaves of your personal style.

There is an alternative to the false self. And it takes less energy 
and work. The way of being that is based on our life in Christ is a 
way of truth that leads to our vocation and to our deepest possible 
fulfillment.



six

Becoming Your True Self

T he true self is the exact opposite of all that I have described as the 
false self. The true self is who, in reality, you are and who you are 

becoming. It is not something you need to construct through a 
process of self-improvement or deconstruct by means of psycho-
logical analysis. It is not an object to be grasped. Nor is it an archetype 
to be actualized. It is not even some inner, hidden part of you. Rather, 
it is your total self as you were created by God and as you are being 
redeemed in Christ. It is the image of God that you are—the unique 
face of God that has been set aside from eternity for you.

We do not find our true self by seeking it. Rather, we find it 
by seeking God. For as I have said, in finding God we find our 
truest and deepest self. The anthropological question (Who am 
I?) and the theological question (Who is God?) are fundamen-
tally inseparable.1 It is by losing our self in God that we discover 
our true identity.

There is no true life apart from relationship to God. Therefore 
there can be no true self apart from this relationship. The foun-
dation of our identity resides in our life-giving relationship with 
the Source of life. Any identity that exists apart from this rela-
tionship is an illusion.
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The False Self The True Self

Security and significance 
achieved by what we have, what 
we can do and what others 
think of us

Security and significance 

achieved by being deeply loved 

by God

Happiness sought in autonomy 

from God and in attachments

Fulfillment found in surrender to 

God and living our vocation

Identity is our idealized self 

(who we want others to think 

we are)

Identity is who we are—and are 

becoming—in Christ

Achieved by means of pretense 

and practice

Received as a gift with gratitude 

and surrender

Maintained by effort and control Maintained by grace

Embraces illusion as a means of 

attempting to become a god

Embraces reality as the place of 

meeting and being transformed 

by God

An Identity Grounded in God
Because the true self can exist only in relation to God, we see its 
clearest expression in the one person who lived his whole life 
closely and consistently in relation to God—Jesus. Jesus is the True 
Self who shows us by his life how to find our self in relation to God. 
The self we find hidden in Christ is our true self, because Christ is 
the source of our being and ground of our true identity (1 Corin-
thians 15:22).

No one is born with an identity, and Jesus was no exception. 
Some people worry that an exploration of the humanity of Jesus 
compromises his divinity. But being fully man and fully God 
means that he was nothing less than fully human.2 And being fully 
human meant that he, like all humans, had to discover who he was. 
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Even Jesus had to find his way, his self. What do we know about 
how he did so?

The Gospels tell us remarkably little about his childhood. 
Apart from a few stories of visitors during infancy and the fam-
ily’s movements to and from Egypt, they present only one event 
in the approximately thirty years between his birth and baptism 
in which his actions are described—his visit to the temple at age 
twelve. But before we consider this event, let us speculate about 
what it must have been like to be Jesus in the years before that 
public incident.

All children first find themselves in relation to their parents. 
Jesus would have been no different. Mary was, of course, a woman 
apart from all others—“highly favored”   by God and “of all women 
. . . the most blessed” (Luke 1:29, 42). Her humble surrender to the 
will of God—“let what you have said be done to me” (Luke 
1:38)—set the stage for Jesus’ own learning of life lived in relation 
to God. And over time, Jesus undoubtedly began to internalize 
Mary’s steadfast confidence in the trustworthiness of God’s love. 
Over time Jesus would have also absorbed Mary’s deep conviction 
that he was the “Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32). He would 
have grown up hearing the stories of the remarkable events of his 
birth and early years. He would have heard of the visits of the 
shepherds and wise men, and of the prophecies of Simeon and 
Anna on the day he was circumcised. He would know that his 
family viewed him as the promised and long-awaited savior, the 
Christ who would bring salvation to Israel and light to the pagans 
(Luke 2:32).

Jesus could have responded to these expectations by developing a 
smug sense of entitlement that would lead him to lord it over his 
relatives, friends and even parents. Being the Son of God could have 
been a power trip of disastrous proportions. But we don’t see this. 
Instead his emerging sense of fundamental relatedness to God led him 
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to a loving dependence on and surrender to God. The event at age 
twelve gives us a glimpse at the self that was developing at this point.

As recorded in Luke 2:41-50, this incident revolved around the 
annual trip made by Jesus and his family to the temple for the feast 
of the Passover. At the conclusion of the feast, Mary and Joseph 
left with the family caravan, thinking that Jesus was with his 
cousins. A day later, discovering that he was not in the group, they 
returned to Jerusalem to try and find him. After three panicky days 
of looking they finally found him at the temple, “sitting among the 
doctors, listening to them, and asking them questions” (v. 46).

Seemingly surprised by his parents’ concern, Jesus responded in 
a way that said a great deal about his understanding of who he was: 

“Why were you looking for me? . . . Did you not know that I must 
be busy with my Father’s affairs?” (v. 49).

Jesus had come to think about himself in relation not simply to 
earthly parents but to his heavenly Parent. And he was beginning 
to understand that this latter, most fundamental aspect of his 
identity was the soil out of which his calling was to emerge. He 
was beginning to understand that his Father’s affairs were his af-
fairs, his Father’s priorities his priorities.

Jesus would later ask his disciples who people thought he was 
and who they thought he was (Matthew 16:13-20). This would have 
been a dangerous question if he had not already been clear on the 
answer. Jesus did not merely accept the identity that others offered 
him. Had he done so he would have, like us, been pulled in many 
different directions.

Judas, among others, hoped he would be a political savior from 
the oppression of the Romans. Others saw him as a prophet. These 
and numerous other potential identities were all available as dis-
tractions from Jesus’ true self. But he did not look to the expecta-
tions of others to understand who he was. Instead he looked to his 
relationship with God.
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The clarity of thought and action that would later characterize 
Jesus’ public ministry came from his years of preparation in solitude 
and anonymity. The core of that preparation was meeting God in the 
secret place of his inner self. It was through meeting God in places 
of solitude that Jesus discovered his identity and grew in intimacy 
with God.

Jesus gave glory to God by being himself—deeply, truly, con-
sistently. Thomas Merton says that “to be a saint means to be 
myself.”3 Sanctity is finding our hidden and true self in Christ and 
living out the life that flows from this self in surrender to the 
loving will and presence of our heavenly Father. In this, Christ 
leads many sons and daughters to the Father and to the freedom 
of being our true self.

Vocation
But identity is not static. It always gives direction to how we live 
our life. The discovery of our true self does not simply produce 
freedom. It also generates vocation.

Vocation is the older, more theologically rooted word for what we 
sometimes today refer to as “calling.” Both point us in the same 
direction—toward a purpose of being that is grounded in God 
rather than in our self. Our vocation, like our self, can be under-
stood only in relation to the One Who Calls.

We can understand God’s call to us at a number of levels. First, 
we are called to be human beings. In Becoming Human, Jean Vanier 
reminds us of the fundamental importance of this call to discover 
and live out our shared humanity. He describes it is “a journey 
from loneliness to a love that grows in and through belonging,” a 
love that “liberates us from self-centred compulsions and inner 
hurts . . . that finds its fulfillment in forgiveness and in loving 
those who are our enemies.”4 This, and nothing less, is what is 
involved in the call to become fully human.
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A second level of calling is to be Christians. This builds on the 
first by showing us the route to the fulfillment of our humanity. 
Genuine Christ-following will always make us more, not less, 
human. We know something is seriously wrong if it does not. Jesus 
Christ, the perfect God-Man, bridges the chasm between God and 
humanity. By becoming fully human, Jesus leads us to the ful-
fillment of our humanity. By being fully God, he leads us to God.

But we can also think of our calling in terms of our mission in 
the world, the way of living out our uniqueness within the more 
general call to become fully human as we follow Jesus toward union 
with God. Gordon Smith notes that—much bigger than a career, 
job or occupation—our unique calling will be based on our gifts 
and abilities, will grow out of our deepest desires, and will always 
involve some response to the needs of the world.5

The Christian concept of vocation derives its meaning from the 
belief in “a creator God who molds humanity and all nature with 
loving intent, seeking the flourishing and fulfillment of all created 
things.”6 Our calling is therefore the way of being that is both best 
for us and best for the world. This is what Frederick Buechner 
means when he states that “the place God calls you to is the place 
where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”7

Our vocation is always a response to a Divine call to take our 
place in the kingdom of God. Our vocation is a call to serve God 
and our fellow humans in the distinctive way that fits the shape of 
our being. In one way or another, Christian calling will always 
involve the care of God’s creation and people. This realigns us to 
the created world and to our neighbor, moving us from self- 
centered exploitation to self-sacrificing service and stewardship.

The communal nature of the kingdom of God also draws our 
attention to the fact that we discover our calling—and, as previ-
ously noted, our true self—in community. Here, through the help 
of others who know us well, we learn to discern our gifts and find 
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our authentic voice and vocation. We are all called to Christ-
following and loving service of God and neighbor. But the spe-
cific call that is rooted in your unique identity, gifts and person-
ality will be found as you come to know both God and self in 
Christian community.

To live apart from a sense of calling by God is to live a life ori-
ented simply to our own choices about who we want to be and 
what we want to do. Calling brings freedom and fulfillment be-
cause it orients us toward something bigger than self.

A Vocation Grounded in Identity
Just as Jesus had to work out his identity, so too he had to discern his 
calling. Like us, he faced the demand to work out with God the truth 
of his being. We have seen how this was developing at age twelve. 
The next glimpse the Gospels provide of him was approximately 
eighteen years later, when he presented himself to his cousin John 
for baptism. Here we begin to see the unfolding of his vocation.

John was not happy about the idea of baptizing his cousin Jesus. 
He had long viewed Jesus as the Messiah and had found his own 
calling as the one who prepared the way for Jesus. He argued that 
Jesus should baptize him, not the other way around. But Jesus was 
insistent. “Leave it like this for the time being,” he said. “It is fitting 
that we should, in this way, do all that righteousness demands” 
(Matthew 3:15). John gave in and baptized Jesus.

The feature of this account that I find most striking is Jesus’ 
humility. He knew that he was without sin and did not need the 
baptism of repentance. But involvement in his Father’s affairs in-
cluded meeting the demands of righteousness. Here was no mega-
lomaniac who was unable to stoop to submit to his humble and 
rather eccentric cousin. He was able to submit to his cousin, 
however, because he was first prepared to submit to the will of God. 
Nothing mattered more than that.
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The way of the true self is always the way of humility. Pride and 
arrogance move us toward our false self, but humility and love 
allow us to live the truth of our being. Jesus was on his way to 
knowing his calling because he was perfectly and completely the 
True Self.

Perhaps the most revealing of the Gospel accounts about Jesus’ 
understanding of his vocation is that presented in Luke 4. Arriving 
in Nazareth one sabbath in the first days of his public ministry, 
Jesus did as was his custom and went to the synagogue. Standing 
up to read, he was handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. Un-
rolling the scroll, he selected and read the following words:

The spirit of the Lord has been given to me,
for he has anointed me.
He has sent me to bring the good news to the poor,
to proclaim liberty to captives
and to the blind new sight,
to set the downtrodden free,
to proclaim the Lord’s year of favor. (Luke 4:18-19)

As he finished, every eye in the synagogue was on Jesus. The un-
spoken question in everyone’s mind was Who is this man who dares 
to take upon himself the mantle of the Messiah?

Jesus heard the unspoken question and answered it with 
shocking directness: “This text is being fulfilled today even as you 
listen” (Luke 4:22).

How had Jesus come to discover that he was to be the fulfillment 
of the promises of the Old Testament? What could have ever pro-
duced such astounding confidence to lead him to assert that the 
text that had been read so often in synagogues throughout Israel 
referred to him? The answer lies in part in what he had been doing 
in the days preceding this remarkable incident.

This bold assertion of vocation came immediately on the heels 
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of Jesus’ forty days of temptation in the wilderness (Luke 4:1-13). 
Jesus’ understanding of his vocation came out of wrestling with 
God, himself and the devil in the solitude of the wilderness.8 
Resisting the temptations to a false self based on power, prestige 
or possessions, Jesus chose his true identity as the deeply loved 
Son of God. His identity was not an issue. This is why he was also 
not distracted by the critics who tried to dismiss him as being 
merely Joseph’s son (Luke 4:23). Jesus knew who his Father was, 
and as a consequence he knew what his calling was—to do the 
will of the Father.

Nothing was more central to Jesus’ understanding of his calling 
than to do God’s will. Describing a dependence on God that 
could appear to be unhealthily infantile, Jesus said that he could 
do nothing whatsoever by himself because his aim was not to do 
his own will but the will of God ( John 5:30). Doing God’s will 
was so central to who he was that on another occasion he de-
scribed his kin as those who, like him, obeyed the will of the 
Father. This kinship-of-calling was sufficiently strong that—as in 
the incident at the temple at age twelve—Jesus risked giving of-
fense to his natural family by affirming the priority of his heavenly 
family. Nothing took primacy for Jesus over surrender to the 
loving will of the Father, even the subservient obligation of love 
of family and neighbor.

Our call, like Jesus’ call, is to live out our life in truth and in 
dependence on the loving will of the Father. As was the case for 
Jesus, the discernment of this call must always involve wrestling 
with God, our self and the devil in the solitude of our private wil-
derness. And as for Jesus, this discernment must always occur in 
the light of our present life circumstances. This means that atten-
tiveness to God’s call is a lifelong matter.

Jesus’ understanding of his calling continued to develop right to 
the point of his death. He had been predicting his death since early 
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in his ministry (Mark 8:31). So in one sense it was not a surprise to 
him as he saw it approaching. However, as things began to close in 
around him in the Garden of Gethsemane, he may have found 
himself doubting that he had read God’s will correctly. Perhaps he 
wondered: Surely this couldn’t be God’s plan! Surely a premature death 
just after starting my public ministry could not be the eternal intention 
of my existence! But never faltering, Jesus’ words were the same: “Let 
it be as you, not I, would have it” (Matthew 26:39). His unshakable 
trust was in God. Nothing, he knew, could be more important than 
doing God’s will. This was the reason he was on earth.

Too often we think of God’s call (or our vocation) solely in 
terms of what we do. People speak of being called to the ministry 
or feeling called to work in healthcare or teaching. However, while 
doing will always be involved, vocation is much more than our oc-
cupation. It is the face of Christ we are called from eternity to show 
to the world. It is who we are called to be.

Living the Truth of Our Uniqueness
As an adolescent, I had a lurking fear that God was going to call 
me to be a missionary, like the uncle I was named after and the 
heroes of my family and our church who received much visible 
admiration. God’s will was presented more in terms of what I did 
than of who I was. And the place where I was pointed to find this 
will was external. It was the Bible.

Without deemphasizing the value of the Bible in knowing my 
calling, I have come to understand an even more basic place in which 
God’s will for me has been communicated. That is in the givens of 
my being. My temperament, my personality, my abilities, and my 
interests and passions all say something about who I was called to 
be, not simply who I am. If I really believe that I was created by God 
and invited to find my place in his kingdom, I have to take seriously 
what God had already revealed about who I am.
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I cannot, for example, imagine God giving me my interest in 
ideas and not making this an important part of the place I am 
called to fill in the kingdom. Thoughts have always been my inner 
companions. I seek dialogue as a way to explore and organize these 
imperfectly formed parts of my inner architecture. And I gravitate 
toward writing as an extension of this. Similarly, my interest in 
people—particularly in meeting and understanding them in their 
depths—was part of my attraction to psychology and subsequent 
interest in spiritual direction. And my longstanding interest in the 
dynamics of the soul has been a central part of finding my way 
toward a calling in soul care.

My calling is not simply to be a lecturer, writer or psychologist. 
It is to be a kingdom servant of Yahweh. But the way I am to do 
that is grounded in the self that God created. And that self has 
directed me toward the understanding and promotion of the well-
being of the inner life of persons. That is why David Benner was 
created, and that is the context within which I am called to live out 
the truth of my existence in dependence on God.

While the first revelation of our calling is in the givens of our 
being, it is important to note that God’s will for us does not always 
grow naturally out of our wishes. Jonah is a good example of 
someone whose calling was diametrically opposite to his superficial 
desires. Moses didn’t like public speaking, and Gideon didn’t feel 
courageous. Even Jesus didn’t look forward to being crucified! This 
is the discipline of doing what we don’t want to do but know we 
should. Doing so can also be transforming.

God sometimes calls people to a cause not born of their own 
abilities or most superficial desires. But his call is always absolutely 
congruent with our destiny, our truest self, our identity and the 
shape of our being.

We are all called to live the truth of our uniqueness. Divine 
creativity has never involved a production assembly line. The results 
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of God’s creative acts are never less than original and truly unique 
works of art. You and I are no exception.

But God does not only create us in uniqueness. God meets us 
in our uniqueness. Think, for example, of the quite different ways 
Jesus encounters people in the Gospels. Some are simply invited to 
follow him, some are engaged in Socratic dialogue, some are given 
provocative parables as answers to questions, some are healed, some 
are told their sins are forgiven. There has never been one standard 
way to meet God.

God meets us in our individuality because God wants to fulfill 
that individuality. God wants us to follow and serve in and through 
that individuality. God doesn’t seek to annihilate our uniqueness as 
we follow Christ. Rather, Christ-following leads us to our truest self.

The spiritual life of one person should never be a carbon copy of 
that of another. Peter and John had quite different personalities 
and quite different transformational journeys as they followed 
Jesus. Mary and Martha, two sisters whom Jesus loved deeply, each 
expressed their love for him uniquely. And he received both, not 
discouraging Martha from busying herself in service, simply en-
couraging her to not fret in doing so (Luke 10:38-42).

God’s will for us is that we live out the harmonious expression 
of our gifts, temperament, passions and vocation in truthful depen-
dence on God. Nothing less than this is worthy of being called our 
true self. Nothing less than this will lead to our deepest fulfillment. 
And nothing less than this will allow us to show the face of Christ 
to the world that we have been called from eternity to show.

Our Calling, Our Fulfillment
Christ’s way to self-fulfillment is not like any way we could ever 
have imagined. His way involves losing our life so that we might 
find it, dying so that we might live. His way is always the way of 
the cross. Death always precedes new life.
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Our happiness is important to God. But what he desires for us 
is infinitely more than the superficial feelings that come from pur-
suing happiness directly. What he wants to give us is the deep joy 
that comes from finding our self in Christ—that is, being poor in 
spirit, mournful, meek, hungry for righteousness, merciful, pure in 
heart, a peacemaker, persecuted for the sake of the kingdom 
(Matthew 5:1-10).

Our fulfillment is also important to God. But the self he wants 
to fulfill is not the self of our autonomous existence. Nor is it any of 
the false selves of our own creation. It is our truest and deepest self.

Happiness and fulfillment are blessings that come from sur-
render to the loving will of God. Both are idolatrous if pursued 
directly. Both are also easily a distraction from our true destiny, our 
calling in Christ. This is the only self within which we will ever be 
able to find absolute authenticity.

It is like putting on a perfectly custom-tailored dress or suit after 
wearing clothes made for other people. Our self-in-Christ is a self 
that fits perfectly because it is completely us. It is a self that allows 
us to be free of all anxiety regarding how we should be and who 
we are. And it allows us to be absolutely our self—unique not by 
virtue of our strivings for individuality but profoundly original 
simply because that is who and what we are.

God’s call to our fulfillment is therefore a call to take our place 
in his grand restoration agenda of making all things new in Christ. 
Our vocation is grounded in the self that from eternity God has 
willed that we be. Our calling is to become that self and then to 
serve God and our fellow human beings in the particular ways that 
will represent the fulfillment of that self. Our identity is not simply 
a possession. It is a calling.

Paradoxically, our fulfillment lies in the death of our own 
agendas of fulfillment. It also lies in the crucifixion of all our ego-
centered ways of living apart from complete surrender to God. It 
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does not lie, then, in any of the places we would expect to find it. 
Christ’s way always turns our ways upside down. But it is only in 
the upside-down world of Christ’s kingdom that we will ever find 
the self we were called from eternity to be and the God we were 
created to serve. In God alone is the truth of our being.

The Next Step
The ideas and ideals of this chapter are big. Postmodern cynics 
smirk at the notion that there is a way of being for each of us that 
is truth. But if our identity is grounded in Truth, the self we find 
there will be, for each of us, the unique truth that is our vocation.

It remains to make these big ideals practical. I assume that 
having read thus far, you have already done some of the preliminary 
work of knowing yourself and God and of meeting God in your 
depths. None of us ever finishes with this work, so don’t fail to read 
on simply because you know there is more work to be done in this 
area. Nor do we ever wait until this work is completed to figure out 
our vocation. The discernment of our vocation is an ongoing, 
lifelong process. It is learning to live the truth of our being, not 
simply fill certain roles or accomplish certain expectations.

You may feel that your calling has been clear for many years. You 
may have already answered God’s call to some form of ministry. Or 
you may feel you have already found your calling in your work. But 
at some point in the near future, take some time to review this call 
with God—not to determine whether you should change what you 
are doing but to help you live the truth of your life with even more 
focus and passion. Periodic times of prayerful review of calling can 
be a great aid in keeping our Christ-following personalized, up to 
date and in focus.

On the other hand, you may still be struggling with what your 
calling in life is. You may feel that rather than a review, what you 
need is for God to finally and clearly reveal your vocation. If so, 
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approach the suggestions that follow with patience. Remember to 
not confuse your vocation and your job or career. And don’t assume 
that you have not already been living out that vocation. Often 
looking back at who we have been helps us discern who we are 
called to be.

Regardless of your confidence about your calling or your sense 
of progress in the development of your true self, let me suggest two 
things for prayerful review.

1. Set aside some time to meditate on the Gospel account of Jesus’ 
trip to the temple at age twelve (Luke 2:41-50). Conduct an 
imaginary conversation with Jesus, asking him where he found 
his clear sense of his identity. Listen to him speak and watch 
him act. See what you can learn from his knowing of himself 
in relationship to God. Then pick up this conversation with 
Jesus as you meditate on his public declaration of his calling in 
the synagogue as recorded in Luke 4:16-22.

2. Prayerfully write out a mission statement for your life. Think 
back over your life to this point, reviewing the givens of your 
being and seeking to discern calling within them. Add to this 
any direct leadings of God that you believe yourself to have 
received. Begin your written statement with the words “Called 
to . . .” and allow it to reflect what you feel to be the reason you 
were created and the unique face of Christ you have been called 
to be. Discuss this with someone who knows you well and 
whom you trust, seeking their perspective but not adopting it 
as your own unless it is confirmed by prayer and careful re-
flection.





Epilogue

Identity and  
the Spiritual Journey

C  hristian spirituality is a transformational journey. It is 
taking on the mind and heart of Christ as we recognize 

Christ as the deepest truth of our being. It is not just becoming 
like Christ but actualizing the Christ who is in us. It is a journey 
toward union with God. And if these things don’t challenge and 
ultimately transform the very foundations of our identity, we have 
not yet gone very far on this journey.

Identifying Your Identity
Our identity is something we take for granted. We may have some 
memory of how much we struggled to find a way of being in the 
world as adolescents and assume that once we settled into early 
adulthood, the issue of our identity was behind us. But this con-
fuses our persona and our identity. Our persona is how we want 
others to see us. Our identity is how we see and understand our 
self.  This continues to develop through life. If it didn’t retain some 
fluidity, transformation of our self would not be possible. However, 
because human transformation at its core is the transformation of 
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identity, all other changes that are part of the transformational 
journey flow from this.

But what is our identity at any point in time? Although it 
could sound like a tautology, our identity is based on the things 
with which we most identify. For example, if we identify with 
power, our identity will be based on our sense of our power. Or if 
we identify with success, our identity will be based on our sense 
of our success.

To get a sense of your identity, notice how you introduce yourself 
to others. Perhaps you describe yourself in terms of your work, your 
accomplishments, your family or your beliefs. Each in turn gives us 
a snapshot of your identity. Each also, of course, reflects something 
of your persona (how you want others to see you), but more impor-
tantly each provides a good window in on how you see yourself.

Once you get your identity in focus and begin to look more 
carefully at it, you will also notice how it reflects what psychologists 
call dis-identifications—that is, people you definitely do not want 
to be like. Often these start with one or both of your parents, but 
they need not be limited to one’s family or childhood. When no-
ticing a dis-identification you will often be struck by the amount 
of energy and strength of emotions that are associated with this. 
This sort of investment of emotional energy always betrays a strong 
attachment—whether this is an attachment of identification or 
dis-identification. Both powerfully shape our sense of self.

Observing and reflecting even more deeply on your identity you 
will often notice that it rests on an even deeper foundation. At its 
core the default identity for most people in the West is that of a 
separate self. There are, of course, an infinite number of places 
where we can draw the line between self and non-self. Extreme 
separation of self involves a profound existential sense of alienation 
and aloneness. But this is softened as the boundary is re-drawn to 
define self in terms that take account of family or those who share 



Identity and the Spiritual Journey  101

my gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, politics, religion, theology 
or something else.

But the transformation of identity that I am describing when I talk 
about realizing that my deepest self is Christ-in-me is more than an 
enlargement of these boundaries. It involves something much more 
profound. It challenges the distinction between self and non-self that 
we all tend to live with. And it profoundly challenges the sense of 
separateness that typically forms the foundation of our identity.1

The Transformation of Identity
The journey into God that is at the core of Christ-following leads 
to the discovery that the foundation of our very being is our being-
in-God. Increasingly we come to recognize the inextricable inter-
connection of our self-in-God and God’s self-in-us. This doesn’t 
involve either a loss of our self or becoming God. It involves be-
coming more and more fully the truth of our being in God. While 
our self is not God, it is the place where we meet God. There can 
therefore be no genuine spiritual transformation if we seek some 
external meeting place. God’s intended home is our heart, and it is 
meeting God in the depths of our soul that transforms us from the 
inside out. This is why the self is so important in the Christian 
transformational journey. It must be encountered, not bypassed. It 
must be embraced and deeply known if it is to be transformed.

Some approach Christian spirituality as a quest to know God. 
But this is only part of the story. The whole story demands that 
our focus be as much about knowing the truth of our self as it is 
about knowing the truth of God, and the knowing of the self that 
is involved in Christian spirituality is the knowing of self in re-
lation to God. And the knowing of God’s self that is at the trans-
formational core of Christian spirituality is a knowing of God in 
relation to my self.

The mystery of the Christian gospel is that our deepest, truest 



102 The Gift of Being Yourself

self is not what we think of as our own separate self but the self 
that is one with Christ. This is the reason that the self that embarks 
on the journey of Christ-following is not the self that arrives. The 
self that begins the spiritual journey is the self of our own creation, 
the self we thought ourselves to be. This is the self that dies on the 
journey. The self that arrives is the self that was loved into existence 
by Divine Love. This is the person we were destined from eternity 
to become—the I that is hidden in the “I AM.”

Continuing the Journey
As you look back, I hope that you can see how the self that began 
your own spiritual journey is not the self that now continues it. I 
also hope that you have come to better know both the “I AM” and 
your own “I that is hidden in Christ.” And because you are reading 
this book, I trust that you continue to be open to participating as 
fully as you possibly can in this transformational journey.

Let me therefore offer some concluding words of advice to help 
you do so.

1. Take some time to reflect on what you have learned of yourself 
and God through the process of this book. Many people tell me 
that they give it a second much slower reading, and often a 
third or fourth. Make these subsequent readings (even if they 
are just a review of your highlights or margin comments) more 
contemplative and less about acquisition of knowledge. Allow 
the Spirit to guide you to what should get you rather than you 
get it. Make space to reflect on what gets you and prayerfully 
ponder your response.

2. Watch for opportunities to talk with someone you trust about 
your discoveries. If you are not reading the book to prepare for a 
pre-established discussion group, see if you might be able to find 
a few others to join you in such a discussion. Give them time for 
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a first reading while you review it and the reflection questions in 
the Appendix, and then meet as a group to help each of you 
process the book and more importantly support each other in 
responding to the invitations that the Spirit is presenting to you.

3. Make your prayer the prayer of St. Augustine: “Novem te, novem 
me” (May I know you, may I know myself ).2 This is a pro-
foundly Christian prayer, because it takes us to the heart of the 
Christian transformational journey. Watch for opportunities to 
advance both knowings each and every day. Take time at the 
end of each day to reflect on the day and then notice your reac-
tions to the experiences of the day. Notice also the movements 
in your spirit across the day, and the moods and other subtle 
changes in your inner experience. Give them prayerful re-
flection, asking for the Spirit of God to help you see where God 
was in these moments and experiences. Ask also for the help of 
the Spirit in understanding the invitations that God was of-
fering you for deeper knowing of your self and God’s self 
through each. And then end each time of brief prayerful pon-
dering with thanks to God for this day’s gifts of presence.

4. The cultivation of your own presence is another powerful way 
in which you can come to better know yourself and God. Don’t 
think of presence as a time to think about your day or analyze 
your self, but rather as a time to step aside from thinking and 
simply be present. Presence to anything or anyone starts with 
presence to your self. But the presence you experience will 
always involve a participation in the Presence that is the ground 
in which you exist and which makes any small gift of presence 
that you receive possible. God is always present and your 
presence—even when you are not thinking of anything, in-
cluding God—is presence to Divine Presence. But because 
times of intentional presence involve the quieting of the mind 
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(particularly your thoughts), it involves a higher degree of 
openness to contemplative knowing. Presence is the place 
where we experience this deeper knowing. It is therefore the 
place in which we encounter both self and God in ways that are 
less cluttered by preconceptions and judgments. It is a place 
where we encounter our being and the Ground of All Being.

5. Meditation or contemplation is the practice of presence.3 So if 
you are already practicing contemplative prayer or other con-
templative or meditative practices, you are already practicing 
presence. All take you to the deeper places within your self 
where you can know self and God, not simply know about them. 
Make space for this contemplative knowing that accompanies 
presence. Without it, your knowing of the things we have dis-
cussed in this book will always be shallow and limited. With it, 
you offer consent to the deeper levels of transformation that we 
have been discussing in these first two books in the trilogy and 
which will be our focus in the third book, Desiring God’s Will, 
where we will examine the transformation of will and desire.

6. Most importantly, don’t slip into thinking of these things I am 
encouraging you to do as ways of generating knowing of your 
self or God. This would be a return to the spirituality of self-
improvement. What you are inviting by following these sug-
gestions is the grace of knowing. This is always a gift of God. 
But you have to turn up to receive and open this gift. My sug-
gestions are therefore simply ways in which you turn up with 
openness to Grace. They are ways in which you offer your 
consent to the inflow of Grace that you seek. They are things 
Christians have done across the whole rich history of our tra-
dition as they have sought to open themselves to God in order 
to know both themselves and God. They are therefore spiritual 
practices that can be trusted. 



Appendix

For Reflection and Discussion

N o one gets very far on the path of Christian spirituality 
without two things—space for contemplative reflection 

and engagement with others who share the journey. I have already 
invited some of the former by offering suggestions for reflection 
at the end of each chapter. This was a way of encouraging you to 
take the necessary time to ponder what you were reading.

Now that you have finished the book let me invite you to once 
again take time to reflect on what you have read as I offer questions 
and suggestions suitable for both individuals and groups. I have 
organized these around two types of groups. The first is a group 
that meets for six sessions of forty-five minutes, each session dis-
cussing one or more chapters. This is followed by a suggested 
framework for a group that meets only once for seventy-five to 
ninety minutes for a discussion of the book as a whole. If you are 
using this Appendix for your own reflection and do not anticipate 
being part of a group discussion, you can draw from either of these 
sets of questions.



A Six-Session Discussion Guide  
to The Gift of Being Yourself

~ Session One ~

Preface: Identity and Authenticity and Chapter 1: 
Transformational Knowing of Self and God

1. In preparation for this first session let me suggest that you go back 
through the preface and chapter 1 and make a note of your favorite 
quotes. Perhaps you have already done this by marking your book, 
but if so I would still encourage you to mark the two to three selec-
tions that most affected you. As you introduce yourself to the 
others at the start of this first session, share the one quote that most 
deeply affected you and tell the group how you responded to it.

2. Let me take you back to the epigraph at the beginning of this 
book. It is a quote from Thomas Merton: “There is only one 
problem on which all my existence, my peace, and my happiness 
depend: to discover myself in discovering God. If I find Him I 
will find myself and if I find my true self I will find Him.”   What 
would you say is the one thing on which your existence, peace 
and happiness depend? What makes it hard for you to believe 
what Merton says in this quote? What difference would it make 
to your life if what he says were true?
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3. Chapter 1 suggests, “Body and soul contain thousands of pos-
sibilities out of which you can build many identities. But in 
only one of these will you find your true self that has been 
hidden in Christ from all eternity. Only in one will you discover 
your unique vocation and deepest fulfillment.” Do you agree 
that you have a hidden identity that is not yours to construct 
but discover, and that this identity is your self-in-God? What 
are the alternate identities that you have been most invested in? 
Dag Hammarskjöld argues that you will never find this “until 
you have excluded all those superficial and fleeting possibilities 
of being and doing with which you toy out of curiosity or 
wonder or greed, and which hinder you from casting anchor in 
the experience of the mystery of life.” How does this speak to 
your search for the truth of your being?

4. Do you agree that the quest for our uniqueness is a sacred quest 
that has an important place to play in Christian spirituality? 
Why is this notion a threat to some who seem to assume that 
as we become more like Christ we become more like each other? 
How might you attempt to reconcile these two positions?

5. I suggest in chapter 1 that the transformation of the self can 
only occur when God and self are both deeply known. Make a 
counter argument based on transformation of the self being 
possible simply through deep knowing of God. Then identify 
the consequences of leaving the self out of Christian spiritu-
ality. What dangers do you see of focusing on God while failing 
to know your self?

6. How much of your knowing of God is “knowing about” (ob-
jective, impersonal) as opposed to “knowing of ” (subjective, 
personal, relational)? How would you describe the difference 
between the two? What is the value of “knowing about” and 
what are its limitations? What is the value of “knowing of ” that 
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grows out of a relationship to the object that is known, and 
what (if any) limitations might be associated with it?

7. In chapter 1, reread the discussion found in the section “Peter’s 
Transformational Knowledge” about Peter’s spiritual journey 
and the slow process of transformation it involved, and reflect 
on how it matches or does not match your own journey. What 
do you learn from it? What does it suggest to you about the 
interweaving of deepening knowledge of self and God?

8. What are you prepared to name as a personal, direct experience 
of God? How did it occur and what did it involve? What have 
you learned about yourself as a result of experienced encounters 
with God? And what do you know about God as a result of 
genuine encounter with your self?

~ Session Two ~

Chapter 2: Knowing God

1. In preparation for this session let me again suggest that you go 
back through chapter 2 and identify your favorite quotes. To 
start this second session, share your most important take-away 
from session 1 and the one quote that most deeply affected you 
from chapter 2—and how you have responded to it.

2. Reread Vicki’s experience and longings as described in the be-
ginning of this chapter. What do you know of her longing? 
And what do you know of her frustration around the lack of 
fulfillment of this deep desire? What would you say to her if 
she was your friend or a participant in your book discussion 
group?
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3. In this chapter, I suggest that, “God has no more stopped being 
Revelation than God has stopped being Love.” Do you agree 
that God continues to self-reveal? Think about what this means 
for humans today. What is the relationship between what is 
revealed of God in the past and what we can know directly and 
personally of God now? How can we know God, not just know 
about God? Bring your thoughts and questions about this to 
the group as you prepare to discuss the implications of fol-
lowing this self-revealing God.

4. How does knowing God differ from knowing humans? In 
what ways is it similar? What special demands does knowing 
God make on humans?

5. Those who know the most about direct personal knowing of 
God (the mystics) tell us that because God is love, God can 
only be known in and through love. What does it mean to 
know God by means of the heart (through love), not simply the 
mind (through thoughts and beliefs)? Which best describes 
your knowing? What do you know of the limitations of ob-
jective knowing of God? How might objective knowing of God 
support personal experiential knowing?

6. Recall the Thomas Merton quote I share in this chapter: “We 
must know the truth, we must love the truth we know and we 
must act according to the measure of our love. Truth is God 
himself who cannot be known apart from love and cannot be 
loved apart from surrender to his will.” Do you agree? If not, 
why not? What is the role of surrender and love in knowing 
God?

7. What was your experience during the Gospel meditation exercise 
I suggest for Mark 10:17-22? If you haven’t done it yet, reread the 
passage and engage with it as a guided meditation. What value 
might be in this sort of meditation as a way of engaging with Jesus 
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and through him, knowing God? What, if anything, makes you 
uncomfortable about the use of the senses and imagination in this 
sort of prayerful pondering of a Gospel story?

8. Why is it hard to sense God’s presence with you in the midst 
of the ordinary events of your day? What things help you do 
so? What have you discovered about God’s presence with you 
even in times of painful, tragic or unwelcome events?

~ Session Three ~

Chapter 3: First Steps Toward Knowing Yourself

1. In preparation for this session let me again suggest that you go 
back through chapter 3 and identify your favorite quotes. To 
start this third session, share your most important take-away 
from session 2 and the one quote that most deeply affected you 
from chapter 3—and how you have responded to it.

2. What is your self that is known by God? Do you agree that this 
is the self that we should be actualizing as we seek to know our 
truth? How do you get to know this self—not as a theological 
abstraction to be believed but as the truth of your self to be 
realized?

3. Do you believe that God loves and knows you with unimagi-
nable depth, persistence and intensity in your personal indi-
viduality? If so, looking into God’s eyes would involve seeing 
yourself reflected back—just like an infant gazing up into the 
loving face of his or her parent. What makes it hard for you to 
look into God’s eyes to see yourself reflected there? What helps 
make it possible?
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4. In this chapter I suggest that an identity grounded in God 
would mean that when we think of who we are, the first thing 
that would come to mind is our status as someone who is deeply 
loved by God. How true is this of you? When you notice what 
comes to mind when you think of yourself, what do you learn 
about your identity? What keeps you from knowing your self-
in-God?

5. Reread the section “Knowing Yourself as Deeply Loved” where 
I discuss Jesus’   identity. What do you learn about how to ground 
your sense of self in God from reflecting on how Jesus did this?

6. How could meeting God in the vulnerability of your present 
realities help you better know the you that God sees when God 
looks at you? What would help you come to God with more of 
this vulnerability and more honesty, daring to trust that God is 
with you in the midst of those present realities you may be 
trying to escape or minimize?

7. How have you been growing in your acceptance and embracing 
of the shadow and all the parts of yourself that you have in-
stinctively wanted to ignore? What has helped you welcome 
these lost parts of self into the family-of-selves that are being 
woven in you?

8. Do you agree that you cannot know the truth of your self 
without first accepting the things about yourself that you wish 
were not true? What dimensions or parts of your self do you 
have the most trouble acknowledging, naming and embracing? 
Remember that daring to name them to yourself and others is 
a first step in your acceptance of them, so dare to take that step. 
How could the church (or other forms of spiritual community) 
do a better job of helping us embrace the seemingly unac-
ceptable parts of ourselves?
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~ Session Four ~

Chapter 4: Knowing Yourself as You Really Are

1. In preparation for this session let me again suggest that you go 
back through chapter 4 and identify your favorite quotes. To 
start this fourth session, share your most important take-away 
from session 3 as well as the one quote that most deeply af-
fected you from chapter 4—and how you have responded to it.

2. Reflect on the following quote from Thomas Merton: “There 
is no greater disaster in the spiritual life than to be immersed 
in unreality, for life is maintained and nourished in us by our 
vital relation with reality.” How would you rate your own em-
brace of reality? What keeps you from a total commitment to 
and acceptance of all of your present life realities? What things 
help you name and release the illusions that compromise your 
total commitment to reality?

3. In contrast to my suggestion that our identity should be based 
on being deeply loved by God, some Christians argue that our 
identity as Christians must be grounded in the fact that we are 
sinners. Which end of this polarity best fits with your beliefs? 
Take some time to discuss these options for identity within the 
group and consider whether your theology adequately reflects 
and supports your spirituality.

4. I argue in this chapter that sin is more a matter of ontology 
(being) than morality (behavior). To be a human is to be a 
sinner. It is to be broken, damaged goods that carry within our 
deepest self a fundamental, fatal flaw that masks our original 
creation goodness. Do you agree? If not, why not? How would 
you define sin?
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5. Reread the discussion of the case of Stuart presented in the 
section “Getting Behind Sins to Sin.” How would you under-
stand his essential problems? How does his story fit with how 
you define sin? How does it fit with how you approach your 
spiritual journey?

6. Where do you see yourself in the Enneagram typology based 
on your reading of what I say in the section “An Ancient Aid 
to Deep Knowing of Our Sin” or your personal work with it? 
What, if any, help might (or does) it offer to an understanding 
and knowing of hidden dimensions of your self that need to be 
acknowledged before they can be integrated and then trans-
formed? What other tools and processes have you worked with 
that have helped you know yourself deeply?

7. I end this chapter by suggesting that genuine self-knowledge 
is available to all who (1) honestly desire it, (2) are willing to 
prayerfully reflect on their experience and (3) have the courage 
to meet themselves and God in solitude. Treat each of these 
requirements as a ten-point scale and rate yourself on this scale 
for each of the requirements. What does this help you see about 
where you presently are on your transformational journey?

8. What is the next step that you feel invited to take on your own 
journey? How do you respond to the invitation to take that step?

~ Session Five ~

Chapter 5: Unmasking Your False Self

1. In preparation for this session let me again suggest that you go 
back through chapter 5 and identify your favorite quotes. To 
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start this session, share your most important take-away from 
session 4 and the one quote that most deeply affected you from 
chapter 5—and how you have responded to it.

2. Do you agree that everything that is false about us arises from 
our belief that our deepest happiness will come from living life 
our way, not God’s way? If not, what other sources of falsity can 
you identify? Why do you doubt that God is capable of se-
curing our happiness? In your view, how does that doubt lead 
to the development and strengthening of a false self?

3. How do you want others to see you? What does this tell you 
about your assumptions regarding what you think will make 
you happy and fulfilled? How did this image become more and 
more the lie you have lived over time? How ready are you to 
lessen your attachment to it?

4. Basil Pennington suggests that the core of the false self is the 
belief that my value depends on what I have and what I can do. 
What additional dimensions of your falsity can you identify 
after prayerful reflection on your attachment to what you have 
and what you can do? How would you release that attachment? 
What do you fear in doing so?

5. Anything that we cling to other than God can represent an 
inordinate attachment. How do you assess your strongest at-
tachments? Which most likely reflect some degree of an inor-
dinate (or disordered) attachment? What keeps you clinging to 
them? How do they represent ways of coping with feelings of 
vulnerability, shame and inadequacy that lie at the core of our 
false self?

6. Notice your patterns of touchiness and over-reactivity. What 
help do they offer in better understanding your false ways of 
being? Now do the same with your compulsions and addic-
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tions. Don’t be quick to say that you don’t have any compulsions 
or addictions. Remember, addictive dynamics characterize all 
of us and lie underneath our compulsions.

7. Reread the story of the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness 
(Matthew 4:1-11) and the discussion of this in the section 
“A Divine Battle with the False Self.”  What does prayerful 
pondering on the way in which Jesus dealt with his tempta-
tions to falsity offer you in considering how you might better 
deal with yours?

8. What invitation do you experience from the Spirit to come out 
of hiding from God—accepting yourself and God on God’s 
own terms of unconditional love? What are you ready to offer 
by way of response to this invitation?

~ Session Six ~

Chapter 6: Becoming Your True Self and Epilogue: 
Identity and the Spiritual Journey

1. In preparation for this final session let me again suggest that 
you go back through chapter 6 and the epilogue and identify 
your favorite quotes. To start this final session, share your most 
important take-away from session 5 and the one quote that 
most deeply affected you from chapter 6 and the epilogue—
and how you have responded to it.

2. Chapter 6 suggests that ultimately we do not find the truth of 
our self by analysis and introspection but by losing our self in 
God. This brings us back to the question of what blocks our 
surrender to God. Working through the book to this point, 
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what would you identify as your most important blocks to 
taking the next step of that surrender? Naming them is a way 
of embracing your present reality, and this in itself is prayer.

3. In chapter 6, reread the section “An Identity Grounded in 
God” and reflect on what you can learn about the way Jesus 
grounded his identity in his relationship to God. Don’t be quick 
to dismiss Jesus as a model for us in this. As the example of 
what it is to be wholly human, he is the perfect example. What 
do you learn by reflecting on how he developed and then kept 
his identity grounded in God?

4. How do you understand your call or vocation? How is this 
related to being the truth of your self? How might your calling 
be more integrally related to being and living this truth?

5. In chapter 6, reread the section “A Vocation Grounded in 
Identity” and reflect on how Jesus connected his vocation and 
his identity, and consider how his way of living the truth of his 
uniqueness could be your way.

6. How might both the truth of your identity and your vocation 
be grounded in your unique set of gifts, temperament, passions, 
interests, curiosities and deep longings? Reflecting on this is 
discerning the way in which God’s call to you and will for you 
are already laid down in the uniqueness of your true self.

7. Reflect on the gifts and invitations that you feel have come 
from the Spirit of God to you through the study and discussion 
of this book. How will you respond to them? What will be your 
next step in offering a full-hearted response of  “Yes!” to the gift 
of being yourself?



A One-Session Discussion Guide 
to The Gift of Being Yourself

1. In preparation for the discussion let me suggest that you go 
back through the preface and chapter 1 and make a note of your 
favorite quotes. Perhaps you have already done this by marking 
your book, but if so I would still encourage you to mark the two 
to three selections that most affected you. Come prepared to 
introduce yourself to the others at the start of the meeting by 
sharing the one quote that most deeply affected you and how 
you have responded to it.

2. The epigraph at the beginning of this book presents a quote 
from Thomas Merton: “There is only one problem on which all 
my existence, my peace, and my happiness depend: to discover 
myself in discovering God. If I find Him I will find myself and 
if I find my true self I will find Him.” What would you say is 
the one thing on which your existence, peace and happiness 
depend? What makes it hard for you to believe what Merton 
says in this quote? What difference would it make to your life 
if what he says were true?

3. Do you agree that the quest for our uniqueness is a sacred quest 
that has an important place to play in Christian spirituality? If 
you do, why is this notion a threat to some Christians who seem 
to imply that as we become more like Christ we become more 
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like each other? How might you attempt to reconcile these two 
positions?

4. How much of your knowing of God is what I describe in 
chapter 1 as “knowing about” (objective, impersonal) as op-
posed to “knowing of ” (subjective, personal, relational)? How 
would you describe the difference between the two? What is 
the value of “knowing about” and what are its limitations? 
What is the value of “knowing of ” that grows out of a rela-
tionship to the object that is known, and what (if any) limita-
tions can you think of associated with it?

5. How does knowing God differ from knowing humans? In 
what ways is it similar? What special demands does knowing 
God make on humans?

6. Those who know the most about direct personal knowing of 
God (the mystics) tell us that because God is love, God can 
only be known in and through love. What does it mean to 
know God by means of the heart (through love), not simply the 
mind (through thoughts and beliefs)? Which best describes 
your knowing, and why? What do you know of the limitations 
of objective knowing of God? How might objective knowing 
of God support personal experiential knowing?

7. What was your experience during the Gospel meditation ex-
ercise I suggest for Mark 10:17-22? If you haven’t done it yet, 
reread the passage and engage with it as a guided meditation. 
What value might be in this sort of meditation as a way of 
engaging with Jesus and through him, knowing God? What, 
if anything, makes you uncomfortable about the use of the 
senses and imagination in this sort of prayerful pondering of 
a Gospel story?

8. In chapter 3 I suggest that an identity grounded in God would 
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mean that when we think of who we are, the first thing that 
would come to mind is our status as someone who is deeply 
loved by God. How true is this of you? When you notice what 
comes to mind when you think of yourself, what do you learn 
about your identity? What keeps you from knowing your self-
in-God?

9. How have you been growing in your acceptance and embracing 
of the shadow and all the parts of yourself that you have in-
stinctively wanted to ignore? What has helped you welcome 
these lost parts of self into the family-of-selves that are being 
woven in you?

10. Reflect on the following quote from Thomas Merton: “There 
is no greater disaster in the spiritual life than to be immersed 
in unreality, for life is maintained and nourished in us by our 
vital relation with reality.” How would you rate your own em-
brace of reality? What keeps you from a total commitment to 
and acceptance of all of your present life realities? What things 
help you name and release the illusions that compromise your 
total commitment to reality?

11. In contrast to my suggestion that our identity should be based 
on being deeply loved by God, some Christians argue that our 
identity as Christians must be grounded in the fact that we are 
sinners. Which end of this polarity best fits with your beliefs? 
Which best fits with your present reality? Take some time to 
discuss these options for identity within the group and consider 
whether your theology adequately reflects and supports your 
spirituality.

12. I suggest in chapter 4 that sin is more a matter of ontology 
(being) than morality (behavior). To be a human is to be a 
sinner. It is to be broken, damaged goods that carry within our 
deepest self a fundamental, fatal flaw that masks our original 
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creation goodness. Do you agree? If not, why not? How would 
you define sin?

13. Where do you see yourself in the Enneagram typology based 
on your reading of what I say in the section “An Ancient Aid 
to Deep Knowing of Our Sin” or your personal work with it? 
What, if any, help do you suspect it could offer to an under-
standing and knowing of hidden dimensions of your self that 
need to be acknowledged before they can be integrated and 
then transformed? What other tools and processes have you 
worked with that have helped you know yourself deeply?

14. Chapter 4 ends with my suggestion that genuine self-knowledge 
is available to all who (1) honestly desire it, (2) are willing to 
prayerfully reflect on their experience and (3) have the courage 
to meet themselves and God in solitude. Treat each of these 
requirements as a ten-point scale and rate yourself on this scale 
for each of the requirements. What does this help you see about 
where you presently are on your transformational journey?

15. Do you agree that everything that is false about us arises from 
our belief that our deepest happiness will come from living life 
our way, not God’s way? Why do you doubt that God is really 
capable of securing our happiness? In your view, how does that 
doubt lead to the development and strengthening of a false self?

16. How do you want others to see you? What does this tell you 
about your assumptions regarding how you understand what 
will make you happy and fulfilled? How did this image become 
more and more the lie you have lived over time? How ready are 
you to lessen your attachment to it?

17. Basil Pennington suggests that the core of the false self is the 
belief that my value depends on what I have and what I can do. 
What additional dimensions of your falsity can you identify 
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after prayerful reflection on your attachment to what you have 
and what you can do? How would you release that attachment? 
What do you fear in doing so?

18. Notice your patterns of touchiness and over-reactivity. What 
help do they offer in better understanding your false ways of 
being? Now do the same with your compulsions and addic-
tions. Don’t be quick to say that you don’t have any compulsions 
or addictions. Remember, addictive dynamics characterize all 
of us and lie underneath our compulsions.

19. How do you understand your call or vocation? How is this 
related to being the truth of your self? How might it be better 
related to being and living this truth?

20. How might both the truth of your identity and your vocation 
be grounded in your unique set of gifts, temperament, passions, 
interests, curiosities and deep longings? Reflecting on this is 
discerning the way in which God’s call to you and will for you 
are already laid down in the uniqueness of your true self.

21. Reflect on the gifts and invitations that you feel have come 
from the Spirit of God to you through the study and discussion 
of this book. How will you respond to them? What is your next 
step in offering a full-hearted response of “Yes!” to the gift of 
being yourself?
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“David Benner’s The Gift of Being Yourself is the best treatment of the journey 
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wisdom and devotion with this beautiful book. With empathy and insight he 
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