
Review: You Can Change
Gill and I have read many books during our
life in ministry.  Many are helpful, a few
are  frustrating,  and  quite  a  lot  are
downright disappointing.  But some are set
apart by being theologically robust and
wonderfully  relevant  and  accessible.
 These are the books that we end up buying
multiple copies of and giving away.

It’s been a long time since I came across a book that fits
into this category.  I have found one with Tim Chester’s You
Can Change: God’s Transforming Power for Our Sinful Behavior
and Negative Emotions.  Chester himself describes it as an
“anti-self-help book written in the style of a self-help book”
which is probably why I like it so much; it subverts all that
pop-psych  spiritualised  self-discovery  claptrap  that’s  out
there.

The book was referred to me after I spoke at a Men’s Weekend
Away held by our church. By God’s grace among the fruit of
that  weekend,  a  number  of  men  are  self-motivated  to  meet
together  regularly  for  peer-led  discipleship,  nurture  and
accountability.  It was they that discovered this book.  It is
a fantastic resource.

The felt-need addressed by You Can Change is, in the broadest
view, the perceived irrelevance of typical church life.  In
that stereotype the things of church – spirituality, theology,
community – are valued and appreciated, but with a frustration
that they don’t seem to do anything.  The gospel of Jesus can,
in some sense, be understood, expressed, and even promoted;

https://briggs.id.au/jour/2015/12/you-can-change/
http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/7920436-you-can-change
http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/7920436-you-can-change
http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/7920436-you-can-change
http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/you-can-change-or-can-you
http://st-nics.org


and  yet  at  the  same  time  it  can  feel  like  nothing  ever
changes.  The struggles, temptations, failings and flaws of
our very person remain unaddressed and sometimes unabashed.
 The gospel moves around us at arms length and our maturation
stalls in an eddy of “sinful behaviour and negative emotions.”

The beauty of Chester’s book is that he doesn’t attempt to
meet this felt-need by filling the gap between gospel and
personal experience with his own ten-step branded model of
success-for-the-motivated-Jesus-man;  he  simply  reflects  on
how to close the gap by applying the gospel as directly as he
can to the areas of personal life where change is wanted.

From the “personal experience” side of the gap he encourages
his readers to be considering a “change project” as they read;
a type of negative behaviour or emotion, or “it might be a
Christian virtue, a fruit of the Spirit that you feel is
particularly lacking in your life” (p21).  Each chapter ends
with questions for reflection that allow the specific area of
change to be engaged.  It’s the sort of thing that is perfect
to stimulate discussion in a small accountability group.  The
structure of the book makes this clear; the chapter titles
are:

What would you like to change?
Why would you like to change?
How are you going to change?
When do you struggle?
What truths do you need to turn to?
What desires do you need to turn from?
What stops you from changing?
What strategies will reinforce your faith and repentance?
How can we support one another in changing?
Are you ready for a lifetime of daily change?

These questions are answered from the gospel side of Chester’s
approach.  Throughout Chester is Christocentric, cruciform,



and fully appreciative of the providential sovereignty of God.
 Consider:

So whom do you want to be like? What would you like to
change? Please don’t settle for anything less than being like
Jesus and reflecting the glory of God. (p20)

Of significant value is the way in which Chester constantly
takes the focus of ourselves and turns us towards God again
and again.  This is both in what we might call the light sense
of  re-apprehending  the  love  of  God,  and  it  is  also  in
the heavy sense of realising that our sin is also God-centred
– a rejection of him, a rebellion, a hardening.

Wrestling with sinful behaviours is something we all share,
myself included, and this is a useful corrective.  It is so
easy to almost romanticise destructive habits as a wrestle,
a battle, or a proving ground.  In this way we reinforce our
attachment to those destructive ways as the self-affirming
thing that I must overcome, thus eliminating any reliance on
God’s grace, and so once again pushing the gospel away to arms
length.

We want to put things right.  We want to think of ourselves
as a “former user of porn” rather than a “porn addict.”…  For
us, sin has become first and foremost sin against ourselves.
 If I sin, then I’ve let myself down.  What I feel when I sin
is the offense against me and my self-esteem, not the offense
against God. (p25)

In this way Chester has one of the best grasps on a biblical
harmatology that I have encountered.  As we duck and weave, it
simply pokes and prods and reminds us that its not about us.
 We are not the solution, we must turn to Christ because
“external activities can’t change us… because sin comes from
within, from our hearts” (p42).  We need our hearts to be
changed, and that has ever been God’s work.  Indeed, “we
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become Christians by faith… we stay Christians by faith… we
grow as Christians by faith,” (p43) “God wants us to walk in
obedience, not [our own] victory” (p118).

We’re  changed  when  we  look  at  Jesus,  delight  in  Jesus,
commune with Jesus.  But no one can embrace Jesus if still
guilty of sin.  And no one will embrace Jesus if still
feeling the guilt of sin.  So change begins only when we come
under grace with its message of divine pardon and welcome.
(p50)

We are changed by God’s grace, we are saved and sanctified by
God’s  grace.   By  God’s  sovereign  grace  the  Holy  Spirit
simply is at work in us, to change us.  Our sin as Christians
is not therefore a failure to turn to Christ, its a choice
to pull away from him.  This is Chester’s central comfort and
his main provocation:

I used to think sanctification was a bit like pushing a
boulder up a hill.  It was hard, slow work, and if you lost
concentration you might find yourself back at the bottom.
 But it’s more like a boulder rolling down a hill.  There’s
something inevitable about it, because it’s God’s work, and
God always succeeds.  The sad thing is that often I try to
push the boulder back up the hill.  I say in effect, “Don’t
change me yet, I like doing that sin.” (p55)

If we truly want the grace of holiness, we must get lower,
humbling ourselves and leaving the lifting up to God. (p118)

Around  this  central  focus  Chester  addresses  the  felt-need
questions.   There  is  very  little  that  is  novel  in  his
approach.  Occasionally he seems to be close to some of the
twelve steps.  At other times what he proposes is basically a
form of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy.  But it is all useful,
and, above all, applicable.



There are two dangers that Chester avoids really well.  The
first is the risk of wrong passivity – ‘if God has done it and
is doing it then I don’t have to do anything at all.’  The
second is the risk of wrong activity – ‘if I can only fulfil
this or achieve that then I will be OK.’  He doesn’t avoid
this  by  silence.   There  are  practical  suggestions,  and
proposed exercises, elements of choice that engage with the
nominated change project.  In summary they are:

1. Keep returning to the cross to see your sin canceled and
to draw near to God in full assurance of welcome.
2. Keep looking to God instead of to sin for satisfaction,
focusing on the four liberating truths of God’s greatness,
glory, goodness and grace.
3. Cut off, throw off, put off, kill off everything that
might strengthen or provoke sinful desires.
4. Bring sin into the light through regular accountability to
another Christian
(p173)

It’s the fourth point that has been the context in which I
have read this book: the community of a men’s weekend and the
groups that are subsequently developing.  My hope and prayer
is that for the men who read this book, myself included, that
grace-filled community, which is so utterly absent in our
pious illiberal secularist world, will be the place where
Christ  is  met  anew,  and  reflected  in  our  individual  and
communal life.

The  Future  of  Tolerance,
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Belligerence,  and  Good
Disagreement.

In the light of reading Good Disagreement? I found Maajid
Nawaz’ Big Think video on dialogue and the Future of Tolerance
of interest.

I don’t know much about Nawaz but he appears to be a centrist
at  the  hinge  point  of  moderate  Islam.   He  recounts  a
constructive dialogue with atheist Sam Harris.  They continue
to disagree but have disagreed well.  The video is well worth
a watch (embedded at the end of this post) but his main points
towards good disagreement are:

Adversarial Collaboration

An agreement between opposing parties about how they’ll work
together or gain a better understanding of their differences.

Emotional Process

“Re-humanizing” your adversary, even though you disagree with
his  or  her  perspective.   Try  to  see  the  other  person
holistically, as someone with valid human experience.

Intellectual Process

First, identify common ground.  Isolate specific points of
agreement.

Practice intellectual empathy. Acknowledge when the internal
logic pattern of a n argument makes sense, even though you
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may disagree with the premise.

Recognize your own moral compass and maintain your courage.

These points are well made.  Good Disagreement? arrives at
many of them, grounded on a Christian worldview.  I would love
to  see  Nawaz’  philosophical  underpinnings.   Emotional  and
intellectual honesty, personal generosity, with the courage to
maintain your convictions… these appear to be the ingredients
for constructive tolerance.  I applaud his stance.

It  doesn’t  mean  it’s  easy.   There  are  two  significant
difficulties:

a) Nawaz and Harris can exercise these qualities because of
their existing separation.  What I mean is that, apart from
the vague obligations of living on the same planet and in the
same society, they have no need to interact or collaborate.
 They can approach their interaction from a relative position
of great freedom, and part ways at relatively little cost.

Disagreements that are “in-house” are more fraught.  When the
institutional,  historical,  or  even  theological,  ties  are
strong,  that  freedom  of  separation  is  reduced  and  good
disagreement is hampered.

In that circumstance another component is needed: a form of
“giving each other space.”  The Church of England is still
working  out  what  this  means  internally;  the  Shared
Conversations are the current attempt as I understand it.  In
the wider Anglican Communion troubles of the last decade or
two the gift of space was attempted through instruments such
as  indaba  and  moratoria  (on  same-sex  blessings  and
ordinations, and episcopal incursions) and these simply proved
to be not enough.

The creation of ACNA and the GAFCON movement has codified a
separation  and  encouraged  its  members  (crf.  Nawaz’  last



point.)  This movement is in many ways unfortunate (who wanted
to have these disputes anyway?) but has been quite necessary,
not least for the purposes of good disagreement.  My hope is
that  this  invigorated  confessional  identity,  which  clearly
demarcates  a  philosophical  and  increasingly  institutional
separation, will not only catalyse clarity in the disagreement
but also generous interaction.  My hope that this will occur
at the forthcoming meeting of Primates, from both sides.  But
that brings up the second point:

b) It takes two to tango.  Nawaz recounts a constructive
interaction with a similar motivated interlocutor.  This isn’t
always the case.  In my experience the most machiavellian
groups are self-styled as tolerant and progressive.  There’s a
belligerent  political  strategy:  seek  dramatic  change  using
absolutist rhetoric, and in the face of consequent dramatic
resistance,  complain  about  the  hard-hearted  impositional
schismatic “refuses to dialogue” bigotry of the other party.

Of course belligerence begets belligerence in a vicious circle
intertwining  both  sides  of  a  debate.   But  the  burden  is
uneven.   When  there  are  proposals  for  fundamental  and
irreversible  change  on  the  table,  the  risk  of  good
disagreement is higher for those who oppose the change.  In a
place of belligerent stalemate, the risk of stepping back to
good disagreement for the proponents of change is, at worst, a
“non-decision” of the status quo.  The risk to the opponents
is that the irreversible change occurs.  This is why decrying
bad  disagreement  works  unevenly,  and  why  it  can  be  used
politically to take resistance to change out of the game;
you’ll hurt yourself, but you’ll hurt your opponent more.

All in all, unless both parties turn away from belligerence at
the same time, good disagreement simply isn’t.  Nawaz talks
about  his  good  disagreement  as  a  delicate  exercise.   A
similar delicacy is needed in the context of Anglican good
disagreement.  It is why I admire those who are seeking to
bring it about.
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