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Foreword

This small booklet is a gem. Jon Bailey has taken the ancient 

Christian understanding of the Threefold Way (purgation, illu-

mination and union) and breathed new life into this time-hon-

ored path toward the transformation of the human personal-

ity. As I read The Eternal Journey two words stood out in my 

mind: “pithy” and “pregnant.”

“Pithy” is the most immediate impression that came to 

me when reading this booklet. There is a distinct advantage 

to the brevity of the writing. Jon is providing us with the Cliffs 

Notes (now spelled CliffsNotes) to the Threefold Way. His con-

cise discussion of each subject is laser focused. It immediate-

ly zeroes in on the central point we need to understand. No 

wandering illustrations. No humorous asides. No nonessential 

digressions. In this booklet we are taken directly to the cen-

tral issue at hand. This is a genuine advantage to us because 

we want to understand as clearly as possible how these stages 

in the Threefold Way progressively forms us into the image of 

Christ.

“Pregnant” is the second word that came to my mind. You 

might think this a strange word to describe a piece of writing, 

but I mean it in the sense that this booklet is so densely packed 

and full of life. You will not want to skim over anything. Every 

sentence is essential for understanding the key point in each 

topic. Hence, you will want to read slowly and digest fully.

Pithy and pregnant . . . it makes for a good read.

Richard J. Foster 

Spring 2020
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Introduction

Buried beneath the history of the church are sterling examples of 
this Threefold Way: of a deep inward transformation that comes 

about as a result of the purifying of the heart (purgation), the 
enlightening of the mind (illumination) and the perfecting of the 

soul (union).1 
Richard J. Foster

Madeleine L’Engle once said, “The writer writes for himself, 

out of his own need.”2 I have found this to be true as I have 

searched to uncover the terrain of my transformation. I need-

ed some kind of map of spiritual country, a geography of the 

soul. Why? Because I don’t think the Christian journey is ob-

vious today. We all feel the momentum of our lives drawing 

us into the future, but we often don’t know where we’re going. 

What are our next steps with Christ? Is there a time-honored 

path to a more transformed life? The Three Classical Stages of 

Transformation have become my map. The Purgative Way, the 

Illuminative Way, and the Unitive Way have become for me 

that time-honored path, the map of spiritual country. These 

stages hold something ancient and enduring, a synthesis from 

the centuries and a testimony from writers across time who 

have lived the Christ-life from the depth of their being.

Of course, everyone’s journey is unique, but what’s delight-

ful about working on this project is discovering there is a uni-

versal shape our life with Christ takes. When we know that, it 

helps us make sense of our spiritual experiences, gives us direc-

tion without being prescriptive, and guides us toward God in 

a more thoughtful way. In this little booklet (gleaned from a 
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forthcoming book project) you’ll find thirty daily meditations 

that explore the common experiences we encounter in each 

stage. These concepts are not new; I’ve simply tried to brush 

the dust off an ancient Christian treasure. My hope is that we 

can find some kind of path in these pages: a path that helps 

us journey with Jesus in a more clear-sighted way, a path that 

helps us participate more deeply in our transformation, a path 

that helps us advance ever nearer toward that one great goal of 

human life—union with the Trinity.





The Purgative Way

And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 

Mark 1:12

We are not now what we shall be, but we are on the way; the 

process is not yet finished, but it has begun; this is not the goal, 

but it is the road; at present all does not gleam and glitter, but 

everything is being purified.3 

Martin Luther
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Day 1

The Slow Remaking of Character

There’s a great disparity inside me: a gap between my long-

ing and my living. I don’t feel it all the time. But there are mo-

ments, usually at night when I’m tired or bored or disappoint-

ed—always when I’m angry—that it surfaces, gnawing and 

tearing at my deepest desire. In those moments I wonder if it 

is possible for that gap to be narrowed. Can the life I want be 

the one I actually live? When I read the longing of Thomas à 

Kempis in The Imitation of Christ, the angst of St. Augustine in 

his Confessions, or the intensity of Teresa of Ávila in The Interi-

or Castle, I discover I’m not alone. I’m not alone in my longing 

for Christlikeness, I’m not alone in my inadequacy to produce 

it, and—most importantly—I’m not alone in finding a way 

forward. None of us are. Shedding vice and securing virtue—

becoming like Christ—is not something that automatically 

happens when we become Christians. Moving from stage to 

stage happens over a long, frustrating, rewarding, painful, and 

glorious period of time. Christlike character is not something 

we get; we grow into it. 
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Day 2

Death by Degree

Mortification is difficult because it uncovers the depth of our 

brokenness. There’s a kind of anguish we experience as God 

gently reveals to us our sin, layer after layer. It would be much 

easier if we could experience death-to-self as a one-time event, 

but of course mortification is a life journey that never happens 

fast. To “mortify” means to kill off by degree. Think of paying 

a mort-gage and you get the idea. The way you settle a mort-

gage is by making a series of small payments over a string of 

years. That’s mortification. We kill off that old, duplicitous self 

by degree, not all at once. Johannes Tauler, a twelfth-century 

German theologian wrote:

This dying has many degrees. . . . A man might die a 

thousand deaths in one day and find at once a joyful life 

corresponding to each of them.4

Mortification is a series of transactions we make all our life; it’s 

a cycle of successive and small surrenders. We give a little and 

grow a little. That’s how we die. Bit by bit.
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Day 3

Training with the Disciplines

We don’t practice the spiritual disciplines to prove we love Je-

sus or to manufacture our own holiness, but rather to set in 

motion the total transformation of our souls. If we think our 

fasting is meriting God’s favor, then we’ve missed the point. 

Training with the disciplines is not about earning anything; it’s 

about exercising the proper effort across the stages. It’s about 

taking up our cross. It’s about following Jesus in the overall 

lifestyle he chose for himself. It’s not about earning God’s love, 

it’s about expressing it. We don’t practice the disciplines out 

of duty, but out of devotion. To be sure, our motives won’t be 

perfect—they rarely are—but if our principal motivation isn’t 

rooted in love, then the disciplines will only end up hurting 

ourselves and others. That’s why Richard Foster warns us, “Dis-

ciplines are not the answer; they only lead us to the Answer.”5 

They lead us to Jesus. They put us in a place to receive from 

him. Practicing them is about receiving his grace. As François 

Fénelon put it, “The wind of God is always blowing . . . but you 

must hoist your sail.”6
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Day 4

Death Is a Door

Crucifixion and death-to-self and mortification are only half 

the story. “It is in dying, that we are born to eternal life,”7 wrote 

St. Francis of Assisi. When Jesus used the cross as his mortifica-

tion metaphor, he knew that resurrection was the gift of giving 

his life away. And this is what I want us to see about mortifica-

tion—it’s a vehicle to a new kind of life, a virtuous life, resur-

rection life. Not just when we pass from this world to the next, 

but right here and right now. “That I may know Him and the 

power of His resurrection” was only possible for St. Paul be-

cause he participated in “the fellowship of His sufferings” (Phil 

3:10 NASB). Practicing crucifixion daily is the way we kill the 

vices and cultivate virtue—it’s Jesus’ invitation to wholeness.
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Day 5

An Enduring Malice

It would be a mistake to believe that the only thing God uses 

to shape men and women into his likeness is their efforts inte-

grated with his grace. How we arrange our lives around Jesus, 

how we train, how we carry our cross matters; yet it is not the 

only way we learn to love like God loves. He uses every means 

necessary to shape us, even the spiritual barrages of a proud 

and envious angel. As we continue our journey through the 

Purgative Way, a new kind of warfare surfaces in our lives. One 

that we had the pleasure of ignoring before our entrance into 

this higher kind of life. This confrontation is born out of an en-

during malice, one that has persisted over the great stretches 

of time—and even beyond it. When we begin the crucified life 

(mortification), we send out a signal somewhere in the uni-

verse. As John Climacus told us, “The devil goes to battle with 

those in obedience.”8
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Day 6

Our Ancient Foe

To understand temptation we have to probe its source, we have 

to drive toward the origin point. What we’ve managed to piece 

together from our Scriptures is a kind of biographical sketch 

of the one who has come to be the root of all the temptation 

we experience along the way of Christ. In a way that we can 

scarcely understand, this angelic being, once full of light and 

strength and intelligence, rejected his place in God’s order and 

reached for something beyond his grasp (Ezek 28:17–18). The 

result was his souring into something dark and weak and con-

fused. On second thought, maybe we can understand Satan’s 

fall—Wasn’t his pattern ours? The need to go it alone, to sepa-

rate, to achieve some kind of something on our own. Our mis-

placed significance in the self, this exaltation of the “I.” Satan’s 

plunge is our plunge. We saw it in the heavens, we saw it in the 

garden, and we see it in our souls. Our choice to separate from 

our Creator—the great divorce—is always possible; it doesn’t 

matter if you’re a human being made in the image of God or an 

archangel wrapped in power and light.
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Day 7

We Can Overcome

For most of my life I have felt in the dark about how to overcome 

the sins that so easily entangle me (Heb 12:1). I was taught that 

my only tactic against temptation was to try to resist. But what 

the old spiritual writers say is that when we train with Christ, 

we become less enticed by temptation. In fact, the longer we 

pattern our lives after Christ’s, the more grace makes tempta-

tion less like millstones around our neck and more like step-

ping stones below our feet. That doesn’t mean that we simply 

surrender to temptation and wait for deliverance. In the words 

of St. Paul, we must “make no provision for the flesh” (Rom 

13:14). We must “fight the good fight” (1 Tim 6:12). Training 

with Jesus doesn’t give us permission to be carried away by 

the torrents of our iniquity. It creates a progressive liberty from 

those torrents altogether. If we keep stepping forward—not 

perfectly, but persistently—we can overcome.
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Day 8

Deepen or Derail

How we choose to respond to pain and suffering, in all its vary-

ing degrees, will inevitably do one of two things: either deep-

en or derail our formation into Christlikeness. What do we do 

with a tragic accident, arthritis spreading around our joints, 

a relationship that refuses to mend, a diagnosis of pancreatic 

cancer, or the loss of a child? It’s an inescapable truth that how 

we respond to affliction will significantly shape the person we 

become. What we need to obtain in the Purgative Way is the 

skill of turning hardships into holiness, which is so effortless 

to say and so difficult to do. However, for nearly twenty-one 

centuries the wisest Christian writers have said it is possible—

affliction can be so much more than misfortune, it can be deep 

transformation. For not one drop of suffering or pain can de-

rail our journey with Jesus. It’s just the opposite—all of these 

shadowed valleys and billowed seas can be catalysts to deeper 

degrees of humility, nudging us closer to that one great hope 

in our heart: to love like God loves.
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Day 9

Holding Our Hurt

Whenever my children bruise themselves, they place their 

hands over the swelling and just sit there with little tears trick-

ling down their cheeks, holding their hurt. What’s interesting 

to me is their instinctive reaction to draw closer to the pain, 

to press into it, to hold it, to sit with it. And perhaps that’s the 

key. The way we learn to respond to pain and suffering is to 

press into it. Can we sit with it long enough to listen to what it 

wants to say? What is it trying to teach us? Can we listen to that 

ache in our lower back or to those cloudy thoughts that keep 

circling our mind? Because the beginning of all real healing, 

Henri Nouwen says, is solidarity with the pain.9 And this is the 

truth we keep bumping into: pain does not define us—it refines 

us. If we can respond with the right intention, if we can sit with 

it long enough, if we can steward it, if we can let it do the work 

it wants to, then it will become a refining experience. But if we 

stifle pain and suffering, if we stuff all of the anger and despair 

down deep, then affliction will not refine us—it will define us.
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Day 10

Affliction and Glory

A seed cracks and crumbles, dying before it’s remade into a 

grain of wheat; a toddler screams and sobs, enduring the 

weaning process before he’s transformed into a boy; win-

ter smothers and suppresses the fields before they’re reborn 

in spring; Jesus of Nazareth is mocked and murdered before 

he rises into something brighter and stronger and more alive 

than he was before. Affliction and glory are woven into the 

whole fabric of our world and lives. “For this slight momentary 

affliction is preparing us for an eternal weight of glory beyond 

all measure” (2 Cor 4:17 NRSV). The wild and precious truth 

of Scripture is this: affliction precedes glory. No, it’s more than 

that. It does not just precede it, it prepares us for it. But it’s even 

more than that, I think. Affliction does not just prepare us for 

glory, it produces it. 





The Illuminative Way

Those who look to him are radiant, 

and their faces shall never be ashamed. 

Psalm 34:5 ESV

Yet we know that perfect goodness, perfect beauty, and perfect 

truth exist within the Life of God; and that our hearts will never 

rest in less than these.10 

Evelyn Underhill
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Day 11

A Gateway to Something Higher

In every civilization, in every era, men and women have devot-

ed themselves to the beautiful—calling it sacred, sensing it to 

be a kind of gateway to something higher and brighter. Classi-

cal Christianity embraces beauty, claiming that God is the Di-

vine Artist behind it all. “Earth’s crammed with heaven,” wrote 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, “and every common bush afire 

with God, / But only he who sees takes off his shoes.”11 As our 

first steps fall within the Illuminative Way, our shoes come off, 

we begin to see, the whole world takes on a sacramental char-

acter. We discover that being alone in a meadow of golden-or-

ange poppies, walking barefoot in a sleepy river, or crushing 

a piece of pale purple lavender between our fingers are more 

than just moments of delight, but moments of transformation; 

moments that make us stop; moments that say look, pay atten-

tion, be here, right now—with this field, with this stream, with 

this flower. What’s happening to us? A longing for the beautiful 

is growing within, God is making us more receptive, sensitive, 

tender—giving rise to the loving transformation we long for.
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Day 12

What Is Beauty?

Building on the Western philosophical tradition, the great me-

dieval thinker Thomas Aquinas wrote that for something to be 

beautiful it must share three characteristics: integritas (integ-

rity), consonantia (harmony), and claritas (clarity). Integritas 

is a consistency or unity between something’s interior and 

exterior; there is a wholeness or completeness.12 Consonan-

tia is a proper proportion between parts; it’s something that’s 

ordered well within; there is a togetherness. And claritas is a 

kind of brightness or splendor or glory; it’s a piercing clarity—

not only to see, but to see through. Aquinas insisted that when 

we experience the beautiful, we’re participating, to some de-

gree, in these three realities. Therefore he defined beauty as 

“that which gives pleasure when seen.”13 Pope John Paul II said 

that beauty is “the good made visible.”14 And American phi-

losopher Dallas Willard wrote that beauty is “God’s goodness 

made manifest to the senses.”15 What all of these definitions 

seem to suggest is that beauty is intimately tied to our nature, 

to being fully human. God has wed the beautiful to our hu-

manness: our senses of sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell. 

Beauty is his goodness made visible, audible, tactile, delecta-

ble, and fragrant.
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Day 13

Christ the Beautiful

All of the wild beauty of the world—the soaring mountains of 

Patagonia, Chile; the rugged and spellbinding Amalfi Coast in 

Italy; the innocence of a child; all the poetry and paintings ever 

created; the giant spinning superstorm of Jupiter; the mathe-

matic wonders steering our solar system—are meant to reflect 

the supreme beauty, the par excellence: Jesus Christ. “In him 

all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible 

and invisible, . . . all things have been created through him and 

for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold to-

gether” (Col 1:16–17 NIV; see also 1 Cor 8:6). In Christ we see, 

more than anyone or anywhere else, the beautiful. He embod-

ied integritas, consonantia, and claritas. He was whole: he was 

at ease with himself; there was no conflict between his inner 

and outer world. He was perfectly balanced, unified, level—

strikingly symmetrical. He demonstrated harmony: no desire 

was disordered; there was complete composure, a divine ar-

rangement, a wondrous alignment of loves. He was radiant: 

there was glory in his face, in his movement, and in his speech. 

He dwelt among us and we have seen it—his glory (John 1:14). 
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Day 14

Enjoying Better

How do we avoid clutching or condemning beauty and its 

pleasures? By cultivating the virtue of temperance with the 

spiritual practices of fasting, frugality, silence, etc. As we work 

these practices of abstinence into our mind and muscle, Christ 

teaches us how to pursue the beautiful without being pained by 

it. And he goes even further than that. As André Comte-Spon-

ville writes, “Temperance is not about enjoying less but about 

enjoying better.”16 And this is what we so easily forget. When 

our desires are tempered, they’re free; and when they’re free, 

the pleasure is resurrected into something greater, something 

even more pleasurable, more pleasing, more fulfilling. This is a 

magnificent truth. Comte-Sponville continues, “Pleasures are 

purer for being freer, more joyful for being mastered, more se-

rene for being less needy.”17
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Day 15

Being Made Good

Thomas Aquinas taught that goodness is primarily interested 

in how well something or someone perfects its purpose. Does 

it know its reason for being? And more importantly, can it 

achieve it? When I need tomato slices, I pull out an old paring 

knife and press hard on the stubborn blade. Instead of getting 

neat slices, I get tomato juice on my shoes! This is not a good 

knife. It is not fulfilling its purpose. For a knife to be good, it 

must be sharp. “A thing is good,” wrote Aquinas, “to the de-

gree that it perfects the powers appropriate to its nature.”18 In 

other words, it has the capacity to act, the power to deliver on 

its design. The power of the knife is its edge. The power of an 

artery is its openness. The power of a friendship is its loyalty. 

And the power of the human person is to grow with God, to 

make the divine goodness visible, to follow and find love—for-

ever. So when we talk about being made good, we’re not just 

talking about cultivating habits and attitudes of goodness as 

they are normally understood. We’re talking about something 

absolutely essential to our life and being; we’re talking about 

working with the Spirit to perfect our nature (Matt 5:48). And 

I’m not talking about the kind of first-century perfectionism 

that Jesus repeatedly opposed. I’m talking about the kind of 

perfection that is wholeness, order, and unity—the kind that 

by God’s grace and our wise effort enables us to regain our 

strength, our power, our glory.
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Day 16

A Deep Rhythm of Goodness

The vital thing to know if we’re to start breaking vices and 

building virtue is that we can’t do it by trying to act virtuous. 

And here’s where the old Aristotelian concept of acting from 

virtue versus acting according to virtue can help.19 When we 

act according to virtue, we are trying. We are hoping to do 

something we know we ought to do or should do—we’re per-

forming the virtuous act out of duty. That kind of life can be 

summed up in Mark Twain’s line, “It is very wearying to be 

good.”20 However, when we act from virtue we behave in a way 

that is seamless with our character. It is habitual, or second 

nature, meaning that we act from a deep rhythm of goodness. 

Instead of enduring the wearying life, we acquire the restful 

life—the life that thinks, feels, and acts with peace, power, and 

pleasure.
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Day 17

Ready to Receive

God wants to give us virtue, but he’s designed us with such 

terrifying dignity that we cannot receive—even good things—

against our will. As George MacDonald explains, “Man finds it 

hard to get what he wants, because he does not want the best; 

God finds it hard to give, because He would give the best, and 

man will not take it.”21 We must “have a capacity to receive, or 

even omnipotence can’t give,”22 echoes C. S. Lewis. The chal-

lenging work in the spiritual life is making ourselves ready to 

receive—to recognize God’s best gifts are less like being given 

a rare wine and more like receiving your first violin. The plea-

sure we draw from the wine is wonderful, but once enjoyed, it 

is gone. The violin, however, is a far richer gift. If we give our-

selves to it, if we train with it, if we listen to what it wants to tell 

us, it can deliver a deeper pleasure. It’s the kind of pleasure 

that never recedes, but grows stronger with use. The more we 

give to it, the more it gives to us. These are the best kind of gifts. 

The ones that draw us into themselves, and yet pull us out of 

ourselves. The ones we thought were for us alone and yet, over 

time, beg to be given away. This is virtue. This is goodness. And 

this is what God wants to give. If we’ll pursue it, if we’ll train 

for it—our hands will slowly open, the key will start to turn, the 

bud will begin to bloom.
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Day 18

Infinite Desire

Have you noticed that when you gratify your hunger, you get 

hungry again? Or when you share moments of deep intimacy, 

it’s not very long before you want them again? Or how about 

when you create something of great beauty or inventiveness, 

don’t you want to wake up and do it again? As far as I can see, 

our desires are possible to gratify, but impossible to satisfy. The 

things of this world are metaphysically incapable of satisfying 

our desires—we have an infinite capacity and we must find an 

infinite supply. Only the eternal can satisfy the infinite. Jesus 

Christ—and his unending life—is the infinite supply we need.
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Day 19

A Classical Definition of Truth

Classical Christianity teaches that truth is not subjective but 

objective, echoing St. Augustine’s idea that “The true is that 

which is.” Truth is reality. You can’t ignore it by refusing to be-

lieve it. We can deny the earth is round, but if we fly westbound 

for fifty-one hours, we get back to where we began. St. Anselm, 

another important thinker in the great tradition, gave us this 

definition: “Truth is a supreme likeness without any unlike-

ness. . . .”23 He means that truth is the ultimate degree of con-

tinuity between two things. A little boy’s first attempt to draw 

a circle will not be true. It will be close—to some degree—but 

the end product will be rough and bumpy. Not the shape we 

would want for bicycle tires. But if the boy carefully guides his 

crayon around the rim of a bowl, the result will be circular, 

a supreme likeness—true. Now if we blend Augustine’s and 

Anselm’s thinking, we get a very helpful definition of truth: 

Truth is a supreme likeness to reality. This practically begs the 

question: What is reality? What’s really real? The answer: the 

Eternal Three—Father, Son, and Spirit. The Triune God is the 

ground of all being, the ultimate fact, the source that is true. 

When we talk about becoming true, we mean acquiring a su-

preme likeness to the Trinity.
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Day 20

Incarnating Information

Madeleine L’Engle wrote, “We’ve lost much of the richness of 

that word know.”24 We know something, Dallas Willard often 

said, when we represent it, as it is, on an appropriate basis of 

thought and experience.25 In other words, we don’t just know 

about it—we know it. I don’t just know about my son; I know 

him. I know he loves to read alone before his day begins; I 

know he’s competitive in everything he does; and I know his 

greatest strength is kindness. I know him. I know my son be-

cause of my direct experience with him. So if our minds are 

going to be renewed, if we’re to have knowledge, we must not 

just be informed about truth; we must have a relationship with 

it. Think of all the books we’ve read. For all their wonder and 

benefit, they cannot provide direct experience or an interac-

tive relationship. For books to help us, we must enflesh them. 

We must incarnate the information they contain. “If we read 

William Law’s A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life,” writes 

Richard Foster, “let’s be sure that the focus of our study is not 

a book but the experience of a devout and holy life.”26 We can 

study prayer, but we’ll never know it until we give ourselves to 

it over long stretches of our lives. “When the day of judgement 

comes,” wrote Thomas à Kempis, “we shall be examined about 

what we have done, not about what we have read.”27





The Unitive Way

The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they 

may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may 

become completely one, so that the world may know that you 

have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 

John 17:22–23 

We can always enter more deeply into the infinite being and love 

of God and this sharing in the divine life is nothing but a deeper 

union with Christ.28 

Hans Boersma
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Day 21

Becoming Love

Spiritual formation begins and ends with love. If we don’t hear 

this repeatedly, then we’ll be tempted to twist the journey with 

Jesus into some kind of achievement scheme or self-improve-

ment project. The way of Christ is not about earning righteous-

ness or self-development. It’s the total transformation of the 

human personality into the likeness of Jesus Christ: body, 

mind, heart, and soul. It starts with a spark and ends ablaze, 

in a loving union of wills. Human beings were designed with 

this kind of love in mind. Without it, we’re not really human; 

we’re just animated cadavers. When the Spirit awakens us with 

his love, we come to see ourselves utterly known and loved by 

God. There’s nothing we can do to make him love us more, and 

there’s nothing we can do to make him love us less. But what 

we often fail to recognize is that not only are we unconditionally 

loved, but God is conditioning us for love—to become love; to 

be remade into the divine likeness; to burn with an unrelenting 

fire; to be swept away by that infinite rush of goodness, like the 

south wind warms and renews the tired and frigid plain. He 

sweeps upon us, whispering, “Come to me. You are now but 

a dim mirror. I will rinse you, clean you, fill you with my light. 

I will make you shine brighter than a thousand galaxies.” This 

is God at work in the world. Not just to awaken us to love, but 

to love us so completely until we join him and become love 

ourselves.
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Day 22

Selfless Love

In his book The Four Loves, C. S. Lewis explores four differ-

ent kinds of love in Greek thought: affectionate love (storge), 

friendship love (philia), romantic love (eros), and selfless love 

(agape).29 Selfless love, more than any of the others, charac-

terizes God’s kind of love. Selfless love is what the old writ-

ers called “charity,” which is passionately committed to the 

well-being of others, even at the expense of itself. Wherever 

we find charity, we can be sure there is a determined, dogged 

will behind it. Rather than someone just wanting or hoping or 

wishing for another person’s good, charity is someone willing 

it—someone stopping on the side of the freeway to hold an 

umbrella while a tire is being changed, someone setting down 

a book to play hide-and-seek with a four-year-old, someone 

who will not just pray but be the answer to what they pray for.
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Day 23

Artisans of Love

A life of virtue takes the shape of divinity. So when we’re ac-

quiring the virtues, we’re growing into the kind of persons who 

can love like God loves. We’re becoming artisans of love. An 

artisan is someone who is highly skilled at creating, someone 

who has a personal knowledge and mastery of their craft. Be-

coming an artisan requires an intimate apprenticeship over 

many years. During this process, it’s not just information that 

is imparted from master to apprentice, but the master’s mind-

set, attitudes, habits, and ultimately character. Our goal is not 

just to become apprentices, but artisans. And this is what Je-

sus offers when he says, “Follow me.” It’s the same hands-on 

training in love. For Christ will not be satisfied until our faces 

are luminous, until they radiate the love of God. We begin as 

apprentices; he will grow us into artisans.
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Day 24

Our Divine Destiny

C. S. Lewis told us that God wants “creatures whose life, on its 

miniature scale, will be qualitatively like His own, not because 

He has absorbed them but because their wills freely conform 

to His.”30 But to do that, to reach that degree of conformity with 

the will of God, we must exercise our freedom well. As Pierre 

Teilhard de Chardin put it, “The only thing that concerns God, 

the only thing he desires intensely, is your faithful use of your 

freedom.”31 Why? Because it’s the faithful use of our first free-

dom—our ability to choose—that enables the second free-

dom: union, or likeness, with God. Every human being lives 

with this immense possibility, this staggering potentiality—

this divine destiny. Every one of us is created not only to par-

take in the divine life, but to replicate it.
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Day 25

Christlike Freedom

If you’re like me, your experience with obedience is more ex-

hausting than exhilarating. But when we walk into the Unitive 

Way, everything begins to change. We find that we not only 

want to obey God, but we are able to obey God. We don’t just 

agree that his will is our highest good, but we act like it. We 

rejoice to find that obedience is not the resignation of our will, 

but the faithful exercise of it.32 Every thought, every word, every 

deed ends in perfect fulfillment. John Henry Newman called 

this the perfect Christian state, the place where our “duty and 

our pleasure are the same, when what is right and true is nat-

ural to us.”33 A tree naturally obeys God by growing solid and 

strong, a dolphin naturally obeys God by slicing in-and-out of 

ocean water, and we will naturally obey God too—by making 

His divine goodness visible, by fleshing out what it means to 

be a real human being, designed in His image and developing 

in His likeness.
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Day 26

Magnanimity

When our desire for recognition and approval is ordered 

rightly, it’s transformed away from vainglory toward magna-

nimity (mag-nah-nim-uh-tee). Magnanimity is the virtue that 

showcases the genuine goodness inside us, writes Rebecca 

K. DeYoung.34 Magnanimous people understand that they 

are thoroughly known and unconditionally accepted by God. 

They have a deep peace about who they are and who they 

are becoming. They know that the glory inside their body is 

not theirs—it is God’s. His virtue is filling and freeing them. 

Magnanimous individuals are magnetic. They draw people to 

themselves. Not for their glory, but because of it. When we’re 

with them, they enlarge our world, open us up, affirm us. Like 

a seasoned writer, they show instead of tell. They give us a taste 

of their deepest spirit without a trace of competition or rivalry. 

They have nothing to protect, nothing to promote. They simply 

have the fantastic ability to make us want to become more with-

out making us feel less.
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Day 27

Free by Degree

It’s important to remember that almost everything we receive 

along the Christian road—including freedom—comes by de-

gree. We don’t get freedom, we grow into it—like infant limbs 

become sprinting legs or lava layers become ocean islands. 

Freedom is not something deposited; it develops. Christian 

writers throughout the ages have told us of men and women 

who experienced sudden transformations, but these are of-

ten glimpses or tastes of more permanent transformations to 

come. Like marathon runners are handed little paper cups of 

water: these experiences are given to refresh us, not to change 

us instantly; to spur us on, not to bypass formation; to keep us 

in step with the Spirit, not to do all the work for us.
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Day 28

A Noble Imitation

Whether we recognize it or not, we all seek a noble imitation. 

We want to be conformed to our Creator, to be like him, to be 

true. “You have made us for yourself, O Lord” wrote St. Augus-

tine, “and our hearts are restless until they find rest in you.”35 

The for in the first part of that sentence, Peter Kreeft tells us, 

is translated from the Latin word ad, which is a preposition 

expressing dynamic movement. It means “toward.” God has 

made us toward himself.36 That is, he has designed us to be 

creatures in an active and constant progression toward him—

not geographically, but constitutionally. In other words, our 

nature progresses toward his nature. We acquire, more and 

more, the divine likeness (2 Pet 1:4). That’s our ultimate desire, 

that’s what we really want, to move toward God—to be fash-

ioned forever into his likeness.
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Day 29

Expanding Our Circle of Concern

People filled with charity have expanded their circle of con-

cern. They’re so free of the self-ward gaze that they instinctive-

ly look other-ward. That is, they look to the good of another 

person with ease, even delight. Hanging on the instrument of 

his death, Jesus asked the Father to forgive his executioners. 

Could he have meant it? I believe he did. He willed their good. 

Even after the torture, after they had exacted so much physi-

cal pain, Jesus willed their good. At the crucifixion, we see the 

highest expression of charity—God forgiving the unforgivable. 

Why does he do it? Because that’s the nature of the Trinity: to 

give what is good regardless of whether it’s deserved or recip-

rocated. When the Trinity’s love saturates our souls, we’ll do 

the same thing: give to the greedy, befriend the unfriendly, 

pardon the unpardonable—not with clenched teeth, but with 

great gladness. Like obedience, charity is never forced.



39

Day 30

Good Things Run Wild

St. Augustine once said in a sermon, “Love, and do what you 

like.”37 There is much fruit in that little epigram. And what I 

think Augustine was hoping we would find is something like 

this: When a human being is flush with love, supervision isn’t 

necessary. When our souls become so infused with God’s love, 

our thoughts, words, and deeds require no restraint. The world 

becomes our canvas, a block of unfinished marble, a blank 

page begging for ink. “In this union of souls,” writes Dallas Wil-

lard, “it is not right for one person to always tell the other what 

to do.”38 Go back and look at how God related to Adam and 

Eve. He wasn’t a taskmaster, bearing down on them. What we 

find, if we look very carefully, is a God who gives space—space 

to be, space to become. He doesn’t name the animals; he asks 

them to. He doesn’t cultivate the garden; he asks them to. He 

doesn’t even place cherubim and a flaming sword around the 

tree of the knowledge of good and evil; he simply asks them 

not to eat from it. Somewhere in the heart of God is a smol-

dering desire to make men and women wild. Wild in the sense 

of something unrestrained and unbounded. A loving wildness 

that—on a smaller scale—matches the wildness of God him-

self. As Walter Brueggemann has written, “We live our lives be-

fore the wild, dangerous, unfettered and free character of the 

living God.”39
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