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“Using an array of examples that is both wide and deep, Jamie 
Arpin-Ricci draws us into a very deep place. This place of questions, 
trembling, fear, hope, faith, is at the heart of our vulnerability. It is in 
this very place that we most intimately find God and one another” 

—Fran Rossi Szpylczyn 
Catholic blogger, contributor to Homilists for the Homeless

“Jamie is an expert storyteller who with compassion and imagination 
seamlessly weaves together the old and the new, the saint and the 
sinner, the practical wisdom of the Twelve Steps with the timeless 
wisdom of the Scriptures. But his greatest feat in Vulnerable Faith is 
showing how transformative spirituality can be woven into the 
context of restorative community, where it belongs. Using the life of 
Saint Patrick as his guide, Jamie paves a way for all of us—on our 
own and in community—to approach a vulnerability worthy of our 
redemption.  Vulnerable Faith  is a primer on authentic community, 
a personal devotional book, and an insightful look into the human 
heart, all in one.”

—Amy Hollingsworth 
author of The Simple Faith of Mister Rogers and Runaway Radical

“Jamie Arpin-Ricci knows only too well that spiritual growth and 
transformation are the result of God’s  grace. I heartily recommend 
this book to anyone interested in teaching that has stood the test of 
time.” 

—Albert Haase, ofm
 author of Catching Fire, Becoming Flame: A Guide for Spiritual 
Transformation



 
“Arpin-Ricci has found a unique way to blend the life struggles 
of St. Patrick to help us restore our own dilemma of neglected 
discipleship. Referencing the Twelve Steps model, the reality of 
Patrick’s life, and the need for Christ in our own lives slowly unfolds 
into an understanding of how Christ fulfills shalom in all the areas 
of our lives. We all need this book.”  

—Randy Woodley 
author of Shalom and the Community of Creation: An Indigenous Vision

“The artful retelling of the story of St. Patrick is done with imagination 
and care. Each chapter’s installment of the story of the beloved saint 
is followed by theological reflection that probes and prods the reader 
toward holiness. This book is a fine resource for clergy, congregations, 
and missional communities.” 

—Elaine Heath
author of We Were the Least of These

“In this age of self-reliance and faux invincibility, the spiritual 
discipline of vulnerability is a rare thing indeed. Gently and yet 
provocatively, Jamie Arpin-Ricci uses the life and teaching of St. 
Patrick to show us that it is only through accepting our common 
weakness, our brokenness and our unequivocal need for grace that 
we can find the opportunity for fullness of life and true freedom.” 

—Michael Frost
author of Incarnate 

“With creativity, skill, vulnerability, and insight Arpin-Ricci 
reintroduces readers to the risk of Christian faith, the hope of 
prophetic witness, and the true reward of costly grace for our time.” 

— Daniel P. Horan, ofm
author of The Franciscan Heart of Thomas Merton
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 TT he beautiful burden of the Christian life is that we 

are called to live faithfully in the tension between the 

poles of hope and history; between expectation and 

experience.* On the side of hope/expectation we have a glorious vision 

of the coming Kingdom of God; God’s future that is already present 

to us “in the Church and in Christ Jesus” by the power of the Holy 

Spirit. It comes with the promise of a renewed creation, redeemed 

relations, restored dignities, the surrender of fraudulent crowns, the 

healing of wounds, and the drying of tears. The staggering image of 

the city of God descending to earth amidst shouts of joy, a city which 

the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge hymned as “thine own calm home, 

thy crystal shrine, thy habitation from eternity!” is enough to inspire 

F O R E W O R D

F O R E W O R D

* see Douglas John Hall, Lighten Our Darkness: Toward an Indigenous Theology 
of the Cross (The Westminster Press, 1976 
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endless songs and poems of wonder, praise, and eager longing. And 

so it should.

On the side of history/experience, however, we have a very 

different narrative. Ours is the story of what the newly published First 

Nations Version of the New Testament calls “bad hearts and broken 

ways.” It is the story of exploitation and deceit. It is the story of unjust 

privilege, dispossession, and cruel exclusions. It is the story of disease 

and disasters. It is the grim tale of creation at war with itself as human 

creatures, having banished God to remote heaven in defiance of 

creaturely limits, seeking to subjugate the rest of creation to human 

will. And, as Canadian theologian Douglas John Hall cautions, 

“humans simply aren’t wise enough, or good enough to assume such 

mastery.” History is bearing this out.

Is there a way to live with the tension between these two poles 

without sliding into a Pollyanna faith that denies the truth of 

experience, or, on the other hand, a Utopianist’s cynicism that denies 

our desperate need for divine deliverance? Jamie Arpin-Ricci thinks so.

“Vulnerable Faith” is a book that frames the wisdom teachings of 

Jesus and the hope born of Christ’s resurrection through the story of 

St. Patrick and the spiritual tradition of AA’s Twelve Steps. The book’s 

insights arise out of the lived experience of a Christian community 

called Little Flowers located in an impoverished neighbourhood in 

Winnipeg’s West End.

Personally, I was immediately intrigued by Jamie’s imaginative 

mash-up of St. Patrick and the Twelve Step tradition of AA. As a 

boy my imagination was captured and inspired by the legend of St. 



Patrick—the slave-shepherd turned servant-shepherd who freely gave 

his life for the ones who cruelly took it. Also, as a boy, I witnessed the 

transformative power of the Twelve Step program through my father’s 

work as a prison chaplain. Dad wasn’t scandalized by brokenness. 

He knew it too well in his own life. Twelve Step spirituality was vital 

to Dad’s healing work with some of Canada’s most broken men, and 

it was key to his own recovery when alcoholism became a reality in 

his own last days. One of the most moving things about my father’s 

funeral was that the honorary pall-bearers of this much celebrated 

Baptist pastor were the men of his AA group that met faithfully 

around his bed in his dying year.

The key insight of “Vulnerable Faith” is that faithful witness 

becomes possible when the followers of Jesus embrace their 

martyrological identity. “Imagine,” Jamie writes, “what we might do 

for the kingdom of God if we genuinely didn’t fear death. Imagine 

what we might dare to try if we didn’t care about social rejection. 

Imagine what we could create if we did not limit ourselves and our 

imaginations by the seeming impossibilities of circumstances, but 

embraced the command to ‘seek first the kingdom of God and His 

righteousness.’ It is out of this kind of missional imagination that the 

kingdom breaks forth impossibly into the world, and God’s loving 

reign is occasionally seen.”

Following Bonhoeffer’s lead, however, Jamie insists that the way 

of Jesus is both counterintuitive and costly, and is rather unlikely to 

bear the marks of success as defined by our suffering-averse culture. 

Jamie knows, in his experience, that the way of Jesus is a descent 
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before it is an ascent. And yet, it is this way of kenotic, self-giving love 

and radical hospitality that finally gives birth to authentic newness 

out of the decay of history.

In closing, the lyrics below are from a song I wrote after reading 

a collection of sermons by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. They kept coming 

to mind as I read Jamie’s book and seem to be a fitting on-ramp to 

“Vulnerable Faith.”

The Strange Blessing of Bearing**

The peace of God is with the patient ones

Bearing up under affliction

For the joy that Love has promised us

Though waves of agony wash over us

May we know

What mothers know

The strange blessing of bearing

Quietude becomes the lover

Oriented toward the other

Sufferings gladly enduring

For the sake of another’s flourishing

May we know

What martyrs know

The beautiful blessing of bearing

God, we pray that in the days to come

Ever keep before our longing



The mystery of your bleeding son

Through the night into the dawning

Love enwombed in God’s creation

Fortifies the soul’s elation

Hearts on fire to love attending

Tribulations notwithstanding

May we know

What Jesus knows

The glorious blessing of bearing

   — ST EV E  B E L L

Singer-songwriter, author

Treaty 1 Territory | Winnipeg MB
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** Lyrics used with permission of the author 





I N T R O D U C T I O N

I N T R O D U C T I O N

The virtues necessary to be a martyr 
are no different from the virtues 
necessary to be a faithful Christian. 

— C R A I G  H OV EY 1 

 T  T 
he disheveled and exhausted priest awoke from 

what little sleep he’d been able to cling to. Even at 

this early hour, sweat had begun to soak into his 

filthy striped prison clothes, promising another day of nearly 

unbearable heat in the confines of the prisoner bunker. Moving 

slowly, with the care and pains of a man twice his age, he got 

to his feet and stretched. As usual, he was the first one awake. 

He appreciated the few moments of silence each morning 

before he began his daily ritual of caring for the other men 

and serving their needs, from cleaning them of their own filth 

to administering the Eucharist. He took a deep breath and 

steadied himself for what was to come.



16  ♦   vu lnerab le FA I T H

On this morning, however, the silence was different. Even 

with most of the other nine men condemned to starve to death 

in the bunker already dead, the silence was so complete, it 

was as if he was alone. Bending down on one knee beside the 

remaining, still human forms, he placed the back of his hand 

on each of their faces, their skin uncharacteristically cool in the 

growing heat of the summer day. He sighed heavily, slipped 

onto both knees, and quietly prayed for the last of his deceased 

companions.

His prayers were interrupted by the screeching protest of 

rusted hinges as the bunker door was opened, several armed 

guards stepping quickly inside, their rifles at the ready. As 

though the emaciated priest could have put up a fight, even if 

he had wanted do. They are afraid, thought the priest, of me. 

His heart filled with pity and compassion for his captors. He 

smiled kindly at them, hoping to ease their obvious anxiety.

“Wipe that smile off your face, prisoner!” Captain Fritzsch, 

the deputy commander of the concentration camp, barked as 

he stepped around the guards. This was the man who had 

condemned the men to die of starvation in order to deter other 

prisoners from attempting to escape. His cold pragmatism 

chilled the priest to the bone.

“It has been two weeks and you seem to be the last man 

alive. Characteristically stubborn and defiant, as usual,” the 

captain sneered at the kneeling priest, who bowed his head and 



said nothing. “Do you think you have accomplished anything 

here? Do you think taking the place of one condemned man—

who will die anyway—will give meaning to your life?” The 

deputy commander waited for a response, but again the priest 

said nothing.

“Very well,” he added, “this bunker is needed for more 

important matters. Prisoner number 16770, I hereby sentence 

you to immediate execution. Bring the needle!” A camp doctor 

entered nervously, a readied syringe in his hand. Approaching 

the prisoner, he glanced back and forth between the priest and 

the captain, not sure how to proceed. Without a word, the priest 

raised his arm, offering it to the doctor, nodding to him with a 

look of such compassion that it was as though he was forgiving 

the man for what he was about to do.

This is how Father Maximilian Maria Kolbe, OFM, was 

martyred, giving his life to spare that of a Polish army sergeant, 

Franciszek Gajowniczek. Gajowniczek went on to live to the 

age of 94, seeing his family grow and expand over generations. 

He never failed to tell others of the heroic act of love that saved 

his life and the man who gave him his future, his life. On the 

10th of October 1982, Pope John Paul II canonized Maximilian 

Maria Kolbe at St. Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City to be remem-

bered and venerated forever, a martyr for Christ.

   I N T R O D U C T I O N   ♦   17
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W H A T  A  M A R T Y R  R E A L L Y  I SW H A T  A  M A R T Y R  R E A L L Y  I S

Few stories are more inspiring to Christians than those of martyrs—
women and men who willingly, even joyfully, suffer and die for the 

sake of faithfulness in following Jesus. From the stoning of St. Stephen 

to the assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero, church history is 

filled with example after example of this peaceful, yet unwavering 

witness of Christian love in face of suffering and death. We marvel at 

their courage and selflessness, revere their memories, and hold them 

up as examples of what it means to be followers of Jesus Christ.

Yet, despite our veneration of their faithful sacrifice and contrary 

to what we might say about their example to all Christians, all too often 

we view these men and women as so exceptionally holy that, while 

we can revere them, we are unable to practically follow their example. 

Whether we articulate it consciously or not, we view them through a 

lens of religious exceptionalism—the conviction that they are spiritually 

superior in ways that transcend the normal rules and expectations that 

come with living a human life today, therefore exempting us from the 

responsibility of even trying to follow their example.

For some, our failure to move past this is rooted in a genuine 

belief in our own mediocrity, even brokenness. Knowing ourselves 

like no one else could, we believe that we are far too flawed, afraid, 

lazy, timid, angry, jealous, or selfish to ever amount to anything more 

than the status quo of Christian faithfulness. For others, a feeling of 

resignation stems from an awareness of what true faithfulness would 



demand of us—the cost of true discipleship, which we, honest at least 

with ourselves, know we aren’t willing to pay. In truth, both excuses 

are not so different or unrelated. Regardless, they produce the same 

result: a failure to embrace the calling of every believer to follow the 

way of the martyrs, the way of the Cross.

It is understandable why we balk from this responsibility, 

especially since the details of the martyrs’ fates focus largely on the 

graphic realities of the suffering and deaths they experienced. I can say 

for myself that, apart from some significant transformation happening 

within me, it would seem unnatural (or at least unlikely) for me to 

respond to the prospect of such an end with eagerness, let alone joyful 

enthusiasm. Therefore, it is also easy to understand why we could 

misread the willingness of these saints as somehow demonstrating an 

absence of such fear as though it is a unique characteristic of their 

exceptional individuality.

However, when we explore the lives of the martyrs we see a pattern 

emerge. We begin to recognize in their stories, not an absence of fear, 

but a liberty from that very fear, just as present for them as for anyone. 

They somehow possess a freedom from the bondage of the fear of 

death that, by the Holy Spirit, empowers them to face martyrdom 

so heroically. As we discover the human persons within their 

hagiographies, with all the usual idiosyncrasies and imperfections 

of human experience, we are forced to admit that we cannot fairly 

hold them to a different standard than we hold ourselves. We are 

confronted with the invitation to participate in that same liberating 

transformation as fellow disciples of Christ.

   I N T R O D U C T I O N   ♦   19
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This fundamental truth was echoed by Pope Francis: 

Both in the past and today, in many parts of the world there 

are martyrs, both men and women, who are imprisoned or 

killed for the sole reason of being Christian. But there is also 

the daily martyrdom, which does not result in death but is 

also a loss of life for Christ.2

In other words, the Church—the Body of Christ, every believer from 

pope to postman to parent—shares in this “martyrological” vocation. 

Pope Francis continues:

Even though not every individual Christian will be killed, 

there is no way to distinguish those who will from those who 

will not. Even though not every Christian will be remem-

bered as a martyr, every church that locates its identity in 

the cross is obligated to cultivate the virtues necessary to 

embrace all of its members to die for the cause of Christ. 

Every Christian is a member of a martyr-church.3

Yet, how do we “get there”? How do we become the kind of 

people who embrace this transformation and step into the fearless 

love of selfless service to God and neighbor? Again, we can look to the 

lives of the saints, not only those who suffered a martyr’s death, but all 

who embraced this “daily martyrdom” in life. People like St. Thérèse 

of Lisieux and her Little Way; Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin, whose 

Catholic Worker movement continues to share life with those on the 

margins even today; Kent Annan and John Engle who serve tirelessly 

with Haiti Partners, facilitating educational transformation amid a 



devastated nation; Mother Teresa and her Missionaries of Charity 

who selflessly pour out their lives among the world’s forgotten and 

rejected; Mark Van Steenwyk and the Mennonite Worker community 

sharing life in Minneapolis’s impoverished neighborhoods. In 

the lives of women and men such as these, we discover a work of 

transformation in hearts and lives—and this sort of transformation 

just might be accessible to us as well. Rooted in the fabric of Scripture 

and enlivened by the Spirit, it is a matter of following a journey 

with Christ that leads us from an isolated pretense of sin into Spirit-

empowered communities of Christ. And with Christ, united as His 

Body together, we go about the work of seeing God’s kingdom come 

on earth as it is in heaven.

It may sound easy when articulated in this way, but nothing 

could be further from the truth. Embracing the challenges surround-

ing such a faithfulness requires a lifetime, one that needs far more 

grace than discipline. Few things have been more intimidating in my 

life than having to sit down and write a book about this kind of vul-

nerable faith. After all, to have any credibility, people should really 

“practice what they preach.” And no one is more familiar with my 

own inadequacies and failings than me. Yet, it is in the face of my own 

imperfection that the stories of the martyrs and heroes of the faith 

become all that much more hopeful for me.
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T H E  C A S E  O F  S T .  P A T R I C KT H E  C A S E  O F  S T .  P A T R I C K

Again, as we look at the lives of faithful servants of God, we see pat-

terns. Their journey of transformation seems to follow a course that 

is reflected in the heart of Scripture. While this road of transforma-

tion can be seen in the lives of many individuals and communities 

throughout history, few have inspired me more than the life of St. 

Patrick, patron saint of Ireland. 

From his selfish, carefree youth to his capture as a slave, we see 

Patrick’s sinful pretense torn away, confronting him with the true 

emptiness of worldly pleasures and privileges. From the feelings 

of abandonment in enslavement, which led him finally to absolute 

surrender to God, to his miraculous liberation and return home, 

we see the power of hope and the promise of resurrection. Yet, 

most poignantly, it is in Patrick’s return to the land of his captors as 

servant and missionary that the transformation of the Holy Spirit 

is best seen. Each of these points in his life illustrates a movement 

of grace that we will explore. At the beginning of the forthcoming 

chapters, we will glimpse these events in Patrick’s life, as we did with 

Father Kolbe. While using the historical information we have, I will 

take some creative license (in areas such as dialogue) as I attempt to 

bring these stories to life in a more dynamic way.

Finally, while I promise that I will not give you “Five Easy Steps” 
to anything, there are steps that I will look to throughout the book. 

Namely, I draw deeply from the wisdom of the twelve-step program 



of Alcoholics Anonymous (often referred to as AA). The twelve 

steps explicitly parallel the process we explore in this book, 

fleshing them out in ways that are helpful. I will mention these 

parallels in the hope of demonstrating their wisdom. They are 

particularly helpful because they integrate guiding principles 

with concrete actions, refusing to let them be abstracted into 

mere ideals. Core to their process (and adapted for this context), 

the twelve steps involve admitting that we cannot control our 

brokenness; recognizing the need for God’s intervention to give 

us strength; reflecting on all our failures, past and present, with 

the help of others; seeking reconciliation and making restitution 

whenever possible and beneficial; embracing a new life devoted 

to the principles learned; and compassionate reaching out to help 

others on the same journey. One could argue that these spiritual 

principles are necessary for everyone. Few movements reflect the 

kind of vulnerable faith we need like Alcoholics Anonymous.

Finally, I wanted to write this book because I believe with the 

German Lutheran pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer that 

“cheap grace is the deadly enemy of our Church,”4 in other words, a 

grace without price or cost, a grace taken for granted as though it is 

owed to us. Does anyone today doubt that the Church in the global 

north faces a crisis of this sort? Cheap faithfulness is taking the name 

of Christ as our identity without requiring the renunciation of self 

and selfish ends. It is seeking full intimacy with God yet giving little, if 

any, commitment. It is about negotiating terms with Jesus, as though 

we have anything at all to bring to the table. It is an abuse of love 
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no better than trying to achieve the pleasures of intimacy by using 

another person for cheap sex.

So if you agree with Bonhoeffer, if you are intrigued by St. 

Patrick’s journey, and if you see a need for transformation in 

your own life, this is your invitation to take some time to explore 

what greater faithfulness by the people of God—a more costly 

faithfulness, a risky and vulnerable faithfulness—might look like. It 

is a call to a life of devotion and a relationship of intimacy with the 

truest of Lovers (and through that Lover, with one another). It might 

be costly because that Lover asks for every part of our lives—mind, 

will, and emotions—body and soul. But in this faithfulness, from 

what I can tell, we may be able to find a true fullness of life and be an 

integral part of God’s kingdom.



C H A P T E R  1

C H A P T E R  1

A  W o r d  a b o u t  T r u t hA  W o r d  a b o u t  T r u t h

                                   I am the truth. 
                                       — J E SU S  C H R I ST

 FF or the twenty-plus years I have served as a missionary, 

most of the time has been in Canada, and then largely 

in our current neighborhood in Winnipeg. But I have 

also had the privilege to travel to many other nations. I’ve been to 

a densely populated shantytown near Kingston, Jamaica, and to the 

plazas of Madrid, Spain. I’ve participated in a banquet celebrating 

the end of Ramadan in a fine hotel in Morocco and enjoyed the un-

equalled hospitality of a Haitian family in a tin shed built alongside 

the rubble of their home, levelled by an earthquake. Married to an 

Australian, father to an adopted son from Ethiopia (and another on 

his way from Guyana), myself a dual citizen of both Canada and the 

United States, throughout my life I have been led to many places.
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But there is one story I want to share with you now. As you read 

it, I want you to create in your mind’s eye a picture of the events. I will 

intentionally share only the barest of facts, inviting you to fill in the 

blanks with your imagination. Here goes.

My wife and I were away from home and had arranged to meet 

with a Christian friend I’d known since childhood. When we arrived 

at the appointed place, my friend was late, so we waited for him to 

show. In time, he arrived, but to our surprise, he didn’t come alone, 

but was joined by another young man who appeared to be about my 

age. As my friend introduced his companion, we learned that he was 

a Muslim. I greeted him with the only Arabic that I know, “As-salamu 

alaykum,” and shook his hand. But within minutes of being intro-

duced, I found myself lying face down, both men standing over me, 

their hands on my back. Anxiously, I waited for what they would do 

next. As my wife watched from a few feet away, each of them took a 

blade and cut into my back. To this day, I have the scars of that event.

None of what I’ve written of this event is untrue, and yet, I sus-

pect, none of your reading has formed an accurate picture of what 

really happened. Let me fill in some other important factual details.

That day, my wife and I were in my childhood hometown of 

Rainy River, Canada. The friend I was meeting was a Christian from 

my home church who, along with his wife, used to lead my Sunday 

school class. He was also the town doctor. I was there that day to have 

two moles removed from my back. And the young Muslim man? He 

was a medical student working alongside our friend as part of his ed-

ucation. As my wife, Kim, sat and watched, with me anxious about the 



procedure, they indeed carefully removed those pesky moles, leaving 

the scars I bear to this day.

Now, I hope you are laughing, but I wouldn’t be surprised if you 

feel a little bit deceived. Once, when I shared this story with a group of 

young adults, one young man looked at me with shock bordering on 

anger and declared, “You made me care about you, man!”

  

M O V I N G  F R O M  T R U T H  T O  T R U T HM O V I N G  F R O M  T R U T H  T O  T R U T H

I intentionally left out details that resulted in giving you a very 

different picture of the events that happened. Not only did you likely 

get details wrong in your attempt to fill in the blanks of my tale, but 

in all likelihood, the scenario you imagined in no way bore much 

resemblance to actual events. You likely pictured the wrong setting, 

imagined the wrong emotions, and came to many false conclusions. 

That is not your fault at all. What other conclusion could you have 

come to? And yet, nothing I said in the original telling was false. 

Every piece of information I provided was perfectly factual. Is it my 

fault that you drew the wrong conclusions?

In fact, it is. This exercise illustrates how easy it is to send the 

wrong message. By simply focusing on the wrong information, by what 

we include and by what we exclude, we alter what people understand 

about what we share. We do not have to lie or intentionally mislead 

people in order for their understanding of our message to be very 

wrong. It is in this way that we see how facts don’t always reflect the 

truth. 
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In the same way, we are responsible for the gospel we proclaim. 

Regardless of our own understandings of truth, it is all too easy to 

unintentionally represent the “facts” of the gospel in ways that can be 

as misleading. I suggest that this generally happens for two reasons: 

first, we fail to recognize that what we share, while rooted in our 

own understanding and experience with faith, can lack that same 

foundation—any foundation—in the hearts and minds of others. 

So what appears to be obvious or explicit to us can be strange and 

threatening to others. For example, the beauty of the Eucharist may 

have deep and powerful meaning for a committed Christian, yet 

without an understanding of the history, culture, and traditions of 

the Church, it wouldn’t be surprising that others might hear our talk 

about partaking in the body and blood of our God as though we were 

celebrating some dark, cannibalistic ritual.

Second, misunderstandings happen because we have actually 

adopted ideas and beliefs that do not represent the truths of our faith. 

Our beliefs are so deeply intertwined with our cultures, languages, 

traditions, and even personal experiences that it can be hard, at times, 

to discern between core absolutes, contextual expressions, or outright 

distortions of the truth. Every believer, past and present, has made 

this mistake more than once. Unless we can claim that our beliefs are 

absolutely right and without fault (and I would question the honesty 

and maturity of anyone who made such a claim), we have to admit 

that we are probably wrong in some (probably several) details. So we 

pass those on to others, not intentionally, surely, but the impact of 

these dynamics shape the truth that people embrace.



This is why a lifelong embrace of the discipline of self-reflection, 

both as individuals and as communities—living in the dynamic 

tension between confident faith and the humble willingness to be 

corrected—is so critical. It is not that we should lack any certainty 

in what we believe, but rather embrace a sort of chastened certainty 

that embraces humility and knowing our own imperfection. This is 

critical, not only for ourselves, but for the sake of those who hear and 

see the gospel we preach and live. Consider the first of the twelve steps 

of Alcoholics Anonymous:

We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives 

had become unmanageable.5

This foundational first step for the addict is critical and simple 

(though far from easy). This is where addicts admit the truth about 

how pervasively their addiction has impacted their lives. It is not 

about fixing it, explaining it, excusing it, or condemning it. This step 

is about exposing the pretense of having it together or under control 

and admitting how powerless they really are. As we can see from St. 

Patrick’s own life, this wisdom is not reserved for just addicts, but 

provides an insight for all of us as to what we must do to begin our 

journey into freedom from fear and sin. This is the wisdom echoed 

in the Beatitudes, which promises: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). While there are many 

implications to these profound words, those who heard these words 

would have immediately been reminded of texts from the Torah, and 

texts such as Psalm 34:4–6 and Zephaniah 3:12, where this language 
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called them to humility and trust in God. Further, it would remind 

them that God esteems “him that is poor and of a contrite spirit” (Isa. 

66:2, kjv). And it is only when we humble ourselves in confession 

and repentance of our sin that we can become heirs to the kingdom 

life that Jesus promises us.6 Put simply, in the pop wisdom of TV’s Dr. 

Phil, “You cannot change what you do not acknowledge.”7 We need to 

face and embrace the truth.

What is truth, after all? In John 14:6 Jesus said, “I am the way, 

and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through 

me.” He didn’t say that He knew the truth. He didn’t say that He had 

the truth or even that He understood it. Jesus says that He is the truth. 

Jesus is the clearest revelation of God that we have, the embodiment 

in human form of all that is good and right, God-in-flesh. That Jesus 

took on human form and lived among us makes the Incarnation the 

most essential key to understanding the rest of Scripture and all of 

our faith. In this way, truth as we understand it is best expressed when 

it is embodied, incarnated, and lived out. Yes, we can learn about the 

truth. Indeed, we can share stories and ideas relating to that truth. 

Yet, the truest, most accurate expression of truth is what is embodied 

and lived.

For example, it is not the story of or ideas about Christ’s work 

on the cross that saves us, but Jesus crucified. And so the call to 

Christians is to live out the faith, to embody it as fully and truly 

as is possible—more than we are called to ponder or debate ideas. 

Obviously, we are not God, so how can we be expected to live into 

that impossible standard? Because the impossible is made possible 



by the grace of God. Through the power and grace of Jesus Christ, 

we are ushered into the miraculous transformation that liberates us 

from the isolated bondage of sin and invites us into the Body of 

Christ. As we become more truly His Body, we are able to more fully 

live out the truth, because we live into the reality of Christ who is 

Himself the truth.

How do we get there? Surely it is not as easy as making a simple 

choice or flipping a spiritual switch. Instead, we have the opportunity 

to discover the practical means by which the often abstract concepts 

of “taking up our cross” and “sharing in His resurrection” become 

realities for us. Even when the means by which God accomplishes 

this transformation is beyond our comprehension, we do our part, 

one day at a time, one step at a time. It is hard work—not work that 

earns salvation, but hard work that reflects our loving response to the 

gift of a loving God.

What we are exploring in this book is not the definitive 

answer to what it means to be formed into the Body of Christ, but 

it is one way of seeing, understanding, and actively participating 

in the process of redemption and sanctification so that we can be 

Christ’s agents of love and shalom to the nations. In other words, 

as we learn to embrace a vulnerable faith that freely brings our 

brokenness before God and others, we will become more like Jesus 

in how we live and love, both God and one another. And that love 

is what will help inaugurate the kingdom of God “on earth as it is 

in heaven” (Matt. 6:10). These are noble and high-minded words 

describing a mystical and beautiful work. Yet, it is work. It is hard. 
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The cross is an instrument of death, and to face it requires that we 

not only face our fears about death, but walk through them and 

willingly embrace death for the hope of new life.

  

W H Y  B R O K E N N E S S  I S  G O O D  F O R  Y O UW H Y  B R O K E N N E S S  I S  G O O D  F O R  Y O U

Several years ago, as I was teaching this material in our community, 

telling the story of St. Patrick and how each stage of his life followed 

this pattern of transformation, I was surprised by the people in our 

group who responded to it most strongly. One woman, a recovering 

alcoholic who had recently joined us, eagerly nodded her head, jot-

ting down notes and sitting expectantly on the edge of her seat. Later, 

when I approached her and asked how she had found the material, 

she responded enthusiastically, “It’s great! It’s just like how I need to 

be working the steps in Alcoholics Anonymous.” Not expecting such 

a response, I asked her to explain. Pulling out notes, she showed me a 

list of the key points in Patrick’s journey, then listed the steps in order, 

running parallel with the chronology of his life. As though a light bulb 

went off, I began to see that the same process of transformation that 

God led Patrick on was reflected in the twelve steps. 

Since that time, in our community we’ve intentionally begun to 

explore, experiment, and embrace the wisdom of the twelve steps as 

they add substance and practical wisdom to the pattern we see in St. 

Patrick’s life.

Few things are more difficult to truly understand and embrace 

than the paradox of the Cross. After all, who can make sense of the 



notion that following Jesus is a death sentence that promises new life? 

What does it mean to “die to self”? How can death be, in any way, a 

victory? Nothing in our experience prepares us for the need to make 

such a counterintuitive choice, let alone every day, over and over 

again. Common sense teaches us that death means death, not life. 

Yet, the Christian community—the Church—must choose to move 

against the flow of the wisdom of the world to embrace the impossible 

foolishness of Christ. In other words, everything in us and most of 

those around us, perhaps even other Christians, will rail against such 

choices. But like the martyrs who knew that death has no victory over 

us, as we choose to follow Jesus, a resurrection beyond our imagina-

tions awaits. For He is the truth, and only the truth can set you free.
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