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As John's disciptes were leaving, Jesus began to speak to
the crowd about John: "What did you go out into the desert
to see? A reed swayed by the wind? lf not, what did you go
out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? No, those who
wear fine clothes are in kings pataces. Then what did you
go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tet[ you, and more than a
prophet. This is the one about whom it is written: 'l witl
send my messenger ahead of you, who wil|. prepare your
way before you. l tetl. you the truth: Among those born of
women there has not  r isen anyone greater  ihan John the
Baptist; yet he who js teast in the kingdom of heaven is
greater  than he."  {Mat thew 1 1 :7-11}
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Ithough John was confi,red about Jesus' Jesus was not

confirsed about John. Jesus knav that everyone else was

confixed about John. John lacked religious pedigree' yet he

clea-rly spoke with spiritual power' At rle same dme he didrit

took an1'thing like a priest or a teacher of the law' To put it

bluntly, John was just plain weird Not what you would expect

when you were looking for a spiritual leader' John's faith was

raw and untamed. There was nothing civilized about him'

Arrd Jesus seemed to be either mocking or rebuking them

for expecdng to find someone different' If you were looking

for a reed swayed by the wind (someone easily molded by the

expectarions of the civilized) or a man dressed in fine clothes

(someone who lives to impres the political or religious elite)'

you were looking in rhe wrong place But if you went out to

see a prophet, John was your man Ard he was more than a

prophet. He was rhe one whom Cod chose ro prepare the way

for the coming of His Son Of all the men born of women-

and that pretty much covers everybody but Adam-John was

the greatest. Jesus, by the way, was born ofGod' The assump-

tion was t}ar for such a job, God would choose someone with

polish and refinement.
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Jesus waated to make clear that the greater the kingdom
responsibiliry the more a barbarian is required. But rhen He

added something rhar opened up a floodgate ofpossibilities

for the rest of us. Jesus said, "Yet he who is least in the king-
dom ofheaven is greater than he" (Manhew 1l:1i).

That means great opporrunities are yer available for the
rest of us. Jesus expecred that John would be joined by a bar-
barian tribe to follow. Jesus lived in a time when Judaism had
been domesticated, institutionai.izcd, and civilized; it was only
a hollow shd ofwhat God intended. John didnt fit into the
organizcd religion of his dme because God didni fit eirher.

Jesus Hirnself,, the Messiah of Israel, remained an outsider
even to His dea*r.

Jesus described this barbarian controversy as He pointed

out how domesdcated they had become:

To what can I conpare this generadon? They are like

children sitring in rhe marketplaces and calling out ro
others:

"\7e played the flute for you, and you did not dance;

we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn."

I

i
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For John came neither eating nor drinking' and they

sav, "He has a demon." The Son of Man caln€ eating

and drinking, and rhey say, *Here is a glunon and a

drunkard, a fiiend of tax collectors and 'sinners""

(Maahew 11:16-19)

ln other words, no rnatter what a person who is genuinely fol-

lowing God does, you find a reason to disdain him' Jesus con-

cluded, "But wisdom is proved right by her acdons.''

Jesus was making dear that being a disciple was never

intended to be the equivalent of being molded into a stereo-

rype. Jesus and Johl were considered barbarians' even though

they expressed themselves in different ways' But at the core

they were che same. They lived and moved in dre mprical'

That is, they had a unique and transcendent connection to the

Creator of the universe. Guided by dre voice of God' they

cared little how others perceived that' \What was invisible to

olhers was clear to them. Their lives could not be explained

apart ftom God.

\)fhile He walked among us, Jesus ffied to explain this to

us. He told us-.as if we should understand without diffi-

culty-that He spoke only what He heard the Father saying
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arld did only what He saw rhe Father doing. He called His dis-

ciples to make this their parern for living.

Somehow Chrisdaniry has bemme a nonmysdcal religion.

Itt about a reasonable hith. Ifwe believe rhe right things, then

we are onhodox. Frar*ly whether we ever acually connect to
God or ei<perience His undeniable presence has become inci-

dental, if not iruelEvant. @
experiencers. To know God in the Scriprures always went

beyond information to intimacy. Ve may find ourselves un-

comforable with this reality, but rhe faith of the Scriptures is

a mptical faith. It leads us beyond the materia.l yg"'&l into an

invisible reality. Ve become connected to the God ofeternity.

Who you are at the core is spirit. God is Spirit. To walk with

God is to journey in the spiritual rea1m.

MYSTIC WARRIORS

Our spiritual he.ritage is filled with people like Enoch, who

wa-lked with God for three hundred years, and "then he was

no more, because God took him away'' (Genesis 5:2I-24).

And Abram, whose spirirual journey begen with the voice of

God calling him to a liG of reckless abandon: "lrave your

i .
!
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country your PeoPle and your father's household and go to

the land I will show you' (Genesis 12: 1) "So Abram left ' as

the Lono had told hirn' (Genesis 12:4)' And then there was

Samuel, who heard a voice in the night His srory began'

"In those days the word of the Lono was tarel there were

not many visions Then the Lono called Samuel"

(1 Samuel 3:I, 10). Three times he heard the voice in the

night. And following Eli the high priest's instruction'

Samuel responded, "Speak, for your servant is listening'"

And, ofcourse, who can forget Elijah, running from the evil

Queen Jezebel and hiding in a cave in a mountaini The

lnrd commanded him to

"go out and stand on the mountain in *re presence

of the tono, for r}re l.olD, is about to Pass by " Then

a great and powerfiil wind rcre rhe mountains aPart

and shatered dre rock before the lono' but the

lonD was not in the wind' After *re wind there was

an earthquake, but the lorp was not in the eanh-

quake' After the eanhquake came a fire' but the

lono was not in the fire' And after the fire came a

gentle whisper. rVhen Elijah heard it' he pulled his

t .
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cloak over his face and wenr out and stood at the

mouth of the cave. Then a voice said to him, "What

are you doing here, Elijah?" (i Kings l9:11-13)

These people, and marry o*rers like them, were the barbarian

tribe. Their srcries began and ended wirh God. They were

mystica.l warriors called out to advarce the cause of the

Creator of the universe,

Every one of us who is a follower ofJesus Christ is called

to join the same tribe, to live the same way For rhe early dis-

ciples, Jesus was right there for thern to watch and hear. For

the rest of us, we have to learn how to see the invisible arrd

hear the inaudible. \(e are called to join the barbarian tribe

and to embrace our call as mystical warriors. Although you

cal learn imporrant things about God ftom others, in the end

to know rhe barbarian way you mrut receive your instructions

ftom God Himsel{ if t}ris isnt enough to drive you crazy, I

dont krrow whar is. \X4rich I guess leads me to the point:

there's a level of insanity that comes with the barbaria-n way.

Thoreau talked about individuals who march to the beat

ofa different drumrner. Barbarians have neyer mgt the drum-

mer. In the civilized view of discipleship, werytJring and
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everyone moves toward tle center. Discipleship is translated

into sta-ndanCizing everyone into th.e same pattern W'e have

equated the promise that we would be conformed into the

image of Christ with a belief that all of us will be the same'

Discipleship has become rle mechanism for uniformiry ra*rer

than uniqueness.

Yet if we learn anlthing about God through John' it is

that God has no problem with spiritual eccenrics The

point, of course, is not that God makes us mentally or emo-

tionally imbalanced, but that He makes us passionately and

spiritually unbalanced. God steers us in the direction of His

kingdom, His purpose, His passions His desire is not to

conform us, but ro transform us Not co make us compliant'

but to make us cteative. His intenr is never to domesticate

us, but to liberate us.

Is it possible *rat God is tie cause of such abnormality?

How many of us would acrually expecr rhe person who came

to prepare the way for Christ to present himself wearing ani-

mal skins, eadng locusts, and wandering around in the

deserti If he lived today' he would be medicared and diag-

nosed.bipolar' He would be one more certified lunatic- Arrd

thatt iust what would happen if r}re church were in charge
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of his diagnosis. Most of us would think that John was out

of his mind.

Conftonted by John, we have to stop and ask ourselves:

"If this is what the person looked like who prepared the way

for Jesus, rheo whar should a disciple ofJesus Christ look like

who comes after Jesus? How is it possible that, for many of us,

being a good Christian is really nothing more than being a

good person?" The entire focus ofour faith has been the elim-

ination of sin, which is imporant but inadequatg rather *ran

the unieashing of a unique, original, extraordinary, wonder-

firlly untarned faith.

You cant escape that John acted like a madman. God

drove him out of his mind. The path to which God called him

put him out of step with the cultural rhlthm. Paui suuggled

with the same dilemma. He told us that if his only concern

were for God, he would be out ofhis mind. But for our sake,

he sayed in his right mind.

UNTAMED FAITH

You cannoc meer the Creator of the universe and remain

the same. If the God who is all-powerfirl, all-knowing, and
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al l .presenrcomestodweI lwi rh inIouIsoul ,youwould

expect at least some minor disruption' I think there's a

problem when peoPle talk about meeting God or knowing

God and yet remain unchanged by God \X4ren the Creator

chooses to dwell within His creation, there is transforma'

t i o n . I f J e s u s h a s c o m e t o d w e l l w i t h i n y o u , y o u a r e n o

longer suited for a normal life.

r To have the Spirit of God dwelling within tle heart of

someone who chooses a domesticated faith is like having a

riger trapped within a cage. You are not intended to be a spir-

itual zoo where people can look at God in you ftom a safe

distance. You are a jungle where the Spirit roams wild and

free in your life. You are rhe recipient of the God who cannot

be tamed and of a faith that must not b€ mmed' You are no

longer a prisoner of time and space, bur a citizen of the king-

dom of God-a resident of the barbarian tibe God is not a

sedative that keeps you calm and under conrol by dulling

your senses. He does quite rhe opposite He awakens your

spirit to be tru.ly alive.

This past yeu mt daughter, Mariah, has been my travel

companion on the barbarian way' She absolutd revels in the

identity of being a barbarian. She gets it-you are most firlly
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alive when you ale on an adventure with God. MariaI loves

to live and lives to love, lX4Lile I Love adventure and seem

always drawn to risk, all my life I ve been an accident waidng

to happen. Mariah inherited my DNA. Put us together, and

some kind of medical personnel or a lescue team is usually

involved,

Our family was in New Zeaiand visiting some qf our clos-

est friends, the Crav4ords. On one ofour expeditions we went

ATVing in the wild and beautifi.rl terain of Lord of the Rings.

Even though she was oniy eleven at the time, we gave Mariah

her own wheels. I have to admit I was prery nervous watch-

ing her drive trails thar banked against steep drops and led

through moving streams and up and down steep hills. But

when we hit the mud track, things got realiy exciting. Racing

full speed ahead while getdng caled with mud is as much as

a barbarian could possibly hope for. Ir was *re barbarian ver-

sion of a mud bath right up until she lost control, hit the

accelerator instead of rhe brake, and crashed head-on into her

mother s parked ATV Next stop, emergency room-a vital

locale for the barbarian. Everyone was fine.

It was a bit embarrassing since the day before we had an

incident while Jet Skiing off the coast of \(ellingon. I had
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taken the Skis out by myself for a few wild and wide-open

runs just to make sure everJ'thing would be okay' Then I

came back and got Mariah. \7e were having a blast Wind in

our hcts, water breaking in every direction, moving fteely ar

breaL.recL speed. It was e*hilatating. It was no*ring less than

a worship experience. Then we ended up with a dead engine,

and we were drifting helplessly into Cook Strait'

Here is what happened. A moment before, we wer€ moY-

ing wide open toward the strait, and &en all ofa sudden I felt

Mariah let go. Her arms had been tighdy secured around my

waist, ard t}re moment she released, I heard her yell, "Stopl"

Knowing she was in danger, I immediately shut down the

jet Ski and turned to secure her I shouted, " lVhatt wrong?"

Mariah's tone made it cleu she *rought it was obvious: "I

needed to get my hair out of mY eyes'''

I had flooded the engine for cosmetic reasons' I guess it

was about an hour later when the Vellington Rescue Squad

came out and saved us. Did I mendon that rhe water was

frigid? As you carl imagine, while we were drifting, we had a

Ior of rime to talk and reflect. Just a bit irritated' I tried to

understand why it was so important to get her hair out of

her eyes.
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It was so simple-she couldnt see . And isnt drat tJre

whole point of choosing to live art advenure-to keep your

eyes wide open and to soak in the beauty ofthe life all around

you? Mariah was not about to live through the experience

with her eyes dosed. Eyes wide open is exacdy how God cre-

ated us to live our lives. And this is exacdy what Jesus has

come to ensure-drat we are awakened ro live life wide open

as we move full specd ahead,
'$fhen 

you join dre barbarian tribe, you begin to live

your life with your eyes and your heart wide open. \Vhen rhe

Spirit ofGod envelops your soul, your spirit comes alive, and

werything chang* for you. You are no longer the same. And

to those who cannot see the invisible, to those who refuse to

believe it exisrs, the path you choose, the life you live, may

lead them to conclude rhar you are not simply different but

insane. People who are Ii ly elive look out of their minds to

those who simolv exist.

A  S P I R I T  T R I B E

'Iflhen 
I was twelve years old, I had my first visit to a psy-

chiatrist. I had a lot of brokenn€ss to deal with and a lot of
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junk to overcome. And after more than two decades of

walking with Christ, I'm happy to say that while Jesus can

wonderfully make you healthy, He has no ambition to

make you normal. The healthier you become, the freer you

are to simply be yourself. The more your identity is rooted

in God's value for you, the less you are controlled and lim-

ited by what others think of you. If only fools fall in love

and PeoPle who are in love act like fools, then those who

are chaoged by God's love really do become fools for

Christ.

Reading the Scriptures, I 6nd a history ofpeople who were

&iven out of their minds by the living God' God would con-

tinually call them to beliwe things they could not see' become

someone tley were noq accornplish feats that were clearly

beyond their abilities, and then hold them accountable for it'

Certainly drat wou.ld be maddening' Yet for all who acrepted

the barbarian call, *re same thing happened-*rey became

different diens.

Peter put it like this: "You are a chosen people' a royal

priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God' that

you may declare the praises of him who cailed you out of

darkness into his wonderR lighr Once you rvere Bot a

70



. '
T H E  E A R B A R I A N  T R I B E

people, but now you are the people of God; once you had

not received mercy, bur now you have received mercy"
(1 Peter 2:9-10).

He went on ro describe us as aliens and strangers in the

world; all of us different, but a part of the same tribe; all of

us wa.lking in rhe same direction, but on a unique path; all

of us becoming whar we could not be wirhout the One who

created us. \fhen barbarians travel together, rhey do not

march in single file. There is no forced conformiry. They are

not required or enpected to keep in step. They walk together

as free individuals joined not by standardization, but by

spirit.

M Y S T I C A L  A N D  M I R A C U L O U S

Just a few mon*s after becoming a foliower ofJesus Christ,

I found myself back at college, but on an entirely new mis-

sion. I didnt know a whole lot about Chrisrianiry so l wenr

to ever;thing that looked as ifit was associated with the faith.

I went to Catholic Mass, ro a Bapdsr church, ro a charismadc

Gllowship, to an inrerdenominarional Bible studn and I

worked on a project with the Church of Chrisl I prery
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much covered the entire sPecsum of the Christian faith lt

was like a buffet-all you can eat for $2'49 ' You know che

kind of college meal I'm talking about-high consumption

with low quality. I didnt care how good it was; I just wanted

all I could get.

In one of those groups I had come ro know a young

woman who led worship. I was just learning how to play the

guitar so she lent me her guitar throughout the week One

day, to my surprise, Beth came to me and begn sharing

openly about her life before she met Christ' She explained

that she used to live lvith a guy, and she had just talked to

him and decided to go back to him Her motivations to turn

back to her old life were surely more complex than she

explained, but alt she told me was that she didnt feel God

anymote. Her conclusion was that God simply didnt love

her. Sometimes it's easier to believe in a love you can touch

than a love that is real.

When she told me that a part of her previous life involved

drug abuse, it all began to make more sense God is not a

drug, and He certainly does not create experiences and emo-

tions that make us feel better but not become bener' I have to

tell you I was shocked. She looked like the perfect church girl'
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I was srill learning that Chrisdans can look great on rhe out-

side and be an absolute mess on the inside.

\X/hen she unloaded all ofthat on me, I had no idea what

to do. I was pretty new at the whole thing and cerainly had

not been tained as a counselor \{4ren she told me she didnt

believe God loved her, I just knew thar was wrong. l,ooking

back, I realize I should have simply pointed her to the Cros.

After alt, His sacrfice is proof of His love. I iust didnt &ink

of it then. I'm always smarter after the crisis and pretry stupid

during.

So when Beth accused God ofnot loving her, I turned to

her and assured her that if there was anything God could do

to prove His love to her, He would do it' I know better than

to say rhat now but I didnt know any better then. For some

bizarre reason she immediately responded by saying, " Well,

then I want it to snow."

Just imagine being in my place in drat moment. In a mil-

lion years it never would have occurred to me that this would

be her response. I cant make it snow I guess I kind of meant

God would do whatever He needed to through me or some-

one else. You know, something "doable." And by the way, as a

gun I think this is why it's so difficult to communicate with
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women. A guy would have asked for a convertible or an F

"miraculously'' changed to an A or a date wit! a cheerleader-

something reasonable.
'S?hat 

she asked for torally confused me. V4rat I said rn

response confi$ed me even more All of a sudden I heard a

voice saying, "God is going m male it snow for you." You can

im€ine my surPrise when I realized that voice was mine. I

suppose I can appeal to being in shock. As soon as I heard

myself say thaq I added, ".$7ithin twenry-four hours." I -

m€ant io say it would take Him more than twenty-four

hours. I got it backward and ended up giving God and myself

a dme limit.

She left, celebrating that God was going to make it snow

for her because He lqved her. I left, feeling traumatized

because it wasrit very likely to happen.

I went back to my dorm' pulled down the shades' and

shut off the ligha, and I got down on my face before God'

Have you wer earnesdy, desperately cried out to God? I dont

know why I said what I said, but I can tell you, in that moment

I was absolutely convinced God spoke rc me and in some way

spoke through me. I wasn t rrying to be presumptuous; I cer-

tainly wasnt trying to daim I could perform a miracle. It was
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like a mental hiccup; the los of orygen created a spontaneous

response. But it was too late. It was after dre fact. All I could

do was to beg God to be involved.

Honesdy I blame God for d-re encounter I was prety sure

He had put me up to it. On tiat basis I asked Him to please

come through. But I'm also a realist. There was a real possi

biliry that it wasnt God, that it was all just me, arrd drat God

was up in heaven yelling "\(hat were you thinking?"

I obviously dont remember everything I prayed that

day, but part of it went something like this: "God, I dont

know why I said rhat. I actually thought You said it, but if it

wasnt You, could You son of adoPt the idea and take this

pro.iect on?" I was crying out to God, praying desperately l

was out of my mind, and I fell asleep in the midst of my

exhaustion, Several hours went by before my roommater

Mark, came back and awakened me. Just for the record, I

think those hours I was asleep count as intercession. It's all

about intent.

To my surprise, the first words out of his mouth were,

"Have you looked outside?"

The first thing that crossed my mind was that somehow

he knew. I was entireh unaware that Beth felt free to tell
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anyone she savr' *rat God was going to make it snow for her

since He loved her. I didnt tell her to do that lt never

occur.ed to me that she wouldnt keep my insanity a secret'

I realize now that I was at a deficit since I had read only the

gospel of John. if only I had read the gospel of Mark ln

Mark, after Jesus performed a miracle on someone's behalf

He said, "Go and tell no one." Having rhat knowledge

would have been really helpful. I could have reduced the

level of potential humiliation and sounded sPiritual at the

same dme.

I wasnt at all sure what was motiYadng Mark's question'

Was he rnocking me or trying to warn me that I d better get

to work if this thing was going to turn out well? !?ith litde

conversation I simply got up and walked over to the window'

I remember taking a deep breath.iust before I pulled open the

shades. I don't know what 1 was expecting to see, but I saw

snow ever)ry/here. Evidently it had started snowing almost

immediately after I began my soulful conversation with God'

Of course, this is where I'm supposed to tell you I knew

the whole time that it would snow, never had any doubts'

never worried. But I sdll dont know how it happened l'm not

trying to explain it, just trying to share this story with you as
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I experienced it. I'll nwer forger t}te warm feeling I had while

running across rhar snow and fi-nding this yoturg woma-n play-

ing in rhe gG that God sent just.for her. At least on that day

God changed her mind. It was on the same day that God

drove me out of mine. Iater I would go to seminary and learn

that God doesnt speak like dris anymore. Essendally I was

told that God ei<chnnged dre mysricil and miraculous for doc-

dne and ritual. \7hat.the Spirit once did, programs have now

replaced, and even the Scriptures became proofthat God had

smpped sp€aking.

But what was I to do? I had dready experienced God in

both the mystical and the miraculous. God had already

turned me into a barbarian. You could put a suit on me, but

underneath rhere would always be a savage. Once the primal

fires have been ignited, fluorescent ligha just wont do. I could

have rationalized werphing I experienced. The problem was

that it wasnt an isolated evenr, Those who brought me to the

faith did nor take rhe time ro civilize me. They broughr rne to

the barbarian way and nwer tried to make me l-ike them-

only like Christ. Thq, brought me into the presence ofthe liv-

ing God and knew that His presence would both consume me

and transform me.

77



:
T H E  B A R B A R I A N  W A Y

CLOUDED TH INK ING

- ln the closing verses of Exodus that barbarian journey is
c "

described rhis way:

The cloud covered theGnt of Meeting, and the glory .

of the lonn filled the tabernacle. Moses could not

enter the Tent of Meeting because *re cloud had set-

ded upon it, and the glory ofrhe lono fi.lled the tab-

ernacle. In all *re rravels of the Israelites, whenwer

the cloud lifted from above the tabernacle, they

would set out; but if the cloud did not lift, they did

i not set out-until rhe day it lifted. So the cloud of

tJte l-oRD was over the tabernacle by day, arrd fire was

in the cloud by night, in the sight of all the house of

Israel during a.ll their travels. (Exodus 40:34-38)

The civilized build shelters and invite God to say with them;

barbarians move with God wherever He chooses to go. The

civilized Christian has a routine; the barbariart disciple has a

mission. The civilized believer knows rhe lener of the law; the

barbarian disciple lives the spirit of the law The religiously
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civilized love tradition; rhe barbarian spirir loves challenges.

The civi.lized are satisfied with ritual; barbarians live and

thrive in the mysdcal. For the civi.lized disciple, religion pro-

vides stabiliry arrd cerminty; for the barbarian, a life in God is

one of risk and mysrery.

And maybe even a litde insaniry. Theret no way ro escape

that barbarians can appear our of their rninds. No reasonab.le

person wou.ld ever firlly follow God everywhere He calls. God

is simply unreasonable.

No mafter how we try to spin the story the Bible is fllled

wirh tribes of irational people. When Noah buih the ark, he

did not live in a flood zone. V/hen Elijah called fire down

from heaven, he had never tried it before. Go ahead. Give it

a shot. See if it worls for you. I didnt think so. David should

have left the giant a.lone. Hosea never should have married a

prostitute. lVhat was Moses thinking when he pointed his

staff at the Red Sea-that it would move because he com-

marded it? And thatt jusr ro menrion *re more popular and

highly admired followers of God.

Those people did not live normal lives. Their acdons were

ludicrous and iradonal if you take God out of the formuia.

Given proper counseling they would have known better tlan
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to do what they did, The vitaliry of their life in Gsd moved

them beyond the practicaliry of simply being reasonable'

Their lives didnt make sense, *reir acrions defied sensibiiity,

because God drove them out of their senses. Anyone who ever

.isla liste.ring to God and following His voice knows that to

everyone who is deaf to His voice, your afiions will seem as if :

youve gone crazy.

I used to serve on the Board of lntercultural Studies at

Biola University, mostly because a fiiend of mine asked me if

I would. But after a while I wondered why I said yes l almost

never went. I hate meetings. I would much rather be outdoors

than in a boardroorn. Usually I asked, "Do you want me in

the morning, afternoon, or wening?" i cou'ldnt get myself to

cornmit to the whole day.

One afternoon I happened to be there when the coun-

seling department enthusiastically plesented a plar for sew-

ing missionary personnel around the world They were going

to provide access to counseling and mental health to all those

working overseas' Even while I was listening, I knew I should

remain silent' I kept telling myself to keep my mouth shut:

Don't say anlthing donl cause any problatu; don't embanass

yourcelf But I iust couldnt help myself


