Inside Out or Outside In?

     What were your new year’s resolutions?  This year, along with working on some spiritual and relational areas, I decided that I was going to create a better living space for my family, and, of course, lose weight.

     Now, a family room bigger and 14 pounds lighter, I realize that my lust for space and fried pies has not vanished.   New living space created a new storage problem. Yesterday, I told my wife I thought I could fix it rather easily with yet another building project.  Amy wisely interrupted,  “Kent, more shelves are not the answer. The more storage space we have the more stuff we’ll keep. Building more, alone, will not help.”  

      She’s right.  In nearly every neighborhood you can watch grieving families renting dumpsters in order to get rid of the trash a deceased person left behind.  Neighbors quietly wonder about the sanity of somebody who lived with such clutter.  But unless my wife and I address the despair that deludes us into pretending this life will not escape us if we cling to old stuff, we’re just going to strap our kids with another dumpster bill.

      The problem with these very worthy resolutions like losing weight and fixing houses is that they are outward goals.  These changes may come with relative ease because shame and pride can motivate them.  But they are usually short-lived.    That’s one reason I like one current weight loss curriculum appropriately titled “Thin Within.”  People are “weigh” too worried about outward appearance, “but the LORD looks at the heart."  So should we.  Only when we take an inside look can we ask Jesus to change our fears into trust, our bitterness into hope and our shame into a love of neighbor and self that will keep pounds off.  God wants to change us inside out.

      But interior change can only come when we open ourselves up to God’s messages that come to the heart from the outside.  Jesus taught us to serve outwardly in a way that offends our pride, “you will be blessed if you do [these things,]” he said. The only way we can hear from God is through outward disciplines like going to church when it is cold, asking someone to hold us accountable, visiting an unkind person, eating at a family table in spite of time pressures, learning to appreciate artistic beauty we don’t now enjoy, praying when we don’t feel like it, giving warmly long after the holiday “spirit” freezes, confessing sins of which we are ashamed.  In short we must repeatedly do outward things that the selfish heart does not enjoy.

      Does change happen inside out or outside in?  I don’t know. Perhaps both.  But this, I do know.  Growing Christians learn to love some things they don’t like. 

