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A NOTE FROM JOHN ELDREDGE

Friends,

We’'re about to begin a most remarkable journey. It’'s not one based on more knowl-
edge and data. And that’s a good thing. We are drowning in information. What we
need is to experience more of Jesus and discover how God is our refuge. Nothing is
more essential. And nothing has been more opposed.

In the dawn of our childhood, we lived with God in a garden paradise. We walked
with our Abba Father in the cool of the day, in conversational intimacy. We were
ordinary mystics, drinking in the rich company of God and the fullness of his King-
dom. Eden was our home; we flourished in the shelter of a paradise where heaven
and earth met.

But we lost that home, and we have been seeking refuge ever since. The stakes
couldn’t be higher, especially in the intensity of this hour. We live in times just as
dangerous as those of our ancient forebears. Let us not be lulled into a false security
by the material comforts around us.

We must—we must—Ilearn the practice of Jesus as our refuge. And here is where it
will prove helpful to allow yourself to become a mystic. If you can suspend your
disappointment, skepticism, and fear for even a moment and allow your heart to
turn toward Jesus—to run toward him—you can experience refuge in him.

For every beautiful being that God has created, he has provided a habitat for it in
which to flourish. Brook trout thrive happily in cold mountain streams. If you were
to put them in the warm waters of the Caribbean, they would die. Stingrays, how-
ever, love that warm salt water; transfer them to a mountain stream, and they will
not survive a day.
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Cloud forests cannot abide desert conditions. Coral reefs cannot tolerate freezing
temperatures. The examples are nearly infinite—each beautiful creation has its per-
fect habitat.

We do too.

Human beings are meant to live within the safety of God, drawing our nourishment
from our union with him. Not only believing in God but also living within him.

We are also made to flourish in the fullness of God’s Kingdom, part of which is this
world we see—coffee with friends, bike rides, a good book. The other part we cannot
see but is equally necessary—the refuge of the Almighty and the vast wonders of

God’s Kingdom.

Not only is the world we live in constantly pulling you out of the habitat for which
you are made, but it is also conditioning your soul against finding your way home.

A life of everyday encounters with Jesus will help you get back.

That’s what we are after here.

ﬁ(m
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Welcome to the Experience Jesus. Really. Study Guide. Before you begin, you should
know that there are a few ways you can go through this material. You can experi-
ence this study with others in a group (such as a Bible study, Sunday school class,
or any other small-group gathering), or you may choose to go through the content
on your own. Either way, the videos for each session are available for you to view
at any time via streaming (see the instructions provided for how to access).

GROUP STUDY

Each of the sessions in this study is divided into two parts: (1) a group study sec-
tion, and (2) a personal study section. The group study section provides a basic
framework on how to open your time together, get the most out of the video con-
tent, and discuss the key ideas that were presented in the teaching. Each session
includes the following:

® Welcome: A short opening note about the topic of the session for you to
read on your own before you meet as a group.

® Connect: A few icebreaker questions to get you and your group members
thinking about the topic and interacting with each other.

® Watch: An outline of the key points covered in each video teaching along
with space for you to take notes as you watch each session.

® Discuss: Questions to help you and your group reflect on the teaching
material presented and apply it to your lives.

Vii
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® Respond: A short personal exercise to help reinforce the key ideas.

® Practice: A personal spiritual practice for you to do on your own at the end
of the session to help you experience more of Jesus.

If you are doing this study in a group, make sure you have your own copy of the
study guide so you can write down your thoughts, responses, and reflections—and
so you have access to the videos via streaming. You will also want to have a copy
of the book Experience Jesus. Really., as reading it alongside this guide will provide
you with deeper insights. (See the notes at the beginning of each group session
and personal study section on which chapters of the book you should read before
the next group session.)

® Facilitation: If you are doing this study in a group, you will want to appoint
someone to serve as a facilitator. This person will be responsible for start-
ing the video and keeping track of time during discussions and activities.
If you have been chosen for this role, there are some resources in the back
of this guide that can help you lead your group through the study.

® Faithfulness: Your group is a place where tremendous growth can happen
as you reflect on the Bible, ask questions, and learn what God is doing in
other people’s lives. For this reason, be fully committed and attend each
session so you can build trust and rapport with the other members.

® Friendship: The goal of any small group is to serve as a place where peo-
ple can share, learn about God, and build friendships. So seek to make
your group a “safe place.” Be honest about your thoughts and feelings,
but also listen carefully to everyone else’s thoughts, feelings, and opin-
ions. Keep anything personal that your group members share in confi-
dence so that you can create a community where people can heal, be
challenged, and grow spiritually.

If you are going through this study on your own, read the opening Welcome sec-
tion and reflect on the questions in the Connect section. Watch the video and use
the prompts provided to take notes. Finally, personalize the questions and exer-
cises in the Discuss and Respond sections. Close by following the instructions
provided in the Practice section.
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How to Use This Study Guide

PERSONAL STUDY

The personal study is for you to work through on your own during the week. Each
exercise is designed to help you explore the key ideas you uncovered during your
group time and delve into passages of Scripture that will help you apply those
principles to your life. Go at your own pace, doing a little each day—or tackle the
material all at once. Remember to spend a few moments in silence to listen to
whatever God might be saying to you.

Note that if you are doing this study as part of a group and are unable to finish (or
even start) these personal studies for the week, you should still attend the group
time. Be assured that you are still wanted and welcome even if you don’t have your
“homework” done. The group studies and personal studies are intended to help
you hear what God wants you to hear and learn how to apply what he is saying to
your life. So ... as you go through this study, be listening for him to speak to you
and open to how he is drawing near to you.



WEEK 1

GROUP MEETING Discuss the Connect questions

Watch the video teaching for session 1
Discuss the questions that follow as a group
Do the closing exercises (pages 2-7)

STUDY 2 Complete the personal study (pages 13-15)

CATCH UP & READ AHEAD Connect with someone in your group
(BEFORE WEEK 2 GROUP MEETING) Read chapters 4 and 6 in Experience Jesus. Really.
Complete any unfinished personal studies (page 19)




SESSION ONE

WHAT
CHILDREN

“Truly | tell you, unless you change and
become like little children, you will never
enter the kingdom of heaven.”

MATTHEW 18:3
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WELCOME READ ON YOUR OWN

We have unintentionally become Disciples of the Internet. We have answers to every
guestion at our fingertips, and yet humanity has never been more distracted, anxious,
and weary. We’ve traded curiosity for control. We’ve become more guarded and
cynical. And we’ve replaced enchantment with a “prove it to me” mindset.

Jesus offers a better way forward . .. and it’s beautifully counterintuitive. He invites
us to “become like little children” again. Doing so allows us to find refuge, strength,
and wonder through everyday encounters with God. The simplicity of such an ap-
proach holds great appeal. We long to experience it. Yet we regularly make choices
that pull us in the opposite direction. As a result, we lose what children know. Worse,
we exchange wonder and mystery with an obsession to know everything.

Thankfully, there is a cure: to return to a daily experience of God. This is the life of what
we could call an “ordinary mystic.” If it helps, substitute amphibian for mystic—as in
someone who lives comfortably in two worlds: the spiritual realm and the physical. In
a very “mystical” sort of statement, Paul said that in God “we live and move and have
our being” (Acts 17:28). God is our habitat. We are surrounded with his presence. We
swim in it every day, which fits the “amphibious” idea of human nature and experience.
Joy comes when we tune in to it, give our attention to it, and drink deeply from it.

At the epicenter of human existence is an invitation into deep and profound union
with God. It alone is the path to experience all the wonder, nourishment, and adven-

ture he created us for. And it is the way to experience Jesus . .. really. Our journey
begins with discovering what children and mystics know.

CONNECT | 15 MINUTES

If any of your group members don’t know each other, take a few minutes to introduce
yourselves. Then, to get things started, discuss one of the following questions:

® Why did you decide to join this study? What do you hope to learn?

® \What is an area of your life where you’d like to experience more of Jesus?



Session One: What Children and Mystics Know

WATCH | 20 MINUTES

Now watch the video for this session, which you can access by playing the DVD or
through streaming (see the instructions provided with this study guide). As you watch,
use the following outline to record any thoughts or concepts that stand out to you.

OUTLINE

® There is a longing in every human heart to experience the intimate presence of
God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit on a regular basis.

®* The life of an ordinary mystic is meant to be the daily, normal Christian life, not
something reserved for sages and prophets.

® Ordinary mystics are “amphibians”—those who can live comfortably in two worlds,
both the spiritual realm and the physical.

® We are Disciples of the Internet—because it is the system that we turn to most for
answers. This has less to do with the actual content than with what the process
does to our souls.

®* When you hear an insistence for the practical, you know you’re talking to a Disciple
of the Internet. If God doesn’t answer the way the Internet does, we think he’s not
listening or doesn’t care—or we don’t know how to pray.

®* We live in a very punishing moment in history that’s designed to make us weary,
practical skeptics—while eroding our capacity to enjoy God.

® |t’s not that we’ve done something wrong. It’s that something wrong has been
done to us in the absolute madness of this particular moment.

® Jesus says that unless we become as little children, we’ll never enter the Kingdom
of God (see Matthew 18:3). We need to replace our obsession for answers with
childlike wonder.

® Jesus invites us to lay down our cynicism and “prove it to me” attitude so we can
recover the wonder, trust, love, and fullness of what life was meant to be with him.
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NOTES



Session One: What Children and Mystics Know

DISCUSS | 35 MINUTES

Now discuss what you just watched by answering the following questions.

A Christian “mystic” is simply one who regularly experiences the one true God
as revealed in Jesus Christ and his vast, beautiful Kingdom. Given that defini-
tion, would you consider yourself to be a Christian mystic? Why or why not?

We are all Disciples of the Internet. We live life at an insane pace and take in
way too much media. What damage do you think decades of this process has
had on your soul?

How has this ability to find immediate answers to everything impacted your
tolerance for mystery and your patience when asking God a question?

“It’'s not that we’ve done something wrong. It’s that something wrong has been
done to us.” How do you respond to this statement from the teaching about the
shame or blame we may feel when we realize we are Disciples of the Internet?

Read Matthew 18:1-10. Why do you think it’s so hard for us as adults to embrace
becoming like a child in terms of our sense of wonder, humility, and trust?
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RESPOND 5 MINUTES

Take a few minutes on your own to review the outline for the video teaching and
any notes you took. In the space below, write down your most significant takeaway
from this session.



Session One: What Children and Mystics Know

PRACTICE | 15 MINUTES

At the end of each group time, you will be introduced to a spiritual practice for you
to do on your own so you can experience more of Jesus. This week, you’ll discover
how to surrender things that have robbed you of your sense of childlike wonder and
intimacy with God.

Begin by reflecting on what you’ve lost. Imagine the radical trust of a little boy leap-
ing from the stairs into his daddy’s arms. Or a young girl falling asleep after bedtime
stories next to her father, at peace not because she has all the answers, but because
her dad does.

Pause to consider how, over time, you’ve replaced this sense of wonder and rest
with a drive to avoid mystery and know the right answers to everything. To make
Jesus and his Kingdom practical is to strip it of all wonder, mystery, and power. Name
examples of when you’ve done this . .. and the impact it’s had on your heart.

Now it’s time to practice surrender. Take a deep breath and get ready to release the
baggage that’s been weighing you down all these years. Be as specific as you can
in this process.

Surrender your cynicism to God.

Surrender all your suspicion and unbelief.

Surrender your weary, practical skepticism.

Surrender everything ... including your insistence on knowing things immediately.

As you release it all, ask God to heal the harm that’s been done to your union, restore
your capacity to experience him in new ways, and rest in the middle of mystery.

Now for the best part. Ask God to fill you once again with a greater capacity for
childlike wonder, trust, and joy. Share your desire for more frequent encounters with
his love. Request that he provide little nudges and winks in the upcoming week that
remind you of his constant presence. Let him know you want to become a son or
daughter who chooses the intimacy of a really good, always present Father over
having immediate answers to every question.



SESSION ONE

PERSONAL STUDY

This section is your personal invitation to enter more deeply into the teachings and
themes of Experience Jesus. Really. Each study will offer a short reading along with
reflection questions that are designed to take you further into the ideas and prac-
tices that you discussed in your group time. As you work through each personal
study, write down your responses to the questions and your reflections in the ex-
ercises. There will be time at the start of the next session to share your insights. If
you are reading Experience Jesus. Really. along with this study, first review the
chapters 1and 2 in the book.
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STUDY 1

PROGRAMMED FOR
IMMEDIATE ANSWERS

We believe ourselves to be disciples of Jesus.
We’re actually Disciples of the Internet.

If that seems unfair—if you repel the idea that you might be a Disciple of the Inter-
net—consider this: You are a disciple of the system that tutors you, where you turn
on a daily basis for guidance on living. For most people, that makes them Disciples
of the Internet, even if they call themselves disciples of Christ. If you have a ques-
tion, you go look it up—new developments for children with ADHD; how often
normal married couples have sex; memory care for aging parents; the proper
temperature to bake a potato. We do this all day, every day.

However, I’'m not referring to whatever content it is you search for online.
I’'m talking about what we have learned from years of the process itself.

For one thing, the Internet has discipled your soul to expect immediate answers.
You inquire and you are answered—immediately. Three million results in 0.003
seconds; there is no waiting. The saints of ages past would be aghast at that. Wait-
ing was considered formational for the soul. They planted crops in the spring and
harvested in the fall; there was no rushing things. If you wanted something from
the market, you walked there and then you walked back, moving at a pace of about
three miles an hour.

But now, when you turn to Jesus and you are not answered in the way the Internet
answers, you feel he isn’t listening or that you can’t hear from him. You sadly be-
lieve the two of you are distant from one another, because your soul has been
programmed for immediate responses. The notion of /ingering before God doesn’t
fit with the pace we’ve come to expect!

READ | Psalm 27:14; 33:20; Mark 9:23-24; Romans 8:23-25

10



Session One: What Children and Mystics Know

REFLECT

What insights do Psalm 27:14 and 33:20 offer about what it means to wait on
¢ the Lord? What do Mark 9:23-24 and Romans 8:23-25 say about placing your
faith in God and trusting your hopes to him?

When do you feel the pull to go first to the Internet or social media for an-
® swers rather than God? What are ways you can choose to seek God first with
those questions?

According to the reading, how did saints of ages past view waiting? How does
® this differ from your reaction when you have to slow down or wait?

1
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4 If it is true you are programmed for immediate answers, then who or what is
¢ the programmer? Do you sense the outcome of the programming is inten-
tional or accidental? Explain your response.

Does your current pace of life provide space for you to linger with God? How
¢ difficult would it be to choose God’s rhythm for each day rather than the
speed of the world?

PRAY | You are a weary Disciple of the Internet. Your soul has been conditioned to
take in massive amounts of content every day—far beyond the soul’s ability to absorb.
You might think that’s normal, but it’s not. So today, simply linger with Jesus in prayer.

As you spend time with Jesus, don’t seek an answer to a problem. Don’t rehash all
your needs. Simply enjoy his presence. Express how much you love him. Don’t be
in a hurry. Take deep breaths. Allow the time to be spacious rather than efficient.
Listen for what he wants to say to you.

Ask Jesus to help you go throughout the day at his pace. And to be at peace without
having all the answers, remembering that you have him, and that is enough.

12



STUDY 2

ORDINARY MYSTICS

There is a tradition within Christendom that can help us out of the terrible bind we’re
in as Disciples of the Internet (not to mention every other fatiguing thing this age
has done to us). A beautiful, historic fellowship within the Christian story of men and
women called (by others) “Christian mystics.”

Once upon a time, the label mystic was intended as a term of respect or reverence, as
in “saint” or, better still, “true follower of Jesus who has regular experiences with God.”
Today, the words mystic and mysticism carry some baggage, but we needn’t be afraid.
These are good words and need to be reclaimed by the Christian community.

To ensure we don’t get hung up about the use of the word mystic, let’s clarify Chris-
tian mysticism. The ordinary mystic, the friend of Jesus . ..

Enjoys the palpable presence of Jesus, their Papa, and the Holy Spirit.?
Hears the voice of God in daily living.

Is able to enter into an inner communion with Jesus, who dwells in their heart.
Draws their life from God.

Is not surprised by things like miracles breaking into everyday life.

If you look through the biblical narrative in the Scriptures and read the saints down
through the ages, it is impossible to miss the invitation—we are a/l meant to experience
God and the beauty of his Kingdom in deep and profound ways. In this light, the apostle
John was a mystic, as was Saint Paul. David was a mystic; certainly Adam and Eve were.

Which makes Jesus of Nazareth the greatest mystic of all, for his life was unbroken
communion with God his Father, and his experiences are windows into what it is like
to live in God'’s full Kingdom.

When we understand mysticism as simply the daily experience of God and his King-
dom, we can say that mysticism is the normal Christian life. Which is to say, it is
human existence put back on track. This is what Eve and Adam enjoyed, and it is

central to God’s restoration of humanity.3

READ | Genesis 2:15-25; 3:8; Psalm 42:1-2; Acts 9:1-19; Revelation 1:1-20

13
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REFLECT

1 Before beginning this study, what was your impression of a Christian mystic?
¢ What is it now?

Which of the five traits of a Christian mystic (in the bullet points from the read-
¢ ing) comes most naturally for you? Why?

On the flip side, which of the five traits is the hardest for you to embrace or
® practice? Why?

14



Session One: What Children and Mystics Know

Were you surprised to hear that John, Paul, and David were Christian mystics?
¢ What about Adam and Eve? What’s an example from one of their stories in the
passages you read today that reflects their lives as mystics?

5 Jesus is, without question, the greatest mystic ever. What can you learn from
® his example about what it means to be an everyday Christian mystic?

PRAY | Pray that God will reveal what it looks like for you to live as an ordinary Chris-
tian mystic. If there’s something about this phrase that may be getting in the way, ask
God to reveal what it is. Ordinary Christian mystics are simply the friends of Jesus who
enjoy the palpable presence of God and draw their life from God. Consider asking him
to redeem this phrase for you as he invites you into deeper union with him.

15
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STUDY 3

BECOME LIKE A CHILD

Children have an uncanny ability to experience joy because they don’t allow doubt
to get in the way. But adults ... not so much.

If you tell a child, “We’re going to the beach tomorrow!” their immediate response
is not, “Yeah ... maybe. We’'ll see. Did you even check the weather?” That’s the adult
response. “Maybe we shouldn’t—did you see online that there is a sewage issue on
the coast this year?” A child simply receives the promise of adventure, and they will
have the joy of both a day full of anticipation of going to the beach as well as going
to the beach itself! Double the joy! Because children don’t operate from a posture
of weary skepticism, cynicism, and, “I'll believe it when you show me the science.”

Maybe remembering this will help us grasp what Jesus was trying to address when
he said, “Truly | tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will
never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3).

Never enter are pretty strong words. Never?

Jesus often acts like a firefighter rescuing victims trapped in a burning building. He
says extremely serious things because the situation is extremely serious.

Here, heis trying to rescue us from the barrier to experiencing God and his Kingdom
that has been formed within us by the time we reach adulthood—the weary, skeptical
cynicism ... the guardedness. Jesus says, “l have so much to show you, so much to
offer you. But you’re going to have to let go of the cynicism, skepticism, and prag-
matism. Open yourself up to belief again. Simply trust, like a child does.”

Doing so allows us to have a calm peace and deep sense of contentment and trust
that isn’t dependent on having all the answers or knowing all the details.*

READ | Matthew 18:3; 19:16-22; Mark 10:14; Luke 10:21

16



Session One: What Children and Mystics Know

REFLECT

1 In Luke 10:21, what were the traits of the adults whom God hid things from?
®  Why do you think these particular traits got in the way of them experiencing
more of God?

Think back to your childhood. What part of your younger self do you most
® miss? What caused you to let go of that trait?

When you felt the pressure to grow up, what lies did you accept about what
¢ you needed to do as an adult to make life work? What’s been the long-term
impact on your heart from the lies you named above?

17
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When Jesus says in Matthew 18:3 that we must change and become like little
¢ children, in what ways do you sense he’s wanting us to be different?

5 Imagine you had the ability to go back in time and speak to your younger self
¢ right now. What would you say to that little boy or girl? How might those words
change who you are today?

PRAY | This world forces us to grow up fast. In the process, we let go of the childlike
traits of faith and trust. Today, ask God to help you regain what was lost or set aside
in that rush to “grow up” and have all the answers. Pray for God to replace worry with
wonder. Ask him to restore your ability to not know everything and yet remain at
peace—because even though you don’t have the answers, he has you.

18



CATCH UP AND READ AHEAD

Take time to connect with a group member and talk about some of the insights from
this session. Use any of the prompts below to help guide your discussion.

® How would you describe what it means to be an ordinary mystic?
® \What does the realization that we’re all Disciples of the Internet stir in you?

® How has the process of having immediate answers at your fingertips
changed your experience of asking God a question?

® \While every moment in history is unique, do you think we are in one of the
more punishing ones on the human soul? Why or why not?

® \What does it mean to approach this life as an “amphibian”?

® \Why is it essential for you to recapture your childlike sense of wonder and
trust with God?

Use this time to complete any of the personal study and reflection questions from

previous days that you weren’t able to finish. Make a note below of any questions
that you’ve had or significant insights and breakthroughs that you’ve gained.

Read chapters 4 and 6 in Experience Jesus. Really. before the next group session. Use
the space below to make note of anything that stands out to you or encourages you.

19





