
SAMPLE: 
THE KINGDOM OF COUCHES



T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

1.  About Me: Independence 

2.  It Takes A Village: Community

3.  Breaking Up Is Hard To Do: Repentance 

4. I Kissed Dating Goodbye: Marriage

5.  Communal Quiet Times: Bible   
   
6.  Drinking Games: Conversation   
 

7.  Ugly Friends: Confession   

8.  Imaginary Friends: Prayer   
   
9.  Sinking the Ark: Church & Subculture 

10.  Jesus: A Person

Interlude

Problems
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We are a nation of individuals, free people with a lengthy list of 
inalienable rights: money, convenience, a nice house, an attractive 
(or at least successful) spouse, and a few kids. The good life. This, 
more than anything else, is responsible for the fact that we define 
freedom in terms of independence. We pride ourselves on our 
ability to deal with our own problems and challenges without help 
from others—trading relationship for convenience and knowledge. 
In doing so, we have become a lonely people. 

Christians pursue the good life as much as anyone. We spiritual-
ize the means and ends of it, but it’s still the same good life. The 
same not-so-good, good life. But there is hope. Hope to be free, 
to be valued, to be known, to be significant. There is hope for 
redemption.

Redemption is the restoration of our relationship with God—
the relationship that we need and crave the most. It’s God’s love, 
poured into our hearts, allowing us to truly start caring about 
other people. It’s God’s forgiveness, deeply healing us and freeing 
us to forgive others. It’s God’s acceptance, allowing us to live in 
the light, broken as we are. Redemption unleashes us to be who 
we really are, no matter who is watching, because we are already 
known and loved by God.

But we have been looking at redemption through the lens of 

p r e f a c e

problems

“ E V E R Y O N E  I S  T R Y I N G  T O  B E  S O  I M P O R T A N T  T H AT   
W E  W I L L  A L L  D I E  I N  I N S I G N I F I C A N C E . ”

J O H N  H A N N A H
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the light of Scripture, the absurdity is rather tragic. We pretend to 
be so important that we distract others from seeing how important 
God really is.

Don’t get me wrong. I actually am a very important person. I 
get extremely busy at times because all sorts of people ask me to 
do things that, I suppose, they would not be able to do otherwise. I 
travel, often by car, but now and then by plane. I feel very special 
up there in the air, and especially in the airports eating $9 deli 
sandwiches. 

I sometimes order a double-shot espresso at coffeehouses 
because I like it and because it is carefree and because I am gener-
ally tired. It’s true that I spend a good bit of time lying on the 
couch watching TV, but I suspect the reason for that is that one 
must unwind as so much is flat out exhausting. 

People usually laugh when I say something that I think is funny. 
You can be funny and still be unimportant, but it is nice when 
important people are also funny. 

Meetings. This is perhaps the most critical element of impor-
tance. I go to lots of them, and sometimes I lead meetings. That is 
without question noteworthy. 

I have a cell phone with unlimited minutes and a mobile hotspot 
account that connects me to the world almost anytime it needs me. 

I’ve been on several shortlists, I think. Considered for this and 
that.

I quote people, and even though the thoughts are not original 
to me, the quoting of them at appropriate junctures makes me 
look smart. You must agree that being thought of as smart says 
something about my importance. I tell impressive stories about 
people and events and then say something that connects me to 
those stories. Mere association with such things alludes to my 
critical role on planet Earth. I am not saying that I want to be God 
or something. I wouldn’t even consider it. Who would then be me? 

So please, don’t misunderstand me. I am as deluded about my 
importance as the next guy. 
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T H E  S PA C E  B E T W E E N  C L O S E  A N D  D I S T A N T
The fantasy of independence—of wanting to make it on my 

own—is what started me on the journey of seeing people in a new 
light, or perhaps of being seen by them in a new light.

I have always wanted to be noticed and liked, thought of as the 
guy who has it all together. So I say funny things and keep the 
topics of conversation on my areas of expertise, like coffee. It’s 
easy to talk about coffee—how I drink it black and prefer it French 
Pressed, and how at Peet’s Coffee on the Drag, I became customer 
of the week. But actually, I would rather be considerate than funny, 
and sometimes I sneak a little cream in my coffee.  The truth is I 
rarely know what I’m doing with my life, much less do I have it 
all together, whatever that means. I’ve been pretending, keeping 
others close enough to enjoy but distant enough to impress. 

The space between close and distant is the worst kind of loneli-
ness, which is not that of being alone, but unknown. I have always 
been noticed and liked, but rarely known. The first time I really 
admitted this to myself was one morning at Mozart’s Coffee on 
Lake Austin. Mozart’s was packed, everyone working on some-
thing or trying hard to relax. I couldn’t help but feel that we were 
all addicted to doing stuff. It made me think of an ant farm, not 
in a demeaning sense—we would likely not have plumbing or 
pineapple salsa without such productivity—but in a way that it 
seems we are all running around looking for something that is at 
the same time trying to find us.

The bathroom at Mozart’s is outside, a kind of yuppie port-a-
potty. I tell you this because I made a number of trips out there 
that morning, only to find it occupied every time (I had been 
drinking coffee for hours). On one of my trips, I noticed an attrac-
tive couple reading the paper, the ads to be exact. They looked 
like they had enough money to buy something nice if they wanted 
to. Buying stuff is one of the things we do the most, or at least 
want to do the most. 
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I frequent Mozart’s enough to make the employees wonder how 
I can afford to sit in their coffee shop all day. One of the employ-
ees finally asked me what I do. It was peculiar timing since I had 
just been thinking about the ant farm. Anyway, I lied. I told her I 
am a writer. I liked the way it sounded, plus it is kind of laborious 
to explain what it means to work for a campus ministry. 

If you want to know the truth, I work with a group of people 
who have dedicated their lives to the mission of giving every col-
lege student a chance to completely change their reason for living. 
That’s a lot to say to someone, so I usually say that I lead Bible 
studies and help students think through the spiritual aspect of life. 
Inevitably I come off as a thirty-year-old guy who hangs around 
fraternity houses and dorms trying to get college students to talk 
about God. So, I am a writer.

I moved to a table downstairs because I felt bad for lying, and 
because I thought a change of scenery would somehow make me 
forget that I had to go to the bathroom. I noticed this guy walking 
down the stairs that I used to see all the time at the Starbucks on 
24th Street. He had a European way about him—long hair, the 
top few buttons of his shirt undone, and boots. I always thought he 
would be an interesting person to talk to, but I was too intimidated 
to approach him. Maybe it was the philosophy books he read, but 
most likely it was his boots. 

He came down the stairs, walked past my table, and sat down 
in his chair, casually reclining on the back two legs with his feet 
propped up on the railing. He started reading from one of those 
tiny green Gideon Bibles and smoking a cigarette. I had to ask … 
“Hey man, what do you do?” 

He told me his name is Van and that he’s an artist profession-
ally, but he also spends a lot of time at cafés reading and trying to 
learn what God wants him to do. When we finished talking I went 
back to my table in the corner and imagined that I was as mysteri-
ous as Van. If I could get away with wearing boots, I thought, I 
would do stuff that is meaningful, like art. Instead, I was sitting at 
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my table wondering what in the world I was doing, not right then 
specifically, but in general—“What was I doing with my life?” I felt 
the words pressing down on me, almost audible. There are only a 
few questions that make me feel as empty as this one. 

The irony is that while I had been feeling bad for all the people 
at Mozart’s—people whom I judged as materialistic and aimless—I 
couldn’t escape the nagging sense that I may have been the worst 
among them. They were just doing what their lifestyle entails. I 
am only different in that my lifestyle is Christianity. I don’t mean 
that Christianity is aimless. I’m just saying that the Christian 
lifestyle has become its own realm of activity—a way of hiding 
behind reputation or ministry or even humility. We may be known 
as good Christians, but we are generally unknown as we really are.  
We may be very important people destined for insignificance.

L O O K S  G O O D  T O  M E
What a “good Christian” is, exactly, varies depending on who 

you talk to. It’s like the preseason in college football—full of 
speculation and hype. Very few things matter to students at the 
University of Texas as much as Texas football. I know several 
people who delayed their graduation until December for the sole 
purpose of sticking around for one more season. This is generally 
considered to be sound wisdom, if not common sense. Two of the 
guys in my Bible study—Matt and Cabe—live in a house on 34th 
Street, where they turned the living room into a tri-level stadium 
made of plywood and old couches so twenty people can pile in on 
game day. 

I have been working in these conditions for five years now, and 
every year the word on the street is that “we are going to be awe-
some this year.” The media hype and preseason rankings point to 
this mantra. The problem is that for five years now we have been 
slightly to embarrassingly less awesome than a certain football 
team that boasts an “O” and a “U” on their helmet. The embar-
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rassment was theirs this year, not because we were supposed to 
beat them, but because we actually did (easily). Hype is about how 
good you want the team to be. Game day is about how good the 
team actually is.

I used to get together every week with Matt and Cabe to talk 
about how we can be better Christians. I am supposed to know this 
kind of stuff, you know, because it’s my job. One morning, not long 
after I met Van at Mozart’s, Matt and Cabe and I were lying on the 
couches, each of us on a different level just staring at the ceiling. 
I asked them how they know they are doing well spiritually. It was 
a tricky conversation because we had a hard time coming up with 
anything substantive. We finally landed on a few things that we 
thought might be good indicators of spiritual maturity. Knowledge 
was not one of them. Neither was importance. Matt was hesitant 
because he thought that, according to our proposed measurements, 
he may have been a better Christian two years ago than he is now. 
That is a sobering thought.

I had a professor that used to say, “Whatever a person perceives 
is truth to them.” I believed him, or at least I perceived that I did. 
“True to them” is the operative phrase. Right or wrong, percep-
tion is in fact our version of the story. Matt and Cabe and I think 
we are doing okay at the Christianity thing, but how do we know 
if our version of the story is true? What if the sensations that I 
usually label as growing spiritually are really aroused by counterfeit 
emotions? For example: feelings that are not responsive to God’s 
holiness but to self-importance; desires that are not for inner trans-
formation but for an appearance of goodness that makes me feel 
better about myself; and actions that are not motivated by love but 
by the lure of approval. What if my sense of doing well spiritually 
is nothing more than a judgment of how well I measure up against 
other people—a mere byproduct of spinning perception? Specula-
tion and hype.

Matt and Cabe helped me understand that “feeling good about 
it” and “being better than them” are false standards––imaginary 
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treasures. The fact that I wanted faith to be defined by how much 
we know and how well liked we are reveals that what I really 
wanted was not spiritual maturity, but to feel important and suc-
cessful in the realm of Christianity. This is how the activities of 
spiritual life became about me.

A  B E T T E R  L I F E
All these things were coming at me pretty quickly: futility, 

pretense, loneliness, being taught by my students. My sense of 
being important was colliding with another reality in which being 
important isn’t what is important. 

My wife Debbie and I were driving home from Dallas one day 
during all this. She could tell something was wrong, so she said, 
“Will, I think you are getting depressed. You should really do 
something about it before it gets worse.” “Okay,” I said. “What 
should I do?” She replied, “Well, you need to identify what is 
making you feel this way and stop dwelling on those things, you 
know, and think about what is true and honorable and pure ...”.1 
Don’t you just hate it when you feel like crap and someone quotes 
a Bible verse to you? Thanks honey. 

I was being defensive, of course. Debbie was simply trying to 
help me face reality. I needed to face the things that were causing 
the funk, and I knew what those things were. There was, of course, 
the morning at Mozart’s and feeling unknown. Then there was the 
conversation with Matt and Cabe about the nature of true spiri-
tual maturity, and how we were way off the mark. Soon after that 
I had this very lucid dream in which someone gave us $140,000. 
Even when I woke up I wasn’t sure if it had happened or not. You 
can imagine my disappointment. The next day after the dream 
I was at Mozart’s Coffee again, looking across the lake at the big 
houses on the hillside. I tried to tell myself that having one of 

1 Philippians 4:8, NIV
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those houses wouldn’t make my life better, but I was lying. Better 
view, better place to have people over, better light to read by. Of 
course my life would be better up there in the trees, or down here 
with $140,000. I was tired of kidding myself that it wouldn’t. 

Seriously, why do we tell ourselves that we are better off without 
whatever it is we don’t have? It’s like we’re eight years old and our 
playmate won’t share with us. So we insist, “Fine, I didn’t want to 
play with that anyway!” If I am better off without the big house, 
does that mean that people with big houses would be better off 
without them, too? I am not ready to make that judgment. 

On one hand I felt slighted because I didn’t get what I wanted, 
and on the other I felt guilty for wanting what I didn’t have. I 
couldn’t tell if I needed to embrace my desires or repent of them. 
There are things that Christians should tell themselves in these 
situations: God gives us what we can handle; It’s not about what 
you have, it’s about stewardship of what you have; life is more than 
material possessions; be content in all things. That’s neat. I still 
wanted the house on the lake and the $140K.

 A few days after that, I was sitting in church just before the 
service was about to begin. I got to talking with a friend of mine, 
Elliott, who was sitting in front of me. Elliott was a missionary 
overseas for several years. His family experienced hardship like 
most of us have not. I think it finally got the best of them and they 
returned to the States. The transition was not easy, but he finally 
got a job, and they seemed to be on their way to normal life in 
America. At least I thought they were. It turned out that Elliott 
had to leave that job and begin looking for another one for two 
months. They had rent and bills and four kids. I wanted to help, 
but I felt helpless. I said something thoughtful like, “Dude, that 
sucks.” He said, “It’s trying, you know.” No, I don’t know.  

People started singing. It was time to sing. C’mon everybody, 
praise God with song! I have never felt so phony. There we all 
were singing about how great God is, trying to be happy in the 
Lord, as if everything was just fine, as if Elliott’s life wouldn’t be 
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better if he had a job. All I could think about was the book of 
James. I could hear James saying, “Suppose a brother or sister is 
without clothes or daily food. If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish 
you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his 
physical needs, what good is it?”2 Suppose I had $140,000. Suppose 
I had a big house on the lake and everything I could ever want. 
Suppose Elliott couldn’t pay his bills. If I said to him, “Dude, that 
sucks. I’ll be praying for you,” but did nothing about his bills, what 
good is that?

In that moment I genuinely wanted Elliott’s happiness more 
than my own. Then I wondered what it would cost me to help 
him: home improvement, a vacation, some new clothes, my sav-
ings? I was thinking about all this while we were singing. Words 
were coming out of my mouth, I think, but inside I was at a cross-
roads. I was wrestling with the question of which life is better, the 
“good life,” where I get what I want, or the one where Elliott gets 
what he wants. Is my life about me or about Elliott?

F U N K  A N D  FA I T H
I was sad for Elliott, but even angrier with myself because 

I knew I didn’t want to sacrifice my well-being for his. I was 
addicted to self-serving desires. Addictions are destructive pre-
cisely because they overpower your better judgment. You keep 
doing it, whatever it is— drugs, comfort, sex, busyness— even 
though you know it’s not good for you or anyone around you.

 I wanted to blame someone for how I was feeling, so I blamed 
Jesus. Why wasn’t He taking care of Elliott instead of burden-
ing me with the whole mess? I started thinking that hardship in 
general was kind of His fault. Hear me out on this. When Jesus 
was getting ready to leave Earth and return to heaven, He told His 
Father that He wanted us to come to heaven someday so that we 

2 James 2:15-16, NIV
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