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There are writers you just need to stand in awe of for combining inspiration and genius, and wrapping it all in simplicity. Dallas Willard is just such a person. I will make an attempt here to summarize this revelatory work and hope I can do it justice, for if I do you will want to read it as badly as I want you to read it. He begins by decrying what he calls the “Bar-Code faith” crowd that populates most of our churches, and says, “My hope is to gain a fresh hearing for Jesus, especially among those who believe they already understand Him. In His case, quite frankly, presumed familiarity has led to unfamiliarity, unfamiliarity has led to contempt, and contempt has led to pro-found ignorance. Very few people today find Jesus interesting as a person, or of vital relevance to the course of their actual lives…And frankly, He is not taken to be a person of much ability.” This Bar-Code faith is perpetuated by the predominant teaching of grace without need of anything else in the church—a theology that says all we need do is say the Sinner’s Prayer, attend church, absorb scholarly teaching, and in the end have our faith Bar-Code “scanned by God to get what we came for. Willard enlists quotes from Bonhoeffer concerning cheap grace, which he calls “a costly faithlessness,” and says that we are preaching a gospel that has not the goal of the creation of a godly lifestyle, but rather the removal of guilt and the gaining of the Bar-Code for eventual entry to heaven.  

Willard also bemoans the noticeable lack of those he calls “apprentices” of Jesus Christ, and a corresponding lack of relevance that Jesus truly has to most who call themselves Christian—that true discipleship has been lost to the Bible intellectuals who now rule the organized church in Americ,a and are happy just to fill minds with lessons about Jesus, regardless of whether their lessons make any real difference in the lives of those they teach. He says that the Jesus who taught us to “hear and do” has been replaced by teachers to whom the doing is largely irrelevant. He laments the complete loss of any ability or desire to keep God’s laws in the minds of our modern teachers, proposing that we “live in a bubble of historical illusion about the meaning of discipleship and the Gospel,” having completely divorced faith from works. Apprentices of Jesus Christ naturally keep the laws because of their faith. They become people to whom laws are not a burden, but an integral part of their lifestyle (see 1 John 5:3). “Non-discipleship is the Elephant in the church,” and the creation of disciples [the Great Commission] has now been “pushed to the very margins of Christian existence.” Discipleship supplanted by conversion, Willard asserts saying, “We should intend to make disciples and let converts ‘happen,’ rather than intending to make converts and letting disciples ‘happen.’”

He talks extensively about the kingdom of God being real, tangible, current, and “among us” as he seeks to make a case of Jesus still being imminently alive in His true apprentices, and not an intellectual concept that we will someday become a reality after we leave this world and get to heaven. He talks about the “incalculable damages” that have been done to believers by distancing heaven from our existence on earth, and making it the exclusive property of some far away place we go to when we die. He calls for a basic inner transformation in the way we view Jesus if we are going to again make Him our teacher and master, and discusses how such a transformational shift of thinking can occur if we will once again engage our minds in real intellectual pursuit of His Word, causing us to see He is truly good and it is good for us to be the people He wants us to be. 

Dallas discusses what to do about sinful patterns, saying that the consumer Christianity we are now so deeply entrenched in is all about giving in to our fleshly desires rather than combating them. This translates into our lack of ability to fight the sin which now has made the church look so much like the world. People only want to take from the Lord what they want, and don’t want to give Him their deepest thoughts, desires, and feelings, which causes them to easily give in to the powers of darkness rather than fight. “Nothing has the power to tempt me or to move me to wrong action that I have not given power by what I permit to be in me,” Willard asserts, and goes on to say, “The training required to transform our most basic habits of thought, feeling, and action will not be done for us, and yet it is something we cannot do for ourselves…The action of the Spirit must be accompanied by our response.” In this, as in all other parts of this work, the author shows a keen understanding of the critical balances between God’s empowering, leading, and teaching, and our absolute mandate to strive with all that is within our mind, will, and emotions to follow. Whether discussing proactively pursuing what we should be doing, or fighting what we should not be doing, this equation never changes. And to say that we can abandon our side of the formula and think we can ever be apprentices is a myth only embraced by those who believe in Bar-Code Christianity.
Willard concludes by trying to help the reader gain a clear vision of exactly what heaven—on earth and beyond—is all about in an attempt to create a desire for the kingdom to come to men, and for the Gospel to again create disciples who live and breathe that kingdom come among us. The Divine Conspiracy is not a book for the faint of heart. It is by no stretch of the imagination “light reading.” In it you will confront a Jesus that is real, and desires to teach and lead us into a very contemporary existence as His apprentices right here, right now. The author shakes the very foundation of the religious establishment that is content to fill big buildings with converts, collect the tithe, and teach lengthy intellectual sermons without a concern for who may be following them into true apprenticeship to Jesus. If you are comfortable with the American model of attending church on Sunday, a Bible study during the week, and serving in a food line on Thanksgiving, but really don’t want Jesus invading your thoughts or your plans otherwise, spend your money elsewhere. But if the Spirit is stirring in you, telling you there’s got to be more to Christianity than conversion and mere existence, Dallas Willard will certainly give you a “fresh hearing” of God and His kingdom alive and well on planet earth.

Two thumbs way up on this one for anyone who wants to “reconnect” with biblical discipleship, and find passion and purpose in following Jesus Christ now rather than sitting around waiting for the afterlife.
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