CHAPTEHR

CHRISTIAN NICE GUYS
AREN’T SO NICE

You must accept that fear is not only harmful but evil, not only
unhelpful but deeply destructive.

—RABBI SHMULEY BOTEACH

The ordinary man is passive. . . . Against major events he is as
helpless as against the elements. So far from endeavoring to
influence the future, he simply lies down and lets
things happen to him.

—GEORGE ORWELL

What do you think would happen if Jesus were to appear at your

church next Sunday and say to people what he says in the Bible?

“Hypocrites!”

“White-washed tombs.”

“Fools!”

“Dull.”

And “a brood of vipers fit for hell!”

Given how #nice the church expects Christian men to be, I think wed
rush the pulpit and wrest the microphone from his hand. “75k, #sk, #sk,”
we'd mutter scornfully. We'd wag our fingers, reminding him of the

supreme importance placed on manners and appearances in this holy place.
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Some women, reaching for soap bars to wash out his mouth, would recite
our unofficial church motto: “If you don’t have anything nice to say, Jesus,
don’t say it at all.” He really should be ashamed of himself:

Shame is big in the church. Helps keep guys in line. Keeps their heads
down. Keeps them humble. Supposedly.

Actually, without shame, guys might be able to live the vital life God
intended. This world would be a lot better.

Instead, we have passive, naive Christian Nice Guys. We sit next to them
in church all the time, not realizing their identity is being squashed, their
will being broken, the lives of those who love and depend upon them being
diminished as well. Everyone loses when we follow a false ideal.

That Christian men are expected to follow a nonexistent Jesus hinders
and frustrates those of us who possess a vital masculine nature but are told
not to activate it. I say throw the switch and dont apologize—you’ll be
more like the real Christ when you do. I pray that this book will show you

how.

Not so long ago I would have joined this mob—er, crowd—shushing
Jesus. That’s because I believed in a Savior who doesn’t really exist. Many
of us believe in a wooden Jesus who was perpetually somber, consistently
robotic, consummately nice. He wouldn’t #hink of hurling sarcasm at any-
one; his momma raised a Nice Boy with impeccable manners. Many ser-
mons we hear are designed to make Jesus appear always approachable,
always calm, and endlessly patient. That’s fiction right up there with The
Da Vinci Code; this mild Jesus has more to do with Eastern mysticism than
with the gospel record. He did 70z remain “above it all,” emotionally hov-
ering above us silly little humans. He got down in the muck and mire of
life with us. He really lived; he really felt eye-watering joy and soul-crushing
pain. He didn’t assume the Lotus, drinking tea and finding us mildly amus-
ing while trying to clear his head of conflict and division. Jesus, the dissi-
dent, brought the world both—the kind of conflict and division needed to

shake things up for our own good.
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JESUS, SUPREME NICE GUY

When we reach those sticky parts of the New Testament where Jesus
lost his cool and called people names, we still portray him as having a gleam
in his eye or as suppressing a kind smile, because Jesus would never be #har
rude. He wasn't really mad, says the underlying message. He just raised his
voice a little to get everyone’s attention, like a tour guide on a busy street.

I once treated exclamation points that followed expressions such as
“hypocrites!” and “brood of vipers fit for hell!” as if they were merely bib-
lical italics. Jesus was emphasizing a point—He didn’t actually yell at any-
one. . . . Talk about spin. I did a lot of damage control for my Savior.

I created my own sanitized, unauthorized

translation, 7he Nice Guy Bible (NGB), which I I created my own

continue to see a lot of other guys carrying sanitized, unauthorized

around. I rewrote some parts and took others translation, The Nice
out of context to hide from God and from Guy Bible (NcB),
what he really wanted of me. I kept this distor- which | continue to see

a lot of other guys
carrying around.

tion of Jesus neatly in my mind, the way a Nice
Guy feels he should, until it was destroyed by
an unusual and unexpected epiphany: Christ’s
humor. His blessed sarcasm helped me begin to see how he actually lived
and talked, as opposed to how I'd thought. A mental fog lifted. At last my
life received a long-needed clarity. I neared the red-hot bonfire of truth,
which warmed and saved me. A greater taste for life awakened.

I began to ask questions like: How come when we ask, WW]JD? we
almost always assume some form of quiet, mellow response, when he often
spoke and behaved in undeniably rugged ways? If Jesus said we are to be
wise as serpents and innocent as doves, why have I heard countless sermons
admonishing me to live in innocence—a more gentle virtue—but precious
few on how to apply wisdom, a more rough-and-tumble virtue that some-
times requires conflict?

Looking back, I once believed this caricature of “gentle Jesus, meek and

mild” because it was what I internalized during well-orchestrated church
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services designed to make God palatable to contemporary taste buds. I was
told, though not in so many words, that the safe and pleasant route is really
the best.

The popular fiction that Jesus is the Supreme Nice Guy no longer holds
any water for me. Have you seen the bumper sticker that reads “Jesus Is
My Best Friend”? Puh-leese. I don’t ask my best friends to forgive me for
my sins. I don’t pray to my best friends. I don’t worship my best friends.
The Lamb of God is also the Lion of Judah. He is good, but I can’t say he

is nice.

It gets worse. Christian Nice Guys (CNGs) are even told that by turn-
ing themselves into involuntary doormats for others (something they often
mistake for sacrificial giving), they will somehow, magically, against all
understanding of human nature and experience, lead others to Christ. Is
this really WJWD? Do people really regard a world view as true because its
followers are nice, easy, and possess smooth etiquette?

Bill Hybels says that passive Christians repel non-Christians from the
faith:

I've learned through the years that seekers are not impressed
with spinelessness. . . . Most of the time, seekers . . . respect and
admire Christians who aren’t afraid to take a stand. . . .

Let me say it once more: Seekers have little respect for weak
Christians. Deep down they’re looking for somebody—anybody—to
step up and proclaim the truth and then to live it boldly. (Becoming a
Contagious Christian, 63-64.)

HEARING WHAT WE WANT TO HEAR

Not that the church bears all the blame. It would be so much simpler
and so much less embarrassing if it did. I heard what I wanted to hear. And
I believed in this misrepresentation of my Lord because, like millions of
other Christian Nice Guys, I couldn’t handle the truth (or didn’t believe I

could). I couldn’t fully experience his love because of the degree to which
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fear controlled me. When fear and its evil buddy anxiety are in the driver’s
seat, forget the incomparable abundance and freedom Jesus offers but also
warns is hard to find.

As someone who was conditioned to always be pleasant, not to bother
others, and, for the wrong reasons, be quick to turn the cheek, I held the
classic distorted Nice Guy view of myself. I believed I was defective and
bad, not because of my sin, but because my perception was off. Others were
worthy of respect if for no other reason than to have their human dignity
affirmed. Me? Well, do what you want to me, because I—my thoughts, my
feelings, my wants, my needs—don’t really matter. Other people were nor-
mal; / was a sort of subspecies, a child of a lesser god. This, as I explain
later, kept me from God’s love and from truly loving others. The Jesus I
heard about was always brokenhearted over my sin, which I kept making
him pay for. He was worn out, tormented, aloof; a drained, pale man fro-
zen in the iceberg of history’s tragedy—he looked as if he needed saving
too. And his Father was angry and sorely disappointed with me, Mr. Screw-
Up.

This script, this understanding of God, ensured that my life would
remain tiny, unnoticeable, and worse, innocuous. Moreover, if I could hide
all this behind the guise of “Christian humility,” all the better!

The demeaning and undercutting screenplay owned my mind like a
commercial slogan, a message I learned as a kid. (A kid who went through
some tough times, which I'll share with you in chapter 4.) You might per-
ceive that the sorrow I experienced is more or less than yours, but I don’t
believe pain is quantifiable, and degree of difficulty isn’t the main issue. Its
the result that counts, and it’s the result that keeps CNGs down.

The convincing, repetitive message of my inherent worthlessness helped
lay waste to my life in disastrous ways, stealing my passion, energy, and
resources, and churning my gut, which is where resentment and anxiety
live. My name is Paul, and I'm a former Christian Nice Guy who finally
realized that what we call valorous niceness is often cowardly passivity in

disguise.
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THE MELLOW-YELLOW WORLD OF
CHRISTIAN NICE GUYS

CNGs pretty much believe they should just let life happen to them. A
large portion of the church tells them they should rarely if ever exert their
will, that possessing passion, boldness, and intensity is wrong and
“worldly.” Those qualities belong to “aggressive” and “proud” men. (Ironi-
cally, including Jesus.) Many have told me that it’s far more Christian to
live limply, deny your heart’s desires, and keep your life in neutral because
somehow, brother, this glorifies God.

The church told me to worry more about sin than purpose, more about
keeping up appearances than searching for and embracing meaning. More
about what I shouldn’t do than what I should do. More about being nice
than being good. Fear of failure, of falling short, of trying, but not being
perfect, has us paralyzed, immobile, and, eventually, indifferent.

Fear-based religiosity creates dangerous tension that ruins marriages,
careers, children—sometimes even our souls. We should avoid sin, for many
reasons—that it separates us from God and from life are atop my list. Bur
50 does the immobile life. Its just harder to diagnose.

Think about how pleasing the illusion of a conflict-free life is to the
ears of Nice Guys. Who can confront them with criticism if they don’t do
anything noticeable? No one goes through the embarrassment of getting a

speeding ticket when inside a parked car.

Another who has noted the perplexing prevalence of Christian male

passivity is theologian R. C. Sproul, who says,

When | became a Christian, | understood that Jesus took my sin
away. What | never heard from Him was that He intended to take my
backbone away.

Nice Guys don’t think they should stand up for themselves and for
others. The church widely teaches that good Christians dont do
conflict . .. and CNGs rejoice in the widespread acceptance of this anti-

biblical message, because conflict is their kryptonite. Contrary to fine-tuned
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fagades, this avoidance has little to do with the virtue of being kind. It has
everything to do with the vice of fearful passivity.

Whether explicitly or tacitly, visibly or covertly, fear cripples Christian
Nice Guys, until they face it with honesty and integrity. Then, in stunning
reversal, these fears behave like the demons that possessed the man Jesus
healed: They ask for permission to inhabit pigs instead, because #hey can’t
handle the confrontation, and it’s a kick to watch them scamper. But there’s
that dreaded word again, confront. I want to show you how to confront this
fear, the schoolyard bully that haunts CNGs into adulthood. Like all such
bullies, it’s weak. All bluff. Fear can’t handle God’s truth about you.

Think about it, Nice Guys: Wouldn't it be great to view conflict as an
event you could enter into with moderation, tact, and wisdom, the way
you've seen other men embrace it? To be freed from the shackles of nice-
ness, a fearful vice that takes on the deceptive posture of virtue, an idol that
distances you from God and from others? Marriages would be saved, our
culture war would gain new and powerful members, children would get a
dad to admire, missions would be launched, and God’s redemptive plan

would transform yet another dark realm of this messed-up world.

Maybe it’s killing you right now. Youre thinking, Whats wrong with
being nice?!

That all depends on what we mean when

we use this deceptively adaptable term. Think “Nice” can’t confront
about the “nice” people in your life, then ask this world’s sources of
yourself, for instance: Do they stand up to pain. Niceness makes

people agreeable, not
good. Somehow we
have mistaken
niceness for
righteousness.

injustice? Do they fight against what they know
to be untrue?

No. They dont have it in them. “Nice”
can’t confront this world’s sources of pain, the
way Jesus did and commanded us to do as well.
Niceness makes people agreeable, not good.
Somehow we have mistaken niceness for righteousness, when the Bible says

that the righteous are as bold as lions. Good grief, nice people are anything
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but bold—many just hide in timid politeness behind misleading smiles. I
once did.

Though they often are pleasant to be around, the nice often hide from
life’s unpleasant and disturbing messiness. They often conceal that they do
not possess a redemptive power behind their veneer of pleasantness. Their

fear and inaction brings suffering to them and to those around them.

The meaning of the word nice is as unreliable as the people it describes.
Today it is synonymous with “pleasant” and “agreeable,” but it has also
meant “effeminate,” “unmanly,” “unable to endure much,” “dainty,”
“reluctant,” “ignorant,” and “difficult to please.” Nevertheless, remarkably,
Christian men can be shunned in church and home if they are not unfail-
ingly pleasant, agreeable, and in possession of impeccable manners. These
attributes of niceness are taken to be expressions of a Spirit-filled life, yet
none of these words or concepts are biblically mentioned as part of the
Spirit’s fruit.

Besides, the mind of a Christian Nice Guy is anything but pleasant or
agreeable. For reasons explained later, these men are often secretive and
manipulative. They harbor hissing resentments, and, given all the games
they feel they need to play just to survive, their wives (if they can hold on
to a wife) may come to question their own sanity. Though they inwardly
exhaust themselves in their determination to hide it, they are easily irritated
and frustrated. When nasty behavior surfaces, they may mistakenly or dis-
missively explain it away as the result of testosterone fluctuation or work-
place preoccupation. They may label it a kind of male menopause, which
is the trend today, or give it a name like Irritable Male Syndrome, which
largely ignores a profound spiritual component.

Appearances are deceiving, as this wife of a CNG laments:

Before we were married, he did all types of things to prove he
handled issues. Two weeks after the wedding, off came the gloves.
And he told me under no circumstances am | to open my mouth. |
barely made it through the first year. | have struggled to stay married
to him. ...
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His attitudes, mood swings, explosive screaming fits, all the
things he has held in, all come out. . . . My husband tells me all the
time he is just a Nice Guy. He isn’t, and he isn’t nice to be married
to, either.

Not every CNG is that abusive and phony. As with every condition that
hinders abundant living, the Christian Nice Guy problem shows itself by
degrees. Here’s a self-test to help you discover if it's gumming up your life.
If you answer yes to one or two, the nice guy problem is in your blood and
it may well get worse. Yes to three to five, and youre a runaway train of
destruction—with a deceptive smiley face on the locomotive. Stop what
youre doing, clear out your schedule, and get busy with your life. If you
have a husband, boyfriend, son, or grandson who you suspect is a CNG,
take this test for them and go with what your gut tells you. Try not to
overanalyze each question. Usually the first answer that pops into your
mind is the accurate one. Don't show him the result. Just keep reading.

You'll get a detailed road map of where to go from here.

FAITH LIFE

© Do you dismiss or never discuss parts of the Bible where Jesus isn’t
nice?

O When wondering “WW]D,” do you assume a gentle response?

© Do you think conflict and anger are sins?

O Are you the guy at church who never says no to an assignment, even if
it diminishes other important aspects of your life?

O Do you think that being nice, observing etiquette, and knowingly
allowing yourself to be used by others nevertheless leads people to sal-

vation?

HOME LIFE

O Are you attracted to or married to a woman who needs to be rescued?

Do you think of her as “a diamond in the rough”?

I| 21



22 I NO MORE CHRISTIAN NICE GUY

© Do you lack leadership in your family?
© Do you make your wife the emotional center of your life?
O Are you unclear with your wife about your sexual desires?

© Do you often settle for unfulfilling sex?

WORK LIFE

© Do you find yourself saying one thing to one person but something
different to another?

© Do you smile even when you don’t like what’s happening to you, then
rant or fume about it later?

© Do you hide your mistakes, even when the consequences are little or
none?

© Do you find yourself working for abusive bosses?

© Do you make less money than you know you should?

LIFE IN GENERAL

Do you feel embarrassed when people compliment you?

Are you envious when you see other men showing deep emotion?

Do women like talking with you, but then show no romantic interest?
Do you think it’s selfish to have your own wants and desires?

Do you think avoiding conflict will make your life better?

o O O O O O

If someone is angry with you, do you automatically believe or sense
that they're right to feel that way?

© Do you hide your flaws, even from those close to you?

O Does fear often stop you from moving ahead?

© Do you think being nice will make you stand out among other men?

PROFILES OF THE CHRISTIAN NICE GUY

Place yourself in the two-faced world of a Christian Nice Guy: On the

surface you appear happy, pleasant, and seem to exude humility and meek-
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ness. You turn your cheek to most every injury, insult, and injustice, not
because you are following Christ's command (though that’s what you tell
yourself and others), but because you unilaterally fear conflict. You are nice
not because you are virtuous, but because you lack virtue. And during those
rare moments where you do protect yourself or others, it’s usually over-
blown and causes needless pain for everybody. (Hence the famous term
passive-aggressive.) You lack the ability to speak the truth in love, which is
fundamental to both a fruitful and assertive personality, the very kind of
personality you desperately want, but can’t seem to obtain.

Outside, and especially at church, youre warm and friendly; you appear
to care about others. Inside, however, you may carry frustration and rage,
because you are doubly haunted: You get to experience the weight and con-
sequence of your own sin (much of which you try to hide through timid
lies) and the weight and consequence of believing that you are inferior to
your fellowman and that you lack intrinsic worth as a human being made
in God’s image. Refer to all this as psychobabble if you want (I once did),
but realize you might do so at your own peril. The Bible clearly tells us
how to approach this: We are to “encourage the timid, help the weak”
(1 Thessalonians 5:14).

Do you manipulate others in creative ways? Do you especially control
your wife and children, who then suffer in silence? Do you cover your fear
with behavior that appears exceptional and praiseworthy? Does your inner
angst come out suddenly and sideways? Does it anger you that others seem
to have unquestionable power in your life, while you feel helpless? When
your wife is sexually unavailable, do you get back at her with sexual fanta-
sies that include other (known or nameless) women? Do you steal from
your boss as a way of retaliating for his mistreatment of you?

Hopefully at some point, your covers blown. Because I've seen the
process firsthand, I want your life to be deconstructed, and I want the Nice
Guy fallacy to be acknowledged as the sham it is. If you take ownership of
your life and the issues that keep you passive, then what you may call a

catastrophe is likely the beginning of a better life for you and for those who
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love you. You don’t need to walk around with a scarlet P on your forehead;
you will need a willingness to try something different that will lead to
something better.

Later I'll explain how to escape the lifestyle that diminishes CNGs.
Honesty and integrity will flourish in ways you always wanted but couldn’t
enact. An unfamiliar power will flow once your “disease to please” is gone.
Confidence, always so elusive, will replace crippling fear. Dreams will be
dusted off and bolstered by newfound shrewdness, wisdom, and the good
kind of cunning—three qualities Jesus exercised and said we should also.
Purpose will finally enliven your days and bless your sleep. Hope will grow,
and with it a daring belief that God, who deep inside you thought was your
greatest critic, is really your supreme advocate. Your better life will become
a living testimony to his redemptive power and grace.

For Christian Nice Guys that presently feel surrounded by foes, this
new reality will erase many dilemmas, phobias, and accusations, inner
demons that collectively form a circular barbed-wire fence with no apparent
gate. When a man perceives himself to be trapped inside, those immedi-
ately outside—those wanting and needing his love, his affirmation, his pro-
tection, his provision—are left confused and disillusioned. Sons are hit
between the eyes, struggling with what it means to be a man, because in
our earnest attempts to make them kinder, we've made them softer.

Wives, girlfriends, and daughters are among the hardest hit. When I
talk about this powerful topic, they shake my hand, sometimes even grab
my elbow at the same time. They look deep into my (stranger) eyes and
say with a heavy heart, “You just described my husband . .. boyfriend . . .
father.” They dont condemn their men; their basic goodwill toward them
is still intact, but their Nice Guy has yet to chew through it. “What can I
do?” they ask me.

A wife asks why her Christian husband won't stand up to defend and
protect their family; she also doesn’t understand why he’s always nice to
others, yet secretly so cruel to her.

Friends don’t know why their Christian buddy won’t walk alongside

them and make himself available during difficult times.
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A worried mother asks why her son won’t speak up for himself, even
though it’s ruining his senior year in high school.

A grandmother tells of being tired of seeing men portrayed as worthless
fools in the media. She knows her grandsons are watching, marinating in
this shame-producing poison, and she worries for their souls.

A boss wonders why his Christian employee won't get his department
into shape, even after many meetings and warnings.

Children are confused as to why their

Christian father appears to be such a strong and Children are confu
stable presence at church—always smiling and as to why their
nodding—but then seems to physically and Christian father

emotionally abandon them when they most
obviously need protection and affection.

A woman likes her Christian boyfriend, but
can't deny the lack of some necessary spark. She

feels horrible, perhaps even ashamed that it’s
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appears to be such a
strong and stable
presence at church—
always smiling and
nodding—but then
seems to physically

not there; wonders if there’s something wrong and emotionally
with her, not him. She practices in her mind abandon them when
those dreaded words to say and hear: “Can’t we they most obviously
just be friends?” Or “You have a great person- need protection and
ality, but ...” The CNG thinks to himself, affection.

Dogs have personalities too. He secretly loathes
that this always happens to him, and he blames God (though he tries to be
nice about it). How come Nice Guys don’t ger the girl? he asks himself in
smoldering resentment (while still forcing his painted-on smile).

A pastor scratches his head and wonders why some of the men in his
church just can’t “get their act together.”

The chair of a state political party is mystified as to why Christian men

rigidly avoid social and civic activity.

Some of these puzzles once shrouded my life as well, so please know
there are no stones in my hands. Just empathy and some sound guidance

that 'm excited to share with you.
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What you're about to read is a before-and-after story, an intimate slice
of the Christian Nice Guy phenomenon, which by now is chewing through
yet another generation of troubled males. I was once a CNG, who had a
Damascus Road-like experience with Christ’s real, rugged righteousness.
I’m not that same man anymore.

A path toward freedom awaits you, a path that begins with an expla-
nation of where the damage began. This will show how passive Nice Guys
are made, not born. The initial good news: If youre a Nice Guy, thats not
the real you. There’s something and someone stronger and better inside you
that’s waiting to be vitalized and released; the true you, the “you” God
created, can thrive.

We'll take a look at what an earnest but

We choke on a troubling message from the church has done to
Victorian Jesus, a men, creating an unintentional side effect that
caricature that has we battle today: We choke on a Victorian Jesus,

turned men into mice. a caricature that has turned men into mice.

We'll also examine the problems handed to
men by our culture, a culture that at best is confused about genuine mas-
culinity and at worst vilifies it. We'll see how Nice Guys lie to themselves
and to the world around them, making matters worse for everyone. I'll
explain how these streams of influence converge to drown a CNG at home,
church, and work. Combining all facets of the conundrum is overwhelm-
ing; fortunately we don’t serve a soft Savior, and God has not destined us

to be eternal Nice Guys.

This book is part inspirational (a category of books I used to ridicule),
part instructional, and part manifesto. I'm a guy who has sat through more
than twenty-five years of church and who has been tempted to leave in
response to its misdirected disregard of men—of manhood—and the
unnecessary suffering it has caused.

(I know many who have left; their testimonies are on these pages.
They’re angry with their culture, their church, and their God, and some-

times their anger is directed at women. Nowhere in this book will you find
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a validation of abuse or any justification to mistreat another person. We'll
focus on refining such anger, retaining its energy and passion, so it can be
transformed into a redemptive force.)

I decided that instead of the passive-aggressive route, I would take
action. This is the fruit of my labor, my personal Wittenberg Door. Like
Martin Luther, here I stand—I can do no other, because I can hold my
tongue no longer. Like many men, I have felt needlessly but undeniably out
of place in the church, so I'm creating a place of truth and strength for
myself and other men who love God, but who've had it with being shamed
for being men.

And I'm not leaving either. I'm in it for the long haul, because like my
Savior, I love a good fight. It’s time to put on our boots. It’s time for the
Good Guy Rebellion.

I call this a rebellion because the church, for all its goodness and beauty,
is not going to give men permission to completely embrace their masculin-
ity and all of its traits. No wonder women outnumber men in every form
of Christianity (with the possible exception of Eastern Orthodoxy). Outra-
geously, we mistake women’s better attendance as proof that they are some-
how more moral and spiritual, a false conclusion from flawed premises.

What youre about to read is on the edge—some will say over the
edge—of what most of us have called “Christian living.” Not everyone will
agree with my conclusions. I ask for your charity and for suspension of
judgment till the end of the book; for now, allow me to seck the fix for a
problem that in one form or another plagues every Christian man and
many non-Christians as well. On this I think we'll all agree: The center of
our lives isnt holding, and it hasnt for a long time. It’s time for a new
approach, though it isn’t really new: It’s been hiding in plain view for nearly

two thousand years.
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