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  Ruthless Trust,  Brennan Manning (2000) 
 

 [How does one dare propose the way of trust in the 
face of raw, undifferentiated heartache, cosmic disorder and 
the terror of history? Look for an answer not so much in the 
didactic teaching as in the stories of Brennan.] 
 Alert to the manipulations and machinations of Phari-
saical self-righteousness, ragamuffins refuse to surrender con-
trol of their lives to rules and regulations. I learned that the act 
of trust is an utterly ruthless act. Trust is our gift back to God, 
and he finds it so enchanting that Jesus died for love of it.  
 I asked a man,” Could you define the Christian life in 
a single sentence?” He answered, “I can define it in a single 
word: trust.” Childlike surrender in trust is the defining spirit 
of authentic discipleship. While there are times when it is 
good to go to God as might a ragged beggar to the King of 
kings, it is vastly superior to approach God as a little child 
would approach his or her papa. 
 How do we hasten the advent of the Kingdom of 
God? Jesus proposed a single way: the way of trust. He never 
asked his disciples to trust in God Rather he demanded of 
them bluntly, “Trust in God and trust in me (Jn 14:1).  Craving 
clarity, we attempt to eliminate the risk of trusting God. Fear 
of the unknown path stretching ahead of us destroys childlike 
trust in the Father’s active goodness and unrestricted love. Our 
trust does not bring final clarity on this earth. It does not still 
the chaos or dull the pain or provide a crutch. I have not said 
in my heart, “God exists,” until I have said, “I trust you.” The 
first assertion is rational, abstract, a matter perhaps of natural 
theology, the mind laboring at its logic. The second is com-
munion, bread on the tongue from an unseen hand. 
 The heart converted from mistrust to trust is re-
deemed from the corrosive power of fear. The second conver-
sion from mistrust to trust—a conversion that must be re-
newed daily—is the moment of sovereign deliverance from 
the warehouse of worry. 
 The language of low self-esteem is harsh and de-
manding; it abuses, accuses, criticizes, rejects, finds fault, 
blames, condemns, reproaches, and scolds in a monologue of 
impatience and chastisement. We must allow “God to see us 
and love us precisely as we are. The best way to do that is 
through prayer. If we invest God with unlovable qualities, our 
skepticism, cynicism, or triumphant rationalism will banish a 
being aloof and disengaged from the joys and struggles of his 
children. A little child who does not know how to walk is not 
astonished at stumbling and falling with each step taken. 
While the gravity of sin is not to be minimized, wasting time 
deploring the past keeps God at a distance.  
 To live without risk is to risk not living. Naturally, 
the risk-takers are unnerving to the palace guards, who are 

threatened by anyone who trusts in God, rather than the law. 
Legalists render themselves incapable of receiving grace; they 
do not and dare not live by trust in a loving God. They invoke 
hallowed traditions, and gratuitously employ their most potent 
and cruel weapon: guilt-tripping. They warn of dire conse-
quences. But somewhere along the way, in the life of the ma-
turing Christian, faith combined with hope grows into trust.   
 The person with an abiding spirit of gratitude is the 
one who trusts God. Was the primal sin of Adam and Eve in-
gratitude? Grateful people are a delight to be around, and their 
spirit is often catching. The root of joy is gratefulness. It is not 
joy that makes us grateful; it is gratitude that makes us joyful. 
Arguably, the dominant them of Jesus’ inner life and prayer 
was gratitude. Raised in the Jewish tradition, Jesus breathed 
Psalms 21, 28, 30, 65, 66, 116, 136, and 139. The highest form 
of giving is thanksgiving. The antithesis of giving thanks is 
grumbling. Grumblers are 2½ times more susceptible to colds 
than grateful people.  
 It is to an angry and bewildered Job that God appears 
and speaks, and yet God later tells the theological sophisticate 
Eliphaz to ask for Job’s prayer, adding, “for you have not spo-
ken truthfully about me, as has my servant Job” (Job 42:7). 
Anyone God uses significantly is always deeply wounded. On 
the last day, Jesus will look us over, not for medals, diplomas, 
or honors, but for scars.  
 Mystery is an embarrassment to the modern mind. 
Intellect capitulates to mystery. Spiritual reading, meditation, 
and reflection on scripture inevitably yield to silent reverence. 
A mystic is one who has experienced God. Tolstoy published 
War and Peace 3 years after Crime and Punishment was pub-
lished by Dostoevsky. To understand all is to forgive all. Sa-
cred scripture is too important to be left exclusively to biblical 
scholars. Our awe of God is limited by our impoverished im-
agination. We need artists and mystics to disrupt our compla-
cency--“to eff the ineffable.”  
 Thought of our inevitable death is so troubling that 
we want to live the rest of our lives in a shoe. Throughout the 
history of salvation God has revealed his presence but never 
his essence. The church keeps us busy on this cause or that, 
this committee or that, trying to provide meaning through mo-
tion until we get “burned out” and withdraw from the church’s 
life. When the glory of the transcendent God is not addressed, 
our focus shifts to human behavior, the cultivation of virtues 
and the extirpation of vices, the qualities of discipleship, and 
so on.  
 One of the surest ways to avoid being happy is to 
insist on being happy at all costs. Moralizing surges to the fore 
in unbalanced spirituality. Moralism and its stepchild, legal-
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ism, pervert the character of the Christian life. By the time 
young people enter college, they have often abandoned God, 
church, and religion. When wounded people fail, as inevitably 
they must, they engage in denial to protect themselves from 
punishment.  
 God’s distance must be complemented by his near-
ness. Disregard of God’s immanence deprives us of any sense 
of intimate belonging, while inattention to his transcendence 
robs God of his godliness. Church history illustrates the devas-
tating consequences wrought by unbalanced attention to one 
or the other aspects of the Godhead. “hoc est enim corpus 
meum” (This is my body) was used derisively by cynics as the 
source of the phrase “hocus-pocus” in our vocabulary.  
 Faith and hope work together to form a trusting dis-
ciple. In Western thinking knowledge is the intellectual appre-
hension of reality, the mind’s affirmation of a truth perceived. 
In the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, knowledge is felt; it 
arises from an experience of God. Experience is an essential 
part of knowing Jesus and of the whole concept of revelation. 
Christianity is not a message which has to be believed, but an 
experience of faith that becomes a message. We cannot de-
duce anything about Jesus from what we think we know about 
God; however, we must deduce everything about God from 
what we know about Jesus. Jesus has revealed to us not only 
himself but our own true self as well. We cannot be our own 
true self except by union with him. In the person of Jesus, God 
is nearer to me than I am to myself. The time of prayer is 
characterized by less rational reflection and speaking and 
more contemplative quiet and listening.  
 Like faith and hope, trust cannot be self-generated. I 
cannot simply will myself to trust. What outrageous irony: the 
one thing that I am responsible for throughout my life I cannot 
generate. What does lie within my power is paying attention to 
the faithfulness of Jesus. Clarity, reassurance, and proof can-
not create trust, sustain it, or guarantee it. Amnesia, inertia, 
and procrastination are the 3 greatest obstacles to trust.  
 In presumption, we assign to God the task of doing 
for us what we should be doing for ourselves. The most com-
mon form of presumption is expectation that God will directly 
and secretly intervene in human affairs. Trust in God does not 
presume that God will intervene. 
 A poor self-image reveals a lack of humility. Feelings 
of insecurity, inadequacy, inferiority, and self-hatred rivet our 
attention on ourselves. The heart of humility lies in undivided  
attention to God, a carefree disregard of the image we present. 
The humility of Jesus consisted in his enthrallment with his 
Father. In utter self-forgetfulness, he lived for God. Why did 
he love all those losers, failures, and no-accounts? Because his 
Father does.   

 Over the years trust ripens into confidence. Based on 
the solid, irrefutable evidence of God’s relentless faithfulness, 
a certainty in the trustworthiness of the tremendous Lover 
evolves without the least sweat and strain on our part. He 
works in quiet confidence that God is working in him by day 
and by night. Thus, he works as if everything depends on God 
and prays as if everything depends on him. The only way to 
fail in prayer is not to show up.   
 Incessant and exclusive moralizing reduces the Good 
News to a tedious behavioral code, a rigid ethic, or an altruis-
tic philosophy of life. What does the passage about Mary and 
Martha tell us about Jesus (not Martha or Mary)? 
 Our disappointments arise from presuming to know 
the outcome of a particular endeavor. God utters me like a 
word containing a partial thought of himself. Trust in the wis-
dom of God who utters no false word.  
 Some may protest, “I am completely engaged in No-
where, and it is flat dull, empty. No music whatsoever. I am 
bored. Nowhere is vastly overrated.” Reply: “You are not en-
gaged! If you were, you would be utterly unaware that you are 
bored.” 
 The commitment to living out, rather than escaping, 
the gift of life is the special province of children. Almost all 
children are born with a natural inclination toward contempla-
tion. A simple thing may absorb children for a long time. The 
good news is that the child within can be recovered.  
 The will of God is the love of God. By the outpour-
ing of His grace, I have so merged my will with His that what-
ever He wills, I will too.   
 
[You can define the Christian life in a single word: trust. Le-
galists render themselves incapable of receiving grace. It is not 
joy that makes us grateful; it is gratitude that makes us joyful. 
One of the surest ways to avoid being happy is to insist on 
being happy at all costs. We must deduce everything about 
God from what we know about Jesus The humility of Jesus 
consisted in his enthrallment with his Father.] 


