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Section One 

Living on Purpose 



 
 

Chapter One 

Little is the New Big 

 

 

 Many years ago my friend Joe Cannon was preaching in a remote village in the Chimbu 

Mountains of Papua, New Guinea.  Suddenly hundreds of angry tribesmen surrounded him.  One 

wild-looking bushman held a sharp axe and screamed in his native tongue, “Do you see this axe?  

If you are here tomorrow morning, I’m going to give it to you!”  Joe, with characteristic humor, 

later wrote, “This was the first time in my life when the promise of a gift made me nervous.”  

Despite the threat on his life, Joe continued preaching in the village.   

 The next morning the same angry mob circled Joe like lions circling their prey.  The man 

with the axe stepped forward and sprinted at Joe—axe raised high and his face fixed in an 

ancient tribal expression of intimidation.  Joe’s life was about to end on this isolated island 

thousands of miles from his home. 

At the last moment, another tribesman rushed in front of the axe-wielding bushman.  

Weeks earlier Joe had baptized this rescuer into Christ.  The man pleaded with the assailant, 

“Kill me instead!  Kill me instead!”  That stunning act stopped the axe man in his tracks.  In the 

face of such sacrifice, the tribe decided that Joe would not die.  His life would be spared. 

Joe and the gospel won.  Many from the tribe were eventually led to faith in Christ. 

 This is one of dozens of Bible-like accounts from the life of Joe Cannon.  He’s come 

closest to living out stories from Acts and elsewhere in Scripture than anyone else I know.  As a 



former staff member in the congregation I preach for, Joe’s always been larger than life to me.  

His impact and influence around the world have been immeasurable.   

 But this mighty man had mighty small beginnings.  Joe spent his early years in Canada in 

a street gang.  Teachers, neighbors, and peers who knew him in his teens in the 1930s might have 

imagined that the only future he had was one of crime and punishment.  He was on the road to 

ruin, certain to become a nobody.  Yet God broke into Joe’s life, changed his heart, and gave him 

a calling that would take him to four foreign fields and a ministry that would span sixty years. 

 The journey from humble beginnings to heavenly impact began in Japan.  Immediately 

after World War II a new wave of missionaries was entering this war-torn land.  Among this 

flood of eager and enthusiastic ministers were Joe Cannon and his wife Rosabelle.  Joe once 

described to me his decision to go to Japan: “I believe Jesus wanted me to serve among the most 

unloved people I could find.  And at that time, the most unloved people were the Japanese.”  Joe, 

Rosabelle, and their family ministered there for twenty-four years.  They baptized thousands, 

planted fifteen churches, and strengthened countless followers of Jesus.  Additionally, they 

played key roles in establishing Ibaraki Christian College, starting four kindergartens, and 

launching four orphanages. 

 In 1971 Joe and his family moved from Japan to Papua, New Guinea.  Joe was the first 

American missionary among the tribes who lived on these 600 islands.  Knowing one man could 

never reach all of these natives, Joe decided on a model in which he would train others to preach 

and reach.  He thus began the Melanesian Bible College in Lae, and then assisted in the 

establishment of similar schools.  He served at the Bible college for thirteen years, leading future 

church-planters to Christ and then training them to return to their villages to do the same.  

Hundreds of churches were planted through Joe’s efforts.   



 In 1983 Joe and Rosabelle moved to Memphis, Tennessee to launch a training program 

called Mission 1000.  Hosted at the Highland Church of Christ where I preach, Mission 1000 

aimed to recruit, train, and send 1000 para-missionaries to support mission work around the 

globe.  Hundreds of men and women were eventually equipped and commissioned to assist 

foreign mission points.  During this same time period Joe and Rosabelle made annual trips to 

Irian Jaya, Indonesia to establish yet another pioneer work among unreached tribes. 

 After the death of his wife Rosabelle, Joe married Betty Dollar.  Betty had left her full-

time work as a realtor in Memphis, Tennessee to share Jesus in Ukraine.  Ukraine, which had 

become independent from the former Soviet Union in 1991, was the breadbasket of its region.  

And in the early 1990s, there was a spiritual harvest from this breadbasket:  tens of thousands of 

Bibles were distributed, several thousand people were baptized, and many congregations were 

planted.  Betty joined this surge of mission work in 1995 and helped establish the Bila Tserkva 

Church of Christ.  For many years she labored there with other missionaries.  Joe joined her 

when they married in 2002.   

 When in Ukraine, Joe and Betty taught non-Christians and Christians at the church 

building and in their apartment seven days a week. They ministered to teenagers at the Shans 

Center, which served youth who suffered from multiple sclerosis, spina bifida, and other 

illnesses.  During Joe and Betty’s time in Bila Tserkva, more than a hundred people of all ages 

were baptized.   

 Joe once wrote about his world-shaping ministry:  

Pioneering with the gospel!  This is the great thrill of missionary work…Bringing souls 
to Christ who have never heard of Him before.  Reaching people with the gospel who 
never had a chance before…In missionary life, you go by faith into the unknown.  You 
bet your life on the promises and providence of God…What a joy to this happy pioneer to 
arrive in strange places, and find Christ is there…To meet the challenges, to have every 
fiber of your soul and personality tested and tried.  To be purified by the ups and downs, 



the successes and failures, the joy and sorrow…To be in the place where victories are 
won against seeming overwhelming odds.  What can take the place of experiences like 
this?...This is the life for me!1 
 

 What strikes me most about Joe’s story is how it began in such a small way.  The final 

chapters of his story reveal a ministry of unparalleled breadth and depth—thousands saved, 

dozens of churches planted, numerous schools started, hundreds of Christian leaders trained, and 

scores of the neglected loved and blessed.  But the first chapter in his story reveals just a teenage 

boy in a gang—a boy who did not worship God.  There couldn’t be a greater contrast than the 

one between the first and last chapters of this epic adventure.  God took a small and humble 

beginning and did something vast and significant with it. 

 But that’s normal for God. 

 

Little and Big in God’s Kingdom 

 We can view Joe’s story as a parable that shows the way God tends to work in the world.  

Jesus said God’s kingdom is like a man who plants a mustard seed—the smallest of seeds—and 

watches it grow into a large tree (Matt. 13:31-32).  Jesus taught that if a God-follower has a tiny 

amount of faith—as small as a mustard seed—God can do tremendous things with it (Matt. 

17:19-21).  God makes a habit of taking the small and doing the significant.  His practice is to 

take the miniature and do the massive. 

 Consider the first followers of Jesus.  Their numbers and social standing were miniscule.  

But their impact was mighty.  As Jesus scanned the group who’d gathered near him prior to 

delivering his Sermon on the Mount, he saw people with no one in their corner, people weary of 

all that was wrong in the world, people missing out on the best of life, and people hungering for 



the world to be made right (Matt. 5:2-12).  He saw the poor.  The mournful.  The meek.  The 

hungry and thirsty.  There could hardly be a group of smaller and more humble people. 

 But he told them, “You are the salt of the earth…You are the light of the world” (Matt. 

5:13-16).  This crowd of the fringe and the forgotten would do big things.  They would drive out 

decay and darkness everywhere around them.  And their influence would be felt, not just in 

Jerusalem, not only in Israel or the Roman Empire.  They would affect “the earth.”  They would 

change “the world.”  Their numbers and social standing were miniscule.  But their impact would 

be massive. 

 In God’s world, little is the new big. 

 That’s what this book is about.  It’s about a God who can take the little and do the large.  

We’ve seen him do it again and again.  For example, few in Christian history have had as 

immense an impact on the world as the woman known as Mother Teresa.  She once spoke about 

her influence: “I don’t do big things. I do small things with big love.”2 Her life was a tidal wave 

of mercy and compassion.  Yet the wave was comprised of small drops, tiny acts done here and 

there.  It’s inspiring the way God can take a little and do a lot. 

 In God’s world, little is the new big. 

 

The Little Big Jesus 

 Not only can something big come from something small, but something heavenly can 

result from something humble.  Jesus reveals this in a speech at the end of John 6.  The topic of 

the speech is what Jesus calls “bread from heaven” (vv. 31, 32, 33, 41, 50, 51, and 58).  This 

phrase is his way of describing how God is going to do something heavenly on earth.  The 



kingdom is about to come.  Heaven is about to plant a flag on earth.  God is going to break into 

human history in a transformative way. 

 What is that going to look like?  What is this “bread from heaven,” and what is it going to 

do?     

 Jesus says this bread will … 

• bring eternal life (vv. 27, 51) 

• give life to the world (v. 33) 

• eliminate hunger and thirst (v. 35) 

• make possible life after death (v. 40) 

• lead to spiritual intimacy (v.56).   

 This is pretty heavenly stuff.  The bread from heaven is life-giving and healing.  Jesus’ 

speech at the end of John 6 is about how God’s doing something so heavenly that it’s going to 

result in a better life for every person on the planet. 

 Imagine a meeting that might have taken place before this speech.  God gathers his best 

thinkers and says, “I need you to come up with a device that can bring about heavenly results on 

earth.  This apparatus must be capable of bringing life to every person on the planet.  It must 

eliminate hunger and thirst.  It must make possible life after death.  It must lead to spiritual 

intimacy.  I’m calling this tool ‘bread’ because humans are so used to thinking about how bread 

sustains life.  But I’m going to leave the form up to you.  Come up with a tool that can do this 

heavenly work on earth.”  God gives them a week to create their plans. 

 What might they return with?  They might present an earth-sized CPR machine that can 

jolt life back into the human race.  They might propose a needle the size of Texas by which life-

giving medicine can be injected into humanity. 



 But here’s the winning entry: 

 “Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life…’” (John 6:35 ESV) 

 “I am the bread of life.” (John 6:48 ESV) 

 “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.” (John 6:51 ESV). 

 Jesus says, “I am that device.  I am the means by which God will bring about this life-

change.  I am the apparatus through which God is bringing heaven on earth.” 

 And some of those listening laugh out loud.  They shake their heads and dismiss Jesus as 

a waste of their time: “So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, ‘I am the bread that 

came down from heaven.’  They said, ‘Is not this Jesus, this son of Joseph, whose father and 

mother we know?  How does he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” (John 6:41-42 

ESV).   These people find it impossible to believe that anything heavenly could result from 

someone as humble as Jesus.  After all, this is Jesus!  They watched him grow up.  They saw him 

stumble over a rock as a toddler.  They could tell you all kinds of rumors about his parents.  He 

was just a local nut: “Is this not Jesus, this son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know?  

How does he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven?’”  There’s no way God could do any 

kind of lasting work through this kind of lowly person. 

 Yet that’s what Jesus claims.  Through this nobody God would do the kind of things that 

would change the world.  Especially when it came to Jesus.  Little was the new big. 

 God does the heavenly through the humble.   

 God accomplishes the massive through the miniscule.   

 God achieves the large through the little.   

 God carries out the significant through the small. 

 



Little and Big in the World 

 This way God acts has been woven into the fabric of his creation.  Kyle MacDonald's 

story illustrates this.3  Kyle was unemployed and unable to provide for himself and Dominique, 

the love of his life.  One day, while staring at the red paperclip holding his resume together, he 

hatched a crazy plan.  He would try to trade that paperclip for something bigger and better, and 

he would keep trading until he got a house.  That’s right—Kyle dreamed of eventually trading a 

paper clip for a house.   

 He placed an ad on Craigslist in which he offered to swap his paper clip.  A woman in 

Vancouver contacted him, indicating she’d give him a pen for the clip.  Kyle then traded the pen 

for a doorknob.  The doorknob got him a camping stove.  He swapped the camping stove for an 

electric generator.  The generator led to a neon sign and a keg of beer which he then exchanged 

for a snowmobile.  Within a year, through trades, swaps, and exchanges, Kyle finally received a 

house in Kipling, Saskatchewan.  It all began with one little red paperclip.  God has created an 

entire world in which the small can lead to the big. 

  Researchers in Taiwan recently determined to discover the minimal amount of 

exercise that would reap health benefits.4  The study wasn’t an attempt to excuse laziness or poor 

priorities.  Those in charge of the study merely wished to learn whether or not even small 

amounts of exercise could lead to significant results.  Here’s what they found: just fifteen 

minutes of exercise a day can lead to a longer life.  The study found that people who exercised 

fifteen minutes a day cut their risk of death by fourteen percent and extended their life 

expectancy by three years compared with people who engaged in no exercise at all.  God’s world 

is one in which the tiny can lead to the tremendous.   



 Malcolm Gladwell writes about the 75th precinct in New York City.5  He describes it as 

“an economically desperate community destined, by most accounts, to get more desperate in the 

years ahead.”  The precinct was especially infamous for its high crime rate.  Yet, during a two 

period, the 75th experienced a miraculous decrease in crime: in 1993, there were 126 homicides; 

two years later there were only 44.   The community was transformed.  Gladwell describes the 

result: “On the streets of the Seven-Five today, it is possible to see signs of everyday life that 

would have been unthinkable in the early nineties. There are now ordinary people on the streets 

at dusk—small children riding their bicycles, old people on benches and stoops, people coming 

out of the subways alone.”   

 What happened?  How could crime drop so much?  Most people looked for large causes 

to explain the equally large effect.  But, Gladwell writes, the cause was probably something 

relatively small.  The community transformation was eventually explained by the Broken 

Window Hypothesis.  This hypothesis resulted from a famous experiment conducted about thirty 

years ago by Stanford University psychologist Philip Zimbardo.  Zimbardo drove a car to a street 

in Palo Alto, CA.  He parked it and left it there for a week.  Nothing happened to the car.  It 

remained untouched.  No vandalism.  No attempts to steal it.  Then Zimbardo returned to the car 

and smashed out one window with a sledgehammer.  Again, Zimbardo left the car parked on the 

street.  This time, however, the car with the smashed window was stripped bare by vandals.   

 Gladwell explains why this happened: “Zimbardo’s point was that disorder invites even 

more disorder—that a small deviation from the norm can set into motion a cascade of vandalism 

and criminality. The broken window was the tipping point.”  Negatively, the Broken Window 

Hypothesis states that if you introduce one small element of disorder (a broken car widow), it 

can lead to larger disorder (the entire car being stripped).  Positively, the hypothesis states that if 



you address one small element of disorder (e.g., fix a broken window), it can quickly lead to the 

elimination and prevention of larger disorders.   

 And that, Gladwell suggests, is what happened in the 75th precinct.  Officers began 

implementing a series of small efforts, such as confiscating more guns, running off more groups 

who were loitering on street corners, and stopping more suspicious looking cars.  Symbolically, 

they started fixing the broken windows in the community.  This led to a drop in larger and more 

serious crime.  Gladwell concludes, “sometimes the most modest of changes can bring about 

enormous effects. What happened to the murder rate may not be such a mystery in the end. 

Perhaps what [these officers] have done is the equivalent of repairing the broken window.”  The 

most modest of changes can bring about enormous effects.  In other words, the elimination of 

relatively small offenses by the police led ultimately to a reduction in major crime. 

 God has created a world in which little is the new big. 

 I’ve experienced this in my own life.  Three of the six books I’ve authored (including this 

one) were written thirty minutes at a time.  Because of my congregational ministry, family 

responsibilities, and other duties, I could only find thirty minutes a day to write.  At first I felt 

like giving up.  I thought what I really needed was a few months off to immerse myself in non-

stop writing.  Thirty minutes was hardly enough time to write an entire book.  Most days I could 

only crank out a couple of paragraphs.  On some days I could only write a couple of sentences.  

But I kept at it.  Day after day.  Thirty-minute block after thirty-minute block.  Eventually those 

miniature spans of time produced three books. 

 Little is the new big.   

 That’s the kind of God we have and the kind of world he’s created. 

 



Little and Big and Your Spiritual Life 

 This reality has implications for your spiritual life.  For example, a recent study finds that 

the average American spends about ten minutes per day in religious or spiritual activities.6  On 

the one hand, this is bad news.  It can be difficult to experience authentic spiritual transformation 

or genuine spiritual intimacy if all you give it is ten minutes a day.  It can seem impossible to 

affect world-change through spiritual actions done ten minutes at a time.   

 But on the other hand, could these ten minutes be leveraged?  Given the way our God 

does the massive with the miniscule, could God do tremendous things with just ten minutes?  

Could these tiny moments be a mustard seed that God grows into something amazing?   

 I believe he can do that.  I’m not saying that ten minutes is all God wants.  What he wants 

is every minute of every day.  And I’m not saying that ten minutes is all you’ll ever need to join 

him in changing yourself and your world.  In the end, it takes every second on the clock and 

every cell in our body.  But I am saying that ten minutes is a great place to start.  God is the kind 

of God who can do more with ten minutes than you ever thought possible.  

 So here’s my challenge: give God ten minutes a day over the next forty days.  Be 

consistent.  Be disciplined.  Don’t compromise.  Spend ten minutes every day for forty days in 

focused and intense spiritual activity.  Heavenly things will happen. 

 To help you make the most of this time, I’ll share twelve spiritual activities than can be 

practiced in these ten-minute segments.  I’ve chosen these twelve spiritual exercises because 

each can be done in about ten minutes.  Though they are brief, they will have an unmistakable 

impact on your life and your world. 

 I’ve also chosen these twelve spiritual habits because each can empower you to fulfill a 

very specific vision.  In this book, we will not focus on “spiritual growth” in general or on 



“transformation” in general.  We’ll focus on achieving a specific dream for our lives and our 

world—a dream given to us by Jesus himself.  Jesus has a stunning portrait of what your life and 

your world could look like if you lived in deep devotion to God.  The portrait comes from his 

Sermon on the Mount.  His vision encompasses three things:  

• People (our relationships with other people) 

• Piety (our relationship with God) 

• Possessions (our approach toward and use of money and goods).7   

The twelve spiritual practices in this book will help you live into this vision. 

 In the rest of Section One, each chapter will lead you in a ten-minute exercise that invites 

Jesus to impress on your heart his dream for your life.  These exercises will lead you, ten minutes 

at a time, in understanding and embracing his three-fold vision for your piety, people, and 

possessions. 

In the remaining sections of this book, we’ll explore the twelve exercises through which 

we can move toward this vision.  We’ll practice four spiritual disciplines which will deeply 

affect our piety (Section Two), four disciplines which will powerfully impact our people (Section 

Three), and four disciplines which will radically influence our possessions (Section Four).  

You’ll spend three days in each ten-minute discipline before moving on to the next one.  Thus, in 

sections Two through Four, you’ll spend twelve days focused solely on reaching for Jesus’ 

dream for your relationship with God (piety), twelve more days spent working towards Jesus’ 

dream for your relationships with others (people), and twelve additional days striving for his 

dream for your right relationship with money and goods (possessions). 

 Little is the new big.   



 So spend ten minutes a day in these spiritual exercises.  You’ll experience important 

changes in your intimacy with God, the way you treat others, and your approach toward money. 

I hope that these ten minutes will turn out to be just the beginning for you.  I pray they’ll 

be a step towards entire days and nights dedicated to living out Jesus’ dream.   

 This isn’t a quick-fix book.  I won’t promise you’ll become a Joe Cannon or a Mother 

Teresa.  But I can promise that God takes the small and does the big.  I can say with conviction 

that any journey begins with a step.  And these ten minutes could be the most important step 

you’ll ever take.
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