
Arnie’s Story: Confessions of a Spiritual Loser
How to Get Unstuck

Bad habits, addictions, a trail of broken relationships, waking up dead inside—how many times during my 

decades away from the faith had I (Arnie) told myself, “You are just one big mess. A big-time loser when it comes 

to any kind of relationship … much less a spiritual relationship?”

Answer: At least once a day. Okay, it’s just you and me, so be honest: Do you ever regret the way large 

portions of your life have turned out?

Ever feel stuck in the muck of your own lousy choices? Or how about the way the bad choices of others 

have affected you? And worse, do you think you are going nowhere spiritually … almost as if your very soul is 

numb? I’ve felt that way for more than half of my life. Yet, to my surprise, in some really great ways I’ve broken 

through. While I’m nowhere close to having a perfect walk of faith, I keep experiencing many more good days than 

bad. That’s why I’m so passionate about the things you’re about to read in these pages.

Pause for a moment and take inventory of your spiritual life.

Like a good percentage of those who are Christ-followers, you might go to church (or have in the 

past), take part in a Bible study, volunteer in the nursery, and do your best to live right. Yet at the end of the 

day, much of the time, you feel as if you’re in “a dry and weary land where there is no water” as a follower of 

Jesus. And worse, no matter how hard you try, nothing seems to move you closer to God. In fact, the more 

things you attempt to do that seem “Christian,” the more dead you feel inside. That’s exactly how it was for 

me.

For most of my life I’ve been spiritually stuck. Let me explain. Growing up, I got a ton of good thoughts 

and wise advice about life from some really great people: My parents, a few well-meaning folks at church, 

coaches, teachers. And it was, at the time, just what every child needed. But as I hit my late teens and early 

twenties, I started seeing chinks in the armor of leaders. Moral failures, hypocrites, and then my own behavior 

started to go south, as well. The more difficult my life became, the more I prayed, asking God to save me from 

whatever problem I got myself into. Yet the more I prayed, the farther away God seemed to be. And He never 

answered my shouts for help—or so it seemed to me. 

Diving into the field of humanistic psychology, I was exposed to a plethora of ideas and actions, and 

suffice it to say, they didn’t always match up with Jesus’ take on life. I was told that “god” is in every one 

of us, and that if we are smart enough to break away from all of our messed-up, “religious hang-ups,” we 

could be free as a bird. Slowly but surely in my quest for spiritual freedom, I was being hand sold anti-biblical 

thoughts, with the natural corresponding anti-biblical behavior following pretty closely behind—all in the name 

of having a free spirit … free from anything religious! Sadly, twenty-seven years later, I was so confused, I 

couldn’t recognize spiritual truth. I ended up calling bad “good,” and good “bad.” My theme song was Peggy 

Lee’s “Is That All There Is?”—“Let’s keep dancing, break out the booze and have a ball!” 

While it seemed fun at the time, I was a miserable spiritual loser.



In the midst of all of this being-free-from-religion stuff and thinking that I controlled my destiny, I 

occasionally got the impression that maybe everything wasn’t so great in this land of “enlightened freedom.” 

When I was 30, for example, I completed my 5,500-square-foot dream house but still wasn’t happy or fulfilled. 

Strangely, I became obsessed with the idea of hanging myself from a balcony off of the courtyard. YIKES! 

Something was terribly wrong in the world I’d created for myself.

But about seventeen years ago, I launched into the process of getting unstuck … a process that for 

me happened very slowly. And as I looked back at my old life, I began to see the irony of it all: My quest to 

be free and to become my own god was, in reality, turning me into a slave. I was in bondage to selfishness, 

pride, lust, depravity, and—though I wouldn’t have labeled it this way—my own twisted sin nature.

Soon, I faced a new challenge: How do I set myself free … spiritually?

The more I thought about my past failed relationships, the more overwhelmed I became. LOSER—

that’s all I was and ever will be I’d constantly tell myself.

Eventually, one truth changed everything: I have to win today if I’m going to win the race in all of my 

tomorrows.

It sounded a bit cliché, yet it made sense. I have to win today. That’s all I need to focus on! While I 

couldn’t change yesterday (or just about anything in my past), it didn’t have to define who I am, and what I do 

today.

It is as simple and as hard as that.

Simple.

Hard.

Spiritual losers can get unstuck and actually become winners as they focus on today and connect 

with Jesus in a consistent and genuine way. Too often, even devoted Christ followers, forget that we have a 

personal, relatable and persistent Savior who loves us deeply despite our sin and flaws … and who forgets 

our yesterdays, and tells us not to worry about our tomorrows. Yesterday is there to be learned from, not 

stuck in. And the worries of tomorrow can only be released to God, not owned and clutched tightly in our 

hands. God owns tomorrow. 

I’ve learned these truths the hard way. I’ll be talking about this more in some later chapters. Dealing 

well with yesterday and tomorrow is absolutely the key in getting unstuck spiritually.

From Misery to Mastery
In order for you to understand —what a dramatic shift it 

was for me to trust God with my life again, let me share a bit more 

of my history.

Let’s push the rewind button on my life. …

Despite growing up in a Christian home, from age twenty to 

forty-seven, I cared more about money and pleasure than people. 

(Obviously, I’d left God back in Sunday school.) For nearly three 

decades, I was a spiritual loser. 

Yet by our culture’s standards, I was somewhat of a 

success.

I’d achieved my doctorate from Pepperdine University 

and carved out a comfortable life working with people who 

had developmental disabilities (most had a history of being 



institutionalized). Through carefully developed systems, I helped people change their behaviors so they could 

one day leave the state-run institutions they were forced to call home. (Many of these folks were violent and 

seriously brain damaged.) Two mottos defined my work: “We can’t make you better; we can only help you 

to do better.” The other one was, “Work for pay the American way.” To my satisfaction, a majority of our 

patients improved and made their way back into society. In fact, the programs I helped to develop throughout 

California were highly in demand.

Financially, life was comfortable, and in my mid-30s, boating became a passion of mine. When I 

wasn’t working, I was on the ocean. For me, the warm waters of the Pacific had not only become the greatest 

spiritual high of all, it was where I felt close to nature … and where I imagined that God liked to hang out.

But as the world renowned surfer Duke Kahanamoku once said, “Never turn your back on the ocean.” 

Duke was a Hawaiian whom many looked up to as more of a spiritual teacher than an athlete. He believed 

that “contemplation of the waters of creation stimulates extreme emotion—a warm sunset over the island of 

Oahu inspires peace; a massive storm surge pounding the island’s north shore demands fear and respect.”1 

As a non-believer, I lived those words. And it was the fear of the thundering ocean that brought me back to 

my senses ... and to my God.

The year was 1997, I’d just turned 47 when my wife, Char, and I had to face the unthinkable: I was 

diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease and had three good years left—if I was lucky.

So, what did we do? We sold our businesses, bought a bigger cruising power boat, and decided that 

we’d just sail away. Char and I were at peace on the ocean, and we were continually awed by her. Like an old 

friend she was always familiar … yet she was always changing, too. But at least temporarily, we didn’t have to 

think about the ugly reality staring us in the face.

Later that year, I plotted a course from our home in Newport Beach to Alaska. I imagined that it would 

be my last great adventure before the “Big Guy” called me home. My wife and I both agreed that I should take 

this trip alone—actually, with two male buddies. We’d take turns maneuvering the craft, giving me plenty of 

time to think and to reflect on my life.

We were headed for some of the most dangerous cruising grounds in the world, not to mention some 

of the most spectacular I’d ever seen.

As we cruised along Alaska’s rugged shores, the scenery from our 55-foot boat was jaw-dropping: 

jagged, snowcapped mountains descended into the Pacific, ancient forests of spruce lined misty beaches, 

and eagles—literally dozens of them—shrieked and circled above us! We sailed by a glacier and watched as 

chunks of ice the size of houses tumbled into the bluest water we’d ever seen. One morning we were so close 

to a humpback whale, we could hear it blow and slap the waves with its giant tail.

I remember thinking, This sure beats sitting in a nursing home for Alzheimer’s patients!

But tranquility soon turned back to terror.

It was day seven, and we were 200 or so miles from the Straits of Juan de Fuca. Our weather routing 

service informed us that we could avoid an on-coming storm if we made our way to the safety of the Inside 

Passage. But instead of heading out when we were told, we cut the engine and decided to party. That nine-

hour mistake nearly cost us our lives.

I squinted at the horizon and gasped. “Storm!” I shouted frantically. “It’s moving in fast.”

Huge black clouds rushed toward us from the northwest. Before any of us could react, thunder 

boomed and jagged streaks of lightning began to crackle out of the eerie sky.

And then we heard a growl a long way off, toward the heart of the storm. It built like a crescendo, 

growing louder and louder. Suddenly, violent waves rolled down upon us, as if we’d been thrown into the path 

of a rampaging river.



We’re not going to survive this, I told myself. Our time is up.

I called Char and described what was happening, trying desperately to hide the terror in my voice. 

Tears rolled down my face, as I told her that I loved her with all my heart. I told her not to worry … yet I knew 

it was too late.

My heart beat wildly in my chest, pumping all kinds of adrenalin throughout my body. My pulse raced 

and my hands trembled as I fought to head the boat into the massive seas and to maintain control. Each time 

a giant wave hit the boat, it felt as if a hundred fire hoses were exploding across the bow of the craft. 

Still, I kept my cool and, in a weird sort of way, I nearly started to enjoy the fight of my life. Then we 

got the news via radio that a couple of ships in our area had experienced rogue waves—walls of water  twice 

as high as the ones we encountered already; waves that were moving in multiple directions. From that point 

on, I knew we were toast.

I tried using “positive-thinking techniques” to help keep control of myself, but control was the last 

thing I had. In reality, none of us have it. At that critical moment, all I could do was cry out to Jesus, trust that 

He hadn’t given up on me … and then hold on for life.

Well, you’re smart enough to guess what happened next. Obviously, we survived, and with only a few 

minor bruises. The storm died down and we steered away. That night at the wheel of my boat, I prayed for the 

first time in a long time. Though I don’t mind the term “Christian,” admittedly, it has a lot of baggage attached 

to it. So instead of praying to become a Christian, I told God that with all of my heart, I wanted to lay aside my 

old way of life (receive His forgiveness) and learn what it meant to live by the ways of Jesus. 

I’d been disappointed by Christians, but I’d always admired what I’d read about the life of Christ. So I 

called my self a Christ-follower. It was a subtle wording change for me, but one I knew I had to make in order 

to not compare the new life I wanted, with the old faith from my youth. Char supported me every step of the 

way. In the months that followed, our whole world began to 

change radically. We began asking “Lord, what are You going 

to do with our lives now?” We began going to church and 

earnestly sought to go wherever he might lead in the few years 

I had left to live. 

Little did I realize He was leading me BACK TO THE 

BIBLE! (Both the book and the ministry.)

Even though my heart was changing, the bruises from 

my past didn’t heal instantly. The truth is, wounds from the past 

are an awful thing. They can defeat you before you even get 

started. In addition to wounds, the shame of the damage you 

may have done to yourself and to others—can haunt you and 

destroy the best laid plans to live like a new man or woman. 

Whenever my pastor would talk about drugs, drinking, 

and divorce, I would cringe. If people only knew the real me, I’d 

often tell myself, they’d kick me out of this place. When my Bible study group would study about “living a life 

that honors Jesus,” I would look over my own past, feeling waves of shame wash over me, and then wonder 

how could I ever serve God? 

Here’s what I finally learned (as well as what this book is all about): Jesus is relentlessly tender and 

compassionate toward us just as we are—and not in spite of our sins and faults, but in them and through 

them. Brennan Manning—a fellow spiritual-loser-turned-Christ-follower—explains it this way: “God won’t stop 

working on us until the job is complete, and God doesn’t hold back His love because there is evil in us. Not 



now, not ever.”2

Oh yeah … and what about my diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease—and the one year I was given to 

live? Amazingly, I didn’t die! (Otherwise I wouldn’t be talking to you right now, right?!) All the symptoms that 

led up to the diagnosis had completely disappeared. Did my doctors make a mistake? I was thoroughly 

examined by some of the best medical specialists in the world.

Was it a miracle? I’m absolutely convinced of it. God has an important assignment for me before He 

takes me out of this world. (He has one for you, too.) The secret is to get unstuck. How? Try this …

Get Unstuck Secret No. 1:  
Give Up Formula Faith … and Experience a Real Relationship With God

Even though my poor parents did everything within their power to give me the right start in life, 

I still ended up disconnected from God … and miserable. From high school through young adulthood, I 

tried to follow the right formulas—you know, stuff like living by the “four spiritual laws.” I thought that good 

performance would guarantee success. Boy was I wrong! 

When all of the canned spiritual formulas didn’t appear to  work, and Jesus didn’t seem to answer my 

prayers and make everything right for me … and when my life flew out of control and God did not stop me 

… well, that’s when I figured this formula stuff was all some sort of bad joke. In anger, I went in the opposite 

direction.

I know now that if faith is based upon formulas, we’ve taken God out of the formula. 

My middle years have involved a long, slow process of getting spiritually unstuck, and I have come 

to realize that this process rarely happens overnight. During my own quest, I’ve observed that way too many 

believers are basing their faith on Ten Steps to Godliness or the latest self-help book instead of the Source of 

truth. Following the crowd instead of the Creator will always leave us empty—even dead inside. In fact, my 

research has uncovered two types of Christians:

Notional Christ Followers: those who believe in “their concept” of Christ and interact with Him in a 

one-way relationship. It’s their way of controlling their thoughts about God to make him more “tame.” 

Relational Christ Followers: those who have a genuine two-way relationship with the true Christ of the 

Bible.

Disconnecting ourselves from Jesus and the Bible, and getting caught up in the perks and quirks of 

subculture or “club” Christianity is, well, downright dangerous. We end up ignorant of basic Scriptural truths, 

vulnerable to false teachings, spiritually immature, and reflecting on a “fantasy-based” image of our Creator.

And to be brutally honest, lasting growth simply doesn’t happen merely through books about the Bible 

or in “ten easy steps,” despite the promises of popular Christian authors. But that’s good news. Why? Finally, 

we can get past the guilt when we don’t live up to other people’s expectations. We’re free to live as God’s 

child, free to mature and become exactly the way He wants each of us to individually grow. 

Relationship makes all the difference. More specifically, relationship with the one, true God of the 

Bible—not your notion of who God is … but the real God who loves unconditionally, who is able to heal the 

soul in radical ways, who forgives completely … and who has found a way to move us from death to life.

Get Unstuck Secret No. 2: 
Stop Casually Reading the Bible … and Start Engaging It

The Holy Scriptures. Just say that phrase and some people instantly think of Bible-thumping 



evangelists or uptight church ladies in floral dresses. They think of big, honking coffee table King James 

Bibles that are more for decoration than transformation. For me, it brought to mind a long list of narrow-

minded rules that were out of touch with reality, not to mention (seemingly) completely out of my ability to 

follow in the context of my real world.

If you think this way, too, you’re not alone.

Almost half of the North American Christians I’ve surveyed through the years do not read or engage 

the Bible daily. And that same number did not know (1) what the Bible is or (2) what the Bible is for.

Umm, that’s pretty scary if you believe the Bible is the key to changing our hearts for the better.

But here’s some good news: connecting with the Bible daily changes the things about us we’d rather 

leave in the trash can. It actually helps us work through our struggles, resist temptation … and live a more 

peaceful, harmonious life. How’s that possible? Well, for starters, consider this about the Bible: “There’s 

nothing like the written Word of God for showing you the way to salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. Every 

part of Scripture is God-breathed and useful one way or another—showing us truth, exposing our rebellion, 

correcting our mistakes, training us to live God’s way. Through the Word we are put together and shaped up 

for the tasks God has for us” (2 Timothy 3:16-17, The Message).

Supernatural, transformational, life-changing—yep … there is no other literary work quite like this 

book. Think about the way in which it was put together: through divine inspiration. My friend and Bible scholar 

Dr. Norman Geisler points out that this fact alone is amazing: “First, there is the source of inspiration: God; 

second, the means of inspiration: men of God; third, the nature of inspiration: words from God: and finally, the 

result of this inspiration: the divine truth of God. No other book has been composed in this fashion.”3

Get Unstuck Secret No. 3: 
Eat Up God’s Word daily … and Tap into a Two-Way Conversation

To grow in grace, we have to do more than casually read scripture. We need to feed on it, digest it. 

Here’s how Eugene Peterson, author of The Message, explains Bible engagement: “Reading is an immense 

gift, but only if the words are assimilated, taken into the soul—eaten, chewed, gnawed, received in unhurried 

delight. Words of men and women long dead, or separated by miles and/or years, come off the page and 

enter our lives freshly and precisely, conveying truth and beauty and goodness, words that God’s Spirit has 

used and uses to breathe life into our souls.”4

* * *

Give up religion.

Stop casually reading your Bible and start engaging it instead.

Quit flying through empty prayers and learn how to open a two way communication that is meaningful   

            and life altering.

It is as simple and as hard as that.

But I’m not going to kid you: What your heart tells you to do won’t be easy. Real, lasting spiritual 

growth involves movement. Maybe it means crawling out of that pit you’re in and shaking off the shame. I’m 

quite certain it will involve turning away from the countless lies you’ve been fed about faith, God, and growth 

… and walking day-by-day along a path that’s grounded in something living and breathing. And at times, 

you’ll need to run. The Holy Spirit will nudge you, and it will be up to you to sprint fast and far away from the 

things that entangle you … and fall into the arms of Jesus. This means admitting a few things: your flaws, 

frailties, frustrations … which you are safe to do in this trusting relationship of unconditional love.



This journey with God isn’t easy. But if easy is what you want, go ahead and trade this book for the 

remote.

I suspect, though, that you’re sick of being weighed down by the same mistakes that trip you up, 

entangled with legalism, and choking on religion instead of thriving on relationship. You want forward positive 

movement … and you want to truly live again.

So what’s holding you back? It’s time to get unstuck. It’s time to get growing.
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