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Introduction
	You have picked this book out of curiosity, probably wondering what I mean by “Hidden Treasure”. Have you ever played the outdoor game called “Treasure Hunt”?  Kids are divided into teams and sent out with the first of many numbered clues which are purposely cryptic so the searchers need to read them with discernment to find the second clue. Each clue leads to another which leads to the next, and the next, until the final clue reveals where the treasure is hidden. The first team to find the treasure is the winner and gets to share the treasure.

The Bible is like that treasure hunt. It is different from any other book ever written because it is alive. Once you know and follow the rules of the hunt, you could read the Bible over and over again every day and you will always see something you didn’t see before. This book is THE WORD OF GOD (The creator of the universe and everything in it). He loves us, and this is the way He speaks to us.

A familiar Christian summary describes the Bible as the work of about forty human authors over roughly 1,500 years, written in different places and languages. The exact number of authors and the dating of some books are matters of scholarly discussion. What I believe is that behind those human writers was the Holy Spirit of God, guiding the words that were written. These manuscripts were preserved and gathered into the Scriptures that have since been translated into hundreds of languages and read all over the world.

	If you try to read the Bible like a novel (once and you’re done) you will probably not even get through it because there will be much you don’t even understand and other parts that will seem very boring. But once you learn how to actually study the Bible, you will realize the necessity of all of it – every phrase and even every word is there for a reason.

There are countless documented cases of people who came to Christ after years of wandering, and sometimes the seeds of faith had been planted much earlier. John Newton, who wrote the hymn “Amazing Grace,” is a striking example. His devout mother taught him Scripture, catechisms and hymns when he was a small child, but she died before he turned seven. Newton later went to sea, rejected the faith of his childhood and lived a life he himself came to describe as deeply sinful. During a terrifying storm at sea in 1748 he began the long process of returning to the God his mother had taught him about. Her influence did not disappear when she died. There is no hopeless case where God is at work.

This plan is revealed in His book, which is all one story with many pieces that must be found and assembled like a jigsaw puzzle. With our finite human minds, we are not capable of even scratching the surface of that, but with the power of the Holy Spirit that lives within every believer, we can. It’s that same Holy Spirit that wrote the book, so He can also tell us what it means if our spiritual eyes and ears are open.

Jesus called some of the Pharisees of His day “blind guides” (Matthew 23:24 KJV). They were among the religious leaders who were supposed to be teaching the people the Word of God, but Jesus charged them with failing to understand what mattered most. Jewish hopes in the first century were varied; many longed for God to deliver His people, and some hopes had political overtones under Roman rule. In the Gospel accounts, many of the leaders nevertheless failed to recognize Jesus as the Messiah and opposed Him. They had no idea that Christians would come to understand His suffering and death as part of God’s plan all along.

Jesus also frequently used the phrase, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Matthew 11:15, for example), and He challenged His disciples in Mark 8:18: “Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear?” In both cases it becomes clear that He is not talking only about physical eyes and ears, but also about our spiritual ability to see and hear the hidden things by the power of the Holy Spirit, who is a revealer of mysteries.

	I was baptized and grew up in a Lutheran church, married a Lutheran and went to church faithfully as we raised our children. At my confirmation at the age of fifteen, each of us was given a special Bible verse chosen just for us, to guide us through our life as a Christian. My verse was from II Timothy 2:15, which says, “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of Truth.” (KJV) I wondered what it meant to “divide” the Word, so I asked God to show me, and began to study that Word. Over the years I developed a pretty good knowledge of what was written there and where to find certain passages when I needed them. Yet there was a restlessness in my soul – a feeling that there was something more that I wasn’t seeing. There was still so much of the Bible that I didn’t understand and even some things that appeared to be discrepancies; I had questions that even my pastors couldn’t answer, and I began to have doubts. This caused me a lot of anxiety. I had been taught that the Bible is a timeless and unchanging message and the only source of absolute truth  by which all other ‘truth” can be measured. But what if it’s not? What if what I had believed all my life was not true? Then I asked myself, “What must God think of me, knowing I am doubting Him – why, He could just reach down with His giant thumb and squash me like a bug,” – Then  it hit me, how ironic this thought was. I still knew He was real and He was still there – He hadn’t given up on me!

	So, I decided to try a new approach; I would start over and read the Bible clear through with the eyes of a child, as though I had never read it before. I knew that what I already knew was a drop in the bucket compared to what I didn’t know. I didn’t know what grace was – if it had been taught in my church, I didn’t hear it; I didn’t understand the doctrine of the trinity; and I never saw how the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ fulfilled all the prophecies of the Messiah from the Old Testament – a truth that became to me the key that unlocked all the other mysteries and set me free. There were things I believed all my life that I had been taught, not only at home but in Sunday School. When I found that these “truths” didn’t match what the Bible actually said, I had to unlearn them before I could see and accept the way it really was. This problem wasn’t the fault of the church – I’m sure the teaching was there but I couldn’t see it because I was wearing the distorted glasses of preconceived ideas I had brought with me.

	When we moved to a house near Winnebago, Minnesota, and started attending a little church in the village of Huntley, my husband launched a new radio program on Sunday mornings out of KBEW A.M. in Blue Earth. It was a ten-minute message which was sponsored by the church and there were no restrictions on what we could say. We called it  “A Sunday Morning Thought”. After a few years the most frequent speaker turned out to be me, and beginning in the year 2000, I gave a message every Sunday for ten years. The book you are holding is a compilation of some of those messages I gave over the radio. Some are about lessons I learned from my own  life experiences, some are about events that happened during those years and some are about what the Holy Spirit has taught me over those ten years. During this time, I grew progressively in my knowledge of the Bible, and in my own faith, because I had to study.

During part of this time, we were without a pastor so had several men who would come to fill our pulpit on Sundays. One of those men was Rick Boyd who was an announcer and teacher on KJLY, a Christian radio station in Blue Earth. He taught me to study the Bible “inductively” – learning new insights by asking the questions, WHAT? WHO? WHEN? WHERE? HOW? and especially WHY? It’s kind of like the process of “reading between the lines” – searching for facts  not spelled out by using helps such as footnotes and cross-references in the Bible itself, a Bible dictionary and concordance, and tools such as maps, timelines, Biblical Archeology and books on Jewish history, culture and customs. I will also often compare passages in several Bible translations. It’s helpful too of course if you know a little Hebrew and Greek, and you could get some insight from commentaries of other Bible scholars (with caution – be sure what they say agrees with what the Bible actually says.)

	There are key words that give an indication that there is treasure there. Some of them are: mystery, secret, hidden, deep, sealed, revelation, vision, dream and my favorite – sign. These words are the clues that lead to the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle. A sign is always pointing to something and you’ll have to do some digging to find out what. What does the sign actually say? Who is the sign for? What is it pointing to? And why? When you figure it out you will see the treasure. God made it that way on purpose so only those who really hunger and thirst will find it. These treasures must be dug out, and they are sometimes buried on top of one another so that when you find one treasure, it is a clue to the next one (or maybe more than one). We could study this book and keep digging until the day we die and we still won’t know all that’s hidden there. This dynamic is what Jesus was talking about when He said, “Ask and it will be given you – seek and you will find – knock and the door will be opened.” (Matthew 7:7-8 NIV)

	This new way of studying the Bible has opened up a whole new world for me. It makes me excited to get into the Word and see what new insight God is going to give me today. Years ago, I had an experience that is a good analogy of the process. My husband took me hunting for morel mushrooms in the woods along the Blue Earth River. He had found a few while I looked and looked and couldn’t see a one. I knew what they were supposed to look like, but they were so well camouflaged in all the dead leaves I couldn’t see any. When all of a sudden I saw one, then I started seeing them all over the place. They had been there all along right under my nose, but my eyes were blind to them. By the end of the day, we had a bushel full of large morels – a treasure indeed. This is the way it is to search the scriptures for treasures – you can’t see them , and then all of a sudden you do! Ask the Lord to open your eyes and He will. It will increase your faith a hundred-fold.

								Janice Perrin Johnson
Measuring
We took our tape measure, pad and pen and did some more measuring this past week in the apartment that will soon be our new home. This measuring is essential if we are to know which of our possessions will fit where and which we must leave behind because they won’t fit at all. We have measured the rooms and the spaces between windows and doors; we measured the height of the ceiling and the spaces above the cupboards; we measured the width, depth and height of all closets and cupboards; and we measured the space inside all drawers. Now we could order the new small freezer that will fit under our kitchen counter – we know what size it must be and we can be sure it will fit just right. All this measuring really would not tell us much if we didn’t also measure all the pieces of furniture that must go into those spaces. I could then make a floor plan to scale on paper and cut out patterns of each piece of furniture to the same scale. As I experiment with different arrangements on my floor plan and imagine how it will look, I can be sure our furniture will fit in the spaces where I put them, because I took the time to measure.

Did you know that taking accurate measurements is also important to God? When God gave Moses the instructions for the building of the tabernacle in the wilderness, He didn’t just say, “Build me a tabernacle” – He gave detailed specific instructions for every step and every part, with the exact measurements of length, width and depth. These measurements were to be followed exactly with no deviation whatsoever. When the first temple was built by Solomon, again the specific measurements of everything were absolutely exact. And in prophetic passages that some Christians understand as describing a future temple, measuring and pattern remain important images. The prophecy of Zechariah opens with this declaration: “This is what the Lord says, I will return to Jerusalem with mercy, and there My house will be rebuilt. And the measuring line will be stretched out over Jerusalem, declares the Lord.” It is God who is the architect of the tabernacle and the temple, and He has designed His dwelling place after a certain pattern – a prototype the builders are required to duplicate. The pattern must be followed for two reasons: First – our God is Holy and He is perfect – therefore His dwelling place must be perfect. Measurements must be taken at every step of the building so that no mistakes are made and nothing must be done over again. The instructions were precise and Moses was told emphatically – “Make this tabernacle and its furnishings exactly like the pattern I will show you.” Secondly, the pattern and all its measurements were precise in every aspect for a reason: The writer to the Hebrews says in Hebrews 8:5, “The priests serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and a shadow of what is in heaven.” This is why Moses was warned when he was about to build the tabernacle – “See to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on the mountain”. You see, this tabernacle and everything in it were a tangible representation of the dwelling place of God in the realm of the Spirit.

Theodore Epp, in his book “Portraits of Christ in the Tabernacle”, has this to say: “Everything – every single part – of the tabernacle in the wilderness was made from a pattern given by God which represented parallels in the heavenly tabernacle. The entire tabernacle – its structure, its furniture and its priestly ministry – was a type of the perfect Christ.

During their journey in the wilderness, God gave His people His law first to show His holy and just commands and the penalty of condemnation and death if that law was not kept to the letter. But they could not keep it – and God already knew that – so He gave them a tabernacle to reveal His mercy and a way of forgiveness and salvation. It was provided for all who would admit they could not keep the law and could not save themselves. No-one can approach God on his own merits (all our righteousness is as filthy rags) – he must come by God’s provided way. For the children of Israel that way was through a blood sacrifice, for God said “without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness of sin.”

Jesus Christ came to shed His perfect blood. He became the Passover Lamb to take away the sin of the world once for all and for all time. He fulfilled the law for us and paid the wages of sin for us. When He said those words, “It is finished!” God marked our bill, “Paid in Full”. We are now no longer bound under the law- but – a curse still falls on anyone who endeavors to come to God by any other way than the one He has provided in the pattern. “There is no other name given among men by which we must be saved.” Paul says there is now therefore no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus – but those who refuse to accept the way according to the pattern stand condemned already. Jesus said, “Woe to anyone who tries to enter the sheepfold by any other way than the door that is provided.” He says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life – no-one comes to the Father but by Me.”

The curtain in the temple that separated sinful men from the Holy God who dwelt in the Holy of Holies has been torn in two from top to bottom. The tabernacle no longer exists, and neither does the temple. So where is God today then?  Is He actually sitting on a throne somewhere in the sky where He looks down on us? No – He is still in His temple, but it is not a temple made with hands. I Corinthians 3:16 says it plainly: “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple? And that God’s Spirit lives in you?” II Corinthians 6:16 says, “We are the temple of the living God. As God has said: ‘I will live with them and walk among them – I will be their God, and they will be my people.’” IN Luke 17: 20-21, Jesus Himself says, “The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘Here it is’ or ‘There it is’, because the kingdom of God is within you. We – His redeemed – His church – are called His body, and we are called His bride. Here we are also His temple. Paul says in Ephesians 2,”Christ is the cornerstone of that temple, and in Him the whole building is joined together to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in Him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by His Spirit.” Peter called us “living stones” that together become a temple.

How do we measure up now according to His perfect pattern? Is God still measuring His temple today? Paul indicates in Ephesians 3 and 4 that this spiritual temple, which we are, is not finished yet. It’s dynamic – a growing thing. As we each grow individually in Christ, the temple rises – one stone at a time. We grow in unity, in faith and in knowledge of the Son of God as we become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. Paul says, “I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power (together with all the saints) to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses all knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.”
Priorities
Our church and the community of Huntley said “good-bye” this week to a dear friend and sister in Christ. Greta lived in Huntley all her life until just three years ago, when at the age of 88, she moved out of the house she grew up in to be near her daughter in Iowa. But her heart was in Huntley. She kept her membership in the church and came back to visit whenever she could. She wanted her funeral here, and so it was. It was hard to let her go, but how can we be sad when we know without a doubt that she is with her loved ones and best of all, she can see Jesus now face to face. Her body was old, but her spirit was young and full of life, and now she is more alive than she has ever been. Greta was unique, and she left a legacy to this little town. I’m not talking about money or things, but of love and happy memories. She loved pink – she often wore pink and other bright colors too, and her house was even pink – even the roof had pink in it. Despite frequent pain and difficulty getting around, Greta never complained. She was usually smiling and she laughed a lot. She just plain loved people and always looked for the good in them. She always found it too, and we knew she sincerely cared about each and every one.  Once when Greta was at my home, she noticed I collected angels, and asked if I had any “Lennox” angels, which I didn’t. The week before she moved to Iowa, she called me to come over. We just sat and talked for two hours, and then she brought out a white box and placed it in my lap. Inside was a beautiful Lennox china angel. “It’s to remember me by,” she said, but I didn’t need anything to remember her by. Her beautiful spirit is unforgettable. That special angel sits in a place of honor in my hutch – and there it will stay.

As I think about her and all the lives she touched, I wonder what kind of a legacy I’ll leave behind. Will my children and grandchildren remember me as someone who loved Jesus and one who loved people? Or will they remember me as one who was always too busy, always behind schedule and constantly frustrated because I couldn’t keep ahead of the weeds and the dust? When I’m gone, will it matter to anyone (or will they even remember) if my house wasn’t always clean or if there were weeds in the flowers? Or will they remember the times of walks in the woods collecting leaves, picnics under the evergreens, sitting on my lap reading books and the family traditions of Christmas? Jesus said each man’s work will be tested by fire – those things that are material are temporal and they will be burned up. It’s the eternal things that pass the test and come forth as gold, and those are the things we can’t hold in our mortal hands. We are to lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven, “where moths and rust do not destroy and thieves cannot break in and steal.” Happy memories are some of those eternal treasures that we take with us and that we leave behind in the hearts of others.

Now, I believe God loves beautiful flowers as much as I do. If He didn’t, He wouldn’t have made such an exquisite variety of them. He intended for us to enjoy the beauty of His handiwork and to be good stewards of it. (If Greta could have seen the beautiful array of flowers in all shades of pink and rose at her funeral on Friday, she would have marveled at the goodness of God who gives us such beauty just because He loves us. – I like to think maybe she did see it.) Greta had beautiful flowers in her yard as well as blossoming trees, and she took good care of them, but when the day came that she could no longer do that, she let go of that part of her life and took up needlework instead. She grew old with grace and enjoyed each day for what it was with no regrets. When it was time to leave Huntley and the only life she knew, she accepted it with a positive attitude and looked for the good in it.

Solomon says in Ecclesiastes 3 that there is a season to everything. For everyone there is a time to be born and a time to die, and there is a time to plant all those flowers that take so much of my time and energy now. Maybe that season if past for me and it’s time to let go of it and shift my focus to the eternal things. I need to take time to “smell” the roses instead of just cultivate them.

Sometimes we try so hard to do what we think is pleasing to God that we wear ourselves out, and He never did require that of us. Jesus says His yoke is easy and His burden is light, and if we take that burden on us, we will find rest for our souls. There was a time when my children were still at home and I was working full-time that I fell into bed exhausted every night. Yet I got up before dawn every morning so I could have my quiet time with God, alone, before anyone else was up – it was the only place in my day I could fit it in. I thought this was what God wanted, and then I wondered why I would fall asleep on my coffee breaks and twice while driving my car on the way home. After so many mornings of trying to concentrate on God’s Word with my nose in my cereal, I told myself. “This is ridiculous!” Yet I still thought I should do it. My loving Father gently straightened me out one morning when in my devotions I read Psalm 127:2. “In vain you rise up early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat – for the Lord grants sleep to those He loves.” You see He looks at the heart, but He also knows our flesh is weak and He understands! Psalm 103:13-14 says, “As a Father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him, for He knows how we are formed – He remembers that we are dust.” This period of busyness in my life was one of those “seasons” He talks about, and it would pass. The “one thing needful” He wanted from me was just to rest at His feet and listen. He would be my strength – and He was. He would sustain me – and He did.

I still have a problem leaving things go that I think I have to do, but I am learning. Last week my sweet husband offered to take me along on a five-day trip to Wisconsin. For him it was work, but for me it was vacation. A few years ago, I probably would have refused his offer because there was just too much to do at home. I went and I enjoyed thoroughly the time of just getting away alone with him. Watching him in his work gave me an increased appreciation for how skilled he is at it, and for the sacrifices he makes to provide so well for me. It was a good time for both of us.

As soon as we got home, I left the next morning with 14 other women from our church for a weekend retreat at our church’s Bible camp. It was a wonderful time of fellowship, worship and just plain fun! These two getaways were gifts – times of storing up memories and treasures in heaven – and the weeds and the dust waited for me. They just weren’t that important.

Being transformed by the renewing of our minds is a process. It’s a growing thing, and we never reach perfection in this fallen world, but praise God, I’m closer than I was yesterday and He who began a good work in me will be faithful to complete it.

My greatest desire is to stand before my Lord one day and hear Him say to me, “Well done, good and faithful servant – enter in to the joy of the Lord.” I know that’s where Greta is, and I plan to seek her out and thank her profoundly for the legacy she left for me.
Radical Islam
We as a nation recently observed the fifth anniversary of that terrible day when our homeland was attacked on September 11, 2001. The attacks were carried out by al-Qaeda, a transnational extremist organization. Its leaders selectively drew on Islamic language, history and political grievances to justify violence, but al-Qaeda does not represent Muslims generally, and many Muslim scholars and communities reject its ideology. The 9/11 Commission itself emphasized that Islam is not the enemy; the danger is a violent extremist movement that distorts religion for its own ends. That distinction matters if we are going to understand what happened without condemning an entire faith for the crimes of terrorists.

This past week’s news was filled with controversy over Pope Benedict XVI’s lecture at Regensburg, where he quoted a medieval Byzantine emperor while discussing faith, reason and violence. The Pope later made clear that the emperor’s harsh words about Islam did not express his own conviction. His stated point was that religious faith cannot justify violence and that Christians and Muslims must pursue respectful dialogue. Some reactions to the speech were angry and, in a few places, violent, which only reinforced the need to distinguish genuine religious conviction from the use of religion as a pretext for violence.

Who are these people? Why do extremists hate us so much? Where did they come from, and how did they get so powerful in such a short time? Well the truth is it hasn’t been a short time. We just didn’t notice them before because they never hit us before. They have been there all along, and to find out where they come from, all we need is a Bible. It goes way back to the first book and a man God called “Abraham”. In Genesis 15 we are told God made a “covenant” with Abraham. He promised Abraham he would have so many descendants he wouldn’t be able to count them and He said, “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river Euphrates,” And what was Abraham’s part in the covenant? Only to obey and to trust – God said Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him as righteousness.

But after about ten years in Canaan, Sarah was still childless. Abraham and Sarah decided to help God along a little, and Sarah gave Abraham her maid, Hagar, so that he could have a son. His name was “Ishmael,” which means, “God hears.” Genesis 16 says Abram was eighty-six years old when Ishmael was born. God’s messenger appeared to Hagar and told her what the child was to be named, promising that his descendants would be too numerous to count.

Then in Genesis 17, God renews His promise to Abraham and circumcision is initiated as a sign of the covenant. When God tells him he will have a son by Sarah, Abraham laughs and asks whether a son can be born to a man a hundred years old and a woman of ninety. God answers that Ishmael will indeed be blessed and become a great nation, but the covenant line will continue through Isaac, whom Sarah will bear. Genesis 21 says Abraham was one hundred years old when Isaac was born. Genesis 25 later records six additional sons by Keturah. Jewish, Christian and Islamic traditions have long connected Ishmael with Arab ancestry, but the modern peoples of the Middle East cannot be reduced to a single biblical lineage. The theological point Janice draws from the story is that the biblical covenant promise continues through Isaac and ultimately, in Christian understanding, toward Christ.

Israel is still under that old covenant because they choose to be, but through Jesus Christ we now have been given a new covenant that is available to all and that even includes the descendants of Ishmael. It was promised by the prophet Jeremiah and quoted in Hebrews 8 where he says: “If there had been nothing wrong with that first covenant, no place would have been sought for another. ‘The time is coming’, declares the Lord, ‘when I will make a New covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. --- I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts, I will be their God and they will be My people. No longer will a man teach his neighbor, saying, “know the Lord,’ because they will all know Me, from the least of these to the greatest. For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.’”

This new covenant is possible, in Christian understanding, because Jesus shed His blood for us. Luke 22:20 records Jesus taking the cup after supper and saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.” Paul tells us in II Corinthians 3:3 that this covenant is written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God – not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts. You see, we have this Spirit now living in us. He not only keeps His part of the covenant, but it is also He who enables us to obey – not because we have to, but because we want to. We have been adopted as sons and daughters, and although we are Gentiles, Paul says those who belong to Christ are Abraham’s offspring and heirs according to promise.

This is why we call Huntley church a “covenant” church, and this is why we can trust that God will be with us in every circumstance and the enemy cannot win. He promises us in Isaiah 54, “In righteousness you will be established: Tyranny will be far from you; you will have nothing to fear. Terror will be far removed; it will not come near you. (If anyone does attack you, it will not be My doing) – Yes, it is I who have created the enemy to work havoc; (but) no weapon forged against you will prevail, and you will refute every tongue that accuses you. This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord, and this is their vindication from Me!”
Katrina – Aftermath
As I prepare this message, the gulf coast is bracing itself for another catastrophic hurricane. Texas is the expected target this time and we see on the evening news the streams of thousands of cars leaving the city of Houston for safer ground. I have a beloved uncle who lives in Houston and I wonder if one of those cars could be theirs. We who have never experienced the magnitude of devastation a hurricane can bring can’t imagine what it must be like to have to leave one’s home and belongings behind with no assurance that any of it will be there when you get back, if you even can go back at all.

Large parts of New Orleans are destroyed completely. The thousands who lived there have nothing to go home to – they are refugees – many who now have nothing but the clothes on their backs. The number of the dead continues to rise, and so many of those who made it out don’t know if their loved ones are alive or dead. Some of the missing will never be found. Besides the physical trauma, the emotional toll has to be astronomical – the grief, the despair and the fear of the unknown. These people will never be the same.

All over the country people are rallying to help now. Many are taking truckloads of needed supplies to the stricken areas, and organizations like the Red Cross and the Salvation Army are conducting broad campaigns for contributions. People in many states, including Minnesota, are literally opening their homes for some of these displaced families without knowing how long they will have to stay until other housing is found. This is quite a risk, to allow people you’ve never seen before and who come from an entirely different lifestyle, to take up residence in your home, indefinitely – and knowing there is no way they could ever repay you. But these are the kind of risks God blesses, and He will do the repaying – many times over.

As I thought about the many whose homes were washed away and who must now feel like aliens in a foreign land, I thought about Abraham, who was told by God Himself to leave all he had ever known and go to a land far away that he had never seen. God does work in mysterious ways, for we wonder why God chose this man – the son of an idol worshiper, living among a people who had forgotten the God who had saved a mere 8 people from a world flood almost 300 years before. There was no written Word of God yet – how did Abram know it was really this God speaking to him now? He must have heard rumors of this unseen god – stories passed down through word of mouth. It was 10 generations from Noah to Abram – yet according to the biblical genealogies in the book of Genesis – if you do the math – all ten men mentioned in the line of descent were still alive when Abram was born, and even Noah himself lived until Abram was almost sixty. Yet the people in Ur of the Chaldeans were now worshiping a “moon god”! Did Abram tell anyone when God began to speak to him? He must have told his own family, for he took his wife, his nephew Lot, and his father Terah along on an arduous journey of 600 miles to a place called Haran. But it was there that Abram and Terah parted ways and Terah would go no further. These people too worshipped this “moon god”, so Terah must have decided it was home. It was over 400 more miles to the land of Canaan, but God again said to Abram in Genesis 12:1: “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.” Don’t you think he must have asked himself many times, “What am I doing? Am I crazy to trust in this voice that’s telling me to leave everything familiar to me and start all over in a new place so far away I can never go back?” Yet he did trust and we’re told, “Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness.” “Don’t be afraid, Abram”, said God. – “I am your shield and your very great reward.” Abram, who became “Abraham” didn’t know what lay ahead for him, but he trusted anyway. We know the rest of the story and we see that God was true to His word as He always is.

There are others in this holy book who left all they knew behind as well. I think of Joseph and Moses, Joshua and Ruth – all whose circumstances caused them to leave behind so much, but all who trusted God and obeyed, never knowing how big a part they each played in God’s master plan to send a Savior into the world. And when He came, that Savior called twelve men and said, “Follow Me.” And they left all and followed Him.

Whether it’s by choice or by circumstances, in every case in the Bible where someone has undergone great loss but trusted God through it, He has blessed them. He’s still in the business of blessing people today, and His people are one of the channels of that blessing. The church is the Body of Christ. We are His hands and feet and voice. When we hear about people who are hurting because of catastrophic events in their lives, we want to help. Jesus always had compassion for those who were hurting, those who were poor or sick or under-privileged. He said if we do even such a small thing as to give a cup of cold water to one who is thirsty, we will be blessed, and He said whatever we do to one of the least of these, His brothers, we do it to Him. So He sees the pain this world dishes out, and He cares. He works through His body to bring blessing and good to hurting people out of the worst of circumstances, and then He blesses the channels He uses for that blessing.

One of the ways we in our area can help those displaced by Katrina is by opening our pocketbooks. The damage is in the millions, and the cost of rebuilding is even higher. Right now the most crucial need is to provide food and water, clothing and shelter to those who now have nothing. There are many organizations already in place and ready to provide for those needs, but they need money to do it. We are so blessed and so rich. Through an avenue of your choosing, let’s all open our hearts today and do what we can to help. God bless you.
The Allegory of the Cave
Those of you who are regular listeners have heard me quote many times Jesus words from John 8: “If you continue in My Word, you are My disciples indeed. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” To me, this promise is perhaps the most important statement Jesus ever made. Why? Because He also said, “I am the Way, the truth and the life – no-one comes to the Father except by Me.” The truth He was talking about, that we can know is Jesus Himself with all that He is, all He said and all He ever did. “He who has the Son has life, but he who does not have the Son does not have life.” – It’s as simple as that! We’re talking about eternal life here – the Bible tells us that without Jesus we are dead in our trespasses and sins – we are “dead men walking” – Prisoners with the sentence of death hanging around our necks, with no way out – and we don’t even know it.

As part of a Philosophy class I took at MSU, we studied the Greek classic, “Plato’s Republic”. Plato and Socrates were real people, philosophers living over 300 years before Christ, who were ahead of their time. Socrates tells an allegory in book seven of this work which is called, “The Allegory of the Cave”. It’s the only part of the book I still remember, and it was so vividly etched on my mind because I remember thinking – “Yes – that’s exactly the way we are! The truth is there if we will receive it, but we won’t even loot at it because we would rather believe a lie. The story goes like this:

There is a group of prisoners living in an underground cave. They are shackled in a seated position with their legs and necks chained so they cannot move or even turn their heads – they can only look straight ahead at a vast wall in front of them. They’ve been this way all their lives and have never seen even each other. Behind and above them, at a distance, is a fire blazing which casts the only light into their world. Between this fire and the prisoners is a raised walkway with a low wall in front of it, like a set-up for a puppet show. There are men passing along behind this wall carrying all sorts of statues and figures of animals high above their heads so they are above the wall, but their carriers are not. Some of the men are talking, while others are silent. The cave is structured so that the voices and all other sounds echo and bounce off the flat wall directly in front of the prisoners. Now, what do you suppose the perception of this scenario will be from the perspective of these chained prisoners? What they see in front of their eyes are the shadows of themselves, each other and the objects being carried behind them. (Shadows that move and change shape and intensity due to the flickering of the fire that illumines the wall.) And what will they hear? All sounds appear to be coming from the shadows on the wall. Asks Socrates, “Would not all of reality and truth be to each and every one of these prisoners nothing but shadows on the wall?”

Now suppose some compassionate soul should decide to liberate one of these prisoners from his erroneous belief by showing him the reality of the world outside the cave? How will the newly freed prisoner respond? If he is compelled to stand up and turn his head, will he not suffer excruciating pain? And when he first looks toward the light, will the glare not blind him so that he can see nothing at all? Then suppose his liberator tells him what he saw before was an illusion and the truth was actually behind him all along. Do you think he would believe it and be anxious to learn more about it? No – as he’s dragged up the rugged path to the mouth of the cave, he’s going to fight it every inch of the way because it hurts, and as he is forced at last to come out into the bright sunlight, his eyes will be so dazzled he will be able to see nothing at all of what we call realities. It will take time for him to adjust – his eyes will have to become accustomed to the light in stages. At first, he will see the shadows best, next reflections of objects and men in the water, and finally the objects themselves. He will see best at night at first and will see the moon and the stars better than the sun or the things it illumines. Once he has fully adjusted to the true light, he will at last see even himself as he truly is.

Now, when he remembers where he came from, and that there are others still in bondage, will he not pity them and desire to bring them into the light as well? But his eyes have become accustomed to the light! If he goes back into that dark cave, won’t he be unable to see? “In fact,” Socrates says, “If there were a contest at this point between the man who has just come out of the light and those who have never left the dark, won’t he be ridiculous? Those still in the shackles would say, ‘Up he went and down he came, without his eyes!’ Wouldn’t they say he would be better off to never have gone up – and if he dared to try to loose another and lead him up to the light, if they could catch him, they would put him to death!” Socrates makes it plain to his hearers that this is an allegory. To him the cave represents what natural man without knowledge will see. The outside world is the world of knowledge, good, reason and truth. Is it any wonder that one who has been set free from the bondage of ignorance, and became unaccustomed to the light of truth, will hesitate to go back where he came from? Yet he must go back because his brothers are still bound. He must tell them, even if they kill him. Socrates ends the story saying, “Wherefore – each of you, when his turn comes, must go down to the general underground abode, and get in the habit of seeing in the dark. When you have acquired the habit, you will see ten thousand times better than the inhabitants of the cave, and you will know what the shadows are, and what they represent, because you have seen the beautiful and just and good in their truth.”

The Greek philosophers were searchers for truth. They thought they had found it, and they wanted others to see what they saw. Over 300 years after Plato and Socrates, a man named Paul came to Athens with a “truth” they hadn’t heard before. There was a Jewish synagogue in Athens, so Paul went there and “reasoned” with the Jews and with the “God-fearing” Greeks. Acts 17 tells the story. A group of Epicurean and stoic philosophers began to dispute with him. Some of them asked, “What is this babbler trying to say?” Others remarked, “He seems to be advocating foreign gods.” They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection. They took him to the Areopagus where they said to him, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? You are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and we want to know what they mean!” Paul stood up and said, “Men of Athens – I see that in every way you are very religious, for as I walked around looking at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To the Unknown God’. Now what you worship as something unknown, I am going to proclaim to you.”

They didn’t know that they were still bound and still blind, for the only source of absolute truth was not found in intellect or learning or philosophy – it was to be found in a person – A man who came from a higher realm of light and entered our world from the outside. John says, “In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.” Jesus told Nicodemus, “This is the verdict. Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.” Those who are without this light are still in the darkness of the cave. They are still shackled by sin. Jesus came to set them free and open their eyes, but they refused to believe there was a way to something better, so they killed Him. Yet the light still shines – the darkness has not put it out. He sends us now. This is our assignment to set the captives free and bring them to the light. We must go back to our brothers who are still bound. We must tell them about the true light, no matter what the cost. Can you say from your heart, “Here am I – send me”?
Hiding from God
Today and for the next several weeks, my husband is helping me out by writing these weekly messages for me so I’ll have more time to pack up all our worldly goods in preparation for our move to town. So today’s Sunday Morning Thought is from Harlen, through me, to you. Our prayer is that God will use it to bless you as you listen.

One of the beautiful things about grandchildren is that they allow us to remember our youth. Watching them play a game caused me to look deep into the catacombs of my memory and remove the dust from my recollections of a game called hide and seek.

It is noon recess at the country school. To save time for play, the lunch boxes and paper sacks are quickly emptied. Manners are excused, as with mouths full, we dictate who will be the seeker and who will be the hiders. No-one wants to be the seeker, for everyone has their hiding place in mind where they are sure they cannot be found. So it passes down the unspoken pecking order until it can go no further. Although sometimes someone else will volunteer, for no-one wants the one on the bottom to get discouraged and quit the game. This is one of those times and I volunteer to be the seeker. It isn’t a moral or even a humble decision for I knew as the other older ones did, that the younger children could be easily found and tagged before they could reach and touch the tree where they would be free – as usual, the first game was over rather quickly as I had tagged a new person to be the seeker. So as per the rules of the game I called “Everybody home, you are all free.” Everyone responded to the call but one. Anxious to start a new game everyone joined the call “You can come out now, you’re free.” There was still no response. Thinking something terrible might have happened, we all began to look for the one that was missing. We looked in every hiding place anyone had ever used and even some we hadn’t. Just below the hill where the school sat, the Blue Earth River flowed by. Even though we knew we were not to go down by the river, we were sure that was where our missing hider was and we were convinced that something terrible had happened. We all rushed to the school house to tell the teacher. As we crowded around her desk, as if assuring her of our innocence, she only smiled as one group with several voices told her something terrible must have happened. The slap of the ruler on her desk quickly brought a hushed silence. Her smile turned to laughter. As she raised her hand and pointed, the group moved back one step like a well-trained army unit. When a flash of anger subsided, smiles grudgingly began to pop open on the faces of the group. It quickly turned to laughter as we knew we had been beaten at our own game. For the place no-one had ever hidden or even thought of hiding was at the desk in the back corner of the school house. The one we thought was lost was found. But he was never lost; in fact he wasn’t even hiding. Perhaps if I would have had the experience then as I believe I do now, I would have known to look in the school house. For I have learned that we all have our hiding place where we are not really hidden. Our place to escape when someone comes seeking us. It may be within us – that dark corner that one will not allow other people to see.

Why do we withdraw to our secret hiding place? Remember the story of Adam and Eve in the garden? After eating of the forbidden fruit, they realized for the first time they were naked and made a cover for themselves of leaves. But they also realized for the first time they had sinned and disobeyed God. When God came to the garden calling and looking for them, what did they do?  - They hid. Why? I don’t know exactly what was going through their minds or what emotions they did have. However, it may well have been for the same reason that we withdraw to our hiding place in our relations with one another. Sometimes I believe we may use this hiding place to escape the reality of facing the truth within ourselves. But just as Adam and Eve did, I believe we also use it to escape from God. I believe that within each of us is an area that may be very small or very large, that we want to keep hidden from God and that doesn’t want to respond to God. But we live in an illusion, for nothing is hidden from God!

I have a confession to make, just to show that I know about secret places. Before we moved to Huntley, we lived by Frost and were members of Dell Lutheran Church. While we were members there we also had a radio program on the same time as this one. The only difference was that I did all the programs then. I was amazed during that time how many people told me they listened and said how good of a job I was doing. My confession is that I soaked it all in and it went to my head. I began to believe it was me and not God, and developed quite an ego problem. But God knows all and for reasons I will not get into here, the program was terminated. To be honest, I was quite hurt by that, but looking back I see now that it was one of the best things that ever happened to me. I was glorifying self instead of God, and this is never a good thing, but I didn’t see it then. God was still seeking me, but I wouldn’t let Him in to my secret place.

Yes, in spite of God knowing all our hiding places and all our secret human thoughts and desires, He still comes seeking us. He sent His Son Jesus, who said, “I have come to seek and to save the lost.” He sent His Spirit to indwell in us and bring to light our secret hiding places. He had His Son die for us that He might say, “Everyone home, you’re all free!” Our deserved penalty of death for our sins has been paid. Jesus paid it on the cross so that in Him we may find life and find it more abundantly. Just as in our game of hide and seek, a tree was the place that needed to be touched to be free. So we turn to the cross where Jesus set us free. For God in his great plan of mercy, even planned ahead to grow the tree that would become that cross, so we might be free.

So my friend, if you are hiding from God, He says “Come hide in My house, and I will set you free.”
Priorities
This past week I cleaned out one of our largest flower beds – one I never got to last year at all. I was amazed at how much debris there was to haul to the burning pile. Along with the weeds and overgrown vines that had to be cut back, there were sticks and dead leaves and two year’s worth of gooey mushy black walnuts from the trees above. We have a large trailer for this purpose we haul behind the riding mower. It was completely full and piled three feet high. I wondered how much more there would be if I had neglected it another year. It looks really nice now, and I know there’s no way I will get all the beds cleaned like that before the snow flies again. It’s a job that has no end and I do have to ask myself, “Is it worth it?” and “Is this what God would have me do with my time?” I know He wants us all to be good stewards of all He has given us, and He has given us a lovely home with a large yard in a beautiful peaceful country setting. When He first made man, He placed them in a beautiful garden. He put them there to work that garden and take care of it. This was before the fall when everything was still perfect and God called it “very good.” So, I know He intended gardens to be maintained and He chose us mortals to do it. Now it’s good exercise for me, and I do enjoy it, especially this time of year. Yet I find myself wondering, “Does this really have any lasting value, and does my work bring any glory to God when hardly anyone ever sees it but me?”

Before we moved here, we spent over five years at our previous home gradually enlarging the boundaries of our groomed yard, planting new trees, vines and bulbs and a large asparagus bed. I spent one whole summer in the grove, cleaning out dead branches and roots and junk that had been there for years. I was proud of the way it looked whenever the lawn was newly mown – it almost looked like a park. But when we moved out twelve years ago, no-one else ever moved in. The jungle soon took over until there was no “lawn” left. The house is still there, but in the summer, you can no longer see any of it from the road. Except for the markings of the growth of our children on the kitchen doorway, one would have to really search to find any evidence that we were ever there. 

I wonder now – “When we move again, will there be new tenants who are willing to maintain what we have achieved? If not, how long will it take for the land to revert to the way it was when we first came?”

There was once a king who wondered some of these same things. He even wrote a book about it. This was a man extremely blessed by God. In fact, God had actually come to him and invited him to ask for whatever his heart desired. He could have asked for anything, but he asked for only one thing – wisdom to rule his kingdom well. Because of his unselfish heart, God gave him wisdom, and He gave him everything else he could ever want. Solomon was not only the wisest king who ever lived, he was also the richest. I Kings 10 tells of the splendor of his reign. By the time Solomon wrote the book of Ecclesiastes, he had everything in this life there was to have and he had achieved everything there was to achieve. All the riches, all the honor and fame – even all the human relationships the world tells us will bring us happiness and fulfillment were his – and what did Solomon say about it? He says this: “I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure; My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor. Yet, when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless – a chasing after wind. Nothing was gained under the sun --- Then I turned my thoughts to consider wisdom. – I saw that wisdom is better than folly, just as light is better than darkness, but I came to realize that the same fate overtakes them both – what then do I gain by being wise? – Like the fool, the wise man too must die. – So, I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me. All is meaningless – a chasing after wind. I hated the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into which I have poured my effort and skill. It is all meaningless! --- Naked a man comes from his mother’s womb – and as he comes, so he departs. He takes nothing from his labor that he can carry in his hand.”

David Jeremiah says by using the phrase “under the sun” Solomon is referring to life in this world as it is without God. People live their whole lives searching for peace, happiness, a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction, and they never find it because they’re looking in the wrong places. Some of the richest and most famous people in the world are the most miserable. After all this introspection, Solomon came to realize this. About God he said: “He has set eternity in the hearts of man; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end. I know there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live. That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all his toil – this is the gift of God. I know that everything God does will endure forever; nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it. --- Moreover, when God gives any man wealth and possessions and enables him to enjoy them – to accept his lot and be happy in his work – this is a gift of God. --- So, I reflected on all this and concluded that the righteous and the wise and what they do are in God’s hands. --- Now all has been heard. Here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.”

Do you remember the old saying, “Only one life – ‘twill soon be past – only what’s done for Christ will last”? St Paul too said, “We brought nothing into this world and it is certain that we can carry nothing out.” The only way to have any treasures after we leave this world is to send them on ahead. In Matthew 6:20 Jesus tells us to store up for ourselves treasures in heaven, “where moths and rust do not destroy and thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” What are these “treasures in heaven”? They are the fruit of the Spirit we will produce when we are abiding in the vine who is Jesus. He said, “If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit – for apart from Me you can do nothing.”

True happiness comes from having a purpose in life that will produce something of lasting value. In his best-selling book, “The Purpose Driven Life”, Rick Warren tells us: “You were put on earth to make a contribution --- Through salvation our past has been forgiven, our present is given meaning, and our future is secured. --- We are healed to help others. We are blessed to be a blessing, and we are saved to serve – not to just sit around and wait for heaven. God wants to fill us with His love and with His Holy Spirit, but we are to be like fountains that continually flow this living water out to others in love and service. This is the wealth that is eternal. Will we have these treasures stored up for us? Can we stand one day before our Lord and hear Him say, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant --- enter into the joy of the Lord”?
The True Treasures
My husband and I took another trip a few weeks ago – this time driving north to see all the beautiful changing colors. We visited our grand-daughter in Long Prairie and her daughter who is now 6 months old. We chose this time because it’s the time of beauty in our state, when green turns to vivid red and yellow – and the miles of cornfields ready for harvest look like seas of solid beige carpet formed over the rolling hills. It is every bit as beautiful as the rocky beauty of the Black Hills we had traveled just a short time before – it’s just a different kind of beauty. Every part of God’s world has its own beauty, and how I love the beauty of His handiwork.

God tells us in His Word that He created man in His own image, and part of that image is our capacity to create things of beauty. I love beautiful things too and have may of them in our apartment – things created by skilled hands of other people. To me a fun day is one of rummage sales or antique shops or an auction where I never know what treasures I will find. 

As we circled around from Long Prairie to Hinkley to Red Wing on our sightseeing trip, my patient husband stopped at a wonderful gift shop and a huge antique mall in Stillwater where he turned me loose to do my thing. I came home with several “pretties”, and the next day got some more at an auction in Blue Earth. – It’s been a year now since we gave to our children and grand-children at least ¾ of our worldly possessions, including most of the beautiful things I had collected over the years. It was hard to let them go, and I realized how much these “things” meant to me.

God says: “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also”, and I knew my heart was connected way too much to my earthly treasures. It still is, and I know that’s not good. It’s still a struggle for me not to buy something pretty just because I like it even though our apartment is already full and I don’t “need” a thing.

We recently changed our renter’s insurance that covers all these tangible possessions in case of theft or fire, and I realized, if we ever did lose everything to a fire, even though their monetary value would be covered, most of my precious things could not be replaced, and I would probably have a really hard time over that.

Jesus says “A man’s life does not consist of the things he possesses.” Our hold on material things is to be very loose, but I realize mine is not. Many of my “things” have no practical use at all. Their only function is to delight the eyes, and I find pleasure I that. God loves beauty too – after all, He is the author of it, and He created beauty for His own pleasure as well as for ours. Since we are made in His image, I believe it is His will for us to enjoy the beauty around us, and I think that includes those material things He has given man the talent to create. But just as there is danger in every other form of human pleasure, our love for “things” can become a “lust of the eyes”, and then it becomes sin.

As I grow older and my body begins to fail me, I realize I may not be able to stay in an apartment the rest of my life. The day may come that I must move again to a single room in a nursing home and there will be very little of my material things I can take with me. Will I be able to be content with that? It will again depend on where my priorities are. I worked in a nursing home for eleven years, and I saw those who were happy there and those who were miserable. Most of the time what made the difference was not how much “staff” they had or even their physical health or lack of it. It was a matter of attitude. Those who were content knew it was not those things that matter. The Bible says, “We brought nothing into this world and it is for sure we can carry nothing out.” When I make that final move, I leave it all behind. Because we live in the richest nation in the world, it is very easy to become too attached to things or to the money that buys them. Not many of us think of ourselves as rich in material things, but compared to the rest of the world, we are very rich. Jesus said it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. The rich young ruler went away very sorrowful when Jesus asked him to give up all he had. The story says Jesus looked at him and loved him. He knew this young man’s riches owned him rather than the other way around, and so it is with many of us. The things we possess become so important to us they can become our very reason for living and actually a hindrance to our ability to see the true riches with our spiritual eyes.

In Matthew 6, Jesus says, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

We live in a fallen world. Planet earth is under the same curse that man brought on himself when they chose to buy into the lies of the enemy and take that forbidden fruit which was “good for food and a delight to the eyes.” They did not believe God’s warning, “In the day you eat of it, you shall surely die.” But the moment they ate it, they began to die, and so did everything else. There is nothing on earth that does not die, decay, or lose its value. Yet we still want more and more things. We know “the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil”, yet for money and the things it buys we covet, we hoard, we steal and we even kill. And for what? “We brought nothing into this world and it is for sure we can carry nothing out.” How many of us will be like the man to whom God said, “You fool! Tonight, your soul will be required of you. Then who’s will these things be?” When we make that final move, we leave it all behind.

How then do we store up treasures for ourselves in heaven? What are the true possessions we are to strive for? Jesus said in Matthew 5 we shouldn’t even worry about what we are going to eat or drink or what we’ll do for clothes. He says God already knows we need these things so we’re to let Him take care of providing them. Our job is to seek first His kingdom and His righteousness because that’s where the only riches are that carry over into eternity. Where do we find these treasures then? Notice He didn’t say we are to seek our own righteousness. That’s because we don’t have any. To strive for righteousness by our own will-power is futile because we’ll never attain it. For all have fallen short of the glory of God” and there is no-one who does good and does not sin – no not one!” The only righteousness we can ever have is found in Jesus Christ. Because He paid the penalty for our sin and actually became sin for us, now we have the right to become the righteousness of God. This righteousness (His righteousness) is ours only by grace through faith. When we accept this free gift and allow Him to become Lord of our life, we then become part of the kingdom of God as His Holy Spirit lives in us and transforms us by the renewal of our minds. Jesus says the kingdom of God is within you. It is not found outside anywhere in the physical world. In Matthew 5:6, Jesus says if we hunger and thirst for this righteousness, we are blessed, and we shall be filled.

So, it’s simply a matter of priorities. This is the treasure we are to seek first. David knew this when he wrote in Psalm 37:4-5, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him and He will do this.” You see when we have the Holy Spirit within, He changes any desires that are not in line with what God knows is best for us. We never need to be afraid we’re going to miss out on something by choosing to surrender our will to His. All the riches, all the “things” of this world are garbage compared to what He has in store for us if we’ll just let Him have His way in our hearts. He tells us through the prophet Isaiah: “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come – buy and eat! Come buy wine and milk without money and without cost. Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen – listen to Me and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare.”
Trusting God
Today’s Sunday Morning Thought is again written by my husband Harlen as I am still sorting and packing. My prayer is that this message will bless you today.

This morning I would like to take you back a few years to a nice summer evening. It is dusk as I arrive home, and as the car comes to a stop I catch a glimpse of movement off to my left as something “flutter falls” to the ground. It lies motionless for several moments, but then suddenly stands up – and I can see it is a young screech owl. I watch it for minutes as it just stands without moving – just staring at the car as if in a trance. I can’t help but wonder if it was curiosity that caused the young owl to lean out of its nest too far – wondering what that strange big noisy machine was.

As I walk up to it, the owl’s instincts take over and it spreads its wings and makes a hissing sound. I bend down to pick it up and it manages to fly about four or five feet, but I can tell that’s about its limit. Three or four more times it flies a short distance as I approach but it must have tired itself out, for the next time I approach it doesn’t fly, but just gives me its “I am bad and ugly” posture.

Since I have no idea which of the many hollows in the huge maple tree the owl has fallen from, I know I can’t return it to its natural home, but I fear it will be harmed if left out sitting on the ground. During this whole interaction both parents have been watching everything, flying by very close over my head and calling to the young one.

I set the young owl in an apple tree, but its balance is not the best – although clinging to the branch with a death grip, it loses its balance and flips to hanging upside down. Knowing that will not do, I move the young owl to a small spruce tree so it will have the surrounding branches for support. That works – but now there’s another problem. As I stand back to see if the parents will come to his aid, I can see them flying over the tree calling, but I realize now they can’t see him. So – I go to move the young owl again. This time it does not resist at all as I set it near the top of the tree. He lets me stroke his feathers after I set him down and shows no fear at all.

I stand back now to see if the parents will find the young owl. I watch, as both fly very near to their offspring and then settle in another tree nearby where they can see him and keep calling to him. I see that my presence is making them nervous, and it’s quite dark now anyway, so I leave them there and go into the house.

I hope the young owl will make it through the night. In the morning, first thing, I go out to see, but he is gone, and there is no sign of the parents either. I have to admit it makes me feel rather sad, for I’m afraid the young owl maybe didn’t make it. As I struggle with my feelings, a Bible verse comes to mind – Matthew 10 verse 29: “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.” Although the verse talks about sparrows, I know it’s true for owls too, and I realize what little trust I have – for even in this situation, God is in control.

I wonder now if indeed it was curiosity that got this young owl in trouble and caused it to fall. And I think about how often Satan and our own sinful nature use our curiosity to tempt us.

Put yourself in Adam and Eve’s place. If God said to you – “You may eat of everything in the garden except for the fruit of one tree”, wouldn’t you be curious? I would! I believe Satan also realized this and used it against Adam and Eve.

I’ll admit it – when I was young I was curious – I think most of us were. As I’ve talked to people over my life time, I find most will admit the old saying, “Try it – You’ll like it!” was true – whether the “it” was smoking, drinking, speeding or whatever – we just had to try it and see.

I don’t want to leave the impression that curiosity is a bad thing. (How many things would never have been discovered or invented if someone had not been curious.) However, I believe it is something we need to use with self-control, for Satan will use our curiosity as a tool for temptation.

I also think of the obvious anxiety of the parent owls over their young one who fell. I understand that anxiety now that we’ve raised four children and have 13 grandchildren. I remember the times when it was past their curfew – times of looking out the window to see if lights were coming down the road; times of being upset when they got home so late, but at the same time relieved when they came in the door. I also have felt the anxiety when they left the nest, and I wondered “Can they fly? Can they make it on their own?”

I cannot even imagine the anxiety of parents whose children have run away from home – for I’m sure they too remember their own youth with the temptations that faced them. Perhaps like me, they believe the morals of this country have deteriorated and it’s even more difficult for young people today. But I can’t imagine the pain of not knowing where they are or how they are living, or what they may have gotten involved in. Are they caught up in something they can’t handle and don’t know how to get out, and do they wonder if they would be accepted if they try to come home?

It is all of these situations that bring into reality the truth that no matter how old we are or how well we believe we can handle things without God’s help, we cannot! For if we were God – if I was God – I would know what happened to the young owl. I would have all the answers and there would be no need for curiosity or anxiety. As it is, we must only trust and believe that God is in control, just as the young owl seemed to learn and grow in his trust for me, we need to learn to trust God. Granted – sometimes that doesn’t seem like it’s enough, but sometimes that’s all we have, and even in our weakness we can grow.

We must be so exasperating to God sometimes – we always think we have to be in control – especially when it comes to our kids. When they rebel and set out to do their own thing, we think we can see the disaster ahead that they are blind to, and we want to spare them that – but they won’t let us! So we lie awake at night and worry because there’s a problem that we can’t fix. We forget that God loves those kids and He knows when they fall. We forget that He told us: “Cast all your anxieties on Him, for He cares for you.” And He says we are to “be anxious for nothing, but in all things with prayer and supplication, let our requests be made known to God, and the peace of God, that passes all understanding will keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” Hallelujah and Amen.

The wonder and Beauty of Creation

One fall my husband took me along for the second time on his work trip to Green Bay, Wisconsin. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect for taking in the beautiful fall colors, and I enjoyed the long drive out there and back every bit as much as the destination itself. As we drove through the hills and bluffs near La Crosse and eastward, the beauty was breathtaking with the whole array of colors almost fluorescent under the sun. I couldn’t help but exclaim, “My God, how I love the beauty of your handiwork!” My husband and I had the same question in our minds – “How could anyone who has eyes look at all this beauty and honestly believe it all just ‘happened’ all by itself?” What would possibly be the reason for the thousands of different varieties of trees in the world, with all the different shapes and sizes?  Every leaf has its own unique configuration and spectrum of color! The only thing that makes any sense is that they were created by something with an all superior mind and plan – a mind that loves diversity and beauty. And what did this all-powerful Being create all this for? – Just for Himself to admire? No- He created it for us to enjoy, to take pleasure in – just because.

As I write this my ears are also drinking in some of God’s beauty as I listen to classical music by the European Philharmonic Orchestra. The sound of it thrills me and I have to wonder – “Why did God make music? Can there be any other reason than for His mortal creatures to just experience the beauty of it? I thank and praise Him for giving me eyes to see, ears to hear, a nose to smell and a tongue to taste. Then I ask myself – What is sight? And what is hearing? What we see with our eyes is but light waves reflecting from the light of the sun off the things in front of us and projecting onto the retina of our eye which is made up of cells called rods and cones. Each one is programmed specifically to detect colors and shapes and everything else that makes up that image that is then funneled into the optic nerve and sent to the brain which interprets it and tells us what we see. Without just one of these intricately designed parts doing its function, we would see nothing. It would be like trying to take a picture with a camera with no film. And when I hear beautiful music, what is it but sound-waves which travel through the air into my ears where they cause the eardrum to vibrate which causes the little hammer to tap the anvil and the minute hairs within the coiled cochlea to move – every part again fashioned with its own particular function to send that impulse through the wires called nerves to the command center which interprets the data. To believe that all these intricate workings just “happened” takes a lot more faith than I have. There is no creation of God more complicated or magnificent than the human body – yet how we take it for granted. I can’t help but proclaim with the psalmist – “I will praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made!”

There is no place on earth that does not have a beauty all its own, and no place where music does not exist. Yet we so often fail to see it or hear it. St. Paul mused on this as well when he said in Romans 1:20, “Since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities – His eternal power and divine nature - have been clearly seen in the things He has made, so that men are without excuse.” Eugene Peterson in his paraphrase “The Message” puts it this way: “The basic reality of God is plain enough. Open your eyes and there it is! By taking a long and thoughtful look at what God has created, people have always been able to see what their eyes as such can’t see: eternal power, for instance, and the mystery of His divine being. So nobody has a good excuse.” What is this saying? It says there is no-one anywhere who can’t find God if he really wants to. The evidence is all around you – you just need to open your eyes!

Have you ever wondered why God made butterflies? Couldn’t a caterpillar have been made to lay eggs and procreate just as well without having to go through that metamorphosis? No- I believe God planned it to work the way it does to tell us something. If you didn’t know how the process works and someone brought you a butterfly and the caterpillar that becomes the butterfly, would you believe they are the same creature? They look nothing alike and they certainly don’t act alike. How does a caterpillar know how to spin a cocoon or build a chrysalis around himself at just the right time? Why would he want to close himself into a self-made tomb? Does he know he’ll emerge again with a beautiful new body? No! All this is completely programmed into the creature before it ever hatches from its egg. This wonder is for us! God wants us to see the message in the mystery of the butterfly – that this is the way it will be with us – that as magnificent as our own mortal bodies are, they are but caterpillars compared to the glorified eternal bodies that await us on the other side of that cocoon called “death”. We know about the butterfly and where it comes from. That story is retold for us in the gospels, where a mortal man was crucified, wrapped in a shroud and laid in a tomb. Three days later He emerged with a body that could walk through walls and appear and disappear at will. A body that rose up into the air as if on wings. And what does He look like now? In the first chapter of Revelation, John tells us, “His head and hair were white, like wool, as white as snow, and His eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and His voice was like the sound of rushing waters. His face was like the sun, shining in all its brilliance. When I saw Him I fell at His feet as though dead. Then He placed His right hand on me and said: ‘Do not be afraid. I am the first and the last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold, I am alive forever and ever’.”

Paul called Jesus “the firstborn from the dead”. Remember Jesus’ promise, “I go to prepare a place for you – so that where I am, there you may be also. “ And John tells us in 1 John 3:2 “ Dear friends – now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known, but we do know that when He appears, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is!”

God is light –and in Him is no darkness at all. Scientists say the light waves that enable us to see with our eyes are only a small section of the whole spectrum of what is called “light”. There is no way we can imagine what it would be like to experience all that light entails, but I believe when we go through that metamorphosis that changes us to butterflies, we will. We are told that it hasn’t even entered into the heart of man what God has prepared for those who love Him. Is there any reason to fear death if we know Jesus? He has conquered death, and He has gone on ahead to lead the way. He is alive forevermore and will escort us personally into that City of Light. How much God must love us! How can we ever doubt it? 
Satan’s Half-Truths
By the time you hear this message, I will be in the beautiful Siskiyou mountains of northern California, visiting my sister I haven’t seen for thirteen years. I have been there once before, 30 years ago, in April for the funeral of my sister’s first husband who died at the age of thirty-three. Gary was a rebel for most of his short life, but after suffering two major heart attacks he came to terms with his own mortality and was led to a saving faith in Christ by a Christian nurse. His funeral was held at his grave-site – a spot he himself had chosen in a cemetery on a hillside with a beautiful unspoiled view of a creek below and the mountains beyond. His new pastor, the husband of this Christian nurse, led the service dressed in blue jeans, a checkered wool shirt and lumberjack boots. The only music was his guitar and a duet sung with his wife which was a medley of two songs – “He touched me” and “Something Beautiful”. It was the first time I had ever hear the some “Something Beautiful” and it so touched me because the words just fit. Gary’s life had been one of chaos and emotional pain, but I knew now he was at peace and he was free. “Something Beautiful – something good”, they sang. “All my confusion He understood. All I had to offer Him was brokenness and strife, and He made something beautiful of my life.” “He touched me – Oh, He touched me – and Oh the joy that floods my soul! Something happened, and now I know – He touched me and made me whole.”

As Gary’s daughters, ages 5 and 7, each stepped forward to place on the casket a single jonquil, picked from Gary’s own flower bed at home, I prayed that they would remember this and that their memories of their dad would be of his last days when he knew Jesus and looked forward to meeting Him face to face. There were only a few people there that day; nobody came dressed up fancy, there was o lunch afterwards and it wasn’t even in a church, but it was the most beautiful funeral I’ve ever attended, and I felt the presence of God. It was truly a celebration.

As I reminisce about that experience, I remember another funeral – one I saw on television in July of 2002. It was for a little girl who had been brutally murdered and whose story made national news. This funeral was in southern California in the huge multi-million dollar “crystal cathedral” with so many thousands attending they couldn’t fit them all in. The music was top-notch and many well-known names took part in the service. Yet this funeral left me with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Why? Because this was a Christian cathedral – it could have been a perfect opportunity to witness to thousands for Christ – yet through all I saw of it with many speakers (including the Cathedral’s senior pastor) the only person to even mention the name of Jesus was the sheriff. I finally turned off the set when the main speaker (also a pastor) began to pray to “the eternal benevolent spirit which we call by many names.”

Since the twin towers tragedy of 9/11, it became acceptable once again and even fashionable to talk about God and to express a belief in Him – but this is a nation that is “diverse” now, and it’s politically correct to believe in a god who is all inclusive. It’s okay to talk about God as long as we never, never mention the name, “Jesus”.

I’m certain if a poll were conducted in America asking, “Just who is God, and what does He require of us?” the answers would be as varied as the names of this generic god, and we would realize finally the bitter truth – that the United States is no longer a “Christian nation”. Our country and its founding principles are eroding from within, and we are letting it happen. The cancer is now spreading even into our churches and seminaries and we don’t recognize it because we haven’t learned how to spot the counterfeit and tell it from the real thing. Satan has always been a cunning liar and deceiver, and he baits his traps with honey. His lies always include just enough truth to make them sound good and right. We can’t imagine God’s arch-enemy ever saying anything good about Him, so when we hear that God is Love – therefore He loves and accepts everyone, He is the father of us all and there are many paths to Him, we don’t recognize where this is coming from. When we see or even experience people of all different world faiths worshiping together and hugging each other, it feels so right and good – how could this possibly not be from our God, who is Love?

But remember – Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. He doesn’t show his true face until his victims are already his, and by the time they finally see it (if they ever do) it is often too late. Paul says in II Timothy 4:3, “The time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.”

Now what are some of these lies (these half-truths) we want to hear? --- How about, “God is a god of love – therefore He would never condemn anyone to hell who tries to live a good life.” – The first six words are true – the rest are a lie. First of all, it is not possible for anyone to live a life good enough to meet the requirements of a just and holy God, “For there is no-one who does good and sins not – no, not one!” and “The wages of sin is death.” These are God’s own words – not mine. Secondly, it never is God who condemns people to hell – on the contrary, He has provided a way to avoid that sentence of death and it is a free gift to everyone ever born. But people are going to hell every day nonetheless. Why? Because they refuse to accept that free gift. God says in His written Word that He is not willing for any to perish, but that all should come to the knowledge of the truth. What “truth” is He talking about? Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life! No-one can come to the Father but by Me.” In John 3:16 (the most quoted verse in the Bible) He says, “whosoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.” It has nothing whatsoever to do with what we do, for all our righteousness is as filthy rags. It is His righteousness and His blood that saves us. Good works are not the ticket to the kingdom of God. They are the fruit of it!

Are we all God’s children just on different roads leading to the same place? No – al more honey-soaked lies. We are certainly all God’s creatures for He made us, but we are not His children until we choose to be. John 1:12 says, “To all who receive Him, (that is Jesus), to those who believe in His name, He gives the right to become the children of God.” To all others, when the time comes to meet their maker, He will say, “Depart from Me – I never knew you.” I John 5:10-12 says, “Anyone who does not believe God has made Him out to be a liar, because he has not believed the testimony God Himself has given about His Son. And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son! He who has the Son has life; He who does not have the Son of God does not have life.”

Beware, my friends, of any doctrine that tells you otherwise, no matter how sweet it sounds, for the devil is very real and still prowling around seeking someone to devour. He may even be hiding in your church. Know your Bible – it is the only source of absolute truth by which all other “truth” can be measured, for it is the Word of the only true God. 
Bearing Fruit
The fence north of our house has two good-sized grapevines growing on it that came up on their own about five years ago. I cut them back and train them to run on the fence twice a year, and this year they had grapes. There were many clusters, but the grapes were very small, so I left them for the birds. I tasted a few and they are sweet. Now I’ve heard that professional vine growers will prune their grapes back to two main vines, cutting off all side branches. This way all the energy coming through the vines is concentrated into the production of fruit rather than leaves or little vines. Not only does this produce more fruit, but the grapes will be bigger. This reminded me of Jesus’ analogy from John 15 of the vine and the branches. He said, “I am the vine, and My Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit He prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. No branch can bear fruit by itself – it must remain in the Vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in Me – I am the vine – You are the branches. If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit, but apart from Me, you can do nothing.”

Now what is this “fruit” that we bear, and how do we do that? Paul tells us in Galatians 5 that the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. This is the fruit we will produce if we abide in the vine. A grapevine doesn’t consciously work to grow grapes. It is an automatic process pre-programmed into the plant from the time it sprouts from the original seed. The life originates in the root and travels through the trunk into the vines that produce the fruit. If anything hinders the flow of that life-giving sap, there will be no fruit, and those barren branches will be cut off. We could liken that flowing sap to the Holy Spirit which fills us with dynamic power that flows out as fruit to others. This power comes from that vine which is Jesus – so we must abide in Him and He must live in us if we are to bear any fruit at all. Now just as fruit begins with a bud and a tiny blossom, so our fruit is a growing thing. It grows as we grow more and more into the likeness of Christ. A branch of a vine is small too at first and has to grow to a certain size before it even begins to produce fruit, and as it grows it will resemble more and more the vine it springs from. As we grow more and more Christ-like, we will produce sweet fruit as well as new branches that that sap of life will flow into and through us.

This is the way it’s supposed to be for those who are in Christ Jesus. Why is it then that we are not growing? Where is the evidence of the fruit of the Spirit in our lives? Why do we still struggle so with sin? Are we some of those who have a form of Godliness but deny the power thereof?

I am born a sinner because I inherited a sinful nature. So I am going to sin and there’s not a thing I can do about it. I am a “poor miserable sinner” still in bondage to sin. It’s true I cannot free myself, but am I still bound if I have accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior? Jesus died to pay the penalty for that sin so I am forgiven. But how does that change the fact that I still sin every day? As a Christian, am I not supposed to be different from those who are of the world? Where is the victory? Where is the power He says He bought for me with His life-blood? I know I’m saved from being damned to hell, but what about now? Jesus said light can have no fellowship with darkness – they are like oil and water – they do not mix, and neither do the Spirit and the world of the flesh. If I am a born – again Christian and claim to have Christ living in me, and yet I still sin every day, there is something rotten in Denmark.

During the days of my grand-parents “flea-circuses” were quite popular. Yes, they were real fleas. You really can train a flea to do tricks. When a trainer would begin to train his circus performers, his first task was to teach them not to jump out of the ring. Fleas are high jumpers and when first put into a jar a lid must be placed on the jar to keep them from jumping out. They will soon learn that if they jump too high they’re going to hit their heads on the lid. Once the lid is removed the flea will continue to jump, but they will not jump out of the jar because they have been “conditioned” to jump only so high, so that’s all they can do. They will never regain their ability to jump higher.

Have we been conditioned like those fleas to believe we are still going to bump our heads if we try to jump too high? Don’t we know the lid has been taken off?!! Jesus did not only free us from the penalty of sin – He freed us from the power of it. The shackles are removed – the bonds are cut, and we don’t know it!! But it’s all there in God’s word for us to read. How is it that we don’t see it? When we believe we are still powerless over sin, we will be!!

Remember Jesus words from John 8? If you hold to My teaching, you are really My disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free! ---- I tell you the truth – everyone who sins is a slave to sin. – a slave has no permanent place in the family – but a son belongs to it forever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

We see it in all of Paul’s letters. To the Colossians, he wrote, “You died with Christ – why, then, do you live like you are still bound by the law?” To the Galatians he wrote: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” And to the Romans, Paul said, “We do not live according to the sinful nature, but according to the Spirit. Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires, but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.”

“The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so, --- You, however, are controlled not by sinful nature, but by the Spirit if the Spirit of God lives in you! --- If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you – He will also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who lives in you. --- We died to sin – how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were therefore buried with Him through baptism, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too may live a new life.”

“--- Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will,” Yes – it is this inner transformation that produces the fruit. Let it happen, dear ones!
Contentment
As I go about the business of living this life from day to day, I try to keep my eyes and ears open for little things God would have me use as fodder for these radio messages – things that teach me, and that sometimes contain little nuggets of wisdom I can pass on to others. Sometimes those nuggets are more precious than gold.

It’s been a week now since I returned from a wonderful eight days in northern California with my sister Ginny and her husband Tom. It was like a visit to an entirely different world that I will cherish for years to come. It had been 13 years since I last saw them at our mother’s funeral, and I know if it should be another 13 years, there’s a good chance one of us may no longer be here. There are 1,500 miles between her and me – too far now for either of us to drive, and they don’t have the money to fly. Ginny says she has been asked several times over the years if she misses Minnesota and if she ever considers moving back. “I’ve been here now too many years,” she answers. “This life has become a part of me – it’s where I belong.”

The topography of that area is magnificently beautiful with high craggy mountain peaks, deep valleys with rivers and falls, and in the lowlands, cattle and horses on a hundred hills. I took eight rolls of photos – imagining how I would attempt to capture some of the beauty on canvas in the years to come. The day I arrived, as we drove the 60 miles from the nearest large airport in Medford, Oregon, my ears popped as we passed over the highest elevation on Highway 5 which runs all the way to Mexico. Population in the Siskiyou mountains is sparse and the towns are small. There are old gold mines scattered throughout a region that still contains wild and scenic rivers. The 14,162-foot snow-capped sleeping volcano, Mount Shasta towers over the little city at its base which is only 65 miles south of my sister’s house.

She lives in a pine-wood house with a shake roof at the base of a mountain in the Scott River Valley. Their water source is a spring fed by the run-off of precious rain and snow from high above them, but there are no electric lines to that area and it’s only been fifteen years or so that they’ve had a telephone. I knew before I got there that this vacation would be like stepping back in time. I wondered how I would adjust to living a week without all the modern conveniences I am used to, and when I first stepped into the house I thought, “Oh brother!” The sun had already gone down and it was getting dark, and the house was cold. The guest room where I would sleep was small with a low hard bed, and it had no closet or empty drawers for my things. This was going to be very interesting!

But I had not taken into account the ability of the human spirit to adapt to its environment. As Tom got a fire going in one of their two wood stoves, Ginny went about the business of lighting all the gas-fed wall lanterns and started supper on her small gas range with food from the gas refrigerator. Within an hour the house was cozy warm and we had a delicious hot meal. And when I went to bed, I found that hard bed not so hard after all as it had a soft feather-bed on top with covers of wool and a down comforter and pillow that were quite comfortable.  I slept well, snug as a bug, and when morning came, I didn’t want to get out. By then the sun was streaming into their many south-facing windows and I could see everything was really quite cheerful.

Ginny and I both like antiques, but I like the Victorian influence which goes well with our old houses, and Ginny likes the “primitives” – the older the better, and they have to have that well-used look. In her house they fit, and the house is full of them. One of her kitchen cupboards is an old oak icebox, her living room coffee table is a well-used cobbler’s bench, and in the bathroom along side the footed tub is a sink with an old wooden barrel for a base and a rustic ladder on the wall for a towel-rack. As the week went on, I began to really appreciate her taste and the way she had integrated these things into the décor. It has character, and it makes one think of what life must have been like for our grand-parents and great-grandparents who lived productive and contented lives when these things were new. Ginny and Tom have adapted their lifestyle to what they have and they are content. They are privileged to have some electricity thanks to solar panels that charge up a huge generator – enough so Tom can work out of his house as an accountant and they can watch some television in the evening, but at night that is used up, so there are no lights anywhere and it is very dark. They provided me with a flash light to use if I had to get up in the night. By the end of the week I found I had adapted too and knew if I had to live every day like this, I could.

Now what did my Lord teach me through this experience, and what lessons did He leave with me that I could pass on to you? I think maybe there are two:

First of all, He showed me once again how very blessed and rich I am to live where I do and have what I have. There are so many things we take for granted simply because we have never had to go without. Ginny missed all the modern conveniences too at first, but she doesn’t anymore. She has no washer or dryer, freezer or microwave. She doesn’t even have a toaster or coffee-maker – but she does just fine without them. And she is thankful for the extra blessings she does have – a loving husband, children and grandchildren first of all, and the beauty of unspoiled nature right outside her door – deer she can see from her windows and little foxes that share the cat’s food at night, and one thing most of us rarely experience – the sound of silence. She has the best of both worlds – like living in two different centuries at the same time. When she needs to wash clothes, she can drive to town to the laundromat, she can visit friends when she wants to (and she has many) and she can keep up with what’s happening in the rest of the world, but when she wants solitude and the simple things of life, she has that too.

Most of the world lives without all those things we take for granted, and there are millions who don’t even know all these modern marvels even exist. We think we have to have them – but we really don’t. St. Paul says he learned to be content no matter what his outward circumstances were and he urged all his followers to do the same. He said, “Having food and raiment, let us be therewith content.”

The second thing I learned is that “newer” does not always mean “better”. We are such a throw-away society that things now become obsolete at a record pace. We think we have to keep up with the Jones’ – but we really don’t. Happiness never has come from money or from the “things” we possess, and it never will. The ‘need” to always have to obtain or experience something new comes from lack of appreciation of the old – the things we already have. This is true even in the church today. We think in order to draw new members or to keep the young people coming we must keep up with the times and have all the latest and best technology – we need “modern” music and programs that are exciting and fun so people don’t get bored. The trouble is when it is these kinds of things that are emphasized most in a church, the truth of the gospel gets watered down. People aren’t interested in hearing that “old stuff” that comes from an archaic book they can’t relate to in this “enlightened” modern age. We certainly don’t want to hear anything that might sound “judgmental” or that makes us uncomfortable. When the mind-set of a church reaches this point, it has become nothing but a glorified feel good social club. We will be those Jesus was talking about when He said, “These people honor Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me”, or those who possess a “form of godliness, but deny the power there of.” Then, when we stand before Him on that day of judgment, will we be among those to whom He must say, “Depart from Me, for I never knew you.”? Will we be those He will “spew-out of His mouth” because we are neither hot nor cold?

God’s Word is timeless – it is just as new today as the day it was written down, and the simple gospel of Christ crucified for our redemption and raised for our justification can never be replaced by anything new. Adding to it will never improve it, and trying to replace it will only result in less – not more. It is like a priceless antique that grows only more precious, for it is the only thing in life of any worth at all. “Jesus” is the Way, the Truth and the Life – the only name given among men by which we must be saved.

That does not change!
God is Good
It’s good to be back with you after weeks in which my husband so kindly sat in this chair to give me the time needed to give my full attention to the process of moving. Although there are still boxes to be emptied and a lot of organizing to do, we are pretty much settled in to our new home at Garden Court Apartments. It’s a new experience for both of us, similar in a way to our first home almost fifty years ago, when we lived in an apartment this same size in a 12- unit building at Patuxent River Naval Air Base in Maryland. It was just the two of us then, and now in the twilight of our life together it’s just the two of us again. But there are some really big differences and some little ones too. I recall learning the hard way how to cook on a gas stove – burning the potatoes more than once. Now I am once again re-learning to cook on an electric stove after 42 years of cooking with gas. Probably the starkest visible contrast we see is the amount of things we have to fit into this small space. (Mostly my things actually, as I’m the one who’s the pack-rat) Hubby doesn’t think I’m going to find a place for it all, but I think I will. We have more closet space than in our first apartment, and it’s a good thing. I lived in that home in Maryland alone for a month when Harlen was sent to a base in Newfoundland where he would finish out his tour of duty. Then my dad took the train to come and take me home to Albert Lea, driving our car. Every possession we owned at that time actually fit into the trunk and the back seat of that car. This time, to move it all the three miles from our big country house took about ten carloads in all plus a large trailer loaded twice. – And this after already down-sizing about 80%. Have we been blessed or what!

Now our loving God knows what a creature of routine I am and how hard it is for me to adjust to changes. He has been so gentle with me through all this – first by giving me a husband who had to take me by the hand and say, “It’s time – Let’s go!” when I dragged my feet. And secondly, a daughter who had lived in that house before us and was now anxious to move back. This has enabled us to make the transition gradually. I had a week after our final moving day until she moved in. Each time I went back for a few more things, or to do some cleaning, the house seemed less and less like home, and as things found their place in our apartment it became more and more like home. Now I am so glad we did this, and it is very freeing. Someone else is digging the cannas now and someone else will be shoveling the snow. Someone else will be having the wall-to-wall house full of people at Christmas, and we will actually be able to sit down and enjoy it. Most of our children and grandchildren are close enough that we will still see them often, and if we ever get lonesome for the old place we can still go there whenever we like. We have the best of both worlds. God is so good!

All this just goes to reinforce the comfort we have in knowing our God is indeed a God of Love who cares about even the little things we so often get so bent out of shape over. He knows what we need before we ever ask, but He wants us to ask anyway because He delights in blessing us even far above what we ask. He knows all our fears, all our worries and all our deepest desires, even though He admonishes us not to fear and not to worry. He knows we do and He doesn’t scold us for it, but rather keeps on patiently reassuring us that He hears us and He cares about even the little things. He knows how many hairs you have on your head, and He knows every secret thought.

One of my favorite Bible passages is Psalm 37:4: “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” Now the “desires of your heart” is all-inclusive. He doesn’t say “I’ll give you only what you need”, and we know we usually desire much more than we really need. “But how can this be true?” we may ask, “I asked Him for this and I asked Him for that, and I never got it!” “What do I have to do to be eligible for God’s promises?” The key is in the first part of the verse. Those who have their desires fulfilled are those who “delight” in the Lord. But what does that mean? David wrote these words in Psalm 37. This was a man who certainly did not have an easy life – yet he never doubted God’s love and God called him “a man after My own heart.” David loved God, he talked to God, and his greatest delight in life was to live to please God. In Psalm 119, David says to God: “I run in the paths of your commands, for you have set my heart free. Teach me, O Lord, to follow your decrees; then I will keep them to the end. Give me understanding, and I will keep your law and obey it with all my heart. Direct me in the path of your commands, for in these I find delight --- Before I was afflicted, I went astray, but now I obey Your Word. It was good for me to be afflicted, so that I might learn your decrees. The law from your mouth is more precious to me than thousands of pieces of silver and gold --- How sweet are your words to my taste – sweeter than honey to my mouth! I gain understanding from your precepts; therefore I hate every wrong path!” ---- You see, David was teachable and he wanted to be taught, even if it was necessary for the lesson to be painful. David knew that God knew him better than he knew himself, and he trusted God with his life, knowing that God loved him and would give him what was best for David. In return, God showed David what His law was, and why. David came to see that the motive behind every law God gave to His people was pure love – not to bind, not to hinder or cramp our style – but to give us the true freedom of life abundant that comes only from living according to the user’s manual He wrote to go with His greatest invention – you and me. This is why David could say he “delighted” in God’s law and it was more precious to him than silver or gold and sweeter than honey. It was his guideline for life because God was his reason for living.

Could we ever hope to aspire to so great a faith as David had? Could we ever love God so much? Believe it or not, we have an advantage David didn’t have. We have the complete Word of God with the end of the story, and we have the fulfillment of God’s promise given way back in the book of Jeremiah that a day would come when we would no longer need to “learn” the law as David did, because it would be written on our hearts. How can that be? In Hebrews 8, God calls this a “new covenant”, not like the old covenant where He led His people out of Egypt and gave them a written law. “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel”, declares the Lord, “I will put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. I will be their God and they will be my people.” Paul says we are now also Children of Abraham and so children of the promise. Through the blood of Christ we are one body and the Spirit of the author of that law lives in our hearts. That law is written there so we will know the truth that sets us free. We know what God’s will is and our will agrees with His will. If the desires of our heart, and Jesus Himself has promised, “If we ask anything according to His will, He hears us”, so delight yourself in the Lord, and He will give you the desires of your heart.”
The Prodigal Son
As I prepare this message, I am sitting in our new living room which is finally furnished and arranged to look like home. It is cozy and it is pretty, and I am content. We are making new friend here and taking advantage of the conveniences we didn’t have before which help to balance those things we have had to let go. It’s a new beginning of sorts, and it is good. I do have one regret though, and that is that I had to leave behind my cat. We are allowed pets here, but John Henry is an indoor-outdoor cat who is usually outside more than he is in. I know he could not be happy kept inside all the time. Yet he was a “one-person cat” (that one person being me). From the time he walked up to me on top of the snow as a half-starved wild kitten, I was the only one he would allow to pick him up and the only one on whose lap he would sleep. I like to think we understood each other – he had different sounding “meows”’ that meant different things, and I could usually tell what it was he wanted. He knew when I was working in the kitchen preparing super it was also time for his daily “Fancy Feast” treat, so he would beg and stand on his hind legs to look over the counter and watch as I dished it up. We have a big round flowered rug with a center ring and a design in the middle. John Henry chose that center ring as his, and that’s where he would sleep whenever he was tired of my lap. Now that rug is here, and the ring is empty. There are no more treats and no more laps either for John Henry because there are strangers in his house, and strangers are always scary. Since the day we moved out, John Henry has not been seen. I’m sure he had been back to the door many times at first, but since neither Grandpa nor Grandma came to the door, he could not go in and now it’s too scary. SO I wonder where he is and if he’s hungry or cold. He never did like the cold and he didn’t like to go out in the winter. He’d beg to go out, but then he’d stand there right in the doorway, twitching his tail, trying to decide whether to brave the elements or not, and we’d just have to wait until he decided. If he turned around, he would try again a few minutes later begging to go out the back door (figuring I suppose, it might be warmer on that side).

Does God care about his little animal creatures like John Henry? I think He does, for Jesus tells us in Matthew 10 that even though two sparrows are sold for a penny, not one of them will ever fall to the ground without His Father knowing about it. Jesus also said birds don’t plant or harvest grain – yet our heavenly Father feeds them. Surely if He cares for birds he also cares for cats and dogs. But the point Jesus intended to make in both cases was that if God cares even for every little animal, why do we find it so hard to trust Him to care for us when He knows even how many hairs we have on our heads?

John Henry has given up and doesn’t come home anymore. He doesn’t know that that scary lady in that house loves cats and would give him all the attention he needs – “Fancy Feat” included, if he would just come home and dare to trust her. She would feed him every day and she would pet him and scratch his ears and let him sleep on her lap. He’ll never know it because he thinks he’s been abandoned and left to fend for himself and he can’t go home ever again.

Jesus told a story in Luke 15 about a young man who became a vagabond just like John Henry. Only he finally came to the realization that staying where he was was even scarier than daring to go home. He knew he had blown it and made a mess of his life and he figured his father had surely disowned him by now – if not forgotten about him altogether. But he was ready to take the chance that his father might consider letting him back on the place if he was willing to live the rest of his life as one of the servants. Although he knew he didn’t even deserve that. Anything would be better than living with the pigs.

What had his father been doing all this time? Did he wash his hands of him and consider him no longer a son? He surely would have been justified in doing so – but no – this father loved his prodigal son. Although he knew the kind of life has son had chosen, he never stopped loving him or longing for him to come home. He waited and he watched and never gave up hope. When the son came walking down that long road to the house, Jesus says his father saw him way off in the distance – he recognized it was his long lost son, and the father ran to meet him, clasping him in his arms and wept. No scolding – no third degree, asking “Where have you been? What have you been doing? Where is all your money?” No – instead his father dressed him in the finest robe, put a ring on his finger and threw him a party. “We had to celebrate!” he told the older brother, “for this my son was dead and is alive again. He was lost and is found!” ‘So”, says Jesus, “there is rejoicing among the angels in heaven over one sinner who repents.”

Perhaps that sinner is you. Are you in a position where you think you can’t go home again? Do you think some things you’ve done are just so bad they can never be forgiven and there’s just no going back? The Bible tells us all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. There is none that does good and does not sin – no, not one. If we had to make it or not on our own merits, not one of us could make it to heaven. Isaiah 53:6 says, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray – each of us has turned to his own way – and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all!” God doesn’t have a “sin-o-meter” that ranks our sins on a scale to decide who He’ll let in to His house and who He won’t. He who sins in only one point has broken God’s law, and is guilty of all. We are sinners saved by grace alone – not because God feels sorry for us, but because His own Son paid the price we owe. That price was His life-blood, and that and that alone is the measure of His love for us. Oswald Chambers says, “Jesus Christ reconciled the human race, putting it back to where God designed it to be. And now anyone can experience that reconciliation, being brought into oneness with God on the basis of what Christ has done on the cross. All the time, God has stood with His hands outstretched – not only to take you – but also for you to take Him. Just think of the invincible, unconquerable and untiring patience of Jesus, who longingly says, “Come to Me.”

Yes, you can go home again. As long as you have breath, it is not too late. He has been waiting to throw you a party.

“Softly and tenderly, Jesus is calling – calling for you and for me. See – on the portals He’s waiting and watching – watching for you and for me. Oh! For the wonderful love He has promised – Promised for you and for me. Tho’ we have sinned, He has mercy and pardon – Pardon for you and for me. Come home---come home--- Ye who are weary, come home. --- Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling – calling, “O sinner, come home.”
Perseverance
In my Sunday School class of senior high youth, we discussed last Sunday what it means to “persevere”. We decided “perseverance” is more than work; it is more than patience; and it is more than just endurance. It includes all three of these, but “perseverance” is working with patience and endurance toward a goal. And it means when it looks like we’re spinning our wheels and getting nowhere, we will “stand fast” and never give up.

St. Paul likened the life in Christ to running a marathon. Most runners in the Boston marathon are not expecting to finish first – the sense of accomplishment comes from just being able to say “I ran the Boston marathon and I finished the race.” A large percentage of the runners don’t finish, and only one will finish first – yet, when that one crosses the finish line, those behind him don’t stop – they “persevere” to the end. They are no longer racing against each other, you see, but against their own mortality. Their glory is in having done something by sheer determination that seems impossible for a human being to do.

IN Paul’s farewell to the Ephesians, recorded in Acts 20, Paul says, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me.” Ans in ii Timothy 4:8, he says, “---the time has come for my departure. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”

Paul did not have an easy life. He was in prison many times; five times he was whipped to the point of death; he was beaten with rods and stoned; he was ship-wrecked and spent a night and a day in the open sea. He had worked to the point of exhaustion and gone without sleep, food or water. He was exposed to the elements – cold and wet, with no place to rest; in danger constantly from those who opposed the faith; and in the end he had his head chopped off. What would possess a man to put up with such abuse? And, “Where was God in all this?”

Paul had had a face-to-face encounter with the risen glorified Christ who had called him for a specific purpose. His was the privilege (and he saw it as a privilege) to carry the gospel to the gentile world and reveal to them the secrets of God. If that meant pain and hardship and persecution, so be it – he “counted it all joy.” Where would we be if it hadn’t been for Paul’s willingness to persevere against all odds. We can thank Paul for the knowledge of the truth we have today. This was a man who never wavered from the path set for him, no matter how bad things got. In Romans 5:2-5, he said, “We rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only this, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character: and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out His love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, He has given us.”

Jesus’ own brother, James, saw this same truth. In James 1:2-4, he tells us, “Consider it all joy my brothers, when you face trials of many kinds, because you know the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”

Do you find your faith wavering when difficulties, hardships and grief come into your life? When you cry out to God and your prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling, do think God doesn’t care, and He must not really love you after all? There is nowhere in the Bible that says being a Christian exempts us from the pain and struggle of living in this world. On the contrary, Jesus said, “In this world you will have trouble” – there’s no doubt about it! But then He also said, “But take heart! Be of good cheer! - I have overcome the world!” In Isaiah 55:8-9 God says, “My thoughts are not your thoughts – neither are your ways My ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.” And Paul says to the Romans, “How unsearchable are His judgements and His paths beyond tracing out! Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been His counselor?”

Oswald Chambers says “A believer’s life is in the hands of God like a bow and arrow in the hands of an archer. God is aiming at something the saint cannot see, but our Lord continues to stretch and strain, and every once in a while, the saint cries, ‘I can’t take anymore!’ Yet God pays no attention. He goes on stretching until His purpose is in sight --- and then He lets the arrow fly.”

We are promised in Galatians 6:9, “Let us not become weary in well-doing, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.” The harvest that comes from the testing of our faith may not be as apparent to us as it is to others. As God prunes and molds us into the image of His Son, others will notice a change in our character. They will also notice the hardships and the troubles that are doing the molding, and they will wonder, “How can she be joyful when her whole world is falling apart?” or “How can he still trust and hold up through this? What is it about him that he’s able to survive this?” Seeds will be planted this way. Your faith and perseverance through trials may be the very thing to bring someone else to Christ.

When the test comes, will we be able to say like Job, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him.” Was there ever any man so tested as Job was? To lose everything he owned and all ten of his children in one day, and then to be covered with painful boils from the top of his head to the soles of his feet as he sat mourning in the ashes. He never doubted that God was good, even when everything around him seemed to shout otherwise. “Hardship does not spring from the soil, nor does trouble sprout from the ground”, He said. “Yet man is born to trouble, just as surely as sparks fly upward.” He knew this test was not a punishment, and he didn’t understand why, but he trusted God anyway. God didn’t chastise Job when he asked why, but neither did He answer his question. It was enough for him just to know God had a right to do whatever He chose to do – He is God – and He never does anything or allows anything without a reason. Whether we know that reason or not is immaterial. We know in the end God blessed Job with twice as much as he had before, and we can trust we also will see our reward. Hebrews 10 tells us, “He who promised is faithful --- Do not throw away your confidence – it will be richly rewarded. You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what He has promised.” And Hebrews 12 tells us; “Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. Let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who, for the joy set before Him, endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. --- In your struggle against sin, you have not resisted to the point of shedding your blood. --- Now, no discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. --- So, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. Make level paths for your feet, so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed.”

This is our prayer today for all who are weary of running your race. Don’t give up! God is doing a work in you, and when you have been tried, you shall come forth as gold.
Repentance and Restoration
Mark Twain once said, “Everyone is a moon and has a dark side which he never shows to anybody.” Was he right? Might this assessment even apply to Christians? – or even worse, could it be that this actually describes Christians more than others?

In the past few weeks we have seen in the news the fall of yet another well-known church leader. Ted Haggard was president of the National Association of Evangelicals and senior pastor over a congregation of 14,000. He taught and preached the truth of Holy Scripture. Jesus said if we continue in His Word, we will know the truth, and that truth will set us free. But Ted Haggard was not free at all. He was trapped in a pit of lust so deep it caused him to lie and to deceive and to live a double life – even g a false name. None of the other people in either of Ted Haggard’s two realities knew his other identity even existed – that is until one man put the pieces together and blew the whistle. Now this once highly esteemed leader is in another kind of pit – one of overwhelming shame, humiliation and despair. The world as he once knew it has just been blown to smithereens.

Can we assume that Ted Haggard is a hypocrite? Was he all along pretending to be a Christian when he was not – perhaps from a motive of greed for riches and admiration from others? Didn’t Jesus say in the last days many false prophets would arise and we would know them by their fruits? He said no bad tree can produce good fruit and neither can a good tree produce bad fruit. Yet hundreds of people would testify that this man bore a great deal of good fruit in his ministry. How do we reconcile this? How are we to judge such a man? Or are we to judge him at all?

Is there anything in the Bible that may give us some answers here? There once was a man who had even more social status and esteem of the people. He was a king, and a much-loved one because he was a righteous man, wise and fair and he truly did love God. In fact, he was the only man God actually called, “A man after My own heart.” He was hand-picked by God Himself to lead His people and he was up to the task. But he had one weakness, and it tripped him up royally. The story is found in II Samuel 11, and begins with the words: “In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war, David remained in Jerusalem.” This was his first mistake. His power and authority had reached such a degree that he didn’t think he had to do anything. After all, he was the king. No-one else was higher and he didn’t have to answer to anybody, and anything he wanted was his. You know the rest of the story. His sin of adultery grew into murder, and he thought nobody knew – but God knew - and the prophet Nathan knew. When God sent Nathan to confront David, it was only then that he finally realized the gravity of what he had done. He couldn’t undo it, and the negative consequences would remain. But David repented, and God forgave, and even brought some good out of it. David’s relationship with God was restored and he learned a very hard lesson. In Psalm 32, David himself says to God, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy on me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. --- Then I acknowledged my sin to you, and did not cover up my iniquity; I said ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord’ – and you forgave the guilt of my sin.” And in Psalm 51 he says: “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”

We could also cite the example of Peter in the New Testament. It was Peter’s confidence in his own strength that caused him to fall. His remorse was overwhelming, and Jesus forgave and restored him so he was stronger than before. Might Jesus not have done the same for Judas if only he had just waited three more days?

Now you could argue that his example doesn’t quite compare because David’s lapse was a one-time thing. But God remembers that we are dust. He knows we are born sinful beings and we are going to sin – there’s no getting around that fact. And when sin escalates into an addiction (whether it’s to alcohol, drugs, food, sex or anything else) he knows the shame we feel and what a trap it is. He longs to set us free, but there is a part of us that doesn’t want to be free, so instead of coming to Him, we hide or we run the other direction. The more we profess to be Christians, the harder it is because we don’t dare to let anyone know who we really are. So, it becomes our dirty little secret and we bear it alone, while dying inside.

Over twenty-five years ago, David Wilkerson wrote a little booklet about this struggle God calls the war between the flesh and the Spirit. It was called, “Two of Me”, and says this: This war between good and evil is raging in all mankind ---- Hundreds of alcoholics and addicts pour out their pitiful stories to me in my office. Almost without exception, I hear the same confession: ‘I hat it! It’s turned me into an animal. It was fun at first, but now it’s destroying me. I’m like two people. I’m hooked by a mind habit and now I can’t stop. Still deep in my heart I want to be free – please, show me how to get out!’”

St. Paul, described his struggle with sin in Romans 7. “My own behavior baffles me” he said. “I find myself doing what I really loathe … I often find I have the will to do good, but not the power. When I want to do good, only evil is within my reach … it makes me a prisoner to the law of sin which is inherent in my mortal body, for, left to myself, I serve the law of God with my mind, but in my unspiritual nature I serve the law of sin. What a wretched man I am! – Who will deliver me from this body of death?!!!!” Then Paul answers his own question, saying, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord, for there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”

When someone receives Christ as Lord, what is it in him that dies? Sin doesn’t die. Satan doesn’t die. Nor does the evil tendency die. The “issue” or the “controversy “dies”. Sin created a controversy in the heart of man about who was in control, and the battle between good and evil was the result. God has simply emancipated the mind from sin’s control, killing the controversy of slavery to evil. When the Bible says, “We die to sin,” it simply means that to us the issue is dead! There is no more argument – the matter is not negotiable - mankind was emancipated at Calvary! The issue as to who is in charge is dead.

So now, how do I appropriate this truth and make it mine when I still feel like a slave to that sinful part of me? David Wilkerson says, “The first step toward ending your inner struggle is to learn how to cry. Are you tired of all the emptiness, loneliness, the despair and restlessness? Then let the tears flow. Humble yourself and cry out to God first of all. David finally did this and then he could say, ‘He heard my cry --- He brought me up out of a horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet on a rock.’”

I John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” You see it is God who does the cleansing. It may be an instantaneous delivery or it may be a gradual healing with the need to still struggle with that monkey on your back, but if you have truly repented and if you have accepted Christ as your Lord, He lives in you and victory is assured because “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.”

But is it enough to just confess our sins to God? For some maybe, but the church is supposed to be the body of Christ with its members building up one another. James tells us we are to confess our sins to one another, and pray for each other so that we may be healed. How can you do that if no-one knows you are in a battle and you need some reinforcement? Recovering alcoholics know the power of a support group. There are no secrets in AA because they know it is the secrets that keep them in bondage. They can bare their souls to one another with the confidence that they will be understood and supported – not condemned, and when they slip others are there to pull them back up. This is what the church is supposed to be. Someone had said, “The church is the only army that shoots its own wounded.” Is that true in your church? Do people come to church with masks on, pretending to have it all together when inside their world is flying apart, but they don’t dare tell anybody for fear they will be judged and condemned for their weakness? Do you come to church with a mask on too? No wonder our churches have no life-changing power – no wonder people are leaving the church in droves. There is nothing there for them that really helps, because the church is not doing what it is told to do. Jesus told us not to judge, but we do judge, and He told us to love unconditionally, but we don’t. God gave us His rules for living as a user’s manual. If some neglect to use that manual and malfunction as a result, we don’t automatically throw them into the junk – we take them to the repair shop, and then we show them how to use the manual so they don’t break down again. Ted Haggard is in the repair shop now. They call the process “restoration”. Godly men skilled at what they do will work with him through a process of Biblical counseling and confrontation that will demand total honesty from Haggard and determination from his overseers, no matter how long it takes. God will do the restoring, but He will do it through His body on earth – the church. And whether Ted Haggard comes through this a stronger, better man or whether the repairs don’t take and he ends up a wreck that is “totaled” will depend on the choices he himself makes in the process. Only God knows each individual heart, and God is in the repair and restoration business, because God is Love.
Thanksgiving
It’s that time of year once again when we take stock of all our blessings and give thanks to the One who has given us all we have and made us all we are. Why should we find it necessary to set aside one special day to do that? We should be thanking Him every day – yet the tendency is usually to complain instead, because we just aren’t satisfied with the cup we have been given – we always think we need more – more money, more things, a bigger house and anything else we think would be that one thing we lack that would make us happy. But happiness is an elusive thing. Some of the richest people in the world have been the most miserable and would be the first to tell you money does not buy happiness. Other people can’t make us happy either. Too many young people jump into marriage with the idea that their new spouse is going to make them happy. When it doesn’t happen they conclude they must have married the wrong person. Maybe after the third or fourth failed marriage they begin to get the picture that what they are looking for is not to be found where they are looking. But where is it then?

The story is told of a farmer who had lived on the same farm all his life. It was a good farm with fertile soil, but with the passing of years, the farmer began to think, “Maybe there’s something better for me” – so he set out to find an even better plot of land to farm.

Every day he found a new reason for criticizing some feature of his old farm. Finally he decided to sell it. He listed the farm with a real estate broker who promptly prepared a listing emphasizing all the advantages of the acreage. “Ideal location, modern equipment , healthy stock, acres of fertile ground, high yielding crops, well-kept barns and pens, and a nice two-story house on a hill above the pasture.” – When the real estate agent called to read the ad to the farmer for his approval, the farmer heard him out and then cried. “Hold everything! I’ve changed my mind. I’m not going to sell. Why, I’ve been looking for a place just like that all my life!”

We’re so often like the 2 mules in adjoining pastures with their heads through the same fence to reach the grass on the other mule’s side. When we focus on what we don’t have rather than on what we do, we become blinded to the blessings that surround us. To think life is easier in someone else’s pasture may not be true – and no matter whose pasture we are in, we will always have to deal with the attitudes of our own heart.

Jesus never promised us a rose garden. On the contrary, He promised that in this world we would have troubles – but then He said, “But be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.” What He did promise was to be with us through every tribulation and every heartache; He promised to provide for all our needs, and He promised to work in every situation no matter how bad – to bring some good out of it.

In his books, “Prison to Praise” and “Power in Praise”, Merlin Carothers says there is power in praising God for every situation – even the most painful ones. God does not willingly cause us pain, but He does allow it, and when we trust Him, He will use it to teach us and mold us into vessels fit for His use. SO often when things don’t go our way, we say, “Why me?” Maybe the question should be, “Why not me?” Why do we figure that we should be exempt from the troubles that are common to human beings living in a fallen world? Oswald Chambers says, “Why shouldn’t we experience heartbreak? Through these doorways God is opening up ways of fellowship with His Son. Most of us collapse at the first grip of pain – we sit down at the door of God’s purpose and enter a slow death through self-pity. And all the so-called Christian sympathy of others helps us to our death-bed. But God will not. He comes with the grip of the pierced hand of His Son, as if to say, “Enter into fellowship with Me; Arise and shine!” If God can accomplish His purposes in this world through a broken heart, then why not thank Him for breaking yours?

Do you have a hard time sometimes finding something to be grateful for? Why not start with gratitude for life itself? The breath of life is from God. Think about the invisible air we breathe with never a conscious thought to inhale or exhale, or the heart within your chest that began beating when you were a tiny fetus in your mother’s womb and has never quit. One day it will – but you have no say as to when that will be. Life comes from God. He created it – and now we are His twice over, because He not only made us – He bought us. “You are not your own, for you have been bought with a price”. That price was the blood of His Son. We have no inherent right to anything we call ours, because it really isn’t “ours” at all. We have nothing that we have not been given. Albert Einstein said: “Strange is our situation here on this earth --- Many times a day I realize how much my own outer and inner life is built upon the labors of other people, both living and dead, and how earnestly I must exert myself in order to give in return as much as I have received.” When we truly take stock of our lives, we must admit we have done nothing entirely on our own. Our thinking has been fashioned by our many teachers and mentors, including family members. Our ability to function physically is the result, in part, of our genetic code and the provision of food, water and shelter by others.  All this comes initially from God. We are what we have received.

St. Paul was a man who did not have an easy life. He never married or had a family. His work was hard and often without reward. He was beaten to the point of death, he was imprisoned in cold damp dungeons, he went without food and without sleep and often owned nothing but the clothes on his back. Besides all this he had a handicap which he called “a thorn in the flesh” which God refused to remove. Paul recognized this “thorn” as for his good, to keep him humble and from becoming proud. And he said in Philippians 4: “I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well-fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” He told Timothy, “Godliness with contentment is great gain – For we brought nothing into this world, and it is certain that we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.”

Are “happiness” and “contentment” the same thing? What we usually call “happiness” is a hard thing to grasp and hang onto because it is dependent on circumstances that change.  But real happiness is the joy of the Lord which we can have deep inside even in times of sorrow. It is knowing that God is in control, and we are in good hands, He has promised that no-one and no thing can snatch us out of His hand. So we can choose to be happy. We too can learn to be content. We can choose to be satisfied with what we have, and to be thankful for it. And when God has blessed us bountifully we can choose to share of that bounty with those who have not. God is good – all the time! If we know that, let’s tell Him so. Praise the Lord!
Tribute to Irene
This week we gather again as families to celebrate a day to focus especially on our blessings. It’s good for us to be reminded that God is good, and yet it seems a shame that we have to be reminded.

God is good – all the time – even in the hard times. We have talked about how our Heavenly Father allows pain and sorrow for a reason; how He uses it to prune us and mold us; and when we trust in His goodness, He will always bring some good out of even the most awful of what living in this fallen world sometimes brings.

As I write this message it is Saturday. I am sitting in a visitor’s lounge of St. Mary’s Hospital in Rochester. There are more family members gathered here than have all been together for some time, and it is good to see them all, but this occasion is not a happy one – for the doctors have informed us that the matriarch of the Johnson family will not be going home to Frost. Instead, she will be going home to Jesus – and we were not ready for this. She came in for surgery on her eye, which went well – but she never completely woke up. “Massive Stroke”, they say, and they have no idea why.

She is 84, but she’s very young at heart, and could run circles around me. As vibrant and full of vinegar as she was, we thought she would live to be a hundred. But God has other plans. 

How can we be thankful when we lose someone we love? It hurts! And it leaves a hole in our lives. Death is not a friend. It was never God’s original intention that we should die. But the wages of sin is death – we all sin: therefore we all must die. Yet for the Christian, death is only a door. Jesus made it very plain to us that He has triumphed over death. It is a defeated enemy, and He promised, “Whoever believes in Me even though he dies – yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die.” For the Christian, death is not something to fear, for we pass from death to life. Eternal life is not something we “get” after we die. Eternal life is something we “put on” when we accept Jesus (“The Way, the Truth and the Life”) as our Savior and our Lord. We are “born again” – a new creature who will never die. The body dies, but it is only a shell. The metamorphosis is even more beautiful and miraculous than that hatching of a butterfly – for “it has not even entered into the mind of man what God has prepared for those who love Him.” The older we get, the more we look forward to our turn to walk through that door. The mortal life and the things of this world mean less and less, and heaven becomes all the more glorious and precious because we know so many who have gone on ahead, and we look forward to a sweet reunion as well as meeting our Savior face to face. So when we believe this, and we know the one who is leaving believes this, we do not sorrow as those who have no hope. We do believe this, and we know Irene does too, so our tears are not so much for her, but for us who are left behind. She will be fine. She will be even more alive than she has ever been. For her we can rejoice, for a life well-lived here, a merciful and peaceful passage and a life beyond her wildest dreams. This makes our sorrow bitter-sweet.

This Thanksgiving week, I thank God for this blessed assurance; I thank Him for family and the comfort we give one another. Through each other He dries our tears and helps us to focus on the good. We remember our mom, our grandma, our great-grandma for all the loving things she did – the special meals, the goodies, the jams and jellies and pickles all made from scratch by her generous loving hands. We remember her huge garden, the profusion she brought to the fair and the farmer’s market, and how she never let us go home from her house without some food to take home to prolong the pleasure of it.

She will certainly be missed at the Dell Lutefisk supper this year every bit as much as she would have missed doing her part. Who will make the lefse and the klub and cinnamon rolls – working for days to be sure there was enough? Who will fill the empty spots now on the shelves for canned goods and baked goods and garden vegetables at the county fair? And who can fill her shoes to supervise the horticulture section?

Christmas Eve will never be the same. It took several tables to feed us all – yet she wouldn’t let us bring a thing. This was her gift to us – lutefisk and lefse, turkey and ham and everything that went with it – besides at least 3 kinds of pie. After the gifts were opened we would all retire to the kitchen where her large table was spread end to end with every kind of homemade Christmas cookies and candy and party mix and rolls. She would buy boxes of gallon-sized Zip-Lock bags for us to fill to our heart’s content to take home. No diet could survive Christmas at Grandma’s.

She has four children, thirteen grandchildren, twenty-seven great-grandchildren and one great-great-grandson. With spouses, there are forty seven of us. All of the children and the grandchildren have been here in the last three days, and all but seven of the great-grandchildren. If that isn’t something to be thankful for, I don’t know what is. We all love her and we just can’t let her leave without telling her so. She leaves also two sisters, a brother and a sister-in-law – all who will miss her very much, as will her many friends.

After three days living out of a suitcase and walking the long halls of St. Mary’s, I am so grateful for a soft clean warm bed at night and the gift of sleep that has power to restore. When I see so many here less fortunate than I, I thank God for a sound mind, for the gifts of sight, and hearing, small and taste. I’m thankful for living in a country filled with riches we take so for granted. How blessed we are to live so near to a facility with the best medical care in the world. Everyone here has been so kind and compassionate, so available night or day and so willing to talk with us and explain things. This is not only the nursing staff but everyone, from the most esteemed primary surgeons on down. They care, and they let us know it.

It’s not hard to see the good if we will just look for it. God is good – and He loves us. He takes pleasure in giving us pleasure and He has given us so much for no other reason than that He loves us. He didn’t have to make thousands of different kinds of flowers and trees- all just as beautiful as the next – but He did; He didn’t have to make every kind of bird-song different or the endless arrangements of notes we call music, but He did; and He didn’t have to make our eyes to see the beauty of the colors, our ears to hear the beauty of the music, or our minds to comprehend it – but He did! To imagine that all this beauty is only a taste of what He has prepared for us in the heavenly place we cannot yet see is a reality we can’t begin to grasp. Yet He asks us to believe it. “In My Father’s house are many mansions,” Jesus said, “If it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you – and if I go to prepare a place for you, I will come again, and take you to Myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.”

There’s a new Christian song I heard on the radio last week. The words say, “Just be there”. It’s the plea of a Christian whose only desire is that all those he loves will one day meet him in heaven. Not everyone makes it there, you know. God will have to wipe away the tears from the eyes of those who come through that door to find some of those they loved are missing. Don’t take the chance of breaking a heart that way – please – just be there.

But while we’re here, we have an assignment. We are to carry on the work He has given us to do. “Blessed are those” He said, “who, when the Lord comes, He will find so doing”. Ecclesiastes 9:10 tells us, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might.” Irene did everything with all her might. She never did anything half-way. Who can count the lives she touched? I have no doubt that when she is at last set free, her spirit will soar to the magnificent city where Jesus Himself will meet her and say, “Well done, Thou good and faithful servant – enter in to the Joy of the Lord.”
Riches, Gratitude, Complacency and Contentment
How was your Thanksgiving? Was it the traditional turkey and dressing and pumpkin pie with all the family gathered around a beautifully decorated table just like the Norman Rockwell painting? Did everyone share around the table what they are thankful for and remember who to be thankful to? Have the children been taught about the pilgrims and that first Thanksgiving so they know the reason for the Holiday? Or is this another of our holidays with Christian roots that have lost their meaning with the changing of the times? Has it become just a day to eat too much and then hurry to gather around the TV for football? Or worse yet, to gorge ourselves while watching the game at the same time? I thought about this as I was shopping on Tuesday at the River Hills Mall. Although it was still before Thanksgiving Day, it was clear that the emphasis was solely on Christmas. The little that was left with anything to do with Thanksgiving had been drastically reduced to get rid of it. It was time to get that out of the way so we could all be ready for that explosion of spending to begin at 5A.M. on Friday.

Since we moved to our apartment, we no longer have the room for a 7-foot tree and all the trimmings we had at the house, and we have considerably down-sized our Christmas giving as well. We no longer have the room for all those gifts in our living-room and neither do we have the energy for all the shopping and wrapping. Yet I found it hard to resist as I toured the shops and saw this that would be a perfect gift for “here” and that that seemed to be the perfect thing for “him”. I knew if I gave in to the allure, I would soon be doing the same thing I had been trying to escape from – buying things one after another in order to “even out” the number of gifts to open as well as the amount spent on each of our children and grandchildren – and now we have great-grandchildren to add to the mix. Then of course I saw many things I would love to buy for myself as well. The surest way to be sure that I’m not satisfied with what I have is to go out looking at all the abundance I don’t have. Every year the stores have more, and bigger, and more expensive things, and they have them earlier too. We know it has gotten out of hand when we see people camping overnight and then trampling each morning to spend what used to be a great deal of many for a contraption to play video-games. In this electronics age even the little ones want more and more expensive toys as they see them on the TV commercials and their friends already have them. When (and if) their parents say, “Sorry – we just can’t afford it”, they think, “Boy – we must really be poor!” We have a generation (maybe even two generations now) who have no idea what it means to be poor, or to do without. What we called “luxuries” have now become “needs” and when we don’t get everything we want, we feel deprived.

When I tell our grandchildren what it was like when we were growing up, they just can’t imagine living that way. We were a family of seven and my dad made $50 a week. Maybe we actually were poor, but I didn’t know it. My mother was an excellent money manager and used what we had wisely. God’s portion (the tithe) came off the top, even at Christmas time, and the rest was tightly budgeted. Mom was also an excellent seamstress and made all our clothes. My everyday dresses were made from feed sacks and flour sacks we got from our farmer grandparents. During World War ii these cloth sacks were printed in colored patterns for that very purpose. For special occasions, Christmas and Easter I got to choose a pattern and pick the material for my dress from Montgomery Ward’s catalog. I was a sophomore in high school when I got my first “store-bought” dress. We five children each got one new pair of shoes a year when school started in the fall. The new shoes would be for dress and last year’s dress shoes then became our “new” school shoes. I treasured those shoes and sometimes got up in the night just to go to the closet and look at those beautiful shoes. At Christmas we would find in our stockings an orange, and apple, some nuts in the shell and a roll of our very own scotch tape. From our parents on Christmas Eve we got one gift each. Mine was often a doll because I loved dolls. In 1943 when my dad was in the army, he bought me a doll in New York City with a yellow silk dress and bonnet. She was the most beautiful doll I had ever had with “real hair”. We treasured everything we had then, and we took good care of our things. We had what we needed and then some and we never went hungry.

Our parents grew up with even less. They had come out of the great depression and knew what it was to go without – yet, they never complained. They were content with what they had and more thankful for it than we are in our abundance – and they appreciated all the more the wonderful gifts of God that money can’t buy – good health, family, friends, a bountiful harvest and the freedom to worship together with their church family.

The apostle Paul says in I Timothy 6:6-8: “Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this world, and it is sure we can carry nothing out. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.” – And in Philippians 4:11-13, he says: “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” – So, we see that contentment and gratitude are all a matter of attitude and perspective, and really have nothing at all to do with what we have or don’t have. There are millions of people in this world who don’t even know that the riches we take for granted even exist – yet they are content and happier than most of us.

When was the last time you thanked the Lord for the privilege of doing the dishes? – For the dishes and pans to prepare the food in the first place and for the abundant clean hot soft water at the turn of a faucet to wash those dishes with? We don’t have to walk long distances carrying water and don’t have to wash our dishes, our clothes and ourselves in a dirty river.

When you crawl into that clean soft warm comfortable bed at night are you mindful of the millions who have never slept in a bed, or of those, even in our own country, who must sleep on the streets – even in winter?

How about your car, and the fuel to run it? Or all the other modern conveniences and technology – your TV, your radio, your telephone, your washer and dryer, your freezer, your kitchen range and refrigerator?

These are all tangible things, but here in America we also have many riches money can’t buy that the majority of the world’s people must live without. – The right to have a voice in the choosing of our leaders; the freedom to speak our minds and to stand up for causes we hold dear without fear of being arrested or even killed; and most of all, the freedom to worship our God where we choose and in the manner we choose, while in the rest of the world, the persecution and martyrdom of the church is the greatest it has ever been in the history of the world. Do we appreciate the Christian programs on radio and TV or the Christian book and music stores or the abundant Christian sites on the internet we are free to access whenever we like? How many Bibles do you have in your home that are never opened, while thousands of believers yearn for the Word of God which is unavailable to them through any media?

How very rich we are – and how it must grieve the God who has blessed us so when we grumble and complain and want more. Will we have to see it all taken away before we can appreciate what we already have?
Fear
The church at Huntley is once again decked out in its Christmas finery as we now turn our attention to the celebration of the birth of our Lord and King. This miracle baby was also called the “Prince of Peace”, for He would be the one who was to bring the peace that passes all understanding – a supernatural peace that does not depend on our outward circumstances at all, but on the sure knowledge that He loves us and He is with us always – even to the end of the world. “Peace I leave with you”, said Jesus. “My peace I give you. I do not give as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”

The peace the world gives always depends on circumstances in today’s world that peace is getting to be pretty scarce. The weather has produced some very frightening things lately. Sure, we have always had earthquakes and hurricanes and blizzards and floods, but all these seem to be more frequent now and coming in waves. We’re gearing up to prepare for a world-wide pandemic if the bird flu mutates and spreads to humans. This threat brings fear – especially to those who remember the devastation of the swine flu that killed so many in 1918. My grandmother, my great-grandmother and Grandpa’s hired man all died of that flu within one week. My grandmother left four little children – she was only 27. They didn’t have antibiotics then, but even those we do have now are of no effect on a resistant virus. It is a fearful thing to think about. And the wars – they are always present somewhere in the world – many people dying every day in places we never even hear about. It hits a lot closer to home when our American boys are the ones giving their lives. War is a very scary thing. Yet we are told to not be afraid. How can we not?

Jesus said in the last days there will be wars and rumors of wars – they are not going to go away. He said in the world we will have troubles (No-one is immune – they are the natural result of living in a fallen world), yet He told us to not be afraid because He has overcome the world.

Fear never comes from God. John tells us in I John 4 that God is Love and there is no fear in love. Love is a reciprocal thing. We love God because He first loved us and gave Himself for us. The blood of Jesus, His Son, cleanses us from all sin, so we who are covered by that blood are no longer under the law, but under grace. Once we have grasped this truth we no longer see God as a fearsome “punisher” but as a loving Father. We no longer strive to obey His laws out of fear of the consequences if we don’t because the penalty is already paid. I John 5:3-4 says, “This is love for God: to obey His commands. And His commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God overcomes this world.” Do you see it? When we are born again we have the Spirit of God living in us to give us the power, not only to obey, but to want to obey. “For it is God who works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure.”

Our obedience now has nothing to do with our salvation – for that comes by grace alone. We obey now not in order to be saved, but because we already are! With that assurance comes the freedom Jesus was talking about when He said, “You shall know the truth and the truth will set you free” and “if the Son sets you free, then you are free indeed.”

We live life on a different plane now. No matter where we are in the realm of the physical, we are walking on higher ground, because we have overcome the hold the world once had on us. That peace that passes all understanding will keep our hearts and our minds in Christ Jesus even when the world is falling down around our ears.

Psalm 46 says: “God is our refuge and strength – an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the midst of the sea. --- The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.” In Psalm 91, he says: “He who dwells in the shelter of the most high will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress – my God in whom I trust.’ Surely He will save you from the snare of the fowler and from the deadly pestilence. He will cover you with His feathers, and under His wings you will find refuge. His faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. You will not fear the terror of the night, not the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at mid-day.”

Isaiah 43:1-2 tells us: “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name – you are mine. When you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned.”

You see God doesn’t promise us we won’t pass through that river or walk through that fire. He doesn’t tell us we won’t have storms or illness or war – but He promises us He will go through it with us, so we are not to be afraid of these things. Remember when the storm came up on the disciples in the boat on the Sea of Galilee? Where was Jesus? He was asleep on a pillow. Even asleep, He was there, and when they woke Him up saying, “Master – save us – we’re going to drown!” What was His response? He didn’t immediately calm the storm. While it was still raging He said “You of little faith – why are you so afraid?” Only then did He stoop the storm. He wants us to trust Him even during the storms of life – not just in retrospect once the storm is over.

One of my favorite newspaper columns id Harvey Mackay’s “Out swimming the Sharks”, found in the business section. He talked about “fear” in Thursday’s column this week. He says: “Every crisis we face is multiplied when we act out of fear. Fear is a self-fulfilling emotion. When we fear something, we empower it to be fearsome. --- There are two days every week that I refuse to be afraid of – yesterday and tomorrow. Yesterday is gone, with all its problems, worries, mistakes and accomplishments. All the money in the world can’t bring it back. It’s senseless to be afraid of it; it is reasonable to learn from it. – And tomorrow is beyond my immediate control, because it hasn’t happened yet. It could be the best day of my life, and I will do everything in my power to make it so. Things could go wrong, but the sun will rise and I will have many opportunities to make things better. So I concentrate on today, and so my best to keep fear of the unknown at bay.”

This philosophy is scripturally sound. Jesus told us too that we are to take one day at a time. In Matthews 6 in His Sermon on the Mount, He is telling us to trust God and not to worry about things. In verse 34 He says, “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” Most of the things we are afraid of and worry about never come to pass. If we could only learn to take life one day at a time, one hour at a time and one minute at a time, making the most of each minute, we would know what it is to live without fear, that abundant life Jesus offers with His perfect peace.

        A Miracle

Do you believe in miracles? I can tell you I believe without a doubt that in the past six days I have been privileged to observe a miracle!

If you listened to our message last week, you know my husband’s mother experienced a massive stroke plus two other minor strokes after undergoing surgery at St. Mary’s hospital for a rare cancer of the eyelid. After extensive tests including am MRI to assess the extent of the damage, her neurological team called a family meeting and informed us the large stroke would surely be fatal. The MRI showed a huge damaged area covering almost one quarter of the rear of her brain. “She will get worse,” they said, “because the damaged tissue will swell. It is so close to the brain stem that it will put pressure on the area that controls the automatic functions of the body, and they will shut down one by one. If there were a chance she could come out of this (and that chance is almost nil) she will have no quality of life.” Three times they told us to be prepared to lose her. The next day I wrote last week’s massage as their prediction seemed to be coming true. She was not responding at all and her breathing had become more labored. When we had asked “how long?” they said, “hours to days”. So her four children began to talk of funeral plans with heavy hearts and tears. We came home that night for some clean clothes and left again for Rochester early Sunday just praying we would make it back in time.

Now you would think be now I would know better than to try to guess how God is going to work. “My thoughts are not your thoughts,” He says, and “neither are your ways My ways – for My thoughts are higher than your thoughts and My ways higher than your ways.” We forget about the power of prayer. Although we knew there were at least two prayer chains interceding for her, plus many individuals. And we also forgot that this neurologist who gave such a grim prognosis wasn’t brought into the case until after the stroke occurred – and he didn’t know Irene!

A niece had stayed the night in Grandma’s room. When we arrived Sunday morning, she greeted us with excitement, saying, “Grandma’s awake! And she’s talking and moving her toes!” We didn’t dare to believe it, and thought surely it must be wishful thinking. But before long, we saw it too. She was definitely awake and trying to talk. She could say yes and no and shake or nod her head and it became very clear that she could hear us just fine; she could see us and knew who we were, and she understood everything we said. Each time she would wake up, she would do more and say more and the words were more clear. Her stroke was on the left side, so she should not have been able to talk, and she should also have been paralyzed on her right side – yet when we asked her to wiggle her right toes, she did it, and it soon became apparent she could also move her right arm. When the doctors had made their rounds that morning, she was asleep and they were very skeptical, but one told our niece if Grandma had another period like that where she was alert to tell the nurse to page him and he would come right away. The nurses hadn’t seen her do these things either, so when two of them came to bathe her, they asked her if she knew where she was and they asked her where she was from. She answered every question appropriately and did everything they told her to do. They immediately paged the doctor, and fifteen minutes later he came with another doctor in tow – the neurologist who had told us she was going to die. For fifteen minutes they tested her. “What is your name?” they asked and she replied, “Irene Alice Johnson”. Every question they asked, she answered. They told her to wiggle her toes and purse her lips and stick out her tongue, and she did it all. We were waiting in the hall and they called us into her room. The look on their faces was one of astonishment. “Well, she sure fooled me!” said the neurologist. - “She has definitely proved me wrong.” His explanation was that the affected area must have gone through the swelling process faster than anticipated and by the time he told us what would happen she had already passed the most critical stage.  As soon as the doctors left the room, Irene looked at us and said, “They saw me do it!” Now since they had moved her out of Intensive Care on Friday of last week, she was under the care of what was called “the post-op” services and she was receiving only “comfort care”. These two doctors now immediately ordered her case transferred to the neurology service and half an hour later a new doctor who deals only with stroke victim’s appeared on the scene. In less than 24 hours the whole picture had changed drastically. There was no doubt that she was not about to die. She was determined to lick his, and she was working hard at it. The focus of her treatment changed from just keeping her comfortable to helping her regain all function that’s possible. We can see an improvement every day. They’re getting her up in a chair now and she’s watching TV. This Friday morning they did a test to see if she can swallow, and she passed it with flying colors. Three hours later she got her first food by mouth in nine days and she said, “Yuck!” – Pureed turkey and peas isn’t all that great. But she smiled anyway.

The road ahead will be long and hard for Irene, but she is a very strong-willed and determined woman. When she badly broke her arm last winter and suffered damage from it to the nerves to her fingers, we thought she would never be able to continue living alone on the farm. She wouldn’t be able to take care of a big vegetable garden any more like she always had and she wouldn’t be able to make all the jelly and jam she used to because she wouldn’t have the strength in her hands to tighten the jar lids. We she decided she was going to do those things again and she was going to stay in her house – so she did! I believe that same determination together with her faith in God will see her through the days ahead as well. Please pray for her that she will not become discouraged.

As for us, her children and grandchildren, we feel almost as though Grandma has been given back to us when we thought she was taken away. This experience has made us realize how precious she is to us and we are so grateful. Thanksgiving Day was indeed a day of giving thanks to the Lord our healer. Apparently He’s not ready to take her yet – He must still have more for her to do. God is so good! As almost an “after-thought” – an added bonus – we got the results back of the biopsies taken during her surgery on her eyelid. All seventeen biopsies were cancer-free. They got it all, and she will not lose her eye.

Now I suppose you could call this spectacular recovery from the brink of death a tribute to the strength of the human will, which indeed it is, but so much of it is unexplained. From the magnitude and location of the stroke Irene suffered, the fact is she is doing things she’s not supposed to be able to do. “The prayer of a righteous man availeth much” says God. Then certainly the prayers of many, all with one focus, will have an even greater effect. Is this a “miracle” or what?!! What do you think?
Advent
Christmas is coming – do you feel it? This is the time of year on our church calendar we call “advent”. The word “advent” is an active word describing the passage of time or a process leading up to something – in this case the coming of the Son of God into our world as a human baby. It’s a time of preparation, of anticipation, and of waiting. For most adults who celebrate Christmas, the “waiting” part is easy, as the days seem to fly by and often the day is here before we are ready, and then it’s gone just as fast. But can you remember those days when you were a child who could still drink in all the wonder of it all? There was an excitement in the air, and the sights and sounds and even the smalls of Christmas were magical. We waited in anticipation for that special day to come, and when it did, we were probably the first one up in the morning to greet it. We wished Christmas would come sooner, but it never came earlier than the appointed time, and it still doesn’t.

When God sent His Son into this sick old world to be born of a woman, He had appointed an exact time in history for the promise of this child to be fulfilled. No amount of wishing would have made Him come any sooner, and the fact that the “world” was not ready for Him could not hold Him back. Have you ever thought about all the circumstances surrounding the birth, life and death of our Savior that had to be in place in order for the prophecies to be fulfilled exactly as predicted? The stage had to be set to the most minute detail in order for things to happen as they did: First of all, God had chosen one special young woman to be the vessel that would carry that precious Holy Christ. Her entire genealogy had to come down exactly as it did in order for Mary even to exist. She had to be a descendant of Abraham, for God had promised Abraham that all of mankind would be blessed through his seed. Then all throughout the history of God’s chosen people we see over and over again the promise that a Messiah was to come through them who would one day reign forever. Yet those who were faithful lived and died without ever seeing the fulfillment of the promise. Centuries came and went. Through the prophet Isaiah, God promised this Messiah would descend from the line of David. And in Isaiah 9 we read, “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined --- for unto  us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder, and His name shall be called “Wonderful counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.” Of the increase of His government and of peace there will be no end, upon the throne of David, and over his kingdom, to establish it, and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord will do this!”

From the prophet Micah they heard where this child would be born. He says in Chapter 5: “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little among the clans of Judah – from you shall come forth for Me one who is to be ruler of Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.”

There is a four-hundred-year interval between the last book of the Old Testament and the first book of the New. To us this is a long, long time! Why did it take so long? --- God doesn’t see “time” as we do. We are told in His Word that God is not “slow” as some count slowness. To Him a day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as a day. We have to remember that God sees the whole panorama of past, present and future all at once, and He never delays anything without a reason. The time in history when Jesus was born was the exact moment God had chosen before the world was ever created. He wasn’t early and He wasn’t late. All the characters were finally in place and all the circumstances just right when God sent the angel Gabriel to a virgin in a town called Nazareth, to announce that she was the chosen one to bear the Son of God. An angel came to Joseph also to tell him the same thing – not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife – and when the child would be born, he was to name Him “Jesus”, for He would save His people from their sins.

Even Caesar Augustus unwittingly played a part. Because of his call for a census, Joseph and Mary went to Bethlehem, the city of David, where the promised child was to be born. And because of evil king Herod’s edict to have all the baby boys in Bethlehem killed, the prophecy could be fulfilled that says, “Out of Egypt I have called my Son.”

Now this Holy Son has returned to the glory He left when He became that baby. And now we who believe are the ones who wait. We wait for the fulfillment of the rest of the prophecy, for He promised He is coming back. The season of Advent is not only in anticipation of Christmas, but also a time to contemplate that promise of His second coming when He comes to receive us unto Himself. When He left this earth bodily, He said it would be “soon”. Yet it has now been 2,000 years. Again, we wait for God’s timing. Will it be another thousand years – or will it be tonight? Jesus said only the Father knows the exact hour – yet He said we are to always be ready because He will come at an hour we do not expect. Will we see it with these mortal eyes? Maybe, but if not, He is not late. Are you ready to meet your maker? What about your loved ones? Are they ready? Can we afford to let any more time pass without telling them about God’s plan for their salvation? When that moment arrives, there will be no second chances. The trumpet will sound and here He will be, in the twinkling of an eye.

What better time to share the good news than at Christmas? Tell others what it is we are celebrating and why. The children all know about Santa Claus. Do they know about Jesus? 

I found a poem patterned after that famous poem “The night Before Christmas” that fits here. It goes like this:

“Twas the night before Jesus came, and all through the house not a creature was praying – not one in the house. Their Bibles were lain on the shelf without care, in hoping that Jesus would not come there. The children were dressing to crawl into bed – not once even kneeling or bowing their head. And mom in her rocker, with babe on her lap, was watching the late show while I took a nap. When out of the East there arose such a clatter, I sprang to my feet to see what was the matter. Away to the window I flew like a flash – tore open the curtains and threw us the sash! When what to my wondering eyes should appear, but angels proclaiming that Jesus was here. With a light like the sun sending forth as bright ray, I knew in a moment that this was the Day! The light of His face made me cover my head. It was Jesus – returning, just like He said! --- and though I possessed worldly wisdom and wealth, I cried when I saw Him, in spite of myself. In the book which He now held in His hand, was written the name of every saved man. He spoke not a word as He searched for my name; when He said, “It’s not here”, my head hung in shame --- The people whose names had been written in love, He gathered to take to His Father above. With those who were ready, He rose without sound, leaving the rest just standing around. --- I fell to my knees, but it was too late – I’d waited too long, and thus sealed my fate. I stood – and I cried – as they rose out of sight – If only I had been ready tonight!

In the words of this poem the meaning is clear - the coming of Jesus may be very near. There’s only one life, and when it comes that last call – we’ll find that the Bible was true after all!”
Advent
Do you ever have a hard time waiting for something? This is the time of year when time moves way too slowly for the children who are waiting for Christmas. I can actually remember the days when that was so for me too. But now more often than not I find myself wanting to shout at that thing called time and say, “Wait! Slow down – wait for me!” Today I want to tell you about waiting. 

To wait with anticipation takes faith – faith that the thing we hope for will be realized. Abraham had that kind of faith. He waited about twenty-five years for the son God promised. His descendants, the children of Israel waited four hundred years for their freedom from slavery. Then Joshua and Caleb had to wait another forty years to enter that land of milk and honey God had promised. All throughout the history of God’s people we see over and over again the promise that a Messiah was to come through them who would one day reign forever. Yet those who were faithful lived and died without ever seeing the fulfillment of the promise. Through the prophet Isaiah, in chapter 9 the promise is given: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness- on them light has shined….For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder, and His name shall be called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.” Of the increase of His government and of peace there will be no end, upon the throne of David, and over his kingdom, to establish it, and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord will do this.” From the prophet Micah, they heard where this son would be born. He says in chapter 5: “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little among the clans of Judah – from you, shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler of Israel, whose origin is from old, from ancient days.” Why did it take so long? There is a four hundred year interval between the last book of the Old Testament and the first book of the new. To us this is a long, long time – but we are told in God’s Word that God is “not slow” as some count slowness. To Him a day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as a day. We have to remember that God sees the whole panorama of past, present and future all at once, and He never delays anything without a reason. The time in history when Jesus was born was the exact moment God had chosen before the world was even created. He wasn’t early and He wasn’t late. And this Messiah did not emerge out of history – He came into history from the outside.

Now He has returned to the glory He left when He became a baby. There is still a part of these Old Testament prophecies that is yet to be fulfilled, for He did not become ruler of Israel in those 33 years He lived here, nor did He sit on the throne of His father, David. He is coming back, and He promised that when He does every eye shall see Him, every knee will bow, and every tongue will confess that Jesus is Lord, to the glory of the Father.

Advent is the period in the church calendar of the weeks before Christmas when we wait with anticipation. We wait for that glorious “coming” when we celebrate the birth of the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. But advent also has to do with the watchful anticipation of that second coming, when He comes to receive us unto Himself. Will we see it with these mortal eyes? Maybe – but if not, He is not late. Jesus said only the Father knows when that day will be, but it will be at a time when we do not expect it. Maybe it won’t be for another thousand years – or maybe it will be tonight! Are you looking forward to that day with anticipation, or with dread? Are you ready to meet your maker? What about your loved ones? Are they ready? Can we afford to continue to let time pass without telling them about God’s plan of salvation? I have mixed feelings about His coming back. I know for me and for all who love His appearing it will be a day of unspeakable joy – yet I don’t want Him to come until all those I love are in the fold. I have loved ones who do not know Him. Can I gamble that He will wait for them? God does promise that He does not wish that any should perish – in fact, He tells us this is why He tarries. But when that moment arrives there will be no second chances. The trumpet will sound and there He will be, in the twinkling of an eye.

Bryan Jeffrey Leech wrote a hymn in 1931 that is in our hymnal, but I don’t think we have ever sung it. It’s called “Glimpses of Glory”, and it goes like this:

Sometimes it seems we’re standing tip-toe – sometimes it seems the future is now. Sometimes the holy hush of God’s presence comes, and leaves us wondering how. Sometimes it seems we’re caught up to heaven ( or is it heaven that comes to us here?) Sometimes it seems that, just for a moment, thing that are hidden are suddenly clear. Sometimes a fire is there in the preaching – sometimes a glow when everyone sings. Sometimes a word, a phrase, or a sentence, convinces the heart of heavenly things. Sometimes the word proclaimed in our worship, sometimes a prayer, when prayed from the heart, gives us for Christ the ultimate longing and brings us together before we depart. Ears have not heard it, eyes have not seen it – all that our future surely will be. Even on days with life at its darkest, God gives us a foretaste of wonders to be. Can’t you now hear the fanfare they’re sounding? Don’t you now sense the crowning is near? Doesn’t your heart now throb with excitement to think any moment Christ will be here? Glimpses of glory – glimpses of glory – hearts are now soaring as if they had wings. He who once died is risen, ascended – regally splendid – King of all Kings.
The Humanity of Mary & Joseph
Have you seen the advertisements on your television for the new movie, “The Nativity”? Maybe some of you have even seen the film: They say this movie is intended to portray that first Christmas from a new perspective, showing the “humanness” of Mary and Joseph and how their lives were changed by the roles they were required to play in God’s marvelous plan for the redemption of His creation. I plan to see the movie when I can, and hope it truly does portray the way it really was for them without watering down the divinity of that holy child.

Several years ago, I read the novel called “Two from Galilee” based on the Christmas story. The author did an excellent job of imagining what it must have been like for that chosen couple, knowing without a doubt what God Himself had told them concerning this child, while at the same time living day to day among a skeptical judgmental and unbelieving people.

What about this girl called “Mary”? Why was she the one God chose to be set apart from all other women – chosen to be that one and only vessel to carry the very Son of God? Roman Catholic teaching holds that Mary was preserved from original sin from the first instant of her conception and, by God’s grace, remained free of personal sin. Catholics also distinguish their special veneration of Mary from the adoration owed to God alone. As a Protestant, I do not share every Marian doctrine or devotional practice. Yet Mary herself says in the Magnificat, “My spirit rejoices in God, my Savior,” and Catholic teaching likewise holds that she was redeemed by Christ in a unique way. Whatever our denominational differences, Scripture gives us every reason to honor the woman Elizabeth called “blessed among women,” while keeping Christ at the center of salvation.

Having said this, I must also say that in reacting against Catholic devotion to the Virgin Mary, we Protestants have sometimes swung too far in the opposite direction by neglecting to give the mother of our Lord the honor she is due. For she was indeed blessed among women. Elizabeth said to her, “Blessed is she who has believed what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished.” And Mary said, “From now on all generations will call me ‘blessed’, for the mighty One has done great things for me – holy is His name!”

Who was this chosen woman really? And why, of all the women ever born, did God choose her? She was a virgin, and she was a descendant of David – the only criteria really necessary for her election to fulfill the prophecies – but there must have been something about her besides that, that we aren’t told for God to decide “the time has come and this is the one.” Was it perhaps something within her, because God knew her heart?

Probably just a teenager, not from any noble or wealthy family, she was an ordinary young woman who loved God and wanted to do His will. She was betrothed to Joseph – more binding than a modern engagement. Under the Torah, adultery by a betrothed woman was treated as a grave offense, with severe penalties. Suddenly her wedding plans were interrupted by the angel Gabriel’s announcement that she would conceive by the Holy Spirit. I think most young women would have been overwhelmed by the questions: What about Joseph? What will my family think? Will anyone believe this? But after Gabriel explained how the miracle would come about, Luke 1:38 records Mary’s response: “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.” Her whole world had been turned upside down, and yet she answered in faith. What a remarkable woman she must have been.

And what about Joseph? In the first Chapter of Matthew we read that he was a just man, a righteous man. He didn’t want to expose Mary to public disgrace, and he certainly didn’t want her executed! – he loved her! Yet it seemed obvious that she wasn’t what he thought she was. Her story was so far-fetched, how could he possibly believe it? No--- he would have to divorce her now – she was already three months along and soon people would know. IF he was to protect her at all, he would have to act discreetly, and soon! What mixed feelings he must have been wrestling with. Surely he must have cried out to God here --- “Help me! Show me what the truth is here – and tell me what to do!!” So, God did just that. Matthew 1:20-24 tells us, “An angel of the Lord appeared to Him, in a dream, and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give Him the name, “Jesus”, because He will save His people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet (in Isaiah 7:14) “the virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call Him “Immanuel” = which means, ‘God with us’.” So, when Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave Him the name, “Jesus.”

I think sometimes Joseph gets short-changed and lost in the story – yet this is the man God chose to raise His own precious Son! What an awesome responsibility! He had to do all that was in his power now to see that God’s will was done in this. When he took his nine-month pregnant wife with him on a journey of almost 70 miles over rugged mountain trails because of a government ordered census, do you think he knew the prophecy that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem? Maybe, or maybe not – but God knew, and He hasn’t given a prophesy yet that He hasn’t fulfilled. Might Joseph and Mary both have wondered if they’d made a mistake when they finally reached the city of David and there was no place for that special precious child to be born? The Bible says nothing of the kind. What it does say is that as the events of that miracle night of all nights unfolded, “Mary kept all these things and pondered them in her heart.
Light
How are you doing getting ready for Christmas? Can you take time to enjoy the beauty of the sounds and sights of the season? I always think it’s kind of ironic and sad too, that all the hustle and bustle of shopping and wrapping, baking and cleaning prevents us from fully enjoying the time. Then when Christmas Day is past, the music suddenly stops, the lights go off and the tree comes down – it’s all over until next year. I think we miss something by no longer celebrating the twelve days of Christmas as our forefathers did.

On Wednesday I spent the day Christmas shopping in Mankato. The malls had Christmas music piped over the loudspeakers everywhere I went – yet I wonder how many people even noticed it. It easily becomes just one of many sounds coming from all directions, and it doesn’t even register on the conscious mind. On the drive home in the dark, I turned on the car radio and listened to beautiful peaceful Christmas music as I enjoyed the plentiful variety of outdoor lighting everywhere along the way. It was good for my soul – a welcome respite from the “busyness”.

For several years I did a lot of outdoor decorating myself, adding to it every year. At Christmas our place could be seen at night from a long way off, and it was very pretty. But I am cutting back on that now – not because I don’t want to do it, but because I’m no longer physically able, and neither is my husband. It just took too much time and was too hard on the old body for something that would last only a few weeks. I’ll just have to concentrate on making the inside of the house “Christmassy”. Our children will all be home Christmas Day, plus all but one of the grandchildren. We are looking forward to that, and my prayer is that above all the glitter and presents and food, we will not forget why we are doing this.

We’re going to talk about light today. What is light anyway? It’s the opposite of darkness, but what does it consist of? And why do we have so much of it everywhere at Christmas? In physics, visible light is the small portion of the electromagnetic spectrum our eyes can detect. Light in a vacuum travels at exactly 299,792,458 meters per second – about 186,282 miles per second. Astronomers also use the term “dark energy” for the still-mysterious phenomenon inferred from observations showing that the expansion of the universe is accelerating. Scientists do not yet know what dark energy actually is. Einstein’s relativity also teaches us that space and time are linked and that the speed of light in a vacuum is invariant. These mysteries of physical light provide a fascinating backdrop for the spiritual imagery of light that fills the Christmas story.

I have a subscription to “Discover” magazine, and I love it because these things fascinate me. But most of all, the more I learn about God’s creation and His universe – especially the part we can’t see – the more my faith is strengthened that God’s holy Word is absolute truth from cover to cover. It is living and active word, which, unlike any other book, can never be learned or digested in its entirety because its depths have no end. The more we study and learn with the guidance of the Holy Spirit who wrote it, the more we realize the scope of what is contained therein that we do not yet see compared to what we do see.

This holy book begins with these words: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty – darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light’ and there was light!” Now we are told this happened on the first day of creation, and it’s curious to see that not until the third day did He say these words: “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs, to mark seasons and days and years. Let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth – and it was so.”

Now how could this be? Is this apparent discrepancy proof that the creation account is really only a myth and the writer clearly did not understand how things work? On the contrary – I propose to you that this “light” that was created by God’s spoken Word on the first day was not the light of the sun at all. Let me give you some of God’s Word itself to back up this claim. I John 1:5 says, “God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.” We know this same John, who lived with Jesus every day for over three years, is the same man who also wrote the gospel of John which begins like this: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. --- The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him ---- The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory – the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

In John 3, Jesus Himself said, “This is the verdict – light has come into the world, but men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” In John 8:12, He tells us plainly, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”

Think about it – God – the ruler of all things, the creator of all things – poured Himself as through a funnel into the form of a human baby, the most helpless of all creatures. Oswald Chambers says, “Just as He entered our world through the most humble of doors, so He also left it through the most cruel of doors. His cross is now the door by which every member of the human race can enter into the life of God – the heavenly world of light from which He came to enter ours.”

So as you drink in the beauty of the Christmas lights in your house and in your town – as you watch the twinkling of the lights on your tree and in the eyes of the children, remember what these lights represent. He has come as a light to a dark world. Are you allowing Him to shine in your heart?
The True Light
How are you doing getting ready for Christmas? Can you take the time to enjoy the beauty of the sounds and sights of the season? I always think it’s kind of ironic, and sad too, that all the hustle and bustle of shopping and wrapping, baking and cleaning prevents us from fully enjoying the time. Our forefathers celebrated the twelve days of Christmas – a custom they brought over from Europe. The twelve days began with Christmas and ended with Epiphany. This is much more logical – for who ever celebrates the birth of a baby before it is born and then the day after it’s born the celebration is all done? Yet, that’s what we do now. As soon as Christmas Day is past, the music suddenly stops, the lights go off and the tree comes down – it’s all over until next year when we begin the process all over as early as October. Just this past week I saw a bit on TV about a family’s light display, set by computer to music, which took nine months to set up.

More and more towns in our area now have Christmas lighting contests and I do enjoy the beauty of the lights as much as anyone. For several years I did a lot of outdoor decorating myself – adding to it every year. At Christmas our place could be seen at night from a long way off, and it was very pretty. The memory is pleasant now, but I tend to remember the finished product and forget the process, which involved a lot of time and was way too hard on the old body for something that would last only a few weeks. Now that we are in a small apartment, the only outside trimming is on our own door and one window which face the center atrium. We do have a tree this year, but because our space is limited it is actually half a tree and it is small. I fastened this half tree to our large mirror so it looks like a whole tree in half the space. All our decorating took about one-twentieth of the time I used to spend on that, and it is enough.

Tradition is important for family on these special holidays, for it is these things that create memories. For our family now, a new generation is carrying on some of the old traditions, but also creating some new ones which their children and grandchildren will cherish. Yet I wonder how many of us go to all this fuss and work at Christmas just because it’s the thing to do and everybody else does it, when the reason for all this is never even mentioned. Do our children and grandchildren know why we celebrate Christmas and why we have all these lights? As Christians, we know we are celebrating the birth of our Savior, but what do lights have to do with it? Let’s talk about that.

Light – what a wonderful gift! And how very blessed we are to have eyes that take it in and minds to comprehend it. The eyes have been called “the windows of the soul”, and what indescribable beauty our Creator has placed all around us to enter through those windows. Without light, we would be aware of none of it, for it is light that makes all things visible. Without light, eyes are useless, for nothing comes in the windows.

Now is there more to this thing called “light” than what we see with our physical eyes? Science says there is, and even Webster’s dictionary says there is. It says “light” is “an electromagnetic radiation in the wave-length range including infrared, visible, ultra-violet and x-rays – and traveling, in a vacuum, with a speed of 186,281 miles per second. A study of the different wave-lengths of this thing called “light” will show that the range we are actually able to see is only a fraction of the entire spectrum – yet it is all called “light”.

There is a mysterious scientific phenomenon that relates to this. It is called the theory of “dark energy”. Physicists say there is evidence of a powerful energy that exists throughout the universe, but they can’t prove it because it can’t be observed – they can only see the results of it. It’s called “dark” energy because it is invisible – no-one has ever seen it. While all scientists now know about what fascinating phenomena lie outside the realm of our physical senses, they are often the first to admit that what they know is minute in comparison to what is still unknown.

Okay – that’s interesting, but what does it have to do with the light we are talking about, and what does it have to do with Christmas? The thing is – the lights we see at Christmas with our eyes are symbolic of a light we can’t see with physical eyes, because it doesn’t exist in the physical world. It exists only in the invisible realm of the spirit – and because it is a spiritual light, we can only see it with spiritual eyes.

Our Holy Bible, which we believe to be the very words of God Himself, begins with these words: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty – darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light’ – and there was light.” Okay – we’re told now this all happened on the first day of creation, yet it’s curious to see that He didn’t create the sun until the third day. Is this apparent discrepancy proof that the creation account is only a myth, and the writer clearly did not know that light has to come from the sun? On the contrary! I propose to you that this “light” created by God’s spoken Word was not the light of the sun at all.

I John 1:5 says, “God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all.” Now we know this same John who wrote these words – who lived with Jesus every day for over three years – is the same John who wrote the gospel of John, which begins with these words:

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. --- The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him. – The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory – the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

Then in John 3 – Jesus Himself says: “This is the verdict – light has come into the world, but men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” In John 8:12, He tells us plainly, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”

It is this light, coming into the world, that we celebrate at Christmas. So, as you drink in the beauty of the Christmas lights in your house and your town – as you watch the twinkling of the lights on your tree and in the eyes of children, remember what these lights represent. He has come as a light to a dark world. Are you letting Him shine in your heart?
Merry Christmas
How are you coming with your Christmas shopping? When you’ve come to the check-out and are ready to leave with your purchases, what does the cashier say to you? Have you noticed how often you hear the words, “Season’s Greetings!” or “Happy Holidays”? What ever happened to good old “Merry Christmas!”? Even in towns as small as Blue Earth, employees of more and more stores are being instructed not to say “Merry Christmas” to their customers. Why? For the simple reason that some of those customers may not be Christian. They may be Jewish or Muslim or Buddhist, or of no religion at all, and those words “Merry Christmas” may be offensive to them. This trend has backfired in some communities, however, as the mere exclusion of any allusion to Christmas has become offensive to some Christians, even to the point that they are boycotting any store that won’t allow their employees to acknowledge Christmas for what it is – a Christian holiday. – Now as long as you know and I know that this is the season of “Christmas” – the celebration of the birthday of our Savior, Jesus Christ, does it really matter whether a store clerk says “Merry Christmas” or not? You will find some Christians who say it matters a great deal, and others who say it’s no big deal and we are “tilting at windmills”. Let’s talk about this.

Last week’s Minneapolis Star Tribune had several news articles, editorials and columns addressing this very subject which has become quite controversial even among Christians. Let me share some quotes for you from some of these:

From Saturday’s “Faith and Values” page, a survey of some area pastors on the question brought these comments; From a Lutheran Pastor: “Can you take something out of what you have no control over? God has put Christ into Christmas --- the issue is not is we have taken Christ out of Christmas. --- The issue is ‘Have we missed Christ in Christmas?’ You can easily miss what is right in front of you because you are looking at something else. That doesn’t mean the object has been removed. Paul tells us in I Corinthians 2:14 ‘The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them’. No matter what society does, Christ has come to bring forgiveness and eternal life to those who believe in His name.”

A Covenant pastor once observed that the spirit of Christmas can be lost when the season becomes mainly an exercise in accumulating material things. The irony is striking: Christmas celebrates a child conceived under circumstances the world could easily misunderstand, born in humble circumstances, who later warned repeatedly about the danger of wealth and was executed as a criminal. The outrageous claim of Christmas is that in this child the mighty God of heaven and earth came to our little planet. If “Merry Christmas” truly means, “Be joyful – the Savior of the world, who loves you, has been born,” perhaps then we will use that phrase with greater care.

And these words from a United Methodist pastor: “If, as a Christian, I neglect to give much attention during the Christmas season to the birth of Jesus and its meaning, the main responsibility for the problem rests with me. I can make choices. If a store clerk or a neighbor wishes me ‘Season’s greetings’ instead of ‘Merry Christmas’, should I get angry? I don’t think so --- Wouldn’t Jesus prefer that we exhibit love, kindness, generosity and respect as a way to honor His birth?”

Even syndicated Christian columnist Cal Thomas gives us his take on the matter; saying; “Jesus said His kingdom is not of this world. Why then are so many who claim to speak for Him Demanding that this earthly kingdom celebrate Him and His kingdom? --- Let the world get drunk at its office parties. Let it consume material thing, pile up credit card debt and embrace the trappings of the counterfeit Christmas ‘road show’. I prefer the original cast!”

Last Sunday’s Tribune carried an article on page 1 by Pamela Miller with some good arguments for the other side of the issue. She quoted Tom Prichard of the Minnesota Family Council who says. ‘Many Christians balk at the dearth of references to Christmas in the stores because it is the reason they shop – the significance of the season. “Christmas” is facing an unnatural exclusion.”

To the argument that including religious words and symbols in retail settings would be inappropriate and exploitive because we are now a multicultural society, Merlyn Scroggins, head of the Catholic Defense League of Minnesota, replies: “Retailers are out of touch with their customers. Polls show that more than 80% of Americans still identify themselves as Christian. We are a Christian nation. What you’ve got is a bunch of secularists who don’t want any religion in national life --- I fault businesses for not having the courage to stand up for American tradition – celebrating Christmas as a Christian holiday.”

Eden Prairie Pastor Daniel Henderson says: “I’m not against “inclusiveness”, but to take the Christian core out of the holiday shows that secularization and anti-Christian attitudes are growing.” And a Lakeville pastor says he is not offended by the retail world’s increasing avoidance of religious references,   but that it “saddens” him. He asks the bottom line question – If people find the reference to “Christmas” offensive, then why are they out shopping? How can you detach Christmas from its roots?”

Now I must confess that I am one of those shoppers who spends a lot on Christmas, and there were some years when we used credit cards to do it. I do agree that materialism has gone rampant, Christmas has become way too commercialized, and we would probably all be better off if we downsized our spending. But to me, it isn’t what we do at Christmas so much as it is why we do it. If I tell our children and grandchildren why we give gifts to each other at Christmas, they will know that it is the birthday of our Savior and our King. His name is Jesus Christ and that’s the reason it’s called “Christmas”. This tiny baby is the same one who said, “Whatever you do to the least of these my brethren, you have done it unto me” And He’s the same one who said, ”Behold – I stand at the door and knock – If anyone opens the door I will come in.” His Holy Spirit now indwells every person who has opened that door. We, the body of believers are His body, wherever we are – so when we give to one another at Christmas, we are giving to Him! What better way to celebrate a birthday?

On the issue of greetings in the places I shop, I see merit in the arguments on both sides. Store employees who do not embrace Christ should not be forced to acknowledge a holiday they don’t believe in, and neither should their customers. That would be not only hypocritical – it would be meaningless and demeaning. But neither should employees who do believe be forbidden to voice the reason for the season for fear of losing their jobs. We as customers have a choice in how we respond to whatever greeting we are given. When someone says “happy Holidays” to me, I will reply, “Thank you – and Merry Christmas to you!”
Christmas Through the Eyes of the Gift
Christmas Day was a very special family day at the Johnson house as all our children and all but one of the grandchildren were here. A special bonus was a wide-eyed little boy with red curly hair who is old enough now to open his own presents and “help” with everybody else’s too – his name is Matthew and he’s our first great-grandchild. Can you tell this grandma is proud?

We thank God for good weather and good roads for our son Randy and his wife Sallie who drove the long trip from Atlanta with 2 of her grandchildren. They will be leaving today and it will be quiet here once again. Maybe the cat will even dare to come home.

I am tired and ready to put my feet up for a while, but it’s a “good” kind of tired. I think everyone really did have a Merry Christmas – especially the children. “Christmas is for children”, some say – and it certainly is, but it is for everyone else too, and so often we lose sight of what it really is all about amidst all the glitter and ornaments and the wrappings strewn all over the floor. We make sure the “Christ” is kept in Christmas at our house and the children know what we are celebrating and why. But we have real cause to be concerned over what we see happening to this once sacred holiday in our country. Christmas in America is fast becoming a “Christ-less Christmas”. Oh – it’s still okay to celebrate the birth of our Savior in our churches and even in our homes if we are so inclined, but the public arena is another story. Like a cancer, the destruction of America’s Christmas has come slowly and stealthily – if you weren’t watching for it you might not have noticed – but look around you. The god of “political correctness” has taken over Christmas! This is a “Grinch” that doesn’t just steal the presents (on the contrary, he encourages us to geed our greed – the more presents the better) No – this “Grinch” has stolen the very heart of Christmas – that holy child whose birth Christmas was meant to celebrate is no longer to be even mentioned in public because it might offend someone. You aren’t supposed to say “Merry Christmas” now. “Happy Holidays” or “Season’s greetings” are acceptable, yet even they are suspect because someone with a curious mind may just happen to wonder, “What is this “season’s” we are greeting?” Then how do you answer that? The word “holiday” means “holy day”, so what’s holy about this day then? What makes this time of year so special if we’re just celebrating without a reason? “Deck the Halls with boughs of holly – ‘tis the season to be jolly” goes the old song. Celebrate – celebrate – have fun, decorate the whole town, shop ‘til you drop, eat ‘til you pop and party, party, party! Why? No reason – just because everybody else does. “Tis the season to be jolly?” My husband says it’s more like, “Tis the season filled with folly.” The superintendent of an elementary school will not allow a nativity scene at a school Christmas play. School choral concerts can no longer be called “Christmas” concerts and their songs must not mention Christmas and certainly not “Jesus”. Clerks in stores are instructed to not say “Merry Christmas” to the customers. Target stores refused to allow Salvation Army bell-ringers this year because they don’t want to be seen as “promoting” one religion over another.

Have you been to your office “Christmas party” this year? If it’s even called a “Christmas” party, its only purpose is to eat too much, drink too much and see who can come with the most fabulous new dress or hair-do. No reason – just because it’s that time of the year again.

DO you see a pattern here? The gift wrapped in swaddling clothes is never mentioned – it’s unappreciated and unopened. And we just go our merry way and let this happen. We may drop a couple bucks into a Salvation Army kettle (if we can find one) but we share the true light of Christmas with no-one.

 Several years ago my husband Harlen wrote a message called “Christmas through the eyes of the Gift”. It goes like this:

“I am a gift. I see the faces brighten as the shoppers are told they are receiving a free gift from the ruler of the land. I am wrapped in plain brown paper with no pretty ribbon, but I am placed with the other gifts. I delight in the eagerness of some as they open me immediately. Others take me home and place me with the other gifts under the tree. Some put me down gently while some toss me back under the tree and cover me until I feel I will certainly be crushed, the pain is so great. But soon the time comes for what is hidden beneath the wrappings to be revealed. I hear the sounds of joy as other gifts are opened, and then it’s my turn. How it makes my heart leap as some rejoice and press me close to their hearts. Then I feel sadness as some leave me lying there, unnoticed and unopened. But the one that causes me the most grief is the one who expresses joy at first, but who soon decides I’m not what he wanted, so I am returned, to be exchanged for something he wants more than me. It’s no so pleasant being a gift! For I too have excitement, joy and anticipation, but I also feel the sorrow and pain of rejection. I knew this would happen though. It was for that reason I had some doubts as to whether I really wanted to be a gift, even though I knew I must. I chose to become a gift, for I knew there was no other way, but I could not choose how I would be received.

How did you receive me? Did I bring you joy and gladness? Or do I lay unused and unopened gathering dust on a shelf? Or did you for a fleeting moment feel joy, but return to things you liked more than me?

My friend, my loved one – I desire to be your help, your comfort, your joy, your healer, your life. I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. I am My Father’s gift to you. My name is “Emmanuel” (God with us) I am the gift of love and life eternal. I am Jesus.”

No gift has been given with more love. No gift has been more perfect, no other gift has given itself for you, and no greater gift has ever been given.

Yes – God, the ruler of heaven and earth has given us a gift – a gift unlike any other – a gift to be not only for our benefit now but a gift that lasts for eternity. This is a gift we cannot earn – it is freely given – a gift that goes beyond hope. This gift is guaranteed by the gift Himself. This gift is life eternal. If you know this gift, Jesus, rejoice and be glad and celebrate His coming with all your might. If you have not accepted this free gift, won’t you do so today? No gift has been given with more love. No gift has been more perfect, no other gift has ever given itself for you. No greater gift has ever been given. ‘Tis the season for you to make a decision.
Teaching our Children
Christmas has once again come and gone. All our company has gone back home, the leftovers fill the refrigerator and the presents are gone from under the tree. For a few days there is no longer an urgency to get things done, and we can relax, recuperate, do some musing and perhaps some planning for a brand-new year that begins tomorrow. The New Year is always a time of reminiscing over the past one while at the same time resolving to make a new beginning – perhaps to change some things in our lives for the better. None of us really knows what the coming year will bring for our own lives, our family, our nation or our world. We will have another great-grandchild in 2007, and we can’t help but wonder what the future holds for this new generation now being born. Will they know Jesus? Will they have the religious freedom we have known? Will they have the same free access to God’s Word? Or will they face persecution for their faith which we were blessed to be preserved from? Maybe this will be the year that Jesus returns to claim all that are His, but if He tarries, will we endure – will we hold fast to our faith and teach it to those little ones who are the future of our country? No generation in our history has ever had to face such mixed and contradictory messages as this one will. Will they be able to discern what is truth and what is not? We dare not just sit back and let the chips fall where they may. We must teach the children from the moment they can grasp it that our God is truth, what He says is true, and there is a reason He says what He does. The children must know that reason is because God is Love and He wants only what is best for us. They must know that some things are right and some are wrong and it is God who decides which is which. We must warn them that there is an enemy who is very real whose sole objective is to deceive them and that he will disguise himself as an angel of light. And most of all, our children and grandchildren must know they are sinners that God loves so much that He chose to take upon Himself the death penalty we deserve by coming into our world as a human baby – a baby who would grow up to die so that we may live – to become sin for us that we might become righteous in His eyes and receive power through the gift of the Holy Spirit to live a new life. If we don’t tell them these things, who will? The world won’t! The schools won’t! The media surely won’t, and the churches can’t if people see no need to come to church.

The Bible predicts that the day will come when children will betray their believing parents and deliver them up to be killed, thinking they are doing the right thing. This is already happening in other parts of the world. Are we so naïve as to think we are immune and it can’t happen here? All it takes for a nation to fall is one generation that does not know God. 

Daniel 12:4 says that in the time of the end “many will run to and fro, and knowledge will increase.” That time is here and moving ever faster exponentially. There is no stopping it or even slowing it down. Technology is moving so fast that computers and such gadgets are already obsolete by the time we learn how to run them. It is going to be harder as time goes by to even get our children to listen to us for anything when they already know more than we do about computers by the time they’re five years old. Our children are the first generation in history whose beliefs, moral values – indeed their whole lives – will be shaped more by the world outside the home than by influences from within it. Then as the traditional American Christian family simultaneously erodes from within, who do you think gets caught in the fall-out? Ans which side so you think will win?

Is there any hope for us then? Can we turn this around? Our God is still in control and He does not change – He is still a God of love who answers prayer. And He tells us not to fear. Fear is not from God, but from the enemy who wants to paralyze us with his lies so we won’t counter-attack. He wants us to think he is winning and there’s not a thing we can do about it. But even he knows otherwise – he’s bluffing, you see. The Bible says it’s because he knows he’s going down and he’s hopping mad about that, so he is stepping up his campaign to take as many of us as he can down with him. Jesus said, “In the world you will have tribulation, but, fear not, for I have overcome the world!” It’s not something He’s going to do when He comes back – He has already done it! And through the apostle John, Scripture assures us “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” If we depend on our own human strength – it’s true, we cannot win the battle, but when the very God of the Universe who has defeated sin, death and the power of the devil lives within us, we cannot lose! “It is God who works within us both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” He will show us what to do and give us the words to say, and “if God is for us, who can be against us?” Paul says there is absolutely nothing that can separate us from the love of God and we are more than conquerors through Christ Jesus. So, we must keep our spiritual armor on at all times and keep our shield in one hand and sword in the other – and teach our children to do the same. Take them (not just “send” them) to church and Sunday School. Then talk to them about what they hear there. Have family devotions at your house and teach them to pray. Let them hear you pray for them too, so when they go out into that hostile world, they can be assured that God goes with them and they are not alone.

Attend your local school board meetings and teacher’s conferences where you can have a voice in what your children are taught in school. Attend your area political caucuses as well where you can let your elected representatives know where you stand on the issues they will face. How can they represent you and vote according to your wishes if they don’t know what they are? The day may soon come when we no longer have a vehicle to voice our values. Let’s use it while we do.

A week ago, we celebrated that marvelous night when an angel announced the birth of a Savior who would bring peace on earth. He is called the “Prince of Peace”. And when He was about to ascend to His Father from this fallen world, He said, “My peace I leave with you – not as the world gives. You believe in God – believe also in Me.” – So as this troubled year ends and we begin again afresh, let us have that peace in our hearts that comes from trusting in Him – that “peace that passes all understanding”.

Poet Lucille Meissner says it well this way:

“There is a peace God longs to give to sinful man on earth.

But man has searched in vain for peace in things of lesser worth.

This peace is found alone in Christ, for He alone can give it.

He came to earth to bring His peace to all who will receive it.

When Jesus enters with His peace, life has a whole new meaning.

Faith, hope and love now take the place of vain & empty dreaming.

Our soul then finds its resting place in Jesus Christ, our Savior.

He is our rest, He is our peace, He is our great Redeemer.
Farewell Message
A devout old Christian woman was being interviewed as she celebrated her 100th birthday. She had been a Christian all her life, and her well-worn Bible was her most prized possession. She was asked, “What is your favorite Bible verse?” Everyone expected her to say John 3:16 or Romans 8:28 or some other well-known verse. Imagine their surprise when she answered, “My favorite of all is, ‘And it came to pass’.”

Now most newer translations don’t use this phrase, but those of you who grew up with the King James (or maybe still use it) will know this phrase that began many accounts of happening in the Bible. The very first Christmas “piece” I learned as a child began, “It came to pass, in those days, there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed.”

Have you ever really thought about those words? They don’t say, “It came to stay”, but rather, “It came to pass”. God created a phenomenon for our world that we call “time”. Everything that happens anywhere in our physical world must be subject to the dimension of time. Time never stands still – it moves onward at a steady pace and always will, until the One who created it makes an end to it. It never stops and it never backs up. We call this forward movement the “passing” of time. Time can be our enemy, or it can be our friend. We wish pleasant experiences could go on and on, but they don’t, and it does no good to pout about that. We all know the only alternative to growing old is to die young, and we don’t like either of those things. We know death will come to all of us if Jesus doesn’t come back first. There are other unpleasant experiences that we are glad to have over with, and these are probably the ones that old woman was thinking about. Any woman who has had a baby would agree it’s a good thing labor pains come to an end when that new little traveler comes into the world. Most illnesses come and go, broken bones heal, broken hearts do too, and when we lose a loves one to death, it is time that lessens our grief. Nothing in our physical world lasts forever and nothing stays the same. It’s not supposed to – and as we move on in our journey, moving ahead requires letting go of some things to make room for new.

Some of us don’t do well with change, and I’m one of those. I like routine, and I like being able to plan my day when I get up in the morning. Of course that doesn’t always work because I can’t control what other people do and I have to keep reminding myself that nothing is going to happen today that God doesn’t know about, and I keep reminding myself that this hard season too will pass. He will use any unpleasant experience to teach me something, or to prune me so I will bear more fruit for Him. He has a reason for everything He allows into my life.

Several years ago when we still lived at our house with the big yard, I found my hobby of flower gardening was getting less and less enjoyable. I was getting older. It was harder and harder to get up once I was down on the ground. At the end of a day working outside I ached in every bone in my body. Yet I felt I had to take care of those many flower beds I had chosen to plant in the first place, and no matter how many hours I spent out there I could no longer keep ahead of the weeds. I unloaded my frustration one day on a dear Christian friend saying, “Surely it can’t be God’s will for me to continue to spend every spare minute I have on something I no longer enjoy and which no-one appreciates anyway except me.” He told me to think about what Solomon said in Ecclesiastes: “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.” I realized the time, the “season” of flower gardening was coming to an end for me and I needed to let it go. Yet I knew the only way to do that with any peace about it was to move out of that house. There were still things about living there that I loved and still wanted to hang onto, so I was torn. One day after working all day in one flower-bed, I said to my husband, “I think maybe we need to start thinking about maybe moving to an apartment.” Well, the next day we were here looking at apartments at Garden Court – my husband was that ready. As we came out the door of one of the apartments, without warning I started to bawl. I realized I was not ready. In my head I knew we had to do it, but I didn’t want to let go. I had to do a lot of praying for a willing heart and for God to help me through his transition and help me to look ahead and not back. Praise God, He is faithful and He lovingly answered my prayer. Our children all helped with all the down-sizing and it was a comfort that most of the “things” I had to give up now belong to them. They just have these things a little sooner than I had planned. There was enough time before the actual moving day for me to get used to the idea and to “switch gears” in my thinking from dwelling on what I was losing to what I was gaining by making this move. I wasn’t long before our apartment became “home”, and I was given added blessing because our daughter moved into our house, giving me the option of going there to pull weeds or prune vines whenever I wanted to, but if I didn’t feel like it, I no longer had to. It was very freeing. God is so good!

The time has come now for the ending of another “season” in my life. As I look back in my pile of transcripts for this radio program, I see that the very first message I gave for this “Sunday Morning Thought” was ten years ago next month. In all that time God has been faithful and has always shown me what He wants me to say. For most of that time I knew pretty much by the end of the week what the theme of the message would be for the following week. Often as I went through the process of finding material to use, including Bible references, the track would take an unexpected turn, and as I would begin to write, the words just came until the final result wasn’t at all what I expected it to be when I started. I trusted that to be the way it was supposed to be, so I went with it, and although preparing a message was often time consuming, it was never difficult. I enjoyed it because by doing my best to keep my heart and my mind open to what He wanted me to tell you, I found that He was teaching me, and I was blessed by that to overflowing.

For the past year or so, however it has become increasingly more of a chore and less often a joy. Sometimes it comes down to the wire – it will be Thursday and I still don’t know what I’m supposed to say. I’ve had to go back into the “archives” more often and repeat messages from years past. God just hasn’t been dropping messages into my lap as He did at first, and I know it’s not because I don’t want Him to. I also know “God makes everything beautiful in His time”, and the timing of this is not a coincidence. 

Doing messages for this program has been a part of my life for ten years now, and it’s time to let it go. I know I will miss it, but I have no doubt at all that there are things ahead that God will use to bless me just as much. In the past, whenever God has closed a door in my life, He has always opened another one. I know He will do the same again and I’ll be waiting to see what that might be.

My prayer has always been that some seeds may have been planted through the words God has given to you through me.  Thank you, God bless you all.
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