Work

I am always impressed at the way some writers are able express complex ideas briefly and simply.  A W Tozer was very good at this.   Once when writing on the relationship between our faith and our daily work he said, ‘It is not what we do that determines whether our work is sacred or secular, it is why we do it.’  As I thought about this I realised that it gave terms like pastor, minister and ‘full-time Christian worker, a whole new meaning.  They are not positions or even functions.  They are attitudes.  If the desire to please Jesus empowers and flows through our care, service and work then we are engaged in a ministry that makes an eternal difference no matter what we are doing.   If not, then no title, position or function makes what we do of any lasting value or importance.   The crucial question is not what we do or even how we work but why.  When that is right the rest fall into place and our work and service is significant.  Are  we ministers?  We must ask our why?  

Hope and Faith

Ben Patterson tells the story of a two year old who on being told of the beauty of heaven told her dad that she, her mummy and her baby sister were going there.  Her dad asked, ‘What about me?’  She explained, ‘Oh no. You have to go to work.’   I think that too often we are in danger of seeing our Christian life in this way.  Something we have to do until we can get to heaven.  Our hope is sure and wonderful but living it out day by day can be a bit daunting and even depressing.  We know that we live by faith but what does this mean in practise and how is it related to our hope of heaven.  I read something recently that, for me. Put it strikingly into perspective.  ‘Hope is hearing the melody of the future.  Faith is to dance to it.’  I reckon I can just about manage that.  The music is delightful.  It is playing our tune.  Would you like to Dance? 

Take up my Cross?

Jesus tells us to ‘take up our cross’ but what does this mean in practice?  A number of writers have emphasised three aspects of crucifixion that have relevance to our Christian lives.  A person on a cross is facing only one direction.  There is no looking back.  Secondly for those on a cross there is no going back.   There is a need to say goodbye to all of the past.  It is over and gone.  Thirdly those on a cross no longer have any plans of their own.  Someone else is now in control.  Surely this is what it means to us to take up our cross.  Our gaze is fixed in only one direction and that is God’s direction for our life.  There is no going back as we strain every effort to go forward with God.  We no longer have any plans of our own but simply long to be used as part of God’s plan.  Let’s do it.  The view from the cross is breathtaking.  It has to be lived to be believed.

Living on Left Overs

I am continually coming across different descriptions of the Christian life.  I don’t always fully agree with them but they do make me think.  One I came upon recently described Christian living as ‘learning to live on the left overs’.  The point it was making is that we give God the best of everything we have or are, the main course, while we live on what is left, the left overs.  The irony of this is of course that if we trusted God enough to take this seriously He would make the left overs a banquet.  I had to ask myself some important questions.  Who gets the left overs in my life, God or me?  What would it mean in practice to ‘live on the left overs’?   What spiritual blessings am I forgoing by not trusting God completely?  What matters more to me, the present or eternity?  Where does God fit in all the daily decisions I make about time, money and relationships?   I am certain that left overs with God are far better than the most magnificent feast without Him.  Why don’t we learn to live on the left overs?  It will be great.  Bon appetite.

Love or Duty

You may have heard of the story of the little boy, who noticing that his mother’s best shoes were a bit scuffed set about cleaning and polishing them until they shone like new.  She was so pleased she gave him a dollar in appreciation.  The next morning when she put the shoes on she felt a lump in the toe of one.  It was the dollar coin wrapped up in a piece of paper on which was written, ‘I dun it for love.’  This reminds me of the old saying, ‘Duty makes us do things well but love makes us do them beautifully.’   The application to our Christian life is obvious.   How well I serve God is a result of why I serve Him.  If I do my so-called Christian duty I may do it well but only if I live out my responsive love for God will I do it beautifully.   Remember that the Christian Church is meant to be God’s most beautiful creation.  Such beauty is not skin deep but heart deep.  Be beautiful for God.

Start from Here

Here is another thought provoking definition of the Christian life.  ‘Being a Christian is giving what I know of myself to what I know of God in the situation in which I find myself.’   This definition helps me to realise that I am to serve God right now in my present situation.   My situation includes  social, political, economic, health, relational and age aspects and whatever else describes who and where I am at this moment.  There is only one place from where I can be Christian and that is where I am.  It is not acceptable to promise to serve God when I am richer, or healthier, or better trained, or have more time or when the children grow up or whatever.  Why not fill in a few excuses of your own.  If I am not prepared to live Christianly, with all that this entails, now in my present situation, then the sad truth is that I will never do so in any situation.  The longest journey begins with a single step.  We can only take that step from where we are now. Start from here, there is nowhere else to start.  Start now.

Alcoholics

Have you ever thought that Christians have a lot in common with alcoholics and a Church service has some major similarities (and differences) to an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting? Both Christians and alcoholics realise and admit, if they are honest, that they can’t make it on their own.  We are dependent on others.  We are dependent on help and strength from a higher power who we recognise as our loving Father God working through the Holy Spirit in our lives.   We are dependent on friends who are in the same situation, either Christians or alcoholics, who will support us, be there for us, and when necessary, lovingly confront us.  The only way to grow is to admit our need and continually seek and accept the help that is available.  May we be honest about our dependency and admit to God and others, like the alcoholic, ‘Hi, I’m Alan and I’m a Christian and I am dependent on your support.’

God thoughts

A.W. Tozer once wrote, ‘What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us.’   I would like to expand this to include our hearts as well as our minds.  Take a moment to think about it.  Say the first line of the Lord’s Prayer a few times, ‘Our Father in heaven’.  What thoughts and emotions come to you?  Do you sense closeness or distance, love or fear, joy or sadness, acceptance or authority or what other mix?  What we think about God will define our Christian faith.  We become who we worship.  Our thoughts of God strongly influence the way we relate to ourselves and to others.   We may all be theologically identical in our considered statements about God but differ widely as to the God we hold in our hearts.  Who is your God?  I pray that He is the strong and gentle loving Father who Jesus revealed to us.  I love spending time with my God.  Do You?

‘Not’ or ‘Are’ and ‘May be’

One of the saddest things in life, and tragically Christians are not exempt, is the judgements we make about others.  Most of these judgements are incorrect and often they tell more about us than the others.  Part of the problem is well expressed by Brennan Manning. ‘The tragedy is that our attention centres on what people are not, rather than on what they are and who they might become.’  If your estimate of me, or any person, is to centre on what I am not, what I can’t do or where I fail then the list will be both long and depressing.  Sadly we sometimes actually feel better within ourselves by cataloguing our estimates of what others are not.  All people are wonderful in many ways and are becoming even more wonderful as they allow God to continue to work on them.  People are not the problem.  The problem is the glasses though which we observe people.  Why not view people through God’s glasses.  Let me tell you.  They look great.

Prison or Chapel?

There are important questions that we as Christians need to ask ourselves on a daily basis.  One of these is, ‘Am I a prison or a chapel for my soul?’  Paul says that our bodies are, ‘a temple where the Holy Spirit lives.’ (1 Cor 6:19)  Contrastingly Henry van Dyke once wrote, ‘Self is the only prison that can bind the soul.’  The problem is that there is only room for one ‘S’ to rule at the centre of our being.  It must be either ‘Self’ or the ‘Spirit’.  They will not share the throne.  That is why it is so important that we ask ourselves this question over and over.  The answer is given not in words but in our life.  At the end of each day we ask, ‘Who has ruled today?’  At the beginning of each day we prayerfully decide, ‘Who will rule today?’  Why not ask the question now.  ‘Am I a prison or a chapel for my soul?’  Either way, we have the key to the door.  What will we do with it?

Peter Pan
Having small grandchildren means that at times I get to watch children’s cartoons.  (Really the grandchildren a just an excuse.)  Thinking about this I realised that effective Christians are in some ways very like the lost boys in Peter Pan, except of course we are not lost.  I don’t mean that they had withdrawn from the world or that they fought against evil in the person of Captain Hook.  What is important is that they remained children and dependent on Peter Pan.  As Christians it is vital that we grow and develop but the trap is that, as we learn more and become stronger in our faith, we will start to think we are Peter Pan and can make it on our own.  We let go of our Father’s hand and set out to walk our own path.  We still acknowledge God, somewhere in the background, but we begin to trust our own wisdom, strength and ability.  The pirates are real and Hook is subtle.  Keep a firm grip on Daddy’s hand and rest in His strength and love.  After all we don’t want to be lost.

The Big in the little.

How often we long to be able to accomplish just one ‘Big’ thing for God in our life. We would love to do or say something that made a real difference.   We feel that this would give our lives significance and we could go to our graves remembering the one ‘Big’ thing we achieved.  Sadly such a desire usually has at least two negative effects on our life.  We become frustrated as the ‘Big’ thing fails to happen and we neglect all the important ‘little’ things God wants to achieve through us because we are waiting for our ‘Big’ opportunity to come along.  I much prefer the attitude that Mother Teresa took to serving God.  She said, ‘I don’t do big things.  I do little things with big love.’  Jesus did the only ‘Big’ thing that matters.  The Kingdom of God is built on countless ‘little’ acts of ‘little’ people filled with God’s ‘Big’ love.  Do some ‘little’ thing this week.  It will make a ‘Big’ difference.

Too Easily Pleased

When asked why the Christian church so often seemed so weak and ineffectual CS Lewis replied that it was because as Christians, ‘We are far too easily pleased.’  It is true you know.  When God wants to stretch and challenge us it is too easy to be satisfied with our present life.  When God shows us new ways we are happy with the way we do things now.  I don’t fear the bad as much as I do the mediocre.  As Christians our desires need to be strong and burning rather than weak and mild.  There is no time for half-hearted games.  Too often we settle for safety over adventure, for caretaking over risk taking, for existing over living and for normality over excellence.  It is too easy to compare our lives with other Christians or Churches rather than with Jesus.  Don’t be too easily pleased.  Take a risk every day.  Live on the edge.  Reach for that which only God can give.  It is time to take off the Clark Kent suit and reveal the Christian within.  Let’s leap a few tall buildings with Jesus.

Prayer or God

I was struck recently by a phrase in a book I was reading.  The writer, Ben Patterson, said, ‘I am not into prayer, I am into God.’  The more I thought about it the more I realised what an important distinction this is.  Of course it doesn’t only apply to prayer.  For ‘prayer’ in the statement we could substitute, ‘worship’, ‘Bible reading’, ‘service’ or whatever is our most treasured Christian activity.  It is a timely warning to keep our focus fixed on God in whatever we are doing.  If we don’t we can even reach a stage of idolatry such as ‘prayerolatry’, ‘Bibleolatry’ or whatever as the means becomes more important than the end.  All these Christian activities are vitally important but only as they bring us to God and deepen our relationship with Him.  The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing and the main thing is God, always.

We all die Poor!

There are two types of wealth in life, the material and the spiritual.  One is permanent wealth while the other is only loaned to us and always deserts us when our need is greatest.  When we are in emotional or relational pain, for whatever reason, which type of wealth brings comfort?  When we lie awake at night weighed down by concern, which type of wealth brings peace?  When I fail again and know that I have let others down, which type of wealth gives me strength to rise again and carry on?  Given this we must ask, ‘For which type of wealth do I strive?  Which wealth do I desire?  In which will I invest my life?’  Jesus said that where our heart is, there is our treasure.  Where is my treasure?  Do we all die poor?  It depends on which form of wealth we have.  The more important question for each of us is, ‘Will I die poor?’  

The Wrong Question

It is so easy to ask the wrong question.  The questions we ask tell a lot about our attitudes, priorities and beliefs.  If my wife shows me her new dress I have learned not to ask, ‘How much did it cost?’ but rather, ‘How does it make you feel?’  In John 5:12 the religious leaders asked the wrong question and so revealed the evil and hardness of their hearts.  Jesus had just healed a man who had been crippled for 38 years.  They should have asked, ‘who healed you?’ and joined in the awe and celebration at Jesus’ great act of love.  Instead they asked, ‘who told you to carry your bed and so break our petty little rules?’  How tragic this is.  We as a Christians must be careful to develop hearts that ask the right questions.  When considering ministry do we ask, ‘What will it cost in time or money?’ or do we ask ,’Who and how will it help?’   Go ahead! Ask great questions.

33 to 1
What do you think of these odds?  According to research we are 33 times more likely to receive a criticism than a compliment.  It is not pleasant to be on the receiving end of odds like this.  There may be a few things we can do to reduce the odds but to a great extent it is out of our hands.  All we can do is be true to ourself, and our God, and take what comes.  On the other hand we can do a lot about the other side of the equation.  In what proportion do we give criticisms and compliments?  What do people expect when we open our mouth?  Do they cringe waiting for us to point out some failure, or way, they can be a better person or Christian?  Now this is not a criticism, or is it, but perhaps we could pause before we speak, bury the critical or ‘helpful’ comment we were going to make, and simply give a genuine compliment.  Every person has many aspects that are worthy of praise.  Let’s change the way we view people and see their beauty spots not their imperfections.  That is what God does with us.  Who knows the odds may also improve for us.

A Bigger? Faith

I sometimes hear a question that comes from good intentions but is very sad, in that it betrays a common misunderstanding of the Christian life.  The question is, ‘My faith is small, how do I make it bigger?’  The problem is that it is not the size of our faith that makes the difference, but the object of our faith.  Jesus said that faith the size of a mustard seed is sufficient if it is in Him.  We don’t need a big faith because we have a BIG Saviour, Lord and Friend.  The way to grow in faith is not to strive for more faith, but to look to the faithful One.  Growing in faith does not mean having more faith.  It means falling more and more deeply in love with Jesus, and trusting in Him to love and care for us.  Faith is not a doing, a feeling, or an effort.  It is an acceptance, a relaxing and a friend.  It is like when we were small and had troubles at school or with other children.  The answers we gave then are still the best and most mature Christian replies.  Remember them.  ‘I’ll tell my Dad and He will soon sort you out’ and ‘I can’t fight you but my BIG Brother is unbeatable’.  Don’t strive for a bigger faith.  Talk to Dad, and your BIG Brother.  They will help.

Successful Living?

What is successful living? John Bunyan is best known as the author of ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’ but he wrote many other inspiring books and articles, and spent years in prison for his faith.  The faith we see in his writing was a reflection of the faith he lived.  One example of this is a phrase he used to describe part of what it means live successfully, that helps me to concentrate on one important aspect of my Christianity.  He wrote, ‘You have not lived today successfully unless you’ve done something for someone who can never repay you.’ This is not the whole picture but he suggests, and I tend to agree, that it is a big part of the picture.  It sums up some of Jesus’ teaching on our relations with others.  It is a helpful approach to being Christian on a daily basis.  It is so easy to do, and when done from the heart, brings joy and hope, often to people we will never meet.  There is incredible pain and suffering in this world, but it is better to light a candle than curse the darkness.  Live successfully today.  Light a candle in someone’s life. 

Living the right ‘g’ word.

We live in a world that is probably described more by its divisions than any other criteria.  This is true at all levels whether it be international, national or local.  There is probably nothing new about this, it is just that with better communications we are more aware.  There is a desperate need for love-infused unity between people and where better to find this than in the Church.  We above all must be able to present a model of caring unity to the world at large.  Francis of Assissi faced this same problem over 700 years ago and he left us a helpful insight on one aspect of the matter.  He said, ‘All getting separates you from others; all giving unites to others.’  This is not the whole answer but it is a vital part of it.  To wake up each morning planning how and what we can give rather than get transforms our total attitude to life and especially to others.  People change from competitors to partners and life becomes an exciting search for ways to give and so build unity.  Which ‘g’ word will you live today, tomorrow and evermore.

Meet my Big Brother

I remember when I was at school how great it would have been to have a big brother.  Many of my mates had big brothers and if a bully picked on them they had an unbeatable come-back, ‘Just wait until I tell my big brother then you will be in real trouble.’    The prophet Zechariah (one of those difficult little parts of the Bible we rarely read) faced a similar problem.  He was trying to encourage the small group of Israelites to trust God and rebuild His temple but they were surrounded by powerful and hostile nations. The Israelites were afraid and unwilling to commit themselves in what they saw as an uncertain and dangerous situation.  God then gave them a magnificent truth and promise that changed everything.  They took heart, reformed their ways, trusted God for everything and completed the temple, all within a few months.  Christians often feel weak and insignificant as we are outnumbered and overpowered by a powerful and hostile society.  The same word that God gave Zechariah is also ours.  May we take it to heart, live it and bring about the same wonderful change as happened then.  What is this wonderful word from God to us?  It is in Zechariah 4:6 but don’t read it unless you intend to live it.  Are you game?

Serious Joy

Some words just don’t seem to belong together.  For example, spiritual atheist, humble egotist, friendly terrorist, selfish Christian and I am sure you can think of many more.  I thought about this recently when I reread something CS Lewis wrote shortly before his death.  He said, ‘Joy is the serious business of heaven.’  To us joy is normally a brief respite from the serious business of life but this is not how God intended it to be.  Because we live in a sinful and fallen world everything is back to front and upside down.  Rather than being our natural and normal state, joy has become the exception that all too often we try to manufacture through artificial means, or we pretend to feel to deny our emptiness.  Joy truly is the serious business of heaven because in heaven there will be only joy.  Not the rather pathetic joy for joy’s sake that we too often seek now but joy as the natural and permanent result of being continually in the glorious presence of our Lord.  We won’t have to feel joy, we will be joy.  Joy is a serious matter.  Enjoy it.

Request Denied

One of the things that we often wrestle with as Christians is the apparent refusal of God to grant some of our prayer requests.  We pray, sometimes fervently and for prolonged periods of time, and it seems as if God is deaf.  We know that God does hear, and we know that He does respond in the way that is best, even though we may not understand, but the pain is still real. We know that if God had given us everything we asked for it would at times have been disastrous. But still we wonder, surely it would cause no harm in the grand scheme of things for this particular prayer to be answered.  I was listening to the Gospel of Mark while driving recently and I heard a request of Jesus, admittedly a mocking one, and I went cold all over with horror to think what would have happened if He had granted it.  It is in Mark 15:32.  Why not read it and meditate for a while on where we would be if Jesus had complied.  As I think about some of the requests that are made of God I realise that, although there is much I don’t understand, one thing is clear.  Request denied is sometimes the most glorious of all answers to prayer.

God’s Sand

When I was young I was given a glass bottle filled with bands of different coloured sand from Cooloola.  I was fascinated by the varying widths and colours of the bands of sand.  Recently I have been wondering how my life would look as a bottle of coloured sand with each colour representing different aspects of my life.  What would the widest bands represent?  Would I be happy with the proportions or would I despair at the triviality of some wide bands and the narrowness of some that are really important to me?  Stop for a minute and visualise your life as a bottle of sands.  Be honest.  What are the broad bands.  Where does God fit?  Does He have a band of His own along with work, family, recreation etc?   How wide is His band?  Perhaps God’s sand is scattered through all the other bands subtly changing them so wherever you look you can’t escape His presence.  Does He change the colours much or is the influence so slight it is all but imperceptible?  Our bottles aren’t full yet. There is still time.  When our bottle is sealed how visible will God’s sand be?  Will it be what catches the eye and stands out above all else?  

Be a Rose.

When missionaries asked Gandhi what Christians should do to best spread the gospel in India he replied, ‘Be a rose’.  Roses don’t run around frantically doing all different things.  They simply be a rose and give off a beautiful aroma that attracts people to them.  If we can simply ‘be’ Christian in all things and give off the aroma of the gospel with its mixture of love, joy, service, truth, reliability and simplicity then people will be attracted to us and want to know more.  Of course, like a rose, people can only smell the aroma when we get close to them.  If we spend all our time with other roses doing rose things, then people will never get to smell the aroma or have the opportunity to ask about the source of the aroma.  To change the metaphor, people must hear the music before they are interested in the words of our song.  The aroma must be real.  We must never be like some modern roses that have beautiful petals but no aroma.    Be a rose this week and let people smell the aroma of Jesus.  By the way this is not my idea, or Gandhi’s.  Paul thought of it first.  See 2 Cor. 2:15.

Perspective

While reading ‘The Purpose Driven Life’ in preparation for home group, one sentence jumped off the page and stopped me in my tracks.  I went back and reread it a few times.  I then started to reflect on the way I lived and looked at life in general.  I was moved to question my perspective on everything.  Perspective is an interesting concept.  Things can look very different depending on the perspective from which we view them.  The earth would look very different from the moon, than from my backyard.  The key thing in perspective is our viewing point.  This is what made me think  deeply about the sentence.  I had to consider my viewing point.  I realised that I could improve my viewing point and so obtain a greatly improved perspective on life.  A better position would give a much richer and more accurate proportion to everything.  What was the sentence?  ‘The closer you live to God, the smaller everything else appears.’  From where are you viewing life?  How’s your perspective?

Going for Gold

I am sure that like me you have spent some time watching the Olympics over the last couple of weeks.  It is great to see people striving to achieve their goals.  In the midst of all the cheering my mind drifted to Paul’s words to the ancient Greek Church at Corinth (an occupational hazard for ministers). ‘All good athletes train hard. They do it for a gold medal that tarnishes and fades. You're after one that's gold eternally.’ (1 Cor 9:25)  This then reminded me of the words of CS Lewis, ‘All that is not eternal is eternally useless.’   I still rejoiced with the athletes at their success but at the same time I hoped and prayed that they knew Jesus.  In eternity those who don’t, will long to trade every medal and all temporary fame for salvation but it will be too late.  Eric Liddell (‘Chariots of Fire’) won a gold medal at the 1924 Olympics, but put the eternal gold first when he refused to run in an Olympic final because it was on Sunday.  He then retired from all sport and spent the rest of his life as a missionary in China.  This is the only important race.  Go for gold, the only gold that matters.


Influence

One of the tragedies of our age is the way people continue to ask the wrong questions and, as a result, set the wrong goals.  There are many examples of this, but one that I often encounter, particularly among people of middle age and beyond, is particularly sad.  As we age we can tend to be misled enough by the warped values of society to ask ourselves a particularly damaging question that will distort and diminish our remaining years, and channel our energy into ineffective activities.  It is the road to frustration and pain.  The question is, ‘What can I still accomplish?’  A much better question is, ‘What influence can I still exert?’  Accomplishments rarely bring lasting satisfaction or even results, even when they are successfully achieved.  Influence lives on in other lives bringing positive (hopefully positive) changes for all eternity.  People such as Brother Lawrence, David Brainerd and Francis of Assisi accomplished very little while alive but their influence for good, and the resulting growth in God’s Kingdom, continues to grow centuries later.  Perhaps it is time to concentrate more on ‘who we are’ and stop worrying about ‘what we do’.   Who are you?

The ‘S’s of life

As I think about our Christian life I realise that at its heart are a number of positive and negative ‘s’ words.  At basis of course it is an accepting of God’s grace and turning from sin to salvation.  This is the most wonderful ‘s’ change in any person’s life.  As I further meditate on what is involved in this process more and more ‘s’ words come to mind.  Some are unpopular words that we would normally reject but when applied to Jesus they gain a completely new richness of meaning.  He transforms them from words normally associated with failure to words of glorious victory.  Such words are ‘surrender’, ‘submit’ and ‘serve’.  To someone who has not met Jesus they seem negative duties but to the Christian they are joyous opportunities and privileges.  Of course there are times when they are difficult to live out but then we have great help and support from the two most magnificent ‘s’ people in our life.  I know that I can always turn to the Spirit and my Saviour, the capital ‘S’s in my life, who love and protect me and have promised to never leave me.  Live the ‘s’s and the ‘S’s will live gloriously through you.       

Growth or Experience
I am concerned when I sometimes come across Christians who seem more interested in having a spiritual experience than in experiencing spiritual growth.  It is the old problem of getting the cart and the horse in the wrong order.  Spiritual experiences are an occasional by-product of spiritual growth not a goal of our Christian life.  This is a dangerous, but understandable, misdirection of our life in Christ.  Spiritual growth requires discipline and takes time.  Experiences, real or manufactured, are both easier and, in the short term, more exciting.  The problem is that whereas spiritual growth brings real and permanent change and benefits to our walk in Christ, experiences usually produce no lasting or deepening effects in our relationship with God.  Tragically we can end up seeking experiences rather than seeking God himself.  We seek what the light reveals rather than the light.  Seek God and He will give us what we need.  If it is not what we want then where is the problem, with us, or God?  Seek God!  Grow!  There is no better experience.  

Never stop at 2H

When throwing rocks at a target as a child I was always very pleased if I hit the target with two out of three shots.  I was never very accurate and after all, two out three is not bad.  For many areas of life this is true, but not in relation to our Christian faith.  A well-rounded and balanced faith must always be three out of three.  Please don’t misunderstand me.  I am not advocating perfectionism, or salvation by works, or earning ‘brownie points’ with God.  We are saved entirely by grace not by our effort, but grace needs to operate in all three H’s of our life.  A two H Christianity is always incomplete and imbalanced.  God wants us to allow Him control of our head (mind), heart (attitudes and emotions) and hand (actions).  If we keep any one aspect under our own control rather than His then we are spiritual cripples.  We become either emotional doers with no understanding, sensitive knowers who never serve, or intellectual strivers lacking in compassion.  I know that all my H’s need a regular checkup.  How about you?  Is one of your H’s slipping, and no, I don’t mean your halo.  

Religious?

I am sure you have encountered people whose reply to any mention of God is, ‘I’m not religious’.  This is not really true.  What they mean is that their religion has no room for God and is probably centred around themselves rather than the Creator.  Everyone is religious in some way.  All people have some guiding belief and goal that gives meaning to their life and their dreams.  It has been said that,  ‘Religion is what I do with my own solitude’ and I think there is a lot of truth in this statement.  When I am alone, who or what, fills my thoughts.  This is a measure of what is dearest to me, and so of my true religion.  The question then is not am I religious but rather where does God fit in my religion?  Who or what do I really worship by giving my deepest love and thoughts?  Perhaps the old song, ‘I’m not religious, I just love the Lord’ could be better phrased, ‘My religion is the love of the Lord’.  Take a little time in solitude and see what fills your mind.  What is your religion?  

Don’t panic, But God!

I love it when I come across a new way of looking at an old idea.  As Christians we are well aware of the importance of faith and I am sure that we all have our own understanding of what faith is including the definition in Hebrews 11:1.  Recently, when reading about the disciples’ failure of faith when Jesus calmed the storm, I came across two new and very practical definitions of faith that I find to be helpful in my daily walk with God.  Faith is a refusal to panic.  When life is stormy, as it literally was for the disciples in the boat with Jesus, faith says ‘don’t panic’, the Lord is here and He is in control, there is nothing beyond His power and He cares deeply about me.  Another way to say this is in a short, sharp phrase that transforms every situation no matter how hopeless it may seem.  I need to face the bad situation and then remind myself, ‘But God’.  The storm may be terrible, the outlook bleak and hope almost gone but---, but what?  But God! But my risen Saviour! But eternal and infinite love and power!  But God!  What a glorious ‘but’ this is.  I stake everything on this ‘but’.  Don’t panic.  He is in control and He loves me.  Face the worst and say, ‘But God!’

Starting Point

In any journey, be it physical, relational, emotional or spiritual the starting point is very important. As an obvious example it is much easier to get to Brisbane starting from Kallangur than it is starting from Perth.  Nobody will argue with this yet when we begin some of the spiritual journeys of life we often have a tendency to start from Perth.  A classic example is when we bring a problem to God in prayer.  In such prayer we always have a choice.  Will I start from the brightness of the mountain top and walk down or will I start in the chasm of gloom and attempt to claw my way up?  In other words will I start by concentrating on the problem or on God?  Will I fill my mind with the darkness of the problem and my helplessness or with the infinite love and power of God for whom nothing is impossible?  Jesus answered this question for us in the prayer He gave us to pray.  The Lord’s prayer starts with our Father and then moves to our needs.  We need to follow the advice of our Lord.  Make God our starting point and examine our problem from His Perspective.  The view is always better from the mountain top, especially when shared with such a friend.

Creative Love

John tells us that we love because God first loved us.  This is a glorious truth, but too often we miss the full depth of wonder that it contains.  It is easy to settle for part of the truth, which is still true of course, and so forfeit the full blessings of the whole truth.  We tend to concentrate on our reactions to God’s love.  We say that our love imitates God’s love, and so it does and it is good to love, to the best of our ability, as God loves with free and unconditional ‘agape’ love.  We may point out that we love as a response of gratitude for the love that God has shown us and this also is true and wonderful.  If, however, we want to appreciate and experience the full depth of God’s love for us we need to move beyond our reactions to love and consider love’s action in us.  It is more than what we do.  It is what God’s love does in and through us.  God’s love is creative.  It can be as creative in our lives as it was when it formed the world.  Don’t just respond to His love.  Let it creatively change you so that truly you are a new creation.  Be transformed and come alive with His life.

Sad Jesus
On a number of occasions in the gospels we read that as a result of some comment or situation Jesus was ‘moved with compassion’.  One measure of the extent to which we are growing to be like Jesus is to compare the things that make us sad with those that brought pain to his heart. Why not meditate for a moment, honestly, on the things that cause you sadness.  Perhaps you could write them down.  Now check the gospels and consider what things moved Jesus to compassion.  Here are a few examples: the world’s pain, the world’s sorrow, the world’s hunger both physical and spiritual, the world’s loneliness and the world’s confusion.  Notice that none of these have anything to do with Jesus’ own personal needs or desires.  How does our list look now?  He was, and is, totally other-centred.  Our pain and sorrow becomes his pain and sorrow.  Can we return the compliment and make his pain and sorrow our pain and sorrow?  There are a few billion people who are dying for us to do so.

Our Ideal

I am sure that when asked, ‘what is our ideal?’ we would all answer that it is to be like Jesus.  It is easy to say, but what does it really mean in practical terms to have Jesus as our ideal?  I have wrestled with this and more than half a century ago a dedicated servant of Jesus thought deeply on it and thankfully put her thoughts in writing or us all to share.  Florence Allshorn the great missionary teacher known as the protestant Mother Theresa wrote, ‘An ideal is never yours until it comes out of your fingertips.’  God set us the model of this as we read in John 3:16 that He ,’so loved the world that He sent ..’. God’s ideal for us came out of His fingertips in sacrificial action.   So when I ask, ‘what is my ideal?’ the answer is another question, ‘what comes out of my fingertips?’   Preaching, healing and caring service came out of Jesus’ fingertips.  What comes out of your fingertips?  What do you see coming out of my fingertips?  Remember, to slightly paraphrase God’s word, ‘By their fingertips you shall know them.’

THE Question

I am always intrigued by the questions people ask when they discover that I am a Christian or a minister.  The questions vary according to whether the asker is a pagan, a Christian or another minister yet it is very rare for anyone, no matter what their background to ask the only question that really matters.  Perhaps they take it for granted.  People ask about the denomination, some point of theological interest, the size of the church or even whether I speak in tongues, but not the one important question.  I must admit that I often suffer from the same misguidedness but I am becoming more aware, slowly. What is this central question that makes all others seem somewhat trivial?  What is this question that always leads to mutual rejoicing or deep sadness depending on the answer?  What is the most important thing to know about any person?  What is the answer that grows in importance the more we care about a person?  From the apostles until today and on to eternity it is, ‘Do you know Him?’  Well, do you?  If not then life is a tragedy descending to eternal emptiness, if so life is a lived relationship building to eternal joy.  I know because I know Him. Ask me!

Life?
What is life?  Our answer to this question will, to some extent, depend on what is on our mind when we are asked. Life has physical, emotional, relational and spiritual aspects and each of these will have an influence on our answer.  Think about it for a moment.  What does it mean to you, right now, to be alive? Is it enough to know that you are breathing, or must there be more, and if so, what more?   What do people mean when they say, ‘I’m not living, I’m just existing’.  As human beings, made in the image of God, our life is uniquely different from that of plants and other animals. How does this difference show in our daily lives?  Surely the essence of our life is in the fact that we are made for eternity.  At death our life doesn’t cease, it changes and we become glorious beings or unmentionable horrors.  What we become is the reality of what it means to us to be alive today. So, after all this, the question remains, what is life?  I like the answer I read recently which twists a well known saying.  ‘Life is doing what comes supernaturally.’  Let’s live!

Show and Tell
For my granddaughter at pre-school, as for many children, show and tell is a wonderful time.  She loves show and tell day. It is an opportunity to show her friends something that is very special to her, and then tell them all about it, and why it is special.  Both the ‘show’ and the ‘tell’ are important.  If she only showed them with no explanation then her friends wouldn’t understand the significance or importance.  On the other hand if she only told them about her special thing without showing it to them then they may well doubt her story.  It is the same with our faith.  If we try to tell people about Jesus and how wonderful He is, and central to our lives, and so share the hope that he brings to all people our words will lack impact or conviction, unless we can show them the difference he makes in our own life.  Similarly it is important that we help people to see though our daily Christian life to meet Jesus, the source and empowerer, and this requires us to verbally share our relationship with Him.  We walk the talk and talk the walk, or to put it more simply, we show and tell.  Remember, every day is show and tell day.
Become what we are

Both Christians and others often have trouble reconciling being saved by grace with the need to live the Christian life.  The argument usually runs something like this.  If we are saved by grace then it doesn’t matter what we do, or if it does matter what we do, then we are saved by works, not grace.  The problem with this argument is that it confuses salvation with growth.  We are definitely saved by grace and grace alone. We contribute nothing to our salvation.  Through grace we are born again as a new person, a baby in Christ, but like all babies we need to grow. Babies are born human and as they grow they remain human but learn to live out all the characteristics that were in them at birth.  Similarly we are born Christian and remain Christian as we grow.  We don’t become more Christian, we simply learn to live out the life we were given at our Christian birth.  To put it briefly we are becoming what we are.  Our Christian life doesn’t save us, it matures and grows us.  Don’t be a baby forever.  Be a fully functioning Christian.  Become what you are.  

If I had known

I am sure that at some time we have all been in a situation where we have passed a person in trouble only to discover later that it was someone we know.  The first thought that comes to mind is, ‘If only I had known it was you I would have helped.’  Is it necessary to know someone to help? Obviously we are quicker to help those we know because they already have a connection to our hearts and a claim on our love. If we stop to think about it we know every person in need.  More than this we know them intimately with a deep and abiding love.  Jesus explained to us, “Whenever you did it for any of my people, no matter how unimportant they seemed, you did it for me." Naturally we can’t help every person in need, but then we are not asked to, just those of whose need we are aware.  I can never say to Jesus,’ If only I had known it was you I would have helped.’ Because I do know, he has told me.  Where will I meet him today?  How can I help?

Fighting Prayer?

I read something recently by an author I enjoy that sounded good, but as I thought about it, began to question, and then finally to disagree strongly.  Has this ever happened to you?  It is good to question what we read.  We should never let other people do our thinking for us.  What I read was this, ‘In prayer we enter heaven that we may face the battles of earth.’  Now there is some truth in the statement but it is a half-truth and so dangerously misleading.  It implies that prayer is a withdrawal from the battles of life that we fight to be refreshed and strengthened - and this does happen.  The full truth is that prayer is where we enter battle and call on the armies of heaven to fight beside, before and within us.  This is where the true battle is fought.  In the words of an old song we are to, ‘Get down on your knees and fight like a man.’   In prayer we call up the big guns to fight the battle that we know we can’t win by ourselves.  What follows prayer is our attempt, in God’s strength, to live out the victory won while in prayer.  Fight hard!  Pray!

Passive Passion

Mel Gibson’s movie ‘The passion of the Christ’ is well named. The outstanding thing about the life and mission of Jesus is his passion. We see his passion for God, for truth, but above all, gloriously above all, his passion or us.  We know this and rejoice in it every day of our life and attempt to live out this passion in our own lives. What we often miss is the deliberate passive nature of much of the final part of Christ’s passion.  When Jesus said from the cross ‘It is finished’ he meant not only that he had done all he had to do, but also that all that needed to be done to him, had been done.  He passively suffered pain, ridicule and death that he could have stopped at any time.  He allowed it because of his passion for us.  In some ways it is easier for us also to show our passion by doing rather than enduring.  There is no glory in passive passion but I wonder if at the end of our lives what we have endured for Jesus and others may be more significant than what we have done.  Let the passion be real in us, but let it be passive as well as (not instead of) active. What will I passively and intentionally suffer for him?
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