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	Looks
There is no question that most people (especially teenagers) notice other people’s physical looks. There is also no question that they make looks too important.

But on the other hand, it seems that young people are very self-conscious about their physical appearances - their looks. All my life I have never ceased to be amazed that even the best good looking people usually think there is something about themselves that doesn’t look good. They don’t like the way their nose, or their ears, or whatever looks like. People do extreme things to try to look good. Everybody has heard about anorexia. Following is by a pastor who struggled with the concern about looks when he was in high school and early college.

When I was a lot younger I lifted weights for a sport I played and at one point I remember getting so that I thought I was way too skinny. Then the opportunity came to me from someone in the gym to get some steroids and HGH drug. I argued with myself about this. On the one had I thought that I would like to get a lot bigger and more muscular. Besides the hormones might make me better at my sport. (Hormones were not considered illegal in sports yet in those days.) On the other hand I thought about what God would want me to do. One of the main reasons for my interest in exercise was in order to be good stewards of the body God had given me. I wanted to take care of it so that I could be able to do whatever physically god might call me to do. I often reminded myself of St. Paul’s words, “Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit.” 

I finally decided against the drugs, even though once in a while I would see the significant progress some of my friends were making who were using the drugs. I look back now and I am glad that I didn’t use the drugs. Not only because years later some of my friends have had health problems that are related to the over-use of growth drugs. But more importantly, I learned about good stewardship of the body means accepting what God has given you, doing the best you can with what you have, and asking God how He wants you to use it. One thing I learned for certain, is to be careful to decide between using your body for what God considers important and not for what my pride or fears about how I look to others tell me to do with the body God gave me. There is nothing wrong with wanting your body to look good. As long as it is not as important as giving your body to God first.
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Beating The Fear Of Failure
 “If only I could be better at my sport.” “ If only I could make the cheerleading team.” “I wish I was good enough to ask that girl out on a date.” “I dream of being student president.” “I’d give anything to get the lead in the school play.”

Does any of this sound something like one of your own favorite dreams? We all have a special goal we would love to reach. But most of our dreams end with doubt. We don’t know if we can do it.

Unfortunately, most people avoid doing the one thing that can make their dreams come true: that is, they don’t give themselves the chance to fail.

Imagine a 10-month-old baby learning to walk. At first he or she takes one step, staggers and falls down. After crashing a few times, he or she can take three or four steps before falling down again.

Now, what if a baby were to say to itself, “I’m not going to try walking anymore. Someone might laugh at me. I’m making a total fool of myself.” 

Then what if the same kid said 8 years later, “I’m not going to ride a bike until I’m good at it.” That sounds weird doesn’t it? But that’s the same as a high school student who says, “I’d love to get the lead in the school play (or whatever you may want to do), but everyone will laugh at me if I try out for it. Anyway, I know I’m no good at that stuff anyway ... so why try?”

Doing something well is a step-by-step process. Each step may not look too impressive compared to the final goal. Yet each step is necessary to reach your goal. For example, you might try out for many parts in the drama department or you may work hard on the basketball court for a long time. Then eventually you do something right and take the next step towards your goal. Don’t get mad at yourself the first times you fail at whatever it is you are trying to do.

If you want to accomplish something, give yourself the chance to fail. Not once - but many times. Babe Ruth was called the home-run king. He was at bat 8,399 times and hit 714 home runs. He also struck out 1,330 times. Babe Ruth failed more often than succeeded - but that’s what he had to do to reach his goals.  

Something that helps a lot when you are struggling through a string of failures is to always remind yourself that God accepts you no matter what. This is especially important if there really are others who are basically laughing at you when you fail. Turn to God when you experience failure and ask Him in prayer for guidance, direction and courage. Maybe God has a new direction for you to go.

Jesus could have looked at His whole life as a failure. He wanted to teach people to have love, courage, faith and direction. He wanted to heal people. But people pushed Him away. Some laughed and yelled at Him. Eventually they beat Him up and crucified Him. But Jesus never said, “I’m a failure.” At times when it looked like He was failing, He prayed and He kept on so that the last three years He lived on earth affected the whole human race more than any other person.

Trying something new, or going after a goal is not always easy. Moses felt that he could not do the job God had called him to do (Exodus 3:11; 4:10-13). Like Moses you might feel afraid too. But most fear seems to be a fear of failing.

When you are afraid, turn to Jesus in prayer and keep going. Don’t think that only fools fail. Let Jesus be your example.
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The Popularity Game
(It’s not just for kids - but that’s when you learn the rules.)
To be popular means that you never have to sit alone in the cafeteria. You are picked as head cheerleader - or team captain. You are invited to all the best parties. Walking through the halls, you feel like a star.

Being popular is an important goal in high school (and most other places too.) Everybody wants to be liked and accepted. There are different things that can make person popular but unfortunately, many people think the best way to reach this goal is through the short-cut of playing the Popularity Game. 

The problem with the Popularity Game is that the game can be expensive. In order to play there are certain rules to follow and so you often have to shake off your own values and maybe even some of our Christian morals.. That is, in order to play the popularity game you have to play by their rules. The game has lots of unwritten rules about dating, drinking, friends, ways of dressing, talk and how to have fun. Here are three big problems with the popularity game rules:

No time for self-development.
People who play the popularity game can spend so much time and effort trying to follow everybody else’s rules as they try to fit-in that there isn’t much left for a person to become who God wants them to become. Spending most of your energy trying to fit-in hurts your individuality and creativity. But we will become more and more like the people God wants us to be when we are not afraid to be ourselves. The Popularity Game (and the Popular People) want us to become someone we are not. (Maybe that’s why there are so many stories about people like Bill Gates who failed at the Popularity game and now laugh about it.)

Walking on Others
The Popularity Game is even expensive for those who are not playing. That’s because in order for there to be Popular People there have to be unpopular people. Most popular people who play the game know this and so they try to make sure the unpopular stay unpopular. They do thing like making an unpopular person feel very uncomfortable if he or she sits at a popular table at lunch. Or they may tease a popular kid for being with an unpopular kid. (“You went out with Jack Shlack? Ooh, how gross!”)

On the other hand, I have known some popular kids who did not play the popularity game. Even though they were popular still associated with the unpopular kids; some of their best friends were not considered popular by the Popular people. Who your friends are is a good test of whether you are playing the game or not.

Popularity doesn’t last
Like all games there is time for it to end. Popularity in high School disappears pretty quickly after graduation. Then all of that time, effort, stress to be one of the Popular ones is lost. A writer named Thom Schulz once wrote about some Popular People he knew. “Three girls on the cheerleading squad at my high school were hard-core Popular people. They did everything by the Popularity Game including being cool toward the kids who were not part of the Popular People.

Predictable, after high school everyone parted and began building their adult lives - everyone, that is, except these three girls. They stuck together and tried to continue their exclusive little club. They continued to laugh at the “nerds” who had been their classmates. But the nerds began leaving town and attending colleges or landing good jobs. They probably never knew that the three girls back home were laughing.

Now after 15 years, I still see these three former [Popular People]. They don’t seem to laugh much anymore. Once a week they gather at a local restaurant and sit at the same little table. They seem lonely. Their cold aloof, “popular” way of treating others has left them with only each other.
The Popularity Game always was and always will be
In Mark 9:33-37 Jesus’ disciples were playing the Game. He told them, whoever wants to be first must place himself or herself last of all and be the servant of all. This is the opposite of the world’s ideas. Imagine that Jesus came to your school to pick out the top young people based on His standards - who would they be? Some of them might be popular, but most of them would probably be nobodies.

Jesus showed the foolishness of the Popularity Game, He tells us that instead of worrying about popularity we should be spending more time helping out and being with the nobodies. If you start to do that the Popular People will probably laugh at you and keep you from being one of the Popular People.

But you won’t be alone because Jesus never won the Popularity Game either. He had no time for games, He was too busy serving those around Him - the lonely, the nerds and the unpopular people.

And He calls us to do the same.
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Value Of What You Love
Years ago a professor told this story. There was an old man who had a nice front lawn but all the neighbor kids would play on it after school. He hated it because they would trample down his grass and knock over flowers. He tried yelling at them until he finally gave up. Then he had an idea. One day while the kids were playing on his lawn he went out and told them, “You know kids, I have gotten so that I like having you play on my lawn. In fact, I like it so much that I will pay each one of you 50 cents a day to play on my lawn after school.” This surprised the kids but they found that the old man did indeed pay them for being on his lawn. It wasn’t long before most of the kids in the town were on his lawn playing. Then, after about a week the old man went out to the kids after school and told them, “Hey kids, I really appreciate you playing on my lawn, but I’m afraid I can only afford to pay you 25 cents a day - and I hope that will be enough to keep you coming.” It turned out that 25 cents was still enough to keep them coming. A week or so later the old man went again to the kids and said, “You know, I can only afford to pay you 20 cents to play on my lawn - but keep on coming.” Every week or so after that the old man would cut down the amount he was paying the kids by a little more. As he did so, fewer and fewer kids came by.

Finally, the old man went out to the kids and said, “I still like to have you kids playing on my lawn, but I cannot afford to pay you 5 cents anymore - in fact, I’m going to have to ask you to play on my lawn for free.” All of the kids stopped coming to play on the old man’s lawn - which made him very happy.

The point the professor was making is that there is often a change in our motivations once we place a set value on the things we love. For example, everyone has noticed this phenomenon in professional sports. You have these athletes who have loved to play their sport ever since they were a kid. You would expect them to be delighted to get payed for playing their favorite sport. But you have probably noticed how when a star athlete starts to get paid a million dollars a year to play their sport they start complaining how tough the game is, how tedious practices are and how none of it is fun anymore.

This is something to keep in mind as you continue studying towards your life’s work. God has given you interests and abilities. God calls you to faithfully do good things with the gifts He provides you with. Of course, you will need to earn money. But if your work becomes no more than a source of money, prestige or personal power then you will eventually be disappointed and it will become a part of the “tedium vitae” (the tedium of life). Work is work and often tiring - but since it is one of the ways God provides for the needs of people work has spiritual meaning too. Don’t let the gifts God gave you become part of a tedious grind - keep in mind that all that you do is to God and to serve His purposes.
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Spirit and History
(based on John 3:1-21 : adapted by James Stewart 1896-1990):

This incalculable destiny of the Spirit....No one can tell where the Spirit of God is going to lead a person before life on earth is done.

Here was Nicodemus. Nicodemus did not know that the wind of the Spirit stirring in his heart was going to lead him - do you remember where? To the judgment hall of Pontius Pilate, to demand the dead body of Jesus, to give it a decent burial. It was one of the boldest, most heroic actions in the Gospel narrative. The little group of men in the upper room in Jerusalem did not know that the wind of the Spirit that was stirring them that Pentecost day was going to carry them and their successors to the presence of Caesar and the conquest of the world. Martin Luther, the German monk studying the Epistle to the Romans in his monastery cell, did not know that the wind of the Spirit that was stirring there was going to lead him to the shattering and re-making of the Church. And today, Christendom with two thousand years behind it does not know where the next two thousand years, or shall I say twenty thousand year are going to carry it - to what strength of unity, what triumphs of mission, what redeeming impact on the total life of humanity. And for the individual - for each of us... - this incalculable destiny of the Spirit stretches out before us.
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Waiting For God’s Word
(from E. Eppling Reinartz)

“Late one evening I stood with a number of other people waiting for a taxicab. Crowded near me were two young people. Their animated and troubled conversation revealed that one of them had to make a significant decision soon. This person kept saying over and over again, “Oh, if I only knew how to makeup my mind.” There was a person paralyzed at one of life’s crossroads.

Now there are many practical advantages in being a Christian. One of the most thank-worthy is that our religion helps us to make important decisions. Christians do not find it easier to reach vital decisions than do others. Oh no! But our religion does give us insight and guidance which helps us when, lacking them, we would find our thinking at a dead end.

For example, a Christian is humble in the presence of decision. They don’t take themselves too seriously. They know that a yes or no will not change the order of the universe. So long as his heart is fixed on obedience to God he knows that his wrong choices will be overruled by an all wise and just God. And what of right choices? No use boasting about them. They are God’s gift.

This humility also makes Christian believers teachable. They freely seek the guidance of God through yielding prayer. That clears the track of a train of thought making limited stops. This tractable something in a godly person also causes her to ask for the counsel of trustworthy friends. Merely to make the honest statement of the pros and cons of a decision in the presence of one who accepts Christian standards of value is often to reach fixed and firm resolves at once.

God does not demand that our choice of roads be made only from the signposts seen at a given intersection. He goes far beyond that. He supplies us with a reliable sense of spiritual direction. The fixed intentions of Jesus Christ control the path His followers elect. He reminds us of mountain peaks and stars by which He has taught us to guide. He encourages us to look back over our years to see among them the past providences which clarify present choices.

I cherish the memory of a friend of mine who insisted that the Spirit of God does His most helpful work with our minds when we are asleep. He maintained that when our conscious mind surrenders control, then the Mind of God can go to work on all the snarled and fouled lines of our thought and feeling and lay them clear. Said he, “When a Christian, facing a decision, says, ‘I’ll sleep over it,’ he means, ‘I’ll surrender this all quietly to God through the night.’”- You may be sure that whether that surrender is made while waking or sleeping, it gets results. “Rest in the Lord. Wait patiently for Him, and he will give thee (to know) they heart’s desire.”
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Repentance
Repentance means to turn away from sin and to clean up. Like cleaning your dorm room or a barracks, it is something that cannot be done only once, it has to be done over and over again.
But repentance means one more thing that is even more important ‑ it means turning to God.
John the Baptist was telling people that they needed to change their ways before it was too late and judgment would come upon them. Now it seems that people can change their ways for a little while because of fear of punishment. But when people change their ways because of the fear of punishment they may get so that they only behave when someone is watching, or they may look for loopholes in the rules ‑‑ basically, fear of punishment does not guarantee a change of heart.

God want to make us into a certain kind of people. People who do His will because of what is inside of our hearts ‑ not because we are afraid of some kind of punishment. So, that is why repentance means a turn towards God as well as turning away from sin. We ask Him for help and guidance so that He can change the kind of heart we have.

There are two pitfalls however. One is that many people do not think they are at all sinful and that they do not have any serious evil inside of themselves. People who think like that do not really know themselves and have never examined their inner motivations. When I remember the people I have known in prisons and the couple of people I have known who did some terrible things in wartime ‑ every one of them could trace the worst acts of their lives to habits and tendencies they had since they were children. As the Bible tells us, "All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God."

Self‑examination is a good thing. Do I share? Am I caught up in the quest for things? Have I hurt anyone lately? Do I think I am good all on my own and don't need to examine myself?

The second pitfall is to compare yourself with others. Either we look at someone else and tell ourselves that we are better than they are when it comes to sin. Or we look around and decide that we are about as good as the average. But Advent's call to repentance is to you and me and to no one else.

In repentance, we do the house cleaning of our lives. But even more importantly, repentance is turning to Jesus who forgives our sins and who we can ask to help us to become more like Him every day.
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