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	Prayer Life
We know that we need to pray, and most of us want to pray more, but we just can’t seem to be consistent at it. There are several reasons people don’t pray more. For one thing prayer is work since it requires concentration and a discipline to simply do it. It is something that you get better at with practice. Secondly, prayer doesn’t always seem to work the way you think it should. You cannot always see a direct cause-and-effect relationship with prayer. You have to trust God to answer your prayers as He sees best. Finally, prayer takes time. You can’t rush and say, “Dear God, do this or do that.” You need to remember that prayer is not just us speaking to God; it’s also God speaking to us.
So those are some of the things that make people find it difficult to pray more. So here are some ideas to improve your prayer life!
1) Find a place to pray. It’s true that you can pray anywhere (even in a class room before an exam), but it’s easier to develop a prayer habit if you have a certain place. It could be a time you know that you will be undisturbed in your dorm room. I have known people who went to a nearby park or chapel. When I was in college there was a nice quiet spot in the library I used to go to. There was a time when I tried to pray while running, but I had tendency to have pretty shallow prayers because I couldn’t focus as well.

2) Commit to a daily time. It’s not so important “when” you pray as it is “that” you pray, but it seems easier for most people to have a set time every day for prayer. Of course, your Monday through Friday schedule is different from Saturday and Sunday. But see how a set time every day works for you.

3) Ask God to make your prayer time effective and meaningful. Do this, and you will soon enjoy prayer time and look forward to it.

4) Some people are helped if they write down a list of things they want to pray about such as family, friends, teachers, the country, world events, special needs as they come up, etc.

5) Take time to listen to God. After a time of prayer requests or Bible study just be still for a bit. I honestly believe God strives to talk to us very often, but most of us don’t stop to listen much.

6) Learn about prayer. There are a lot of books on the subject, you might want to ask your college chaplain or pastor for resources.

7) Some people benefit by keeping a prayer journal. They write down special prayers, answered prayers and other thoughts on prayer. They find it helpful to look back over what they have written from time to time. It might not work for you, but try it for a while and see.

8) Realize that it is a privilege to be able to talk to God. You learn to pray by praying and listening to God in prayer. Don’t wait until you master all the separate parts. Put what you know into practice now. Then you will change your life and your world God’s way ... through prayer.
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Making Decisions
1) Define the issue or the problem.

2) Pray about the issue or problem.

3) Think up all kinds of ideas to solve the problem.

4) Think about the consequences of each alternative, including the alternative of making no decision. (Will it just go away?)

5) Think of each alternative and see how it feels in your guts. (Comfortable, guilty, anxious, embarrassed, happy, etc.) Once in a while this step is hard to use because you know that there is a conflict between your feelings and what you believe. At those times the next step (#6) becomes especially important. 

6) Then use these four tests to your choice.

A) The test of goodness - Will your decision result in goodness, or could it hurt you or someone else?

B) The test of Openness - Are you willing to tell people who are important to you about your decision? Can you be proud of your decision?

C) The Jesus test - What would Jesus do? How would the things Jesus said and did fit with your decision?

D) The World Test - What if everyone in the world made the same decision? Would you want to live in that kind of a world?

7) Pray about your decision.

8) Do it.

9) Check on the results of your decision.
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Forgetting God
Someone in college recently asked me, “Why is it that so many young people seem to forget God when they go away to college or into the service?”
I think there are three major reasons. The first reason is the least honorable and most immature reason and that is when some young people leave home they look at it as freedom from authority - parents, teachers, church, etc. They like to think that now they can do and experiment with anything they want. I had a roommate who found it convenient to doubt the existence of God whenever he was involved in something he knew that God is opposed to. (Then a few years later when he faced a crisis in his life he suddenly wanted God to be there to help him.)
The second common reason is that when a lot of young people go to college or into the service it becomes a time (an opportunity?) for them to develop a faith of their own. For most of their lives they have been carried by the faith of their parents. They were always expected to be in church and living by certain values at home. But then in college, they need to develop their own personal relationship with Jesus Christ firsthand.
The third reason was developed by Dr. Fowler back in the 70's already. He found that people go through six stages of spiritual growth. For the purposes of this note I’m going to condense his ideas down to four. Stage one are people who have no real sense of God or faith and live chaotic lives. Stage two people see God as some sort of powerful being who is external to them. People in this stage often think of God as “the big cop in the sky...” This is not a bad stage to live a life in because many very honorable people are at stage two - it’s just that there are deeper spiritual truths out there. A large number of young people who go to college are in Stage two. But then they start to think, “Who needs all these silly myths, superstitions, rules and old institutions?” Sometimes people at this stage will start to live and act like agnostics or atheists. (Sometimes, they get carried away at this point because even though the questions are honest they may believe that these ideas make them look smart.)
Then there are stage three Christians. These people are often concerned about making the world and themselves better and are usually interested in finding truth. But when they do start to find the truths and some of the answers they are looking for they begin to appreciate the many mysteries of life. They may start to become comfortable with the fact that not all spiritual things are “cut-and-dried.” Stage four people begin to understand new meaning for the things they had believed in stage two. For example, when a stage two person reads Psalm 111 - “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” they translate this in their minds to mean, “When you start fearing that big cop in the sky, you really wise up.” That’s true, but a person at Stage four is more likely to understand that passage as, “Grasping the wonder and awe of God shows you the way to growth, enlightenment and understanding.” Another example is the phrase, “Jesus is my savior.” Stage two people tend to think of it to mean that Jesus is a kind of fairy godfather who can rescue me whenever I get into trouble as long as I can remember to call on Him.” That’s true too, but the stage four person will take it to mean something like, “Jesus, through His life, death and resurrection has taken me with Him on a path into a life and eternity like His.”

Until next time, God bless you and your work.
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Evolution, etc.
Last week, one of our college students commented that some classmates were having difficulty reconciling their Christian faith with some of the things they were learning about evolution and anthropology. Here some comments about that subject:
1) First of all, the Lutheran doctrines have no conflict with evolution as a theory. The attitude is basically, “If God used evolution - that’s just fine.” A few hundred years ago it was the panspermia theory, today it’s evolution, a few hundred years from now there may be yet another theory about the origins of life on the earth. (See my footnote if you are interested.)

2) It is very unlikely that the story of creation in Genesis was intended to be a complete explanation to the origin of life. (Note that there are two creation stories in Genesis.) This is because the purpose of Genesis was to describe some deep and eternal spiritual truths. The only word to describe this is “myth.” The problem is that the word “myth” means for most people the same thing as “fable” or “fairy tale.” But a myth is the way in which a great truth can be told through a story that will never become out - dated. For example, we Americans have the “myth” of Paul Bunyan. We all know that there never was a giant and a blue ox that cut down the forest in Minnesota to make thousands of houses. We know it was not a tired giant dragging his axe that made the Erie canal. What these stories do is to tell us of the gigantic accomplishments of the settlers who carved out a civilization in less than a generation and performed engineering feats that many thought were impossible at the time.

3) The deep and eternal truths carried in the Genesis creation story were true 5,000 years ago and they will be true 5,000 years from now (if Jesus hasn’t returned by then) and any person reading the story of Adam and Eve will “get it” whether he or she thinks that the earth was created on the back of a tortoise, or that life is an evolutionary process, or whatever else anyone thinks about creation. Some of the truths are:
· Somehow, God created everything.

· God created human beings to have a special relationship with them.
· God intended human completion through male and female.

· As soon as humans became conscious they were tempted by an evil force.

· Soon after creation (perhaps as soon as humans gained consciousness) they sinned against God. (Sin of trying to be God, sin of disobeying God, etc.)

· When a human sins, they like to have company.

· Human sin continues to hurt our relationship with God, with others and with ourselves.

· Because of sin, we cannot in this life have the good things God intended (symbolized by Eden, the close relationship with other people and animals, etc.)

· Nevertheless, God gave us the promise of a savior (in the words to the serpent “...but He shall crush your head.”)

There are other truths, but I think this is a good starter.
4) However, we may someday find out that the truth is closer to the Genesis story than we have thought all along. (Who knows?) As a former archaeologist I find it interesting to read what people before the middle of the 19th century had to say about many of the stories in the Bible. Many scholarly thinkers used to believe that stories in the Bible had been greatly exaggerated or were mostly made up. It all started to change when Schliermacher made a discovery showing that ancient stories about Troy were actually true. Since then, archaeologists have found evidence proving the existence of events that were doubted by the best minds up until then.

The key point in the Genesis creations accounts is spiritual - anything else is ancillary.

(Footnote: There has been a lot of work in recent years that indicates that traditional theories of evolution are in need of revamping. For example, Ilya Prigogine’s Nobel prize work on dissipative structures in which increasing order can sometimes come about through entropy. This led to a lot of the current work on non-linear dynamics as well as the Alvarez’s discoveries on catastrophism. Someday we may know exactly how God made creation happen - but the basic spiritual truths about us and God will still be the same.

As far as anthropology. It’s all interesting and useful although some years ago I met a guy (Herman Propp) who knew Margaret Mead while he was working in Africa. (He knew the languages of some of the tribes she studied whereas she did not.) It seems she had a tendency to sometimes make her data and interviews fit her expectations.
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Nobel Prize Advice
The other day I was reading some short interviews of Nobel Prize winners. I jotted down some things each one said that I thought seemed to express a gem of wisdom from each one. Here are some paraphrased comments I collected from several of them:

Hans Bethe: “Try to know about subjects other than your own - this helps to prepare you for opportunities that may come along.”

Freeman Dyson (On the subject of coming up with great new ideas): “Goofing off is important. You have to do the hard work first, and then be idle for a while to give your mind a chance to grow a new idea.” “Any time you are exploring; it is better done without a plan.”

Heinrich Rohrer: “It is not so important how many things you start; once you have started something, do it right.”

Stephen Chu: “When you are working on something that hasn’t been done yet, progress is made by moving from failure to failure without losing enthusiasm. Eventually, as you are plugging away it works and then you’re tremendously excited.”

M. Brian Maple: “You never know what’s going to happen until you do it, and sometimes remarkable surprises (good or bad) occur...”

Leon Lederman: “The puzzles are there for everybody to see...”

I found this interesting because these words of wisdom are from some really great minds who have accomplished big things. Not a one of these Nobel Laureates could explain the sum of their work in a sentence or two - but they could easily state a key piece of wisdom that helped them to do great things. It reminds me a little of the book of Proverbs where there are all kinds of words of wisdom and advice for living life.
Three observations:

1) Wisdom is hard won. A word of wisdom is what someone else learned through hard experience. That means you have the opportunity of learning the same thing without having to go through the hard experience they did. Most people learn from their experiences; but only some people are willing to learn from other people’s experiences. A little wisdom can cut down the amount of mistakes, pain, frustration and disillusionment that a person will have in the course of a lifetime. 

2) Wisdom comes from many sources. Experience, books and especially from other people. Sometimes from people we don’t expect to learn it from. I gained some sound wisdom from a old, illiterate, black janitor who worked in a church I served. He had been through an incredible number of tough experiences - poverty, racism, war, crime and sickness. But he had a Christian faith that turned those experiences into wisdom. When I was in my teens and early twenties I went through that phase when I rarely thought that my parents knew too much of use to me. One day when I was sitting in the back yard with my dad in my mid-30s I was telling him about some things that were really on my mind at the time. I was surprised when my dad told me that he had similar concerns and worries when he was my age but about different situations. He then told me how he had learned to handle those things and when I tried his suggestions they worked well. Only later did I realize that I could have saved myself years of anxiety if I had listened to some of my parents’ wisdom earlier in my life.

3) God tells us in the Bible that wisdom is worth seeking. The Proverbs say that the “Fear of the Lord” is the beginning of wisdom because it opens you up with humility to gain wisdom. Pride is probably the biggest thing that keeps some people from learning wisdom. In the New Testament St. Paul advises people that if you ask God for wisdom that is one of the many prayers that He will always grant to you.

For most of us it is easier to learn facts and skills than wisdom. All of you are in school learning many things. Along the way, I hope that you will also have the opportunity and humility to learn some wisdom - it will save you an incredible amount of pain as you go through life. Begin by asking God for it.
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Humility to Learn And Teach
I was reading something by a professor at Purdue who teaches an education course. One of the things he does with his students is to have them teach “mini-lessons” to get some experience with the tasks of teaching. For example, he has the math majors teach some lessons to the chemistry majors and then he has the chemistry majors teach some lessons to the math majors. He reported that the math majors are always amazed at how poorly the science majors follow the language of sets and the symbols used in modern algebra. Likewise, the chemistry majors are amazed how poorly the math majors do at following terms like mole, equilibrium, kinetics, etc. The unfortunate thing is that each group sees this as evidence of the other group’s stupidity!
I still remember when I was in school that the social science majors would claim that those of us in the physical sciences were one-dimensional gear heads while we would respond that they were only jealous because they were not involved in real science.
Those anecdotes reflect two spiritual problems that many people need to develop. One is the humility to be willing to learn from someone else. The other is the importance of patiently sharing something you know in a way they can understand without arrogance.
That’s a useful matter to Christians when we share our faith with others. First, we need to listen to the other person and in that way you can know where they are spiritually. (Besides, most people are more likely to hear when they believe that they have been heard.) Secondly, you do your best to share your belief in a way that they can understand it. Although there are two things to avoid with this second item: One thing to avoid, of course, is to avoid being arrogant or contemptuous while you share your belief. (No matter how dumb or even repulsive their ideas seem to be. I have had conversations with people who believe that because there is no God all that matters is whatever you can get away with; others who think history is guided by aliens in flying saucers, etc. It is still important for me to listen - at least for a while.)  The second thing to avoid is feeling that you are failing God if you can’t seem to get your ideas across clearly. You may get a chance to try again in the future and besides God has told us, “My Word will not return to Me void.” That means that whenever you faithfully share any of God’s Word with someone else - even if it doesn’t go well - God will see to it that those words will not be wasted.
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Spiritual Blah
A student wrote who was concerned about feeling frustrated with feeling “blah” spiritually, not feeling grateful for what they know are great blessings, they don’t feel like praying much. This person’s general mood has been affected too. This is something that happens to everyone now and then. I bet it even happens to you. As St. Paul said, “...common to all [people]...” and (as you may suspect) these issues are going to be a problem from time to time for the rest of your life. But that doesn’t mean that its not an important problem because the way you begin to approach these things now could have life time significance and of course, whatever your relationship is to God has eternal significance.

Whenever this happens there are probably portions of a number of factors going on for you. One is the basic tendency of humans to take things for granted. I remember a pastor friend and his wife who adopted a boy from a refugee camp from another land. They moved him from grinding poverty to a wealth that most of the rich in his country didn’t have - yet, in only a few months he was complaining because he didn’t have a bike like the other kids in town (He took things for granted pretty quickly). On the other hand, I knew a generous multi-millionaire philanthropist who was grateful for every little thing all day long - from a flower by his door to a successful business deal to an opportunity to help someone.

This shows that gratitude is really a spiritual matter. St. Paul said for us to “give thanks in all things and in all circumstances.” He also taught that we should “pray at all times.”

What he meant was a constant awareness of God. Pray to God about all the little things as well a the big things. If you sit with a friend at breakfast, give a quick word of thanks for a friend, and for enough food. If you find a parking spot - say a quick word of thanks. When you see a disturbing headline on the newspaper, pray about it, but also thank God for something good about it too. For example, if a soldier is killed quickly pray for him and his family, but also thank God for people of courage and pray that God’s will should be done in bringing liberation to a people who have not known it before. If you have a lousy professor - pray for him or her and ask that somehow you get something useful out of the class anyway.

If you are tempted to anger first evaluate it and see if there is a good reason for anger. Pray for some wisdom and think about what you should do about the situation. If you feel jealousy pray for the person you are jealous of.

Secondly, I have always liked the way C.S. Lewis described us as “amphibians.” (I would like to take a quote from his book, “The Screwtape Letters.” As you read this you need to understand that it is advice from a senior devil being given to a beginner devil.)

 “Humans are amphibians - half spirit and half animal. As spirits they belong to the eternal world, but as animals they inhabit time. This means that while their spirit can be directed to an eternal object, their bodies, passions, and imaginations are in continual change, for to be in time means to change. Their nearest approach to constancy, therefore, is undulation - the repeated return to a level from which they repeatedly fall back, a series of troughs and peaks. If you watch your [human victim] you would have seen this undulation in every department of his life - his interest in his work, his affection for his friends, his physical appetites, all go up and down. As long as he lives on earth periods of emotional and bodily richness and liveliness will alternate with periods of numbness and poverty. The dryness and dullness ... are a natural phenomenon...”

So, it is natural to have spiritually low times in life. There is, of course, a certain danger to those low times, but they are also times that God sometimes uses to help us learn to stand up on our own feet. It is harder to pray at those times, it is harder to obey at those times, but those are the times when it is probably more important that a Christian does do those things.

Also keep in mind that you live in a state of grace. Sure, you may start the day with good intentions and blow it a few times - but you live under the forgiveness and grace of Jesus Christ. Which means you don’t need to dwell on failures, but instead, get up, ask forgiveness if necessary, see if you can learn anything and then get going again.

A third thing is simple busy-ness. I have preached about this quite often, but I don’t think most people take the issue seriously. I believe that Satan has found an effective weapon for keeping many of us from being as effective as God intends and that is busy-ness. It’s too bad, because the busy-ness is not in itself bad. The problem comes when it makes life unbalanced and shifts our true priorities. It is easy to get ourselves into a condition where we are swept along without thinking about where we are going. I believe that this is a big problem. In our own congregation I see many examples of marriages going to pot, souls moving away from God, alcoholics and former drug users relapsing – all because they never stopped to think or pray and consider where their busy-ness was taking them. Too often it is away from the things they would normally consider most important in their lives. Don’t get me wrong - there is nothing sinister about busy-ness in itself, it is just that too few people are thinking about the direction their busy-ness is taking their lives.

Just a few minutes for prayer and devotions is a great discipline to get your life and day centered a bit. Even when you may not feel particularly close to God He is still close to you. As you know by now, feelings can be deceptive. (Think of times you felt someone was mad at you and you were wrong.) When I was in college I would do this just before bed, but when I started to fall asleep in the middle of my prayer and devotions I started doing them first thing in the morning.

A fourth matter is that you are away from the regular spiritual influence of your parents, family, friends and church. Away from home, you may not have as many positive spiritual sources. In fact, there are some negative spiritual influences. There are temptations to things that you know are bad - but many people around you seem pretty comfortable with them. You may never get involved in any of those things, but their presence and the attitudes of friends and others about them can cause a subtle confusion and lack of clarity about things you were once pretty solid on.

Many people go to college or into the service and suddenly have a lot of freedom to do things they never did before, including some very bad things. Unfortunately, too many of them fall into the temptations and it takes a while before the consequences and costs of those things become evident. Some of those temptations are hidden in otherwise good things. When I was in college it was time of liberation for black people, for women, and for the poor. These were good ideas and most of us embraced these things. But along with liberating ideas came some other ideas of liberation. There was a great deal of “personal liberation” which often meant partying with alcohol and drugs. When I was in college about the only drug frowned on was LSD; marijuana and speed were looked on as things that liberated us. It was also before AIDS and birth control had become common and so a lot of classmates and friends of mine believed in a sexual liberation too. Many people saw the liberation movements as an encouragement to abandon Christianity for an “educated paganism” (I wrote about that some weeks ago) as well as all sorts of weird mysticism, the occult, eastern religions, etc. (Unfortunately, quite a few of these people had come out of Christian traditions that emphasized God’s judgment more than His love and so were ripe for these kinds of things.)You see how some good ideas got swept into justification for bad ideas?

At the time, those temptations made me wonder if my Christian faith was out of date or even a road block to human liberation. Now, as I look at the way the lives of some of my friends and classmates have turned out I can clearly see that they had accepted lies and started living by ideas that have caused much pain and destruction for them.

Today, I think young people are somewhat more careful about the temptations we had - but you have new ones to deal with too because every generation has its own problems and temptations to deal with (as well as the old ones).

An important thing that helps is fellowship with other Christians. It doesn’t have to be an intense gathering of like-minded Christians. But just contact will be helpful. 

I still remember one night by the campfire when I was a kid at Bible camp one of the pastors took a log out of the fire and we watched the flames of the log die down. He explained that the same thing can happen to the fire of our spiritual lives if we are not around other Christians.

Sunday worship is a good resource. I know that it is easy in college to go to “St. Mattress Church” or “Bedside Lutheran” but even though you may not know anyone at a church, you can be sure that most of the people in a church want you to feel welcomed. (I didn’t have a car in college and so I walked to a church a little off of campus. It wasn’t my denomination and the people were generally older, but it gave me a proper boost every week.).

Find out if there is a Christian fellowship on campus or if the Chaplain’s office has any programs.

I realize that this has been a bit lengthy, but there is a lot more that can be said about these important issues. There are many resources available to you such as the campus Chaplain, pastors in your town, Christian friends and of course Jesus Christ is always with you and you can talk to Him at any time.

God’s blessings on you and your studies and your work!
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When The Bible Is Silent
Sometimes in a debate on some spiritual or moral issue some people will take the position that since neither the Bible nor Jesus ever said anything about the subject then they must have supported it, or at the very least accepted it. 

To me, that is like saying that because a certain problem does not appear in an algebra book that means that the problem cannot or even should not be solved. The Bible includes general rules (e.g.: 10 Commandments, etc.), and guidelines (e.g.: pray for your enemies, etc.) for those wise enough to recognize them as revealed to us from God. Common sense would indicate that no book can be big enough to provide specific regulations for every matter that humans will ever deal with. For example, the writers of Deuteronomy could not have known about the addictive and relationally destructive nature of internet pornography. Jesus did not comment on social security fraud because they didn’t have social security. On the other hand, there are specific rules in the Bible (especially in the Old Testament) that are in keeping with the basic guidelines of the Bible, but are no longer binding to us today because they were made to deal with a specific situation of the time. For example, there was a prohibition against drinking blood of animals. This was for health reasons and because a number of Canaanite religions involved drinking blood of sacrificed animals. This rule doesn’t matter for today - in fact, my Grandma used to make blood sausage from animal blood. (But since it was cooked and it was not part of a pagan sacrifice the prohibition no longer applied.)

Hence, there are two points to be made here. For one, Martin Luther and the Reformers understood that God gave human beings reason in order to apply both the grace and law of the Bible to our own situations. For the other, God is interested in creating a certain kind of people in which each person becomes a “little Jesus.” This implies that we will not need to be told exactly what to do at every moment of the day. (As a result, there are plenty of things the Bible and Jesus say nothing about, but to which we can apply what we do know to our situations in life. 

Of course, there are disagreements between different people’s use of reason and their application of what we have in the Bible. (Right now there is disagreement about whether or not the Lutheran faith can support the Church starting to “bless committed same-gender relationships” - that is, gay and lesbian marriage.) 

Sometimes, Christians feel confused as they try to apply their faith to life situations and we end up making decisions we are not so sure about. Sometimes we even make mistakes. But Luther taught that when we work these things through while trusting that God loves us and is at work in our lives (faith) then we are forgiven if we do make mistakes and through this faith God will bless us as we strive to live as His people.
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Lent-Busy-Ness
Everyone is busy. Everyone tells me how busy they are and I believe them. This is a good thing and a bad thing. It is a good thing because it means that so many people are not lazy and they are doing good things.  Busy-ness is a bad thing because buy-ness has a way of causing people to lose track of just where their busy-ness is taking them. For example, you could be very busy swimming in a lake. But every now and then you need to get your head up out of the water and see where you are going so that you can make whatever course corrections you need to make. So also in all areas of life which is one of the opportunities of Lent. It is a time to step back and see were you are going - especially to see if there are sinful and evil tendencies in your life that are taking you in directions you don’t really want to go.

It is interesting that it just so happens that the Christian season of Lent is same the time of year that the ancient Japanese Samurai warriors would take time away from their lives and “contemplate the cherry blossoms.” They would take time in the spring to consider where they were going as Samurai - was it only for glory, for wealth, for power - or was it to serve the causes of right and to protect people. They found that fasting would help them to develop disciplines that would keep them from simply following their own desires and thereby keep their focus on higher values and motivations in life.

During Lent take some time to think about where you are going. Is it where God is calling you? At Christ Lutheran we have made a booklet entitled, “How about Lent?” It talks about the purpose of Lent and about six practices of Lent: prayer and meditation, study, fasting, special commitments, good deeds and almsgiving, and Church activities. (If you want a copy just to return an e-mail and I will send it out right away.)

Lent can be a 40 day opportunity to get your head up out of the water and see where you are going - and to make the necessary course changes.
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Suffering
Someone has said that “to suffer passes away, but to have suffered never does.” This means that actual suffering always ends, one way or another. What remains forever after are the changes it made in us. Some people grow and become matured by suffering, developing deeper qualities of sensitivity, compassion, strength and courage. Some people become bitter, self-pitying and self-centered. Over the years as a pastor I have known many people and their suffering. From sickness and accidents, to people recovering from abuse, POWs, war, injustice, and so on. The people who grew spiritually never forgot their experiences yet they were able to forgive and get on with their lives with a closer understanding of God’s presence. You don’t have to go through some traumatic event to know suffering. Everyday life provides plenty of experiences for us. A few points about suffering:

1) No one gets a free pass - everyone must face trials of various kinds in life. Often times God does not remove or protect us from trials (sometimes He does) instead He offers us courage and strength to get through when we ask for His help. St. Peter wrote, “Christ suffered for you, leaving an example you should follow.”

2) Suffering can make us better. St. Paul wrote, “...suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit...”

3) God will support us if we ask Him. It is more natural for us to get angry at God when we suffer, but God is the one who will be the greatest help through suffering. After all, God knows about our suffering because He has been here when He came in the form of Jesus.

4) One sign that a person has grown spiritually through an experience of suffering is that they will work to relieve someone else’s suffering. Even greater, is when someone will willingly suffer to help someone else.
It is strange, but quite a few great things have been accomplished while people were suffering. Rembrandt was suffering poverty so badly he couldn’t even afford rags to clean his paint brushes and so used his clothes. Yet, in his unheated room he created the greatest painting of the Renaissance. Dante was so sick people said of him, “There goes a man who has lived in Hell.” Yet, he wrote the “Divine Comedy” in those years. It was in the lowest time of his life that Handel wrote the Messiah. Florence Nightingale developed emergency medical procedures (modern EMTs) after going through the horrors of war. The first hand calculator was designed by a man in a concentration camp. (On the other hand, some of the worst people came out of suffering too - it all depends on what spiritual resources you lean on in the midst of suffering.)

Out of the painful experiences of everyday life, love works, strengthens and holds us together.
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Priorities
Everybody is busy. I have to say that some of the people in the Nursing Home are pretty busy. Learning to deal with business and the accompanying stress is an important thing to begin dealing with in college already - because the factors that cause business will only increase in the years to come unless you learn a few things about them. Not only is it unpleasant but too much stressful business can cause you to miss out on other things God may want for you to do and experience. Failure to deal with business can also result in basic ineffectiveness where you run around “busy” but you never really accomplish the more important things God may have planned for you. I’ll never forget a man I knew who was working so hard to improve the life of the slum I was working in; but he sat on so many committees, so many commissions and so many organizations that he never got anything accomplished in the neighborhood. It was terribly ironic: he was too busy to accomplish the things he was working to accomplish.

Part of the problem is that most people deal with their stressful business in one of two ways:










One way is that they tell themselves, “I’ll have to wait until after semester exams...I’ll have to wait until I get a job on my own...maybe when I get into a different... (whatever). These people don’t deal with their stress or business they just decide that it is normal. The other way is people will simply start blaming themselves. “I just need to try harder at managing my time! I am not efficient...” The problem with these thoughts is that successful management requires a compass, not a clock.

Steven covey tells the now famous story about the instructor who was lecturing on time management. He set a wide-mouth jar on the table next to a platter with some fist-sized rocks on it. “How many of these rocks do you think we can get in the jar?” he asked.

After class members offered several guesses, the instructor put a rock in the jar. Then he put in another, then another, until he filled the jar. Then he asked, “Is this jar full?”

Everybody agreed. The jar was full. The instructor reached under the table, brought our bucket of gravel, and started dumping the gravel in the jar. It filled the spaces around the big rocks. The instructor grinned and asked, “Is the jar full?”




“Probably not,” the class said. The instructor reached under the table, brought out a bucket of sand, and started dumping the sand in the jar. It filled the little spaces left by the rocks and the gravel. Once more he asked, “Is the jar full?”

“No!” the class roared. With this he started pouring a pitcher of water into the jar. He got something like a quart of water into the jar. When he asked the class for the point of his picture parable, someone replied, “If we work hard at filling the gaps in our lives, we accomplish more.”

“NO!” the instructor said. “Here is the point: Put the big rocks in first. Otherwise, you’ll never get them in. Another way to put it, “Put the big rocks in first. All the rest is sand.”

To improve your stress and your effectiveness, stop beating up on yourself. Select the big rocks. Put them in first. Stay focused on them. The rest is sand - important but not essential.

God has given you many gifts, abilities and opportunities. Stewardship of your time and talents requires that you decide what is most important to accomplishing what God wants in your life - and put them first.
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Friendship
The word “friendship” comes from the old Anglo-Saxon words, “to love.” The big problem with friendship is that we are under pressure to have friends. There is a premium placed on being popular and it becomes important for us to rate high with others. Too often, we feel good or bad on the inside depending on how we are doing in this. So, basically, the big problem is that many people want friends for their own prestige. This makes it so that friendship is more self-centered than love centered.

This kind of friendship makes it so that we feel that we have to constantly please or entertain our friends or else they won’t like us anymore - it becomes a kind of slavery. We become afraid to say or do the wrong thing because we may be rejected. Even when unjustly criticized we may just try to let it go. This makes us too dependant on the favor of others.

Only God deserves this kind of dependence. To straighten this out we need to understand that to have true friends we need to cultivate the most important friendship of all - the friendship of God. Because with God we are starting out with a good friend. We do not have to worry about whether God will like us or not. We can talk and listen to God at any time. Time spent in God’s presence can grow to be as pleasant as time spent with the closest human friend you can imagine.  When we have this friendship with God we are no longer desperate for friends. And oddly enough, we feel more satisfied inside.

To love someone as a friend does not mean that we must agree, or please, or do as he/she wishes. To love means we will do for them what we think is best for them. We can give this kind of love only when we are free from the slavery of needing their friendship. 

The friendship of God satisfies our need and so frees us to be ourselves around everybody. Our own potentials are allowed to come out. We can give love without demanding it in return. When we become independent of the need for others we become more attractive to them. We become strong instead of weak, lovable instead of pitiful, stimulating instead of mechanical.

It is this attitude of real love radiating from us that creates opportunities for real friendship.
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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 paid 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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Thanks
Life goes along pretty fast. Sometimes there isn't much time to really appreciate times of happiness before it is gone. (We're not talking about the "joy" that the Bible speaks of ‑ that can last even in suffering.)

We quickly forget the good and count our "needs" instead of our blessings. Our prayers get so they don't use the word "thank‑you" very much.

Let's take a moment to think of just some of our thanks:

· Thanks for good health so that we may get up each day without help. I knew a professor who said, "Youth is wasted on youth." He was saying that when we are young we do not realize how good we have it when it comes to our health, energy and ambition. Well, that may not be true for you, but it does do us good to be grateful for the things we get without earning them.
· Thanks for a place to live, food, clothing and the basic needs that we take for granted. I took a wilderness survival course many years ago. After about a week I found that I appreciated all kind of things I had not thought about much before. Things like string, cold milk, matches, mosquito repellent, and many other things. You are undoubtedly very busy making good use of all the things you have; but it is good to once in a while stop and recognize how much they "help you to do what you want to do."

· Thanks for those we are close to: family, friends and acquaintances. Most of them we only have for a while. Yet, they are a great blessing.

· Thanks for freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom to own a firearm, freedom to vote, etc. Prosperity and harmony are side effects of freedom in a society. But freedom isn't free, historically it's been very expensive. Don't forget that the biggest thing that guarantees these freedoms is for you to use them.

· Thanks for a chance to get an education.

· Thanks for the opportunity to serve many people as you serve your country.

· Thanks for the chance to help other people. God gives everyone the opportunities to be His hands and voice in the world.

· Thanks for the spiritual gifts we have received ‑ whether its patience, courage, persistence, generosity ‑ use it.

· Thanks for the future. Christians are not to be pessimists. We know that when we seek God's will in our lives ‑ He will be able to do good things. We may run into some hard times as we strive to be God's people, but even then He can make His good will come about. We may make mistakes, but we have confidence in His forgiveness and Grace.

· Most of all, we give Thanks for Jesus Christ and His Holy Spirit.
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Dealing With Enemies
It seems like just about everyone accumulates enemies along the way in life. It could be someone who spreads false rumors about you, it could be someone who just doesn’t like “your kind of people” (race, gender, whatever), it could be someone who has been terribly unfair or unkind to a friend of yours, it could be someone you just can’t get along with, etc.  I have known one or two very old people who said that they didn’t have any enemies because they outlived them all - but I doubt it. It seems that if you lose one enemy you just gain a new one.

But God has given us a couple of important weapons to use on our enemies. One is prayer, the other is love. Jesus even went so far as to command us to pray for our enemies and to love them. Love here, does not mean to have warm, fuzzy feelings for our enemies. It means that despite what our enemies are like, we continue to be kind, caring and honest towards them. Love means that we do not do the same kind of wrong to our enemy as they are doing to us. However, love does not mean that we do not try to stop them if an enemy tries to do evil.

Nevertheless, if you sincerely and consistently pray for your enemies, exciting things will happen. For example, it’s hard to pray for someone and at the same time hate them for long. Also, God will work in their lives. They will begin to notice that in spite of what they have done, you are being kind to them. Now this doesn’t mean that the other person will necessarily stop hating you. In fact, the other person may feel so guilty that they’ll treat you even worse. But God will use your actions to accomplish His goals.

At the beginning of college one year I found out when I moved in that they were going to room me with someone I knew back in high school - unfortunately, we never got along very well and were enemies. Well, I decided to try Jesus’ ideas and started praying for him and trying to show the kind of love Jesus taught. Then - lo and behold - the relationship between us changed. We never became buddies but we got along very well and even stayed room mates until he eventually left that college a year or so later. 

I have to admit that I have not always done these two things with my enemies. But when I look back over the years I see that when I did try praying and loving enemies there were usually one of two outcomes. Sometimes the relationship between us changed. Sometimes, they stayed enemies, but I could later see how God was able to work in both of our lives and the lives of people who knew us. It is sometimes hard for us to understand; but Jesus knows what He’s talking about!

Matthew 5:43-48

Romans 12:17-18
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Ash Wednesday Meditation
The Lord my Creator took me as dust from the earth, and formed me into a living being, breathing into me the breath of life. God honored me, setting me as ruler upon earth over all things visible, and made me companion of the angels. But Satan the deceiver, using the serpent as instrument, enticed me by food - parted me from the glory of God, and gave me over to the earth and to the lowest depths of the earth. But in compassion, O Savior, call me back again!

Prayer,

Lord, we are made of dust and ashes and to dust and ashes we will one day return. Let ashes be a sign of our mortality and our penitence, so that we may remember that only by Your great and loving gift are we given everlasting life, through Jesus Christ, our Savior. Amen.
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Do What He Tells You
John 2:1-11 (The story of Jesus changing water into wine at the wedding in Cana.)

There are some people we learn to trust. A coach gives pointers on how to do a new move in the game. Then when you try it, you find that it works. The band-director says, “Come in on the back side of the bear and sharp it slightly.” The solo is great. The driver’s ed teacher says, “Steer toward the skid.” Years later you hit an oil slick, remember the instructor’s advice and you stay out of the ditch.
Not all advice is good. Not all advice is even serious - like when Jesus said, “If your eye causes you to sin - poke it out.”

Whatever good and wise advice we can get can save us a lot of trouble and make things go better for us. Then when we get good advice we can pass it on to someone else.

By the time they went to the wedding in Cana, Mary already knew that Jesus could work miracles. She told the servants to obey Him. “Do whatever He tells you,” she said. They did and a miracle happened.

Some of us have had miracles happen in our lives. Maybe Jesus has transformed you in some way - fixed your loneliness, taken your fears, healed you broken heart, healed your sickness, removed you sin and guilt. If we have known His miracles, we ought to share that, pass it on. We ought to say to those who have not tried His way, “Do what He tells you.” That’s good advice, you know.”
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Good And Evil At Peace In Us
(based on Matthew 5:8)
Writers sometimes describe the struggle between good and evil in each person. Actually, I don’t think that there is always all that much struggle going on. I think it is much more common that a person has good and evil living quite peaceably inside of them. You can be an honest person while being a vengeful person at the same time. You can be a caring person but still be a selfish person. You can be a generous person while being arrogant. (Years ago I knew a drug dealer who was very concerned about world peace and hungry children.)

Jesus said, “Blessed are the pure in heart.” That is something for each of us to strive for. Even though Jesus offers salvation as a free gift, He expects us let His Holy Spirit into our lives to help make us more and more like Jesus. Purity is no easier today than it was years ago. Although, I think that things like the Internet porn, cynical ideologies in politics and on campuses, and the dishonest values of the world around us can make things more difficult.

This implies two things for us. First, this is another reason why the Church has always encouraged people to periodically take time to meditate on their lives and why the Church has emphasized the importance of confessing our sins to God - it helps us to be more honest with ourselves. Because we rarely do things from entirely pure motives. Are the good deeds we do because they need to be done or because we hope someone will see us? Do we help another person because they need help or because they will owe us? Do we worship in order to meet God or because it’s a habit? This does not mean that purity of heart is something that we make happen in ourselves by our great efforts. Rather, we ask for help from our Lord who will actually change our hearts.

Secondly, this is reason for us to be patient with other Christians. Sometimes we get disappointed - even irritated and disillusioned - when another Christian does something that seems un-Christian. It’s just most people do not have all parts of their lives under the control of the Holy Spirit.

Third, every day we should spend at least a little time as St. Paul suggested, “...whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.”

In this way, we will be able to “see God” everywhere.
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Fowlers Stages Of Growth In A Nutshell
As we move through life we need to grow spiritually. Spiritual growth is a huge topic and one that probably cannot be completely characterized. However, there are some ideas that we can look to in order to provide us with some degree of direction. A number of years ago Dr. Fowler did a study based on numerous interviews to find what he believed were six stages in the development of faith in people. 

I have taken the liberty of somewhat paraphrasing Dr. Fowler’s work. As you look over the stages you need to understand that the stages of faith are neither achievements, nor progressive steps to salvation, but simply degrees that one's faith goes through as it develops. (Remember salvation doesn’t depend on what you understand or don’t understand but on what Jesus has done for you.)

Instead of looking at the stages as confining boxes, consider the image of concentric circles. Stage 1 is at the center and the other stages move out to stages which include the behaviors and attitudes of earlier stages. None of us is consistent in responding to the world in one particular way. In one situation, my response may be at Stage 1 and in another situation Stage 5.

As you look over these stages think of how your actions, your beliefs and those of the people in your life are reflected in each stage. 

In Stage 1, everything is real and has power. We think "magically". "Step on the crack and break your mother's back." Your parents are the ultimate authority. You trust that they know everything, and will provide everything you need. Your image of God is parent-like: He, like your mom or dad, has eyes in the back of his head, watches out for you, protects you and at the same time is right there to punish you when you do wrong. 

At stage 2, your beliefs and understandings are less magical, more literal. You have absolute authorities outside of yourself like parents, teachers, bosses, ministers, God, and they make the rules which you follow without question. "My teacher says... The Bible says..." You try to understand life with rules about fairness: “you do that... then I will...” The world tends to be black and white, good and evil in your understanding. 

At Stage 3, you begin to break away from external authorities which have shaped your life up to this point. You start to identify with groups of people who share your new ways of thinking. In this stage, a person has a pretty good idea why he/she believes. You pulls together various parts of faith that work for you and you still believe that people are rewarded or punished for following rules laid down by the proper authority (the church or Bible). Views at this stage are often stereotyped.

Stage 4. At this stage you see yourself as more and more of an authority as regards things that matter to you and you may do some serious and critical thinking about what you believe. Your faith becomes more your own. In addition, there is usually a struggle to grow and understand.

During this stage, you are so caught up in discovering and defining who you are and what your roles in life are going to be (personally and professionally) that you become a critic. You may find it fun to identify hypocrisies and inconsistencies in other ideas and other people. This is the stage where people usually begin to have questions about their Christian faith or start to wonder if it is true. Even though you see inconsistencies in other people’s ideas you are not so critical of your own thoughts and you have a tendency to believe that there is only one right way, your way. 

Stage 5. At this point you realize the paradoxes in faith, and learn to live with your faith and your questions. You have experienced enough in life to know that your "one right way" does not always work and that there are other ways to see the world and to live in it. Even though you may appreciate the logic and rationality of science, you know that there are things that cannot be explained--and instead of being threatened by that paradox you find it awe-inspiring. At this stage you don't need to know all the answers and have given up arrogance and discovered humility. This stage involves a dynamic, trusting relationship with God.

Stage 6.  This stage is defined by feeling at one with God. People here invest their lives into things and causes bigger than themselves without being concerned by the personal cost. Their relationship to God is deeper than friendship and they trust their closeness to God even when they cannot feel it. Life becomes a walk with Jesus through good times and bad times; through challenges and through joys.
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Where Your Treasure Is…
(note from a churchman):

My brother was doing insurance work in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina’s destruction. He had to tell some people that all that is left of their home is a slab of concrete. Many of the homes were beautiful historic landmarks filled with lifetime accumulations of possessions.

He pointed out to me an unexpected spiritual dimension to his work. It appears that it is quite easy to see the difference between people who owned their possessions and those who were owned by their possessions because there are two basic responses people have after losing everything they owned. One group of people have a serenity about them and are glad to have their health and their loved ones. Another group is completely distraught and inconsolable as they mourn the loss of the things and possessions they used to own - houses, cars, collections, etc.

This reminds me of a passage by Jesus, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:21) You notice that Jesus is saying that your heart will follow wherever you place your treasure - not the other way around as we usually like to assume. We like to think that if your heart is in the right place your treasures will follow. But the fact is that over time we make many subtle and not so subtle decisions about what is going to be treasure in our lives and then that is where our heart ends up.

I used to know a man who every year would give away some valuable possession as an exercise to make sure there was no “thing” that owned him.

Of course, treasure and possessions do not have to only be material “things.” If you are in college it could be the hope of someday making lots of money in a good job, it might be the hope of being a hero or heroine through some career, it could be the sheer joy of learning, it could be the power and influence that comes from knowledge, or whatever.

It would do us well if from time to time we would stop and think about three things: What do I spend my spare money on, What do I spend my spare time on and What do I think about most?

Your treasure is where your heart is. As a result, your life’s purpose is directed towards accumulating whatever it is that you treasure. Your treasure is what you will depend upon when you face difficulties. Your treasure is what gives you most of the joy you have in life.

Jesus said, “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal.”
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…Think On These Things…
Over the past five years I have appreciated those billboards and advertisements by the Foundation for a Better Life. You know the billboards; they might have a picture of Ghandi, Mother Theresa, or a person who overcame some life problem and say something about courage or compassion and then the words, “...pass it on.” I have always found them uplifting. But recently, I came across some web sites that were ripping into those advertisements as if there was something phony and evil about them. Some of the criticism was that those advertisements are being paid for by a billionaire and that this was somehow a bad thing. I guess I don’t care who pays for them - they are still good. In fact, the Foundation for a Better Life does not ask for donations and they will not accept donations. Other people on the web sites suggested that there was some sort of evil secret plot behind the ads related to everything from $9 beer at ball games to war in the Mideast. (Well, I guess the Internet is a sounding board for everybody...) But perhaps one of the most repeated criticisms I saw was that these ads about compassion, courage, persistence and other virtues is phoney thinking because the critics think that everyone should instead focus their minds on all the problems, bad things and evil in the world. (Would those critics be happier if someone put up a billboard of smashed houses in Louisiana with the words, “Destruction, pass it on” or maybe a picture of bin Ladin with a pile of charred women and children, “Religious hate - pass it on?”)

I don’t think most people have any problem recognizing the bad things in the world. But I do think that we need more people who recognize good and people who do good. When you look through history you see that the people who have accomplished the most good were the ones who focused on high ideals of good. They did not deny the reality of the problems and evil they were dealing with - but their focus was on the good. Martin Luther King Jr. knew about racism and oppression, but he focused on freedom and peace. Abraham Lincoln lived in the midst of slavery and war, but he focused on unity and principle. Kant knew about propaganda and lies, but he focused on truth. Mother Theresa knew about disease and suffering but she focused on compassion and creating dignity.

St. Paul wrote to the Philippians, “..whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.”
St. Paul was not telling us to ignore the problems and evils of this world - he was telling us what to focus on because that will determine how we live and how we will deal with the problems and evil around us.
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Discouragement
Progress in anything we are trying to accomplish is a series of dips and rises, with each new rise a little higher than the one before. This is most certainly the experience of college whether in new classes, roommates, friends, campus activities or sports. So the dip - when everything seems to go wrong - is a common experience. It is in the dip that we may get discouraged. Your shoulders sag, all your energy seems to have gone, you wonder if it is all worth it, you feel empty spiritually. It’s not that you are doubting because you don’t have enough energy to doubt. You are aware of a conflict between your attitude and a spirit of faith, but you don’t feel like facing the conflict.

Faith and discouragement are complete opposites to each other so when we are really discouraged we don’t even want to think about faith. But it is faith that traces a thread of purpose through what otherwise looks like a mess. The Bible calls it, “...the evidence of things not seen.”

The ironic thing is that faith is a lot easier to hold onto when we also have the evidence of things that are seen. Still, the purpose of faith is to sustain us when we do not have any evidence. Basically, when everything is going wrong is the time for faith; but that’s when it is hardest to have faith.

Interestingly enough, faith is something that comes out of the inner (and successful) struggle with discouragement. St. Paul described this struggle in several ways: as an inner wrestling, once he wrote to his friend Timothy to “fight the good fight of faith.” At other times he called it warfare. In his letter to the Ephesians (chapter 6) he even talks about the kind of spiritual armor and weapons a Christian needs to fight this battle.

Have you ever given up in some kind of contest like sports only to find out later from your opponent that if you had held on just a little longer, you would have won? How many of us have lost the spirit of fight just before they would have achieved their goal? We have been given a promise: “And let us not grow weary in well-doing, for in due season we will reap, if we do not lose heart.” It is unfortunate when a person defeats their life’s goals because they lose heart in the face of discouragement and either gets tired in the efforts or becomes cynical and doesn’t see a reason to try anymore.

The hardest time to recognize the guidance and presence of God in our lives is the present. We can look over our lives and see how God worked in the difficulties of former days. When we were enduring those difficulties we had lots of doubts. But right now is the hardest time to see the hand of God - especially when you are in the midst of discouragement.

When you are discouraged it is because things look bad. Our faith is not in things - it is in God. In moments of discouragement it is the thought of God that creates hope. The way to fight the good fight of faith is to hold the thought of God in the focus of your mind. Perhaps when you think it, say the word quietly to yourself - “God.” You can smile when you say it because He is the assurance of things hoped for.

There is a proverb in the Bible that gives four directions to fight against discouragement. It might be good for you to print these four steps on a card and put it on your desk or dresser.

1) “Trust in the Lord with all your heart.”

2) “Lean not on your own understanding.”

3) “In all your ways acknowledge God.”

4) “And He will direct your path.”
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Effect Or Difference
ADVANCE \d4You may or may not have seen the quiz that is supposed to have come from the late Charles Schultz, the creator of the "Peanuts" comic strip. I have included it in the following (with a couple of slight changes) - except no cartoons. (For one thing I hate to send copyrighted material around and for another, pictures always take up so much room as electronic files.) The quiz is in two parts. (You don't have to actually answer the questions. Just read it straight through, and you will get the point.) Then I have a couple of comments.
1. Name the five wealthiest people in the world.
2. Name the last five Heisman trophy winners.
3. Name the last five Miss America winners. 
4. Name ten people who have won the Nobel or Pulitzer Prize. 
5. Name the last half dozen Academy Award winners for best actor and actress. 
6. Name the last decade's worth of World Series winners.

7. ADVANCE \d4Name the person who dominated the top news story last year today or last month today. 
How did you do? If you are like me, you got some, but couldn’t answer all or even most of them. The point is, none of us remember most of the people who made headlines yesterday. Some of them may have had an effect on our lives but eventually the applause dies. Awards tarnish. Achievements are forgotten. Accolades and certificates are buried with their owners. Here's another quiz. 
See how you do on this one: 
1. List a few teachers who aided your journey through school or Sunday school.
2. Name three friends who have helped you through a difficult time.
3. Name five people who have taught you something worthwhile.
4. Think of a few people who have made you feel appreciated and special.
5. Think of five people you enjoy spending time with. 

ADVANCE \d4Easier? The lesson: The people who earn the top honors have an effect on your life; but the people who make the big difference in your life are not the ones with the most credentials, the most money, or the most awards. They are the ones that care.

ADVANCE \d4But it goes the other way too. When I was in college I was like most everybody else dreaming of all the great things I was going to do once I got out of school. But the greatest effect you and I are going to have on other people’s lives is going to be with those we take time to care about. The ones near at hand to us.

ADVANCE \d4In fact, each of us lives in a series of concentric circles. In the outermost circle are other countries, other races and humanity in general. In the next closer circle are our own nation, race and religion. The next closest is our friends and family. I think that Satan’s trick is to get us to put all of our compassion in the outer circles where very few of us can do much anyway. I have known many people over the years who are so very concerned and compassionate about wars, world hunger, racism, human suffering and so forth. But those same people cannot get along with their neighbors or even their family. So often those are people who want the president to "do something about (name the suffering)" but will not even notice the person down the hall who is hurting. Furthermore, we are most likely to have an effect on the furthest circle when we are already acting within the closest circle.

ADVANCE \d4I still remember a memorial (funeral) for a great scholar and writer. In the funeral there were speeches about what a great thinker and influence this guy had been. Afterwards there was the usual fellowship luncheon. I was struck by the fact that during the fellowship time people who knew him told me not about his great books, but instead of the times he had supported them in tough times, wisdom he shared, how he had shared joys and many other examples of his caring. His books will have an effect for quite a few years until they become obsolete. But the people he influenced will continue to influence yet others in one way or another forever.

ADVANCE \d4So, think about those around you whether they are smart, dumb, nice, unpleasant, popular or unpopular and care about them. That is where you will have the opportunity to do great life-changing things - starting now.
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Short Item On Righteous Perspective
This week I would like to quote a short anecdote by Dr. Willimon:

I once met a man, then a young professor, tell of being on a plane in the late sixties and finding himself next to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and, as their journey progressed, he revealed to Dr. King that he was active in the Civil Rights struggle on his own campus. Because of his work in the racial struggle, he had become alienated from his father. He told Dr. King how his father could not understand him and how they had grown apart.

“What can i do,” he asked Dr. King, “to raise the consciousness of my father, to make my father see that he is a racist, that all of his pious talk about ‘loving black people’ is just a lie?”

Dr. King put his hand on the angry young man’s hand and said, “Your father is doing the best he can. He has not had many of your educational opportunities, opportunities which your father has provided for you. As a Christian you must be patient with him and love him.”
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Holy Week
There is that odd mystery of Holy week - how come so many people were cheering when Jesus came in on Palm Sunday and then how come so many people were shouting “Crucify Him!” only five days later? Some have suggested that it was two different crowds. But maybe not...

I have an acquaintance (Forrest Mims III) who is the Chairman of the Environmental Science section of the Texas Academy of Science. Last month they gave an award to an ecologist professor named Dr. Pianka as the best scientist for that year. To be fair, he earned the award, he has written many papers and books on ecology in deserts and about lizards and so on.

As part of the award he addressed the Academy of Science and university students for 45 minutes. His speech was not about his work. Instead he told how he believes that human beings are the scourge of the earth - that we are no more important than bacteria, but doing a lot more damage. (You have probably already heard that kind of stuff before) but he believes that the earth must be saved.

His proposed solution is for scientists who really care, to develop an air-borne version of the ebola virus and release it into the world in order to kill off 90% of the human race. In order to save the world he thinks we should kill 5.5 billion people. He suggested ebola since it is fast - but he seems to have forgotten that it is like dying of torture as it turns internal organs into liquid.

Now of course, I think the guy is a nut - he may be smart nut - but he’s a nut; so does Forrest. But here is the strange and troublesome part. When Dr. Pianka got done with his speech to the several hundred academy members and college students he got a standing ovation with cheers. Since then, some of his students have spoken on how much they adore his thoughts and one has even started a web site supporting this whole idea.

This is strange. That audience was applauding a guy who wants 90% of them to die. They were applauding a suggestion to kill 90% of the human race.

My acquaintance is concerned because he thinks that like Charles Manson some follower with access to deadly viruses may get depressed and decide to make the world better by releasing it. I’m actually not too worried about that.

But what I am concerned about is how a large group of highly intelligent people of all ages would rise to applaud ideas like that. These are some of the best minds in the world. Sure, some of those people probably just joined the standing ovation because other people were doing it - but that is just as much of a concern.

Maybe this behavior by the Academy of Sciences and university students helps us to understand the fickle behavior of the crowds on Palm Sunday and Good Friday.

There are three messages I want to draw from this.

1. You don’t need to take a very close look at history and see how some people have been swept along. Millions followed Hitler believing they were the master race. Lenin promised a worker’s “Heaven on Earth” and we now know where that went. The Zaibatsu in Japan promised world domination. Hussein promised power and prosperity to all who would obey him in conquering the continent. Kinsey was a sick pervert in private, but millions in America have followed his ideas of sexuality. Look at what we tolerate on TV and coming across our computers. The list is very long. But the point is, we must follow Jesus Christ first and foremost; no matter how enticing another leader or ideology may look.

Last week I sent my acquaintance an e-mail that ended with something to the effect, “All that stands in the way of evil's triumph is a few good men and good women with the wisdom and courage to stand up."

I’m glad Forrest was there to speak up and challenge the members of the academy. But when Jesus was before Pilate, all of the good men and good women who could have said something ran away - or denied they even knew Him. That is forever a question for us too - will we deny Christ when He needs us to stand?

2. It shows that we need God’s help because even the best and brightest of humanity can lead us into disaster or even evil. Just as the people who applauded at the academy of sciences the people who condemned Jesus to the cross represented the best of the day. The Roman government was arguably the most just system in the world. The Jewish religion the most merciful. Surely there were intelligent people in the streets. But they are the ones who condemned Jesus to the cross. It was not just the worst, but the best of what humanity had to offer that crucified Jesus.

3. It’s amazing that with such a lousy track record as we humans have God still “so loved the world that He gave His only Son to die for us.”
Holy Week does not paint a very nice or flattering picture of what we are really like. It shows us that all on our own - we are doomed. But Holy Week also shows us how God loves us anyway. It shows us that only He will save us from our sin and eternal death. It even shows us how He can change us. But in order to do so, we must bow before the bloody Cross recognizing the part of our human nature that put Jesus there and humbly receive the salvation He offers.
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Note For Ash Wednesday
No one is too fond of exams in school (including college) but exams make it so that we can see what we are learning and what we was not learning. 

Ash Wednesday is the beginning of Lent. Lent is a time of self-examination. It’s not a long time, just six weeks (not counting Sundays). But Lent affords us an opportunity to take a needed honest look at ourselves and our lives and bravely look at what things really are wrong. What Lent calls - Penance.

One reason is so that we stay honest and realize that we need Jesus Christ’s forgiveness. Another reason is to see how we can live more like Jesus calls us to live. And so we come to some of the disciplines of Lent. They are study, prayer, fasting and acts of charity.

Prayer is key. It has always been especially interesting to me that Jesus - even though He Himself was God - would take time to go off and pray. He would spend a day healing people another day preaching and teaching - then he would go off and pray. Prayer keeps us connected with God and with our source of power.

In Lent we want to make it a regular, purposeful action. 

Study is simply taking some time to study the Word of God. This always includes the Bible and should include some guided devotional material or Bible study. There are all kinds of them. In years past our church has had Bible reading challenges and challenges to listen to the Bible on tape through Lent. Quite a few people have done it. 

The key thing is that if you decide to spend extra time studying, you need to set a time and a habit. I find that for me, I have to do it early in the morning otherwise I get too wrapped up in the rest of the day’s jobs and activities that it never gets done otherwise.

Fasting is something that we don’t do much nowadays. But it is a remarkable spiritual tool. A Lenten fast could be no food one day a week through the season, or cutting out some particular food. The reason this is useful is twofold. One - the one hand, fasting develops a discipline. It seems that when you discipline something physical dealing with your body, other things become easier to discipline.

The second thing is that for some reason I do not understand, some of the most powerful spiritual experiences I have had came during or sometime after fasting. Maybe the awareness all day of why you are fasting acts as a long term prayer - I don’t know. But some of the more important insights about myself and the world around me have been associated with fasts. It has been helpful to fast just before a really big and difficult task or important decision. I have also found that a couple of the most important and seemingly most impossible and biggest prayers I have ever had answered were associated with fasting.

Acts of charity - almsgiving. Perhaps this is like fasting because you give away something to help someone else. That something can be volunteered time, money, or possessions that can help someone else. 

Extra giving helps you not to be under the control of the things you own. When you give something away, that something has no power over you.

Giving also helps you to put other people’s needs above your comfort and wants.

Acts of charity helps you to take your focus away from yourself.

Lent is an opportunity. Through prayer, study, fasting, acts of charity or some combination of things we can honestly examine ourselves and let the spirit of God become more at home in us.
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