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have ever read.  After reading it I felt like
I had stepped back into time, almost like
a time machine, re-living the issues that
faced Christians then.  And of course, as
you pointed out, similar issues are with us
today! I count on the PT for this kind of
informative, insightful stuff.

Texas  

I really enjoyed your article on the
Reformation in the Fall 2012 Plain Truth.

I also enjoyed the article on Christians &
Politics. I look forward to each issue of
Plain Truth—always great reading!

New York

The Enduring Legacy of
C.S. Lewis

I, too, am an admiring fan of C.S. Lewis.
Thanks for the article about him in the
Summer issue of Plain Truth and the
accompanying commentary which I
enjoyed listening to. It brought me back to
a time in Colorado where I watched a
play about an aspect of his life. Truly an
amazing example of unaffected, authentic
Christianity. I consider myself fortunate to
benefit from the resources that are made
available and accessible through your
work and the many others who embrace
Christ without the organizational
impediments. 

California

In Search of My Father
Thanks, Greg, for the wonderful story

of your dad in the Summer 2012 Plain

Truth magazine, and for this reminder:
“The Son is the image of the invisible
God, the firstborn over all creation.”

Kentucky 

L E T T E R S

MISSION STATEMENT

Plain Truth Ministries proclaims authentic
Christianity without the religion. Our work is
Christ-centered, based on God’s amazing
grace, giving hope to those burned out by
legalistic religion.

HOW TO SUBSCRIBE

For an electronic subscription go to
www.ptm.org/sub. The Internet allows us to
serve readers around the world.   

Printed copies of Plain Truth are a benefit,
mailed to ongoing PTM contributors. If you
would like to join us, and contribute to our
worldwide work, go to www.ptm.org/donate.

TO UPDATE YOUR ADDRESS

Be sure to notify us immediately of any change
in your address by calling us at 1-800-309-4466,
visiting our website at www.ptm.org/change
(please have your old mailing label available
for reference) or writing us at The Plain Truth,

Pasadena, CA 91129 (please include your old
mailing label and your new address). 

U.S. Postmaster: Send address changes to The

Plain Truth, Pasadena, CA 91129.

TO SEND A LETTER OR E-MAIL 

Write us at Letters to the Editor, The Plain

Truth, Pasadena, CA 91129, email us at
managing.editor@ptm.org or fax us at Letters
to the Editor at 626-358-4846.

The editors reserve the right to print or not
print comments so addressed, in whole or in
part, as deemed in the public interest, and to
print your name and edit the letter for clarity
and space. 

We will protect the confidentiality of
correspondence that we deem to be of a
personal nature. Correspondence published by
Plain Truth Ministries does not necessarily
reflect the opinions of Plain Truth Ministries.

EDITORIAL STAFF

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: Greg Albrecht

MANAGING EDITOR: Laura Urista

ART DIRECTION AND PRODUCTION: Marv Wegner

ASSOCIATE EDITOR: Monte Wolverton

CIRCULATION DIRECTOR: Dennis Warkentin

THEOLOGICAL CONSULTANT: Jim Fowler

Christians & Politics—
Where Is Your Citizenship?

Thank you for all the good news in the
Fall issue of Plain Truth about “Polly
Ticks” and where we stand with her. I
receive lots of polls in the mail from
Gallup and other polls asking many
questions regarding my opinion. Why do
they have to get so nosy? I like to answer
some, but most are none of their “you
know what” business. Where do we
stand? On Jesus the solid Rock, of
course! 

Nevada  

I appreciated the well-written, balanced
cover story by Monte Wolverton in the
Fall Plain Truth, “Christians & Politics—
Where is Your Citizenship?” I hear from
a lot of “Christians” who are constantly
bashing the candidates on either side!
This article made a lot of good points
about where our priorities should be.
Thanks, PT, for another great issue! 

Email 

I’ve been reading The Plain Truth for
years. It is truly a tremendous blessing
that God is using this magazine and
ministry as a voice for the gospel of our
Lord Jesus Christ. The latest [Fall 2012]
issue was a breath of fresh air for my soul.
I thank God for your work, as you are
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Devouring Plain Truth
I thoroughly enjoy and devour your

articles in Plain Truth. After pondering
your profound significance in helping me
move from legalism to faith in Jesus
Christ alone, I felt overwhelmingly moved
to let you know just how much I
appreciate you. 

Thanks to PTM I now know that God
didn’t create humans just so that he could
hate and destroy us. God is not vindictive—
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God loves us more than we could ever
imagine. Because of PTM and CWR, I
and countless others have been truly
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Circa 6 BC: Royal Birth in Bethlehem

Eyewitness accounts of a royal proclamation are

trickling in from Bethlehem tonight. Details are

being pieced together around what initially seemed

like bogus reports of alien lights over a shepherd’s

pasture. One bystander captured this audio of a

‘flash mob’ recording a

choral announcement of

the birth of Israel’s

Messiah:

“Do not be afraid. I bring

you good news that will

cause great joy for all the

people. Today in the town

of David a Savior has been

born to you; he is the

Messiah, the Lord. This

will be a sign to you: You

will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a

manger… ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven,

and on earth peace to those on whom his favor

rests.’” (Luke 2:10-12, 14)

King Herod denies any involvement in the

spectacle but inquiries are under way. What was

the source of this pyrotechnic broadcast? Can

rumors of an unexpected royal birth be true?

Israel’s chief priests and scribes, combing the

national archives, have issued a press release

about the location of the Messiah’s expected

birthplace:

“In Bethlehem of Judea; for this is what the

prophet has written: ‘But you, Bethlehem in the

land of Judah, are by no means least among the

rulers of Judah; for out of you will come forth

a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’”

(Matthew 2:5-6)

*******

DATELINE: Bethlehem
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“A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great

mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and

refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.”

(Matthew 2:18)

*******

Dateline Bethlehem – Circa 4 BC: Weeping in
Ramah

In a shocking turn of events, the King

launched Special Forces into Bethlehem last

night. The house-to-house raids were part of

an operation to detain suspects purportedly

plotting a coup d’etat to depose the king.

Herod’s increasingly erratic policies have led

to violence again. Every male under two

years old in the Bethlehem vicinity was

slaughtered by dawn. Funeral processions fill

the streets, with family members parading

tiny shrouded bodies while chanting the

lyrics of Jeremiah:
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Peace on Earth? Bethlehem Then
and Now

T
he advent angels’ song
of joy and peace
notwithstanding, the

major news items
immediately after the birth
of Jesus were grievous—
bloody reports of infanticide
in Bethlehem at the hands of
a paranoid ruler. Joseph’s
family fled into Egypt as
refugees with no right of
return (Matthew 2:13-15, 1
9-23). The stubborn fact is
the birth of Christ did not
end hostility in David’s
birthplace or across our
world to this day. Even the
traditional site of Christ’s
birth has seen waves of
repeated violence since
Herod’s famous crime against
humanity. If Jesus was
indeed the promised Prince
of Peace, where is the peace?

*******

Dateline Bethlehem – April 2 - May
10, 2002: Siege of the Church of
the Nativity

In a communiqué from the Israeli
Cabinet, a military incursion la-
beled “Operation Defensive Shield”
was initiated throughout the West
Bank. The invasion was launched
days after a Jihadist suicide-bomber
left thirty elderly Jews dead at the
Park Hotel in Netanya. The goal of
the operation was to “defeat the in-
frastructure of Palestinian terror in
all its parts and components.”

Two-hundred fifty tanks and ar-
mored personnel carriers were mo-
bilized, supported by fighter jets
and Apache gunships. UN ob-
servers reported that combatants
put civilians in harm’s way, often
using heavy weapons in heavily
populated areas. Israeli Defense
Forces (IDF) seized control of cities
across the West Bank, climaxing in
a standoff in the Old Town of
Bethlehem. 

9



Trapped between advancing Is-
raeli forces, approximately 220
Palestinians sought refuge with
forty Christian monks in the
Church of the Nativity, traditional
site of Christ’s manger cave. The
group consisted mainly of civilians
and police, but also included
dozens of armed gunmen from var-
ious militias.

The IDF deployed tanks near
Manger Square while snipers nest-
ed in surrounding buildings. Israeli
officials accused militants of firing
on Israeli troops from the church
and ordered marksmen using laser
sights to return fire into the build-
ing. During the siege, seven Pales-
tinians were killed and around
forty were reported injured.

The siege lasted for thirty-nine
days, until May 10, when surren-
der was negotiated. Civilians were
released and thirteen militants
were exiled to Italy and Spain and
twenty-six to Gaza. 

*******

“Oh little town of Bethlehem. How
still we see thee lie?”

This past March, I did see Bethle-
hem lying still. While attending
the Christ at the Checkpoint confer-
ence sponsored by Bethlehem
Bible Collge, ignoring the tourist

bureau’s wagging fingers, I wan-
dered into the deep and dreamless
sleep of the Aida refugee camp
after midnight. Established in 1950
with IDPs (internally displaced per-
sons) from seventeen villages, it
consists of just over one-quarter
square mile of concrete housing
units. The 5,000 refugees (over
50% children) crammed into
the camp suffer severe over-

crowding, 43 percent unem-
ployment, inadequate sewage
and shortages of water. They
have only one school, one
food distribution center, and
no health centers on site.
The boundaries of the camp
were further reduced by the
security wall on two sides,
built to reclaim Rachel’s

tomb as Jewish territory, but cut-
ting off the open fields where chil-
dren once played. 

As a friend and I walked the nar-
row alleys, half a dozen young
men emerged from the shadows to
greet us. They each shared their
story of life in the camp. They
were especially eager to tell us
about kids’ programs they had cre-
ated. We also heard about their ex-
tended time in detention during
the second intifada (Arabic for
“shaking off”) of 2000–2005. The
saddest tale came from “Jacob”
who, as a sixteen-year-old, was im-
prisoned four years for throwing
stones when the 30-foot wall
around Bethlehem was being erect-
ed. He claimed that for 110 days
he was confined to a dark cell too
small for him to lie down. “Ten
days?” I asked. “No,” he corrected,
“One hundred and ten.” When he
tried to sleep, guards allegedly

banged on the walls and poured
hot or cold water over him. He
tried to maintain his sanity by
singing or by talking to bugs in his
cell, but disclosed permanent men-
tal symptoms from the ordeal.

Jacob invited us to his apartment
for tea. To refuse would be a rejec-
tion of his offer of friendship, so
we followed him to his little flat.
He called his wife from bed to
serve us tea and cake and show off
their newborn. She too had spent a
year in jail. Now “free,” they were
both unemployed. He hoped for
work in a hotel. She was trying to
sell her artwork. 

I can’t verify if Jacob’s story of
hell-in-prison is true, but his daily
existence is tragic enough. Some-
time after 1:30 a.m., we strolled off
in sad reflection past Rachel’s wall-
obscured tomb, back to our hotel.

*******

Dateline Toulouse, France – March
22, 2012: Weeping in Ramah
Continues

Rachel has not ceased weeping for
her children. Just days after the
Christ at the Checkpoint conference
in Bethlehem, Mohamed Merah—a
French Jihadist—murdered three
Jewish children, a Rabbi and three-
soldiers in Toulouse, France. After a
thirty-hour standoff, he died in a
hail of police bullets while trying
to escape.

The most disturbing image: he
had chased an eight-year-old girl
down at a Jewish school, grabbed

10 THE PLAIN TRUTH
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her by the hair and shot her in the
head before escaping on his scoot-
er. Merah had sent video of the at-
tack to the media outlet, Al Jazeera,
who laudably refused to show it. 

*******
While at the Christ at the Check-

point conference, I met a Christian
media analyst who monitors
Mideast reporting in America. He
alerted me to the horrific news
from Toulouse, France. Such vio-
lence calls for an outcry from all
who practice peacemaking, includ-
ing advocacy workers who normal-
ly decry settler violence or
checkpoint oppression. Real resis-
tance to injustice must transcend
“sides” to focus on the common
enemies of humanity: hatred, vio-
lence and death. I witnessed cruel-
ty in the Israeli occupation of
Hebron, but that will not justify or
deafen me to the lament of Jews in
Toulouse and beyond. As my ana-
lyst friend explained:  

“I don’t know if you see it, but
the Jews I work with have seen a
return to pre-World War II rhetoric
about the Jews. I see it as well. I
have seen video of anti-Israel pro-
testers on college campuses that
will shock you. The assessment
that is starting to take root is that
we are entering an era where Jews
outside of Israel and the U.S. will

be subject to the type of hostil-
ity they have historically been
subjected to for most of their
history. Europe will be lost to
them. Under these conditions,
getting concessions from Is-
raelis will be increasingly diffi-
cult.” 

Despair in Vancouver

In April, I spoke at a “Christian
Zionism and Israel” forum at the
Vancouver Public Library. Professor
Ron Dart first presented the com-
plex history of Zionism. Then I
spoke about the multiplicity of
narratives I witnessed among Jews,
Muslims and Christians, emphasiz-
ing stories of cooperation for
peace. Finally, screenwriter Kevin
Miller summarized his documen-
tary, “With God on Our Side.”
Apart from a few disruptive mur-
murs, the presentation went fine—
attendees nodded in understanding.

But when the Q&A time began,
the emotional temperature rose.
“Sides” became apparent; the vol-
ume escalated. People with painful
backstories allowed their hostility
to bleed into accusations (some
true, some bizarre). Prejudicial
walls came up and ears were ef-
fectively turned off. 

Losing patience, I stepped to
the microphone and spoke
with an edge that made some
cringe. What I said illustrates
my exasperation and despair: 

“I propose that we stop call-
ing the Holy Land either Israel
or Palestine. Let’s just call it
‘The Nuthouse of Hatred.’ A
modest proposal for peace

would be for all who claim to wor-
ship the God of Abraham to refuse
to kill each other. There will be no
peace in the land as long as we re-
main more committed to that
rock-pile than we are to the dignity
of human life— as long as we
honor ancestors who are so much
worm food more than our living
neighbors across the wall. To be
frank,” I said, “after one week I was
just happy to get the hell out of
there.”

Clever speech. But unkind—and
so fruitless. A few heads bowed
momentarily in embarrassment,
probably only for me. Afterwards, I
connected with a circle of Jewish
folks who had been most riled.
They shared their stories and frus-
trations. They could hear little
through their own pain; they
could see nothing through the red
glare of Islamist rocket attacks.
They spoke of hope for peace in
terms of a reduction in Palestinian
“breeding.” 

After ninety minutes of expound-
ing our most persuasive arguments
and inspiring testimonials for co-
operative peacemaking, the veneer

Real resistance to injustice must transcend “sides” to focus on the

common enemies of humanity: hatred, violence and death. I

witnessed cruelty in the Israeli occupation of Hebron, but that will not

justify or deafen me to the lament of Jews in Toulouse and beyond.

Children walking home
to the Aida Refugee

Camp from school, with
the Israeli Wall looming

in the distance.

Israeli Wall in Bethlehem
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of Canadian tolerance dissolved,
exposing an ugly mutual allegiance
to hatred of the other. I despaired.

A Necessary Despair, A New Way

Why was my despair necessary?
Despair can be a messenger. It says,
“You can’t live this way any more.
It’s not working. When you hit
rock bottom, why not try surren-
der?” 

That sleepless night I bottomed
out. I relinquished every worldly
hope for peace outside an explicit
surrender to the rule and reign of
the Prince of Peace—the One
whose arrival heralded ‘Peace on
earth, good will to men’ and
whose message is the roadmap to
peace. Jeremiah prophesied that
Rachel’s weeping would only turn

to comfort and restoration via the
New Covenant established by Jesus
the Messiah (Jeremiah 31). 

Christ himself discounted every
alternative—practical solutions,
even humanistic solutions—as
temptations from the devil. Peace
on earth? “No problem,” said
Satan, “just give the people what-
ever they think they need (turn
stones to bread). Overwhelm them
with dramatic proof (leap from the
temple). And finally, bow to the
way of imperial conquest. But will
this create peace? Has it so far?

In his recent book, Beauty Will
Save the World, Brian Zahnd says
the perfection of beauty is the
Christmas mystery of the Word
made flesh, the Incarnation, 
Israel’s Messiah and the world’s
Savior. Jesus came to reveal what
God is really like (Love) and to
show us how to be truly human

(love). The pinnacle of that revela-
tion is the cruciform image of
Christ’s self-giving love and radical
forgiveness.

We may fantasize other solutions
from suburban North American
pews. But one cannot fake peace in
Bethlehem. Centuries of evidence
call us to despair of our remedies
and to follow the Jesus Way, to
enter Jesus’ narrow gate of doing
“to others (including enemies)
what you would have them do to
you” (Matthew 7:12).

The Jesus Way is riskier and takes
longer: it requires taking up the
Cross of self-sacrifice and forgive-
ness of real enemies. Any peace
plan that circumnavigates Christ’s
Sermon on the Mount (even under
the banner of God’s promises) is

delusional and a disservice to the
people of the Holy Land. It simply
cannot work. 

As Zahnd says, “Jesus’ kingdom
governed by a politics of forgive-
ness and redemption is the new
world built around the cross of
Christ as an axis of love and a
world where Satan is driven out. It
is the only real possibility for peace. It
is the beauty that will save the
world (p. 91). 

The Incarnation of God’s Love

The majority of Jews, Muslims and
Christians in the Holy Land realize
these facts:

1) Violent insurgency and mili-
tary occupation have utterly failed;

2) Violent and nonviolent protests
have utterly failed;

3) Political negotiations have ut-
terly failed.

Two options remain. We can
continue cycling through failed
peace-plots for generations, hoping
something (other than ourselves)
will magically change. OR we can
risk living out the Incarnation,
even while the mire remains. What
would that look like?

First of all, it looks more like the
meekness of a manger than the
grandiosity of an emperor. The
kingdom of God is not established
by spectacular ventures on interna-
tional stages. 

The kingdom of God became
flesh with a child in a local com-
munity where a little family simply
lived in obedience to God’s direc-
tion. The kingdom of God has 
always come, not a glorious revolu-
tion, but like a farmer watching
wheat grow—less like reclaiming a
land or national identity and more
like faithfulness to one’s family,
kindness to one’s neighbor, and
diligence in one’s vocation.

The kingdom of God that brings
peace on earth comes like Jesus—
by living peaceably in neighborli-
ness on one’s immediate block,
living out the incarnation of

God’s love to the poor among you,
refusing to be enemies, extending
blessing whenever possible, and
praying for patient endurance
when feeling persecuted.

Kingdom people live out the 

incarnation of God’s love by ex-
pressing the grace of Christ. He
was generous with friends and
strangers, kind to neighbors and
strangers, and forgiving of ene-
mies. Kingdom people walk in the
one-day-at-a-time meekness of the
King who became a doulos—a 
servant of all in a thousand tiny
ways. If each of us does that in our
neighborhoods this Christmas, we
may just develop a taste for the
goodness of a silent and holy
night. ❑

Brad Jersak and his wife, Eden, live
in the Fraser Valley of British Colum-
bia. When he’s not hiking the local
mountains, Brad is working on a re-
search degree in Philosophy of Religion
(Bangor University, Wales) and offer-
ing a variety of seminars to churches
around the globe twice a month.
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Losing patience, I stepped to the microphone...“I propose that

we stop calling the Holy Land either Israel or Palestine. Let’s

just call it ‘The Nuthouse of Hatred.’ A modest proposal for

peace would be for all who claim to worship the God of

Abraham to refuse to kill each other...”

Christ at the Checkpoint conference
sponsored by Bethelehem Bible Collge P
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In fulfilling the divine plan
for my life, “how much is
God’s part? How much is my
part? What can I expect of
God? What does God expect of
me?”

I
n a support group I recently
attended, we discussed a story
about a young man who sat
on his living room sofa all day

long for an entire year, waiting for
God to find him a job. To his cred-
it, the young man rightly believed
that God could solve his unem-
ployment problem. After all, an all-
powerful, loving God would not
wish his child to remain unem-
ployed and unable to pay his bills.
So the young man watched televi-
sion daily, for hours on end, wait-
ing for God to find him a job. After
a year of mind-numbing soap op-
eras, game shows, and endless
cable news, the faithful couch
potato, now twenty-five pounds
heavier, remained unemployed. 

While more mature Christians

wink at the young man’s spiritual
naiveté and lack of practical expe-
rience in matters of faith, his hope

and expectation for divine inter-
vention raises an important spiri-
tual question, one that is directly
related to the recurring question of

God’s will for our lives. In
regard to fulfilling the
plans and goals that we be-

lieve are in harmony with
God’s purposes for our lives,

each of us must ask, “How
much is God’s part, and how

much is my part?” 
How much should I expect God

to do for me, and how much
should I expect to do for myself? If
I need a job, am I to sit on the
couch and wait for God to magi-
cally direct prospective employers

to my phone number in the white
pages, or do I take a more active
role? If I am to take a more active
role, exactly how active am I to be?

WINTER 2012 13

by Martin
M. Davis

All of

God,

ALL OF

ME

...I need no longer puzzle over the relationship

between God’s part and my part in matters of

obedience to the divine plan...He wants me to use

all my abilities and talents in his service...At the

same time, I can act with confidence, knowing that

the resources of heaven are fully at my disposal...



14 THE PLAIN TRUTH

While the answer to these ques-
tions may seem radiantly clear to
Christians more spiritually mature
than I, this issue has not been sim-
ple for me, for I have wrestled with
this matter for over twenty-five
years. Recently, however, as I sat
on my front porch, sipping morn-
ing coffee and watching the chick-
adees dance around the feeder
while my morning meditation
stirred in my mind, the answer to
this perplexing riddle came to me
in a Zen-like flash of illumination.
Suddenly, my mind returned to
Bethlehem, to a babe lying in a
manger, watched over by an ador-
ing peasant couple and a mute au-
dience of indifferent barn animals.

There in a damp stable-cave in an
obscure backwater village in the
vast Roman Empire, I found the
answer to the question that had
puzzled me for decades.

Fully Divine, Fully Human

In a recent Bible study, as we read
the first chapters of the Gospel of
Luke, I posed what I readily admit-
ted was a “trick” question. I asked,
“Was the birth of Jesus Christ a di-
vine act, or was the birth of Jesus
Christ a human act?” One member
of the group, a conservative, Bible-
believing brother in Christ, quick-
ly—and rightly—answered, “It was
a divine act.” To be sure, most con-
servative, evangelical Christians

would describe the birth of the Son
of God as a divine act. Others of a
more skeptical nature, however,
whose prejudices and culturally-
sanctioned presuppositions disal-
low the possibility of divine
“interference” in human affairs,
would describe the birth of Jesus as
a human act. Astonishingly, both

groups, conservatives and sceptics,
are right! The birth of the Son of
God was both a fully divine act and

a fully human act.
In the Gospel of Luke, the angel

Gabriel appears to Mary, an un-
married peasant girl of Nazareth.
The heavenly messenger an-
nounces that the young virgin will
be “overshadowed” by the Holy

How much should I expect

God to do for me, and how

much should I expect to

do for myself? If I need a

job, am I to sit on the

couch and wait for God

to magically direct

prospective

employers to my

phone number in the

white pages, or do I take

a more active role?

In regard to

fulfilling the plans and

goals that we believe

are in harmony with

God’s purposes for our

lives, each of us must ask,

“How much is God’s part,

and how much is my part?”
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Spirit and will bring forth from
her womb a son to be named
Jesus. Incredibly, the angel pro-
claims that the “Holy One” to be
born of Mary will be called the
“Son of God.” In a staggering
display of simple but profound
faith, the young virgin consents
to the angelic announcement,
replying, “Let it be to me accord-
ing to your word” (Luke 1:26-38
NKJV). 

This passage clearly shows that
the conception and birth of Jesus
Christ was both a fully divine act
and a fully human act. To be
sure, the birth of the babe in the
manger in Bethlehem required
both divine intervention and
complete human cooperation.
For Jesus Christ to be born the
fully divine Son of God, his con-
ception had to be a miraculous
act from above; hence, Mary was
“overshadowed” by the Holy
Spirit. For Jesus to be born the
fully human son of man, his
conception also had to be a
human act; hence, he came forth
from the womb of a Galilean vir-
gin, a faithful daughter of Israel
who freely consented to the di-
vine plan for her life.

In regard to the relationship
between divine and human
agency in the birth of Jesus
Christ, both conservatives and
skeptics make the same concep-
tual mistake I made for twenty-
five years when I puzzled over
the relationship between God’s
part and my part in the fulfil-
ment of the divine will for my
life. Unwittingly, I had created a
false dichotomy between divine
and human agency, as if the two
were mutually exclusive. Yet, in
the mystery of the union of di-
vine and human natures in the
one Person of Jesus Christ, I now
clearly see the solution to the
enigma that has haunted me for
years. In the same way that the
birth of Jesus Christ is both the re-
sult of divine intervention and
human cooperation, in the divine
plan for my life God is fully re-
sponsible for its fulfilment while,
at the same time, I, too, am fully
responsible for its fulfilment!

Returning to the burgeoning, yet
still unemployed, couch potato
who waited a year for God to find
him a job, he was completely right
in trusting God to find him em-
ployment. His mistake, however,
was his failure to realize that he
too was fully responsible for find-
ing himself a job. Rather than sit

on the couch watching television
for a year, he should have been
searching newspaper ads, making
phone calls and visiting employ-
ment agencies. 

Divine Will and Human Consent

Returning to the story of Gabriel’s
“annunciation” to Mary, we see

...the birth of Jesus Christ is both the

result of divine intervention and

human cooperation,...Mary willingly

consented to the divine plan in which

she was summoned to play a part. 

Like Mary, we, too, must willingly consent to

God’s plans for our lives. Assuredly, that requires

faith and trust that God’s plans for us are good.



another important aspect of the re-
lationship between God’s will for
our lives and our own fallible
human wills. The conception of
the Son of God in the womb of
Mary was not a divine “rape,” as
often depicted in pagan mytholo-
gy. Rather, Mary willingly consented
to the divine plan in which she
was summoned to play a part. 

Like Mary, we, too, must willing-
ly consent to God’s plans for our
lives. Assuredly, that requires faith
and trust that God’s plans for us
are good. Nevertheless, because
God has imbued us with the free-
dom to choose, we can refuse to
consent to the divine will and,
thereby, miss out on the blessings
God intends for us. While God ex-
ercises the persuasive power of
love, he does not coerce us into
obedience. God is not a divine
despot; rather, he is the Eternal
Lover, wooing and drawing us into
intimate relationship through the
transforming power of unrelenting
love.

Living in Harmony With God’s Will

When we understand that the
proper relationship between God’s
will and our own plans is marked
by partnership, mutual consent
and reciprocal action, the practical
implications of living in harmony
with God’s will for our lives be-
come clearer. 

At the time I am writing this arti-
cle, I am praying that God will in-
crease my opportunities for
ministry, not only as a Christian
writer, but also as an ordained
minister and theologian. While I
have spent many years earning
academic degrees and professional
licenses, as well as cultivating my
skills as a writer, I have, in the
past, waited for God to initiate the
“magic” phone call that would
open for me the door to unimag-
ined opportunities for ministry. I
believed that if God had a plan for
me, he alone was fully responsible
for bringing it to fruition; my part
was only to prepare myself

through study and edu-
cation so that I would be
qualified and ready
when the magic call
came. 

I realize now, howev-
er, that, in some ways, I
have been like the couch
potato who waited for
God to find him a job.
After my staggering in-
sight into the relation-
ship between divine and
human agency in the
birth of Jesus Christ, I fi-
nally realize that if I
truly desire increased
opportunities for min-
istry, I cannot idle away
my afternoons on the
sofa watching “reality
TV” while I wait for God
to do the leg work.
Rather, I am fully re-
sponsible for seeking
opportunities to serve
God and others with the
talents and skills he has
given me.

In summary, in obey-
ing God’s will and fol-
lowing the divine plan

for my life, I need no longer puzzle
over the relationship between
God’s part and my part in matters
of obedience to the divine plan. To
be sure, it is all God’s part; at the
same time, it is all my part. There-
fore, I know what part God expects
me to play in completing the plans
he has for me. He wants me to use
all my abilities and talents in his
service, freely and fully engaging
my energy and resources in com-
pleting the plans he has for me. At
the same time, I can act with con-
fidence, knowing that the re-
sources of heaven are fully at my
disposal, as I move forward under
the guiding hand of my heavenly
Father, knowing that he is with me
every step of the way. Amen. ❑

Martin M. Davis is an ordained
minister in All Nations Christian
Church International, a world-wide
denomination composed primarily of
churches in the Global South. You can
read his blog at www.martinmdavis.
blogspot.com.
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...if I truly desire increased opportunities for

ministry, I cannot idle away my afternoons on

the sofa watching “reality TV” while I wait for

God to do the leg work.

At the time I am writing this article, I am praying that

God will increase my opportunities for ministry...I have,

in the past, waited for God to initiate the “magic” phone

call that would open for me the door to unimagined

opportunities for ministry.

http://www.martinmdavis
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Christ-centered Compass…
God With Us and In Us

W
hen you first read these words, ei-
ther in print or electronically, I
should be retrieving boxes of orna-

ments and decorations from our small, over-
stuffed one-car garage. Sometimes I
accomplish this task cheerfully, especially if
we’ve got some great music playing and cof-
fee brewing—and sometimes I do it reluc-
tantly (okay, most of the time!). This annual
exercise brings me face to face with the
irony that I am essentially grousing about
getting ready for Jesus’ party.  

My wife Karen loves this part of Christmas
(okay, she loves every part of Christmas). But
this part is exciting to her because first of all
she has to decide what color scheme to go
with, and what woman doesn’t get enthused
about color schemes? Okay, that sounds sex-
ist. Let me try again. Based on my limited ex-
perience, it seems to me that most women
love color schemes, while a minority of men
might. How’s that?

Every year, after Karen chooses the color
scheme for our Christmas décor, it’s then my
honor to search for the appropriate boxes of
trimmings and garlands and wreaths and 
ornaments in the dark recesses of our ever
burgeoning garage. Throughout this long
process, Karen is all smiles, because she loves
a party. I sort of like some parties—and of
course I like a party for Jesus—but some-
times I forget that he’s the reason we’re
doing this.

Karen trims the tree and decorates the in-
side of our house. That’s the hard part. My
assignment is to hang outside lights. That’s
easy, by comparison, but if the sun is not
out, then there’s a good chance I will be
grumpy. But again, this entire operation is
good for me. Some, who favor religious
lingo I avoid like the plague, might even call
this exercise my annual spiritual discipline! 

Every year I am reminded that my pitiful
little efforts in getting down Christmas dec-
orations and hanging outside lights as my
part of the grand festivities to welcome Jesus

are not much of a sacrifice on my part.
Christmas motivates me to look deeply into
my own self-centered, pea-picking heart and
shake my head at how dismal my life would
be without Jesus, but it also reminds me
about where I am going. Christmas also
gives me spiritual directions.  

As you probably know, most (please note:
I said “most”) men don’t like to ask for di-
rections. As most, perhaps virtually all
women know, asking someone for help is
demeaning to the male ego. So, if you are a
woman, let me clue you in about how most
men think.

Sure, there might be times when we don’t
seem to exactly know where we are going,
but we believe that by the time we actually
stop the car and go ask someone for direc-
tions we would have figured it out all by
ourselves. Of course, as women are quick to
point out, there’s a huge grace-based lesson
embedded in that little male dysfunctional
ego trip, isn’t there? 

But here’s the Christ-centered point I
want to make—Christmas can help all of
us, men and women, to not only cheerfully
get ready for Jesus’ party, but to also check
to see if we are on course. One of the oft-
used clichés we all hear at this time of the
year sums it up—wise men and women still

seek him.
The wise men were in search of Jesus.  In a

similar way, if you and I are not seeking
Jesus, we will not have a clue where we are
going.  Just as there are four primary direc-
tions on any map, so too are there four im-
portant points on a Christ-centered
compass. 

Direction #1: God came down. We can-
not ascend to God on our own. In order for
us to find God he has to come down here.
That emphasis is a huge part of a Christ-
centered Christmas! But the lesson of history,
and the lesson of our lives, is that we 
humans vainly build our towers of Babel-like
worship trying to get closer to God. 



We humans fight for our rights
and desperately hang on to any-
thing and everything we own, or
think we own. Yet when he 
became human the Son of God
voluntarily emptied himself of his
divine benefits and entitlements.
He never stopped being God, for
God, by definition, is uncreated
and eternal. 

But God, in Jesus, yielded him-
self so that he might be abused by
his own creation. He came down—
all the way down—and it’s a long
way from where he was to where
we are.

Direction #2: God moved into
our neighborhood. Eugene Peter-
son clarifies this spiritual geography
lesson in John 1:14 (The Message),
“The Word became flesh and
blood, and moved into the neigh-
borhood.” In Jesus God came
near—he moved in next door. He
pitched his tent in the same camp-
ground where you have yours—
and he is still living in the next
tent! God doesn’t meet us in our
high places of intellectual achieve-
ment or holy places of religious
performance. God meets us in the
barnyards of our lives.

Direction #3: God found us
(and he still does!) in the lowest
of places . God, in the person 
of Jesus, humbled himself. We 
humans are filled with pride—we
all have huge spiritual egos. 

We are all like men who don’t
like to ask for physical directions.
We are prone to think that we can
find God through our clever theo-
logical cogitations and through
our careful adherence to rules and
regulations. But in Christ God
takes the initiative, descending to
us in humility and self-sacrificial
generosity. 

The first people to be invited to
Jesus’ birth were shepherds, and
these guys were not clean shaven
young men, sitting around the
camp fire telling Bible stories, all
dressed up for Sunday school. They
certainly didn’t look like young
clean-cut Mormons on bicycles.

Shepherds were often men who
couldn’t be trusted with other

work—they were despised outcasts,
not scholars or great preachers.
God humbled himself, inviting
shepherds, among the lowest of
the low, to be among the first to
see the newborn Jesus, God in the
flesh.

Direction #4: God dwells with
us and in us. Jesus didn’t come so
that humans could watch him. He
didn’t come so that he could be
studied and observed. He came to
unite with us. He came to be one
of us, and then to be in us and
with us forever. 

Paul explains, “I have been cruci-
fied with Christ and I no longer
live, but Christ lives in me. The life
I now live in the body, I live by
faith in the Son of God who loved
me and gave himself for me”
(Galatians 2:20).  

So whatever you do to celebrate
Jesus’ birthday, in the midst of deco-
rating your home, and while you
are involved in parties, concerts,
dinners, gift-giving and celebrations
of all kinds, be sure to stop and 
receive Christ-centered directions. 
Remember: 

1) God came down. 
2) God moved into our neigh-

borhood. 
3) God found us (and he still

does!) in the lowest of places. 
4) God dwells with us and in

us.

Merry Christmas everyone! ❑

—Greg Albrecht

commentary

• In order for us to find

God, he has to come 

down here.

• God meets us in the

barnyards of our lives.

• In Christ, God descends

to us in humility.

• He came to be one of us,

in us and with us.
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T
he urban metropolitan
sprawl known as Los Ange-
les can seem isolating dur-
ing the holidays, with its

88 separately incorporated cities
treating each other like estranged
neighbors. Skid Row in the actual
city of Los Angeles has served as a
symbol of such isolation for me.

During one of my first trips to
Skid Row, I saw bustling holiday
shoppers and street vendors scurry
into the background as soon as we

rolled by third street in my old Toy-
ota Corolla. Slowly, as we entered
the section between Fourth and
Sixth, the festive street lights
dimmed and human silhouettes
darted across street corners—figures
with faces I was certain belonged to
criminals and gang members. As we
parked and walked out into a small
parking lot to distribute food to the
homeless, our “Christian” college
group was afraid and trembling,
feeling a fearful isolation.

It’s so easy to view our neighbors
with trepidation. But, as we read at
the beginning of the Gospel of
John, when Jesus is with us, dark-
ness melts and flees from the light
we receive from him. Hate and fear
cannot remain in the light of love.

While I knew of the transform-
ing impact of the light of Jesus, I
was not entirely convinced. In-
stead I remained afraid of these
Skid Row characters who lived in a
world alien to my own. Although I
knew the gospel calls us to extend
our hearts and hands to all, my
feet and my body often failed to
extend beyond the borders of my
safe, suburban community. Just
like the Pharisees who were too
proud to eat with sinners, I was
gripped by a deep, almost paralyz-
ing prejudice keeping me from
serving these people who seemed
to be dangerous.

I was stirred by this deep preju-
dice within my soul. As I looked
into these homeless faces—their
tangled hair, crusty skin and speck-
led teeth—my fear morphed into

KINDNESS OF

A STRANGER

I inherited these opinions from judgmental
words like lazy, leech, loser, dumb and drunk.
These words carried the undercurrent of the

holier-than-thou mentality and prejudice that
had pervaded the legalistic church I

grew up in.
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And
yet, as I
looked

at the faces of these homeless
people, I began to experience the

murmur of Jesus’ love.
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ambivalence. Was I going to help
these people? Did these people deserve
my help? All I could see were intim-
idating faces that I really didn’t
want to go near. Lord, help these
people, I prayed at a distance.

I lived in a relatively sheltered
bubble of affluence for most of my
life, and I was now being forced to
confront this comfortable upbring-
ing in the most uncomfortable
way. In school I learned poverty
was a systemic problem and out of
my control. 

Even within the church walls, I
learned that it was useless to give
money to self-destructive people
who lacked the good sense to
spend it on anything but drugs
and alcohol. Still, growing up I
tried to reconcile these messages
with those of hope and love that I
knew to be true.

During my visit to Skid Row, I
went over to the punch table and
started to distribute sweet drinks to
these homeless folks. This was the

easy way to serve without getting
too involved. However there were
critical thoughts swirling in my
mind: Am I just going through the
“Christian” motions? Is there any real
substance to what I believe?

Even though I knew it was
wrong to hate others, my mind
had been steeped in years of dark,
dehumanizing opinions. I inherit-
ed these opinions from judgmental
words like lazy, leech, loser, dumb
and drunk. These words carried the
undercurrent of the holier-than-
thou mentality and prejudice that
had pervaded the legalistic church
I grew up in. And yet, as I looked
at the faces of these homeless peo-
ple, I began to experience the mur-
mur of Jesus’ love.

An old man on Skid Row looked
on me with greater love and com-
passion than I could reciprocate.
The warmth conveyed by his eyes

submerged my fears
and arms-length con-
cerns. With his com-
passionate eyes he
entered the fortress I
had constructed, the
walled city between
myself and the “oth-
ers.” Even as I looked
at him like just one
more object to be
served, he approached
me like a friend. 

He showed me a
paper collage he had
made. On it, he had
written phrases from
Ephesians, Romans
and Matthew over an
illustration of a bleed-
ing heart and flying
dove. In the center of
his design he added a
cross. As I looked at
that symbol of torture
I was filled with inter-
nal warmth pouring

into my head, spilling over my
body down to my toes.

Then through this old man’s
eyes, life poured out. From beneath
his crinkled lips came the stam-
mered and inaudible whisper that
gripped my soul. He approached
me and as I prayed for him, he
hugged me with his bulky arms
and scruffy brown suit. His em-
brace liberated me, as the swirling
power of love melted away in-
grained, inherited fears and preju-
dices. 

Now that I have graduated from
seminary and find myself on the
other end of the spectrum, looking
for full-time work and settling into
a new city, I’m trying not to forget
what this simple gesture meant.
Today I continue to be afraid to
connect, and life continues to pre-
sent its own set of fears. But every
now and again I am reminded of

the lesson I learned that day, that
God can challenge us to step into
the lives of others with a spirit of
hope and an ear for understand-
ing. As it says in John 15:12-13,
“My command is this: Love each
other as I have loved you. Greater
love has no one than this: to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends.” 

With so many distractions to
keep us from listening to each
other and when we feel over-
whelmed by our own imperfec-
tions, we may have valid reasons
to be afraid to love. But we do not
need to remain spiritually para-
lyzed. Because of the light and love
of Jesus we can extend ourselves
like that old homeless man did—
to embrace a stranger and share
the wonderful fruit of compassion
and understanding. May we give of
ourselves and of our time to reach
out to those in need. ❑

Tim Urista is a graduate of Clare-
mont School of Theology (MA Reli-
gious Studies) and an adjunct
professor of Religion in Popular Cul-
ture at Pima Community College.
Tim and his wife, Cristina, live in
Tucson, Arizona.
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With his compassionate eyes he entered the
fortress I had constructed, the walled city

between myself and the “others.” Even as I
looked at him like just one more object to be

served, he approached me like a friend.
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“If that’s all there is…”

I
’m writing this before Christmas
and my mind keeps returning to
the words of Isaiah about the idyl-

lic future promised by God. You know
the words, but let me give them to
you. They are appropriate words for
the beginning of a new year:

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,
and the leopard shall lie down with the
young goat, and the calf and the lion and
the fattened calf together; and a little
child shall lead them. The cow and the
bear shall graze; their young shall lie
down together; and the lion shall eat
straw like the ox. The nursing child shall
play over the hole of the cobra, and the
weaned child shall put his hand on the
adder’s den. They shall not hurt or de-
stroy in all my holy mountain; for the
earth shall be full of the knowledge of the
Lord as the waters cover the sea (Isaiah
11:6-9, CEV).

As you know, I’m just a cynical old
preacher whose saving grace is that
I’m more cynical about me than I am
about you or anybody else. I often
read the book of Ecclesiastes because it
rings true to me.

There was a time when I was very
political and thought that if the right
people had the power, then things
would get fixed. They did and things
were still not fixed. 

Then I turned to the church and I
really thought that kingdom work
would build the kingdom and the
world would flock to the church and
her King. 

But the kingdom still tarries and
they aren’t flocking to us; they’re run-
ning away. 

Then I came on the biblical idea of a
“remnant”—a remnant of God’s peo-
ple who, as Christians supposedly did
in the “Dark Ages,” kept the faith alive
until paganism, greed and sin had run
its course. Then the Christians

emerged with the answers that pur-
ported to fix the problem. 

Problem was that those who ran and
hid didn’t fix their own problems and
the light from the answers that
burned in the darkness was exceeding-
ly dim.

I’m no longer surprised at sin…mine
or yours. The older I get and the more
confessions I hear, the more I’m aware
that if the message I teach on radical
grace isn’t true, nobody I know (that
includes you and me) has a prayer.

But there is still  Isaiah and his
dream—the lion, the wolf and the calf
together, and a child leading in a
world full of the knowledge of God.
That promise would be a pipe dream
were it not for the One who made the
promise. 

It is God’s promise. And as I pause
over Isaiah’s dream, something in me
is hopeful and even excited by the fu-
ture. 

Something in me, even when it’s
dark, sends me to the dawn of a new
day and the beginning of a year with
joy. Maybe today or this year God will
say, “It’s enough.” Gabriel will blow
his trumpet and God will bring down
the curtain of history. There is some-
thing in me that cries out with Chris-
tians of all the ages, “Even so, come,
Lord Jesus.”

If I were not a believer, wishing peo-
ple a “Happy New Year” would be
mindless drivel with no possibility of
anything but the darkness. Camus’
pessimism about any meaning in this
mess would make a drunk out of me
at best and suicidal at worst. 

It’s the reason I don’t begrudge the
unbeliever his or her life of denial be-
cause that’s all unbelievers have. Go
ahead, “amuse yourself to death” (Neil
Postman) or do it with pills (Aldous
Huxley). 

When I read
those words
from Isaiah, all
the cynical cells
in my body
groan, get off
the couch, and
stand up and
sing the
Hallelujah
Chorus.



If all we have is environmental-
ism, politics and New Age drivel,
go for it! 

“Men must work, and women
must weep, and the sooner it’s
over, the sooner to sleep.”

If that’s all there is…go for it! 
But now this cynical old preach-

er is, believe it or not, going into a
New Year with a great degree of
hope. It’s anchored in the promise
of a Creator God who loves us and
promises to clean up the mess.

It’s enough to hold on to in the
dark.

I don’t remember his name. He
was a Christian comedian who
talked about having dinner with a
friend who was a wonderful cook.
He said that the most glorious
words in the English language
were often spoken when she was
cleaning up the dishes after the
main course. 

She would always say, “Save
your fork.”

The comedian said when he
heard those words, knowing that
dessert was on the way, “All the fat
cells in my body stood up and
sang the Hallelujah Chorus.”

Something sort of like that hap-
pens when I read those words
from Isaiah 11. 

I’ve read them thousands of
times, taught them more times
than I can remember, and can
come close to repeating them by
heart not because I memorized
them but because I’ve been there
so often and thought about them
so much.

When I read those words from
Isaiah, all the cynical cells in my
body groan, get off the couch, and
stand up and sing the Hallelujah
Chorus.

You’re forgiven, loved and ac-
cepted just the way you are. 

And not only that, you have a
future promised by the only One
who can make and fulfill that
promise.

So let me wish you a “Happy
New Year!” God told me I could do
that because of him.

He asked me to remind you. ❑

—Steve Brown

he asked me…
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M
y third child entered the world in

such a rush that we needed an

ambulance. The ambulance came,

escorted by a fire truck—sirens

blaring. The scene foreshadowed what this

persistent baby brought with him: Alarm.

When Nolan was two, he did not want to be potty-
trained. I put him in training pants anyway, only to
discover he would wet himself repeatedly. His rhetori-

cal question: “Don’t you think I need a diaper?” was
spoken with the authority of a CEO. By the age of
seven, he could argue like a lawyer, dissecting my par-
enting logic in an attempt to derail what he did not
like. His two older brothers protested more than once
about his “take charge” attitude. 

Taking my willful child out into the public always
included a risk. Would Nolan be difficult or agreeable?
Friends told us he was sweet and they wanted a child
just like him. Others saw another side of him and
pitied us. One day he had a tantrum in a gift shop and
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by Rachel Ramer



I was concerned he would crash
the nearby glass figurines. He was
strong and lifting him away from
the glassware required a grip that, I
discovered with dismay the next
day, left my fingerprint marks on
his forearms.

When Nolan was five, I told him
one day that we were going to
Walmart to buy a birthday gift for
another child and I was not plan-
ning to spend money on him or
his brothers. He seemed agreeable
…until we entered the toy aisle.
Suddenly, he was belligerent,
yelling and demanding. I remained
resolute, but after several attempts
to calm him I realized I had to re-
move him from the store. I tried to
pick him up, but he fought me and
I couldn’t lift him. I pulled him
from the store, his feet set every
step of the way as he leaned away
from my grip. His oldest brother
opened the side door of our van; I

pushed Nolan in and we quickly
locked the doors to prevent escape.
I am sure witnesses formed strong
opinions about me and my child.

When we arrived home, I went
into my bedroom, shut the door,
and sobbed. If I could not control
Nolan at age five, what was I going
to do when he was fifteen? I need-
ed to assess my options. I was
aware that the Pearls’ method (To
Train Up a Child), and the Ezzos’
(Growing Kids God’s Way) promot-
ed strict discipline. They claimed
their methods would transform
strong-willed progeny into calm,
obedient and cheerful children. I
longed for this type of transforma-
tion. I knew that something need-
ed to happen before Nolan was old
enough to drive!

Nolan at Sixteen

Nolan is now sixteen years old—
and driving. He was elected presi-
dent of his class twice and is at
the top of his class academically.
He has participated on academic
teams, in cross country, track,
and basketball. He takes major
roles in school plays,  and he
taught himself to play the piano
before advancing to state finals
after only ten months of official
piano lessons. 

Instead of tantrums in the store,
he offers to help bag and carry pur-
chases. His classmates come to him
for relationship advice, and he is
not afraid to look silly or unpopu-
lar for the sake of other people’s
feelings. Another parent recently
told me, “When my son tells me
he’s going to be with Nolan, I
don’t have any worries.” Nolan re-
mains a highly motivated and self-
confident person.

What was the key to this turn-
around? Was it diligent application
of strict disciplinary measures? Was
it permissive parenting that al-
lowed him the control he seemed
so determined to take? Or was it

something else beyond these two
extremes?

Parenting Choices

In 1978, in his book The Strong-
Willed Child, Christian child psy-
chologist, James Dobson defined a
strong-willed child as “born with a
clear idea of how he wants the
world to be operated and an intol-
erance for those who disagree.”1

Dobson had already influenced
Christians with his pro-spanking
landmark book Dare to Discipline.
He had become a champion for the
modern Christian family, and soon
Christian subcultures took his ad-
monitions to an extreme. Others,
less mainstream than Dobson,
such as Doug Phillips of Vision
Forum, promote a disturbing quest
for the perfectly disciplined Christ-
ian family. 

The recent deaths of Sean Pad-
dock, Lydia Schatz and Hana
Williams shocked the Christian
community, particularly because of
their connection to a book pro-
moted as God’s prescription on
child discipline. To Train Up a
Child, by Michael and Debi Pearl is
of particular concern in addressing
the willful child. While Dobson ad-
vocated mildly spanking a strong-
willed child, the Pearls advocate a
stoic persistence, one that seeks to
break the child’s will. These deaths,
at the hands of parents who ad-
hered to the Pearls’ teachings, have

C
ould I dare be a friend when parents are

instructed not to be their children’s
friends? Was I going to produce a Nazi—or even
an argumentative, mean-spirited, selfish adult?

W
hen we arrived

home, I went
into my bedroom, shut
the door, and sobbed.

If I could not control
Nolan at age five, what
was I going to do when

he was fifteen?
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want to be potty-
trained... he would wet
himself repeatedly. His

rhetorical question:
“Don’t you think I need
a diaper?” was spoken
with the authority of a

CEO.



sobered and challenged Christians
to reevaluate discipline teachings
promoted as “biblical.” 

Christianity Today’s editorial posted
January 16, 2012 was titled, “Thou
Shalt Not Abuse: Reconsidering
Spanking.” In a 2011 book, Corporal
Punishment in the Bible: A Redemptive-
Movement Hermeneutic for Troubling
Texts, William J. Webb addresses this
concern. His website, Redemptive
Christianity, states, “The Dobson ap-
proach is to be commended because
they move away from the Pearl-type
literalism.” Yet, he adds, “Like the
slavery issue of past days, we need to
move beyond a gentler, kinder form
of slavery/corporal punishment.”2

Recently, Michael Pearl appeared
on Anderson Cooper’s talk show
stating that his teachings do not
promote abuse;3 yet, in an article
“Training Rosanna’s Flesh” the
Pearls promote entrapment: “You
must look for opportunities to
demonstrate that you have the last
word, that your authority is to be
obeyed without question…. If, dur-
ing the course of a day, no contest
arises naturally, you should arrange
one. Seek opportunity to thwart
the child’s will, to cause him to
submit to your command.”4 In To
Train Up a Child, they tell parents,
“Fail to use the rod on [a disobedi-
ent, bullying child] and you are
creating a ‘Nazi.’”5

In 2003, when I first wrote about
my discomfort with the Pearls’
methods, Nolan was only eight
years old and still expressing his
will in tantrums and defiance. The
eventual change in Nolan came
about, not through tactics of heavy
discipline. Instead, I found Jeff
VanVonderen’s Families Where
Grace Is in Place, and Valarie Bell’s
Getting Out of Your Kids’ Faces and
Into Their Hearts. Bell was bold
enough to claim a sentimental re-
lationship with her children. At
the time, this approach scared me.
Could I really have a close relation-
ship with this willful child? 

Could I dare be a friend when
parents are instructed not to be
their children’s friends? Was I
going to produce a Nazi—or even
an argumentative, mean-spirited,
selfish adult?

Equipped with no for-
mula, I began implement-
ing a relational approach
with Nolan. I knew that
being intimidated by—or
giving in to—Nolan’s de-
mands would not work,
but heartfelt connection
could produce the results
I desired.  Moments of
panic interrupted this
plan, and I wondered if
this grace-based choice
was insane. Yet, when I
tried strict discipline,
Nolan would look at me
with genuine sadness as if
to say, “You and I both
know this is not work-
ing.” After a particularly
difficult head-on attempt
to control him, he came
back later and stated,
“Mom, I knew you were
right, but I couldn’t back
down.” 

An Emotional, Intuitive
Approach

The Pearls instruct parents to cir-
cumvent emotions as a way to
avoid child abuse. If parents don’t
discipline in anger, their reasoning
goes, then there is no abuse. How-
ever, abuse can and does happen
without expressed emotion (psy-
chologists know that lack of emo-
tion can be a sign for concern).
The balance between reason and
emotion is an important consider-
ation for discipline, which is ac-
centuated within Christian
subcultures that lean toward a
stoic fundamentalism. 

Within this environment, the
Pearls also discourage emotion in
children. They state: “For your
children’s own good, teach them
to maintain control of their emo-
tions. If you do not want to pro-
duce a sissy who uses adversity as a
chance to get attention, then don’t
program them that way.”6 In such
a rigid methodology, emotion is as-
sociated with the “deceitful heart”
of Jeremiah 17:9.  

While the willful child uses
strong emotion, the use of reason
is also often unbridled. When
Nolan attempted to corner me

with relentless logic, I began
telling him that he would have to
trust my heart. When he said I
wasn’t fair, I did not flippantly
reply, “Life isn’t fair.” I assured him
that I make honest attempts to be
fair. When he asked for a privilege
and my “no” fell short of his crite-
rion, I would state, “I don’t have
an iron-clad reason but I’m un-
comfortable with it.”

This began to open Nolan to an-
other aspect of relationship. Not
everything fit into his logical para-
digm, and not everyone gave in to
his strong emotion. This produced
an interesting effect. 

During junior high, he was on
the school basketball team. As is
typical at that age, the boys did
not always get along.  One night,
after practice, he got into the car
and began sobbing. I thought
something had happened to hurt
his feelings.

We sat there indefinitely as he
continued to cry, unable to talk.
As he finally regained composure,
the story came out. One of the
boys—not as athletic as the others
and often ridiculed by class-
mates—had a family member in
the hospital. “Mom,” Nolan
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moaned, “I looked into his eyes
for the first time. I realized how
mean we are to him and how we
ignore him. I hate how he must
feel! He looked so sad!”

I had suspected Nolan was crying
from his own frustration and hurt,
but that night my strong-willed,
sometimes out of control son expe-
rienced empathy. I had never seen
him so upset. This powerful emo-

tion began shaping his will,
spurring him on to relational ma-
turity. Soon, Nolan surprised us by
embracing opportunities to protect
the feelings of others at his own
expense. 

The “Consequences” Model Vs. the
“Identity” Model

In their book Switch: How to Change
Things When Change is Hard, broth-
ers Chip and Dan Heath clarify the
difference between the conse-
quences model and the identity
model for change, grounded
in the research of James
March from Stanford Univer-
sity. The Heaths express the
limits and failures of the con-
sequences model based on
costs and benefits, and how
the identity model motivates
change without regard to cost
or reward. 

Interestingly, most conserva-
tive Christian discipline models
attempt to produce a Christian
identity and behavior through
consequences. They endeavor to
create an inner quality through
an outward means. Michael Pearl
stated that his discipline methods
help children understand the con-

sequences they will encounter in
society. He fails to see the home as
a safe place to develop identity and
grace to face the stresses of life.

The Heaths also discuss parent-
child interaction therapy (PCIT)
for cases of parental abuse. Parents
are instructed to play with their
children in five minute sessions,
and to allow the child to lead the
sessions. Parents may not give

commands or criticize. Parents
prone to abuse find it difficult and
exhausting to allow their child to
have freedom of choice even in a
short play session. 

This lack of freedom for the child
is often promoted in Christian sub-
cultures. For example, William and

Colleen Dedrick’s The Little Book of
Christian Character and Manners
states, “Every minute you spend
with your child there is a battle” in
areas of permissiveness.7 This type
of heavy vigilance emulates the
abusive encounters in the PCIT
studies. Mario Bergner, a survivor
of child abuse, wrote, “Exercising
the will, when it is wounded, is like
trying to pull our feet out of a tar
pit.”8 Many of the teachings in
Christian subcultures damage and
break a child’s will. I am thankful
that Nolan’s will is strong and
thriving and that he is now using it
for admirable purposes. ❑
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If God’s grace is “good enough” for parents then

why isn’t it “good enough” for kids? Are kids

too young to experience God’s amazing grace?

Why would parents who fully embrace and live in

God’s grace expect their kids to “be good” enough

to earn their parent’s love? Moralistic parenting is

favored by so many within Christendom, but

“being good enough” isn’t the way our heavenly

Father parents us.  

Give Them Grace—Dazzling Your Kids With the

Love of Jesus is a refreshing, eye-opening, grace-

based perspective on parenting.  Mother and

daughter authors Elyse M. Fitzpatrick and Jessica Thompson

explain how you can invite your child to be your partner in the

gospel. Published by Crossway, Wheaton, Illinois. Available at

www.amazon.com and local bookstores. 

Give Them Grace
—Dazzling Your Kids With 

the Love of Jesus  

http://www.amazon.com


H
Bless the Lord who crowns you with tender

mercies (Psalm 103, NKJV).

H
ow different the Christmas story
would be if Jesus had been born in a
majestic palace and grown up in

splendor, heir to the throne. His lineage
after all includes both King David and King
Solomon. The incredible power of Luke’s
narrative, however, is its lowly setting and
profound message that set the stage for the
entire Gospel story.

Today amid toys and technology, that
humble stable is easily overlooked as shop-
pers stampede department stores looking for
bargains. But there is another world more
reminiscent of the meager setting outside
the inn. 

In this world the bright lights of Christ-
mas dwell only in dreams. In this world the
pain of poverty doesn’t pause for holiday
parties. Here gold, frankincense and myrrh
are upended by downward mobility, discrim-
ination and desperation.

Yet amid downward mobility and discrimi-
nation, desperation turns into utter bliss—at
least in one unforgettable tale told by John
Henry Faulk (1913-1990). His Christmas Story
is timeless and should be paired with Luke’s
account of the nativity every Advent season.

Faulk grew up a privileged son of Austin,
Texas, living in the historic Green Pastures
mansion. But his parents were Methodists
with an aversion for racial discrimination.
John Henry, turning that heritage into a ca-
reer as a folk humorist and radio personality,
was later blacklisted during the anti-commu-
nist hysteria of McCarthyism. 

Amid all of his writing and speaking and
political activism, Faulk is remembered most
for his Christmas Story:

The day after Christmas a number of years
ago, I was driving down a country road in
Texas. And it was a bitter cold, cold morning.
And walking ahead of me on the gravel road
was a little bare-footed boy with non-descript
ragged overalls and a makeshift sleeved sweater

tied around his little ears. I stopped and picked
him up. Looked like he was about 12 years old
and his little feet were blue with the cold. He
was carrying an orange.

No sooner is this impoverished boy inside
the pickup cab than Faulk learns the details of
the previous day: “Mister, we had the wonder-
fulest Christmas in the United States down to our
place. Lordy, it was the first one we ever had had
there.”

There would have been no Christmas at all,
but for “a lady come out from town” telling
Papa that he could drive in and “get some
Christmastime for all of us.” He hitches up his
mules and heads for town, the children wild
with excitement as they await his return.

They are not disappointed when they race
out to meet Papa who is holding up two
plucked chickens. In the wagon are “bags of
stripety candy and apples and oranges and sacks
of flour and some real coffee.”

But before they can unload they see their
share-cropper neighbor Sam Jackson “a-lead-
ing that old cripple-legged mule of his up the
lane.” Papa asks if he had been to town to
get free food. “I heared about that, but I didn’t
know it was for colored folks, too. I thought it
was just for you white families.”

There’s a stunned silence. “Papa, he looked
down at mama and mama looked up at him and
they didn’t say nothing, like they don’t a heap of
times, but they know what the other one’s a-
thinking.” Quick-thinking Papa, cleverly
avoiding pity or charity, invites Sam’s whole
family for Christmas, the most memorable
tender mercy Christmas story listeners will
ever hear—told in Faulk’s own voice. 1

No holiday gathering will ever be the same
when shared with these two hard-times
Texas families around a makeshift table
filled with joyful thanksgiving and bountiful
bowls of food—and Sam Jackson’s simple
and unforgettable prayer. ❑

1. To hear the story, Google “NPR Christmas Story” or go to
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=
5028755

—Ruth A. Tucker
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C
arol doesn’t anticipate
Christmas. It’s a time of
year she endures rather
than enjoys. She finds

herself ducking her eyes from the
lights and decorations on the
homes along her street. She feels
guilty about feeling this way—but
she just can’t help it. 

She feels bombarded by media
messages. TV ads show people hav-
ing perfect little celebrations with

loving families. A few years ago,
she might have given it no
thought, but that was before the
reality of her painful divorce and
her kids who somehow ended up
in the custody of her ex. 

Memories of childhood Christ-
mases haunt her—the scent of
pine—the smell of baking ginger-
bread men—the anticipation of
gifts under the tree—the happy
family in her parents’ cozy home.

All gone now. Her dad died of a
heart attack six years ago, and her
mom is in a nursing home with
Alzheimer’s.

Work has been hectic. With all
the frantic shoppers, Carol finds it
increasingly harder to put on a
cheerful face for her job as a retail
cashier. She’s put off her own
Christmas shopping mostly be-
cause her part-time job with no
medical benefits won’t pay for the

gifts she would like to buy her kids
(who will no doubt get some high-
end gadgets from her ex and his
new, young wife).  

Carol has trouble sleeping—she
can’t seem to turn her brain off. It
keeps going over and over the
same things in the past—what she
didn’t do—what she could have
done better— and what others
have done to her. 

Carol is a Christ-follower, but

she hasn’t been happy with her
church lately and all its demands.
Watching all the tidy little families
file into the pews makes her feel
like an outsider. She would look for
another group, or even take a
break from church entirely, but she
doesn’t need another stressful tran-
sition—not now.  

Last year she went to her sister’s
house for Christmas hoping for
fun and companionship—but she
ended up feeling out of place.
No—Carol won’t go anywhere this
year for Christmas. She’ll curl up
in her little apartment, watch
movies and self-medicate with
chocolate ice cream. Soon the 
season will be over and life will 
return to “normal”—whatever that
means.

We might be justified in con-
cluding that Carol is suffering from
depression—perhaps more acutely
at this time of year, in her particu-
lar case. We might also assume that
Carol’s problem is part of the virtu-
al tsunami of depression and sui-
cide that happens every year
during the holidays.

But we would be wrong. As it
turns out, increased depression and
suicide around the holidays is a
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longstanding myth. No tsunami.
Hardly a ripple. Recent studies1

found no increased hospital admis-
sions for depression—and actually
a slight decrease in suicide rates be-
fore, during and after the Thanks-
giving, Christmas and New Year’s
holidays (sorry to disappoint those
few who, every year, like to trot
out the old myth to support their
anti-Christmas agendas for one
reason or another). 

Of course, studies and statistics
are no consolation for people like
Carol whose ongoing depression
may seem especially painful during
the holiday season for the follow-
ing reasons:

• Glitzy commercial and cultural
ideals contrasted with reality

• Brooding over life’s failures and
one’s own victimhood

• Pressure to spend beyond one’s
means

• Failed expectations for happy
social occasions

• Rumination on life’s losses—
friends, family, jobs, etc. 

Beyond this, statistics notwith-
standing, the holiday season can
be a stressful time (depending on
one’s activities, commitments and
eating and drinking habits). This is
perhaps why, according to another
North American survey, about 45
percent of people say they “dread”
this season. 

It doesn’t have to be
this way. Focusing on
Christ during the holi-
day season is the key.
When the simple com-
memoration and mes-
sage of his birth is
obscured by seasonal
stresses and unmet ex-
pectations, we have
been set up for despair.
It is, after all, Jesus who
gives us the courage to
face and overcome our
problems, no matter
how grave they might
be. He will fulfill our ex-
pectations in greater
ways than we can ever
imagine.

And there is help
available, not only from
Christians who are alert
to the needs and moods of their

friends, but from a variety of re-
sources—including our two follow-
ing articles. 

In “The Faces of Depression,”
Tara Johnson tells the story of her
own battle with depression, the re-
sources she found helpful in over-
coming it, and how you can help
others who suffer from this prob-
lem. From a different perspective,
LeBron McBride, in “Through the
Swamplands” discusses the emo-
tional perils (including depression)

of transitioning from the rigid
structure of religion into the dy-
namic and flowing realm of God’s
grace. 

If you or a loved one suffer from
low spirits—especially during the
holiday season—we hope these 
articles and the resources they
mention will be helpful. Most of
all, we wish you a Christ-centered
Christmas season! ❑

1. According to studies by the Center for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention and the National
Center for Health Statistics, suicide rates in the
US are lowest in winter and higher in spring. A
35-year Mayo Clinic study in Minnesota found
no link between any holidays and suicides. A Vet-
erans Affairs Medical Center study in North Car-
olina found no increase in suicides or psychiatric
admissions during the fall and winter holidays.

Syndicated cartoon artist and former
managing editor of Plain Truth maga-
zine, Associate Editor Monte Wolver-
ton lives in Washington state.
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Focusing on Christ during the holiday season is the
key. When the simple commemoration and message of
his birth is obscured by seasonal stresses and unmet

expectations, we have been set up for despair.

As it turns out, increased depression and
suicide around the holidays is a

longstanding myth. No tsunami. Hardly a
ripple. Recent studies found... actually a

slight decrease in suicide rates before,
during and after the Thanksgiving,
Christmas and New Year’s holidays 



30

Through the Swamplands

by J. LeBron McBride



T
he initial illusion was
that I was stepping out of
a fierce storm directly
into an open and beauti-

ful meadow, but that was truly an
illusion and a distortion. There was
truth, however, in the fact that
there had been years of struggle
and questioning, and times of liv-
ing on negativity and reactivity
and better times had to be out
there somewhere.

The former belief structure had
been gradually crumbling around
me and no longer provided the se-
curity and nourishment that it
once seemed to promise, even if it
had been ultimately a false security
and a bland nourishment. I had
been gradually stepping away from
the old structure and I felt the
earth move beneath my feet as un-
certainty provided less of a footing
than the deeply ingrained tradi-
tions of the past.

A new wind was blowing, but at
times it felt like a whirlwind that
was gaining in momentum and
would destroy me in its vortex.
Leaving behind a belief structure
that one has placed heart and soul
into can toss a person into a crisis
of horrific proportions, even if the
disengagement has occurred over
time and with careful reflection. It
can be a swampland of seemingly
dangerous emotional prey such as
uncertainties, rejections, ostracisms

and abandoments.
“True believers” can

feel like they have noth-
ing to believe for a while,
because the rigid struc-
ture is no longer in place.
Yet the swampland can
also simply be an “in-
between” place that leads
to the promised land—
not a perfect promised
land, but one that is
“good enough” and cer-
tainly much better than
the dusty old terrain.

Transitions are those
solitary places where we

can become stuck or where we can
draw profound energy for new
growth and development. For me
one of the greatest critical transi-

tions of my life was the journey
from one religious structure to an-
other and the marshland at the pe-
ripheries of each structure and the
swampland in between. Especially
during times of transition, there
can be crises and we can face a
place of danger as we seek to ma-
neuver from one extreme without
ending up at another extreme. We
can feel fragmented and fragile
until the swampland gives way to
more solid ground.

When I left a rigid belief struc-
ture it was unnerving and exhila-
rating at the same time. Unnerving
because I did not have many places
upon which to hang my theologi-
cal hat, and many friends in the
old paradigm withdrew their con-
nection to me and saw me as a
heretic. Exhilarating because I had
come to make the final move and I
was convinced it was the correct
one and that it had all sorts of cre-
ative options and experiences for
me.

Fortunately for me, I had taken
some time to process the transition
even before it occurred so even in
its difficulty and crisis I did not
“throw the baby out with the bath-
water” and I could continue to
claim valid parts of the old para-
digm. This gave me a few stepping
stones or stumps to step upon, if
you please, in the swampland of
transition; therefore I did not
drown in the transitional waters.

The stepping stones provided me
contact zones for new growth and
development and for a new cre-
ation to once again arise out of the
chaos. The open and beautiful
meadow beyond the marsh did not
prove to be perfect, but it has pro-
vided a freedom to continue to
grow and find fulfillment.

So go ahead, take a step into the
muddy swampland! ❑

J. LeBron McBride (Ph.D, MPH), is
a senior minister at First Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ) and Di-
rector of Behavioral Medicine at Floyd
Medical Center in Rome, Georgia. Dr.
McBride is the author of Living Faith-
fully with Disappointment in the
Church by Routledge Press.
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FORTUNATELY FOR ME... I COULD

CONTINUE TO CLAIM VALID PARTS

OF THE OLD PARADIGM. THIS

GAVE ME A FEW STEPPING

STONES OR STUMPS TO STEP

UPON, IF YOU PLEASE, IN THE

SWAMPLAND OF TRANSITION;

THEREFORE I DID NOT DROWN IN

THE TRANSITIONAL WATERS.



O
kay. We are going to talk about it.
Depression. And I apologize if it
sounds, well, depressing. To be
honest, I have had a very hard

time trying to approach this subject. It’s so
weighty. It’s so consuming. Maybe I’m
scared I will write something that leads
someone in the wrong direction. Or maybe
I am not finished wrestling out my own
issues with this subject. Maybe it’s because I
tend to be an optimistic person and I want
to run from darkness and talk of weighty
matters. Give me light-hearted banter, jokes
and joy any day.

But really, isn’t that the very reason that depression
is what it is? No one likes it. Nobody wants to have to
fight with every fiber of their being just to be able to
get up out of bed. Nobody wants to feel like they are
drowning.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not talking about “feeling
a little blue” or about “being in a funk.” I’m talking
about soul-deep depression. The type that leaves you
breathless and desperate for just one ray of light.

Chonda Pierce describes depression as being like
walking around with a heavy weight on your head and

shoulders and wearing dark sunglasses nonstop. For me,
it was feeling so overwhelmed and crushed in spirit that
I just wanted to escape. Didn’t care when or how.

I Was the Poster Child

“That is depression, that force of trying to hold your head
up and trying to see the world on a sunny day but to you it
just seems dark and cloudy. That is what depression feels
like on a good day. On a bad day, you don’t even want to
get out of bed.”—Unknown

Back in 2002, I had the worst year of my life. I had
heard about depression all of my life, but you know,

sometimes things just don’t click until it hits you per-
sonally. Looking back I can see the signs so easily:
weight gain, lack of concentration, lack of focus…I
was like a Chihuahua! It didn’t matter how deeply I
set my mind to do something, my ability to focus
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Beyond the Blues

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not talking
about “feeling a little blue” or

about “being in a funk.” I’m talking
about soul-deep depression. The

type that leaves you breathless and
desperate for just one ray of light.

by Tara Johnson

The Faces of Depression



fluttered around like a moth on
crack.

Not that I was hyper, by any
means. I remember having to force
myself out of bed. It wasn’t that I
was melancholy or just wanted
some extra “down time.” It literal-
ly took every amount of grit and
determination I had just to rise in
the morning. It’s odd because at
first, it just felt like “I am really
tired tonight.” Follow that up with
day after day of feeling “really
tired.” Before too long, seven or
eight hours of sleep wouldn’t do.
Then it’s nine hours, ten hours…
and the more I slept, the more ex-
hausted I became.

All I could think of was “When
can I crawl back into bed?” I went
to my university classes, ate my
meals, worked in the music depart-
ment, went to church…but every
night I would collapse into bed,
mentally begging those cool sheets
to relieve me of my exhaustion.

And when you are that exhaust-
ed, nothing sounds like fun. I
couldn’t laugh and joke—concen-
trating on having fun took too
much effort. Things that I had
loved to do before—reading, writ-
ing, singing, playing piano or
painting—held absolutely no inter-
est for me. Everything was bland.
There was no color and no sparks.

Most of all I just wanted to es-
cape…leave all my responsibilities
behind and run. And I didn’t know
how.

I have talked to many people
over the past few years who have
battled depression, and here are
other symptoms that they experi-
enced:

• insomnia, some of them could
only sleep about one hour a night

• significant weight loss or gain
• non-stop crying for no appar-

ent reason
• detachment from loved ones
• a feeling of numbness
• nervousness
• pondering suicide
• panic attacks
• outbursts of anger (particularly

in men)
• overwhelming feelings of sad-

ness
• feeling abandoned by God

Now, I’m going to stop right here
for a minute and tell you that
when I was diagnosed with depres-
sion, I said “No way. I’m a Christ-
ian and Christians aren’t supposed
to get depressed.” Well, let’s look at
that for a moment, shall we?

Living Victorious…Right? 

When my doctor told me I was de-
pressed, I couldn’t believe it—I al-
most did a spit-take. Me? Miss
has-it-together-preacher’s-kid-
Pollyanna-wanna-be-who-loves-
Jesus? Not possible.

But, in fact, I was depressed. I
couldn’t escape that fact and it
seemed at war with everything I
had known and had been taught
in churches for years. If you love

and trust Jesus, you will live victo-
riously…right?

Jesus gives us many victories and
of course the ultimate is his victory
over the grave. But he never
promised we wouldn’t go through
some hard stuff. We live in a sin-
soaked world with imperfect, frail
bodies. The touch of sin is every-
where and we will have to deal
with it until Jesus comes again to
give us our new glorified bodies.
He never said we wouldn’t deal
with some rough stuff. He just
promised to be there for us no
matter what comes. Contrary to
popular opinion, this truly isn’t
our best life now. That will only
come in heaven.

In the meantime, we have to
deal with death, disease, cancer,
poor eyesight, heart trouble, dia-
betes and yes, even depression.

You see, I fell into the mentality
that says “If you are depressed, you
aren’t close to Jesus. You don’t love
him enough.” Don’t ever fall for
that…that is a lie straight from the
pits of hell! I have heard many

well-intentioned Christians say
this and it makes me want to pull
my hair out!

Let’s look at King David. He
penned psalm after psalm, many of
them crying out in his despair. He
was dealing with rough stuff.

“Give  me re l i e f  f rom my dis-
tress….”—Psalm 4:2

“Heal me, Lord, for my bones are in
agony. My soul is in deep anguish.
How long, O LORD, how long?...I am
worn out from groaning. All night
long I flood my bed with weeping and
drench my couch with tears.”—Psalm
6:2-3, 6

“The cords of death entangled me;
the torrents of destruction over-
whelmed me. The cords of the grave
coiled around me; the snares of death

confronted me.”—Psalm 18:4,5
Yet, look at some of the conclu-

sions David came to:
“I lie down and sleep; I wake again,

because the LORD sustains me.”—
Psalm 3:5

“The Lord has heard my cry for
mercy….”—Psalm 6:9

“But I trust in your unfailing
love….”—Psalm 13:5

“He reached down from on high
and took hold of me; he drew me out
of deep waters. He rescued me from
my powerful enemy, from my foes,
who were too strong for me.”—Psalm
18:16-17

You see, the focus isn’t on
whether David should or should
not have been depressed. We feel
what we feel. But what is important
is Who he cried to for help.  God
called David a man after his own
heart, not because David always
had it together and did everything
right, but because David continual-
ly turned to the Lord—in moments
of joy and in times of despair.

In Larry Crabb’s book Inside Out,
he notes that Jesus said “Come,

WINTER 2012 33

Jesus gives us many victories and of course the
ultimate is his victory over the grave. But he
never promised we wouldn’t go through some

hard stuff.... He just promised to be there for
us no matter what comes. Contrary to popular

opinion, this truly isn’t our best life now.



you who are thirsty and drink of
the water of Life freely.” Notice
that Jesus doesn’t condemn us
for being thirsty. He’s God and
he knows we are a messed-up,
broken, pitiful people. All he
wants us to do is to reach to him
to quench our spiritual thirst.

Please, Somebody Tell Me Why!

“I know God will not give me any-
thing I can’t handle. I just wish
that He didn’t trust me so much.”
—Mother Teresa

So what causes depression? I
wish there were a simple answer
to that. A simple answer would
mean a simple solution. The rea-
sons are varied from person to
person and often take many,
many years to figure out.

Here are just a few possible
causes:

• traumatic life changes, like
death, divorce, etc.

• genetics
• hormonal changes
• high levels of stress and/or

conflict
• abuse—past physical, sexual

or emotional abuse
• certain medications
• prolonged physical illness
• perfectionism/people-pleas-

ing
This list is just scratching the

surface. Depression is usually
highly complex and multi-
faceted. And yes, sometimes
there might not be any explain-

able reason. Chemicals in the brain
don’t function like they used to
and depression forms. Be careful
not to judge or analyze someone
suffering from depression. There
might not be a discernable cause.

Speaking for myself, my own de-
pression was a result of being a
perfectionist people-pleaser, even-

tually working myself into such an
exhausted state that the serotonin
in my brain was depleted. I became
so fixated on keeping everyone
happy, that I lost sight of my Sav-
ior. Jesus’ burdens are light.
Human burdens are far heavier. I
was physically unable to function
anymore.

One night in 2002, something
inside me snapped. I lay on the
bathroom floor sobbing until three
a.m. The main thing that I remem-
ber was feeling like I was drown-
ing. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t
escape. And with every fiber of my
being, that is what I wanted…to
escape.

Finding Summertime Again

“In the midst of winter, I finally
learned that there was in me an in-
vincible summer.”—Albert Camus

If you are reading this and are
currently fighting the crashing
waves of depression, I want you to
know that there is hope. I promise.
I’ve been there. God loves you far
beyond what you can even imag-
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If a person has diabetes, don’t they take insulin?
If someone’s heart is weak, don’t they swallow
pills to keep themselves from having a heart

attack? And if your eyes are bad, don’t you wear
glasses? Depression is no different. There is

something chemically wrong that needs to be fixed.



ine. I have come out on the other
side and I can tell you my walk
with God is so much stronger for
having survived it. Depression is
treatable.

Here’s some basic advice from
friends and acquaintances who
have battled this illness and won:

************
1) Seek medical attention. De-

pression usually results from a
chemical imbalance. It takes an ex-
tremely long time for these chemi-
cals to replenish, if at all. It just
depends on the person and the
reason. Medication will help give
you relief from the symptoms
while you work on finding the
cause.

2) Listen to upbeat, inspira-
tional music. Music can be enor-
mously soothing to a troubled
soul.

3) Pray. Even if it is hard to form
the words to pray, just cry out to
God. 

4) Share what is going on with
someone you trust. But make sure
the person is “safe.” A safe person
is not one who will immediately
condemn you. This is a person
who will listen, be there for you,
and speak the truth in love. Con-
fiding in an unsafe person will
only deepen your feelings of hope-
lessness.

5) If you can, read your Bible. I
had a friend who battled depres-
sion and she was physically unable
to read. Her eyes blurred and she
couldn’t concentrate on a single
sentence. That’s okay. Get the Bible
on CD. Even if you are in your
bed, let it play and soak it in.

6) Make small goals. Some peo-
ple have functional depression.
They can get up, go to work, take
care of their kids but collapse into
bed later. Some are completely un-
able to rise from bed. In this sce-
nario, it’s especially important to
take your recovery slow but steady.
For starters, make a victory journal.
Jot down any progress. Even if you
are only able to rise out of bed for
30 minutes and move to a different
room, that is a victory! Write it
down. Work a puzzle. Do a load of
laundry. Go to a movie. These may

seem small but they are monu-
mental in helping you reclaim the
life God intended you to have.

************
Okay, before we move on let me

say that I know taking medication
is not a popular thing with some
Christians. And I am probably
going to hear about this later. A
friend of mine put it this way:
“There doesn’t seem to be much
stigma among Christians about
having depression—the fuss seems

to be about taking medication for
it.” I have noted this to be very
true. And for the life of me, I don’t
know why. Whenever I hear some-
one fussing about this, I just
scratch my head in wonder.

If a person has diabetes, don’t
they take insulin? If someone’s
heart is weak, don’t they swallow
pills to keep themselves from hav-
ing a heart attack? And if your eyes
are bad, don’t you wear glasses?
Depression is no different. There is
something chemically wrong that
needs to be fixed. You still have to
try to find the reason behind it,
but in the meantime, those chemi-
cals desperately need to be re-
placed. This is just one tool God
has given us to help. There are also
herbal remedies and a host of
other things that I haven’t even
mentioned.

During my own recovery time I
read a lot. My doctor introduced
me to some wonderful Christian
writers named Henry Cloud and
John Townsend. Their book Bound-
aries was life changing for me.
They have many others: Safe People
and Changes That Heal are just two.
Steve Brown’s A Scandalous Freedom
was very helpful. Go to a Christian
bookstore and look around or
search online.

The best advice I was given was
to do an intense study of Jesus—
not just his teachings, but how he
interacted with people. Did he take
time away? Was he always nice? 

In doing so, I realized that Jesus
is not a people pleaser…Jesus is a
God pleaser. This realization
helped me jump over a big hurdle.
A huge burden lifted off of me. I
didn’t have to work so hard and
exhaust myself. I found free-
dom…God’s love is unconditional!
I discovered that was the source of

my depression: I was exhausting
myself to find unconditional love
in conditional people. 

HALT! 

Halt is a great way to remember to
take care of yourself. And that is
something that is very, very impor-
tant. HALT stands for: don’t let
yourself get Hungry, Angry, Lone-
ly or Tired. If you leave yourself
vulnerable to these things, it’s a
very quick spiral down again. 

If you are a bit tired, don’t ignore
it. Get some extra rest. Don’t run
around all day skipping meals.
This will wreak havoc with your
body. Be aware if you are pushing
people away—that will make you
more vulnerable. It’s important to
be proactive.

And, yes, it is possible that your
depression will come back again.
But you know what? If it does, it
does. At least you will be better
equipped, better prepared, wiser
and stronger than you were before.
I have had two smaller bouts of de-
pression since 2002 and they were
less intense than the first time be-
cause I knew the tools God gave
me. I was familiar with them. I un-
derstood my body much better. I
understood my relationship with
God better.
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The best advice I was given was to do an
intense study of Jesus...In doing so, I realized
that Jesus is not a people pleaser...Jesus is a
God pleaser...I discovered that was the source
of my depression: I was exhausting myself to
find unconditional love in conditional people.



Here’s the thing about depres-
sion: you cannot operate based on
how you feel. You have to cling to
what you know. I think the most
terrifying thing for me was feeling
so far from God. I was numb. I
couldn’t sense Him with me. Just
like King David, I felt like I had
been abandoned. But God was
there with me the whole time. I
had to keep reminding myself of
his promises.

This is why it is critical to nur-
ture your relationship with God.
Stay close to him. Looking back, I
know that Jesus was the only rea-
son I made it through.

Being the Hands of Jesus

“Whenever someone sorrows, I do not
say, ‘forget it,’ or ‘it will pass,’ or ‘it
could be worse’—all of which deny the
integrity of the painful experience.”—
Peter Koenstenbaum

So maybe you are reading this
and thinking “Hey, this ain’t me! I
haven’t ever been depressed.”
That’s wonderful and I pray that
you never are! But there is still

something to learn here, because it
is likely that someone you love
may end up going through depres-
sion. You can be the hands and
feet of Jesus to them when they
need him most.

Helping someone with depres-
sion requires patience and tact.
Don’t accuse. Don’t try to psycho-
analyze them. Just love them. That
is what they need. 

Try not to be hurt if they push
you away. That’s part of depres-
sion. It’s like telling a child “Don’t
crave candy!” Be gentle, sensitive
and patient. Depression usually
doesn’t hit overnight, and it
won’t be healed overnight.  It
takes time.

Don’t try to reassure them by
saying things like “You shouldn’t
feel that way…” or the like. This
only tends to compound the de-
pressed person’s guilt and feelings
of isolation. Lots of TLC is re-
quired. 

Be careful with the spiritual en-
couragement you might give. Al-
though well-intentioned, it can be

painful. Implying that by simply
sharing a scripture with a de-
pressed person should be all the
help they need to recover will only
cause more hurt.

You’ll never go wrong by just lis-
tening. Bringing flowers. Reading
the Bible to them. Praying with
them. 

I distinctly remember every sin-
gle person who listened and was
patient with me when I was at my
worst. Their love was like a lifeline
when I felt like I was drowning.

Always remember that Jesus
loves you. He loves you so much
that he died for you.  And he will
walk with you over every moun-
tain and through every valley. ❑

Tara Johnson is an author and
recording artist with Incubator Creative
Group. Tara travels to churches and 
retreats to help those battling depres-
sion and grief through comedy and
music. She lives with her husband and
children in Alexander, Arkansas. Find out
more at www.TaraJohnsonMinistries.
com.
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Here’s the thing about
depression: you cannot operate

based on how you feel. You
have to cling to what you

know. I think the most
terrifying thing for me
was feeling so far from

God...This is why it
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nurture your

relationship with
God. Stay close to him.

Looking back, I know that
Jesus was the only reason I

made it through.
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A
re you saved, brother?” the
earnest young man asked me. He
continued, “If you’re not saved,
you need to get saved.” I

responded to him, “Before I reply, may I ask
you what it is you
believe I need to be
saved from?” The
young man didn’t
miss a beat (as I
suspected he
wouldn’t) and
immediately rattled
off the stock answer
he’d been taught. 

The young evangelist
wanted me to get saved so
he could save another soul
from the eternal torment
of the fires of hell. He told
me I needed to get saved
from my sins so I would
not go to hell. So I asked,
“Let me get this straight. I
need to get saved from my
sins so I won’t go to hell?”
“Exactly,” he said.  

Locking eyes with him,
I evangelized the young
evangelist. “So, it seems to
me that you believe the
primary reason I need to
get saved is to avoid the
pain and anguish of eter-
nal torment. Further, if I
get what you’re saying
and why you’re saying it,
if I get saved, you will have
saved me from eternal tor-
ture in hell. It seems to
me that your definition of
getting saved is all about what you and I do, or fail to
do.”

I then explained what I was given when I received
the grace God so generously provides: “Jesus saved me
from the self-righteousness, arrogance and legalistic re-
ligion that once enslaved me so that he could live in

me and transform me into who and what he wants
me to be. He rescued me from the clutches of perfor-
mance-based religion so that I can be free—free in
Christ both now and forever. Nothing I did saved me.
I didn’t get saved. Rather, I accepted what Jesus has al-
ready done for me. I received God’s love, and it is be-

cause of his love that he
saved me— not by my
works but by his grace.” 

Further, I said, “speak-
ing of getting saved can
lead us away from the
grace of God. When we or
our religion presumes to
take any spiritual credit
whatsoever for any actions
of behaviors, we are more
likely to be in a relation-
ship with religion than we
are in a relationship with
our loving God—a rela-
tionship that I define as by
faith alone, grace alone and
Christ alone.”

Separation and
Reconciliation

After my conversation
with the impassioned, fer-
vent young man was over
I continued to think
about this term getting
saved. 

I realize I have two
major problems with the
phrase “getting saved”—1)
“Getting” is anthithetical
to the gospel. We are
given God’s grace and
love. 2) “Saved” is a bibli-
cal word, but in much of
Christendom it has come
to mean being saved from

our sins. However, the bib-
lical usage is much more than being saved from sin. In
fact, the Bible often uses the word “saved” or “salva-
tion” when the context has nothing to do with sin.
“Saved” and “salvation” are primarily used by the
Bible to describe being set free from slavery, either
physically or spiritually, or both. 
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Perhaps “reconciled” is a better
and more accurate term than
“saved.” In Colossians 1:20 we
read that God was pleased to rec-
oncile all things to himself
through Jesus Christ.  Reconcilia-
tion is a relational term. It has to
do with a restored and repaired re-
lationship. Spiritual reconciliation
is a gift. We cannot find any New
Testament passage which would

lead us to think that we can get
saved by something we can do, ef-
fect, earn or perform. Getting saved
is not biblical terminology—nor is
it terminology used by the vast
majority of Christians, dead in
Christ or physically alive today. If
and when we receive Christ Jesus
as Lord (Colossians 2:6) we can be
saved—but we cannot get saved. 

Reconciliation describes the ces-
sation of hostilities, differences
and grievances. Peace was declared
when God in Christ ended any and
all alienation, through the monu-
mental, once-for-all demonstration
of his love on the cross. Peace was

declared! Reconciliation was of-
fered. Of course, on the part of hu-
manity, God’s declaration of peace
did not generate a cease-fire! 

In terms of human relationships
we often use the world “reconcilia-
tion” to describe two partners in a
marriage who were separated or di-
vorced, but now, having come
back together they are said to have
reconciled. Human reconciliation
involves two parties who are both
willing to admit they were, to one
degree or another, at fault. In order
for human reconciliation to take
place both parties must compro-
mise and change so that reconcilia-
tion can result. Both parties
normally deserve some credit in a

human reconciliation. In terms of
any separation we have with God,
the fault is entirely on our side.
And, all of the work of bringing us
back together is accomplished by
God—none of it is to our credit. 

In his classic parable of the prodi-
gal son (Luke 15), Jesus depicts an
all-too-true human familial separa-
tion as a way of illustrating God’s
offer of divine reconciliation: A re-

bellious son runs away from home,
taking a large chunk of the assets of
the family, with the intention of
never seeing his family again. He
disgraces the family name, squan-

ders all his money and makes a
huge mess out of his life. The son
was reconciled, wasn’t he? But did
he get reconciled, or was he recon-
ciled by his father?

The son didn’t feel worthy to be
reconciled as a son, but he thought
that he might be able to pay off his
debt by working as a hired hand
(Luke 15:19). The prodigal son first
thought that he could get recon-
ciled as a consequence of his hard
work. 

But the father had another plan
of reconciliation in mind. While
the father did not force his son to
return home, once the son made
the decision to come home his fa-
ther welcomed him back, reconcil-
ing and restoring him without any
strings attached (all of which
made the legalistic, justice by-the-
book older brother extremely
upset!) 

Who Makes Reconciliation Happen?

The gift of God’s reconciliation
does not come without a cost, but
the cost is not at all borne or paid
by us. The cost is entirely borne by
God the Son, Jesus Christ. In
Christ, God reconciled all things—
all mankind—for that matter the
entire universe. But reconciliation
is not fully activated and complete
until the recipient accepts the gift.
No eager, zealous evangelist can
save us! The whole world is recon-
ciled, but the decision about com-
ing home and accepting the peace
our heavenly Father offers is left to
each and every prodigal son and
daughter.  

The New Testament uses other
words and terms to speak of the
reconciliation and peace we may
enjoy with God, by his grace. This

relational gift of God is also de-
scribed as conversion, transforma-
tion, and new birth. Those terms
identify God as the mover and
shaker behind our salvation, far
more accurately than the mislead-
ing phrase getting saved does. 

Reconciliation is something God
alone does—not something we do
or something to which we materi-
ally contribute. Our role in recon-
ciliation is to decide to accept or
reject what God in Christ has done
and the relationship he invites us
to enjoy with him. If and when we
accept God’s offer of reconcilia-
tion, we are saved from who and
what we were and are, apart from
Christ, for eternal life in relation-
ship with God. We’re reconciled.
Scripture speaks of us being saved,
and that’s where the emphasis lies.
The Biblical emphasis is not on us
getting saved. Getting saved leads us
into the grips of legalistic religion. 

Receiving—Not Achieving!

Our reconciliation with God is not
a favorable status we initiate—it’s
not a relationship we acquire or
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achieve. It’s a relationship we’re
given by God’s grace. We cannot
presume to know God on the basis
of our efforts, for we have no abili-
ty to pay the price. Salvation, ac-
cording to the gospel of Jesus
Christ, is a gift of God. It is given to
us.

While performance-based reli-
gion may admit that God has some
part in giving us salvation,
it often explains salvation
as a transaction, a busi-
ness deal whereby God
does his part and we do
our part.

Christ-less religion thus
believes it is appropriate to
speak of salvation as some-
thing we get—something
we achieve—something we
acquire—something we
earn. And thus Christ-less
religion explains salvation
as something we should
work for, as if it depended
on us, and pray for, as if it
depended on God. As if it
depended on God. As if?

Colossians 1:12 says
that the Father has quali-
fied us for the kingdom
of light. We don’t get
saved in terms of some-
thing we say or do—we
are saved in terms of what
God does. We don’t quali-
fy for salvation — God
qualifies us.

We are saved, according
to the gospel of Jesus
Christ, so that he might
transform us. We are
saved and reconciled, ac-
cording to the gospel of
Jesus Christ, from the life
we lead in this flesh apart
from Christ, so that Christ
may eternally live in us. We are
saved for the life of Christ. But ac-
cording to the nomenclature and
terminology favored by Christ-less
religion, we get saved from eternal
torture in hell to which God will
consign/subject us unless we do
everything religion tells us to do.
Getting saved carries the idea of a
continuing task on our part to in-
sure that we keep an uncertain, un-
predictable god happy so he won’t

change his mind and condemn us
to eternal torture.  

Being reconciled and saved is ex-
plained by the gospel as our accep-
tance of the peace of God and the
indwelling life of our risen Lord,
given to us freely, without strings
attached. The gospel of Jesus
Christ explains that being recon-
ciled and saved is about the work

of Christ as both an initial action
and an ongoing transformation.
The spurious idea behind getting
saved is that once we get it, then
we need to keep doing religious stuff
to make sure we keep it and hang
onto it. 

Five Facets of Christ-Centered
Reconciliation 

Consider these five facets of
Christ-centered, biblically-based

reconciliation and salvation:
1) Jesus Christ has done all that

is necessary for our salvation on
his cross. Whether all individuals
in the world realize it or like it, the
entire world is now saved. Peace
has been declared and it is now ac-
tively offered, on God’s terms and
in his time.  

2) While all that is necessary for
our salvation has been ac-
complished, salvation and
reconciliation is not auto-
matic. God does not con-
fer salvation upon anyone
without their consent.
Some religious profession-
als would have us think
our reconciliation with
God is similar to an
arranged or even forced
marriage. The emphasis
and motivation in getting
saved is placed on escap-
ing eternal torment, to
which we would other-
wise be subjected. but the
gospel insists that God
pursues and courts   us,
and that we can accept
his offer or reject it! Rec-
onciliation has been com-
pleted and announced,
but until individuals ac-
cept and receive salvation
that relationship remains
but an open invitation. 

3) How every individual
becomes aware of God’s
invitation and how many
come to be positively in-
clined towards receiving
his free gift is not entirely
clear. The Bible does not
give us specific details as to
how God invites individu-
als to receive salvation, but

it categorically states that
no human is naturally inclined to-
ward accepting God’s gracious gift.
Therefore, even the desire to consid-
er accepting God’s invitation, and
then the decision to do so, must be
primarily attributed to God’s grace
rather than human initiative. I be-
lieve that God, in his mercy, love
and grace, makes himself known to
people, in a compelling way, as and
when he determines that time and
way to be best. 
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4) When and if we decide to ac-
cept God’s gracious invitation we
give God the credit due to him
alone when we say we have accept-
ed or received God’s grace. When we
believe we can get saved our lan-
guage diminishes and devalues the
righteousness of Jesus Christ as
being sufficient to save us. Part of
being saved and reconciled in-

volves surrendering our attempts
to get saved via human attempts. 

5) Reconciliation/salvation is
both an initial act as well as a
process. It’s an act in that we are ei-
ther spiritually re-born and trans-
formed, or we are not. We are
either alive in Christ, by God’s
grace, or we are not. And, reconcil-
iation/salvation is an evolving
growth process whereby we are
transformed on a daily basis by the
Master Potter into what he wants
us to be. 

In 2 Peter 3:18 Peter speaks of
growing in the grace and knowl-
edge of our Lord Jesus Christ. Spiri-
tual growth and maturity in Christ
is continuing reconciliation, a
product of the life Christ lives
within us. It’s a process of continu-
ally moving away from the dark-
ness of fear, shame and guilt into
the glorious light of freedom in
Christ. This ongoing transforma-
tion means that we live a life more
and more open to Christ. It’s a
process which leads us to a deeper
trust and faith in him, a process
which deepens our love for him,
and thus we are continually being
converted, changed and trans-
formed. We are growing up spiritu-
ally into Christ, so that as Paul says
in Ephesians 4:14 we’re no longer
spiritual infants, but rather chil-
dren of God who are growing up
into him who is the head, even
Christ.

Getting Saved Distorts Our
Relationship With God

The idea of getting saved falls short
of the harmonious relationship we

enjoy with God by his grace. We
grow in our relationship with God
through Christ. We mature as the
risen Lord lives his life in us. We
don’t grow and mature, and thus
achieve and deserve and get a
deeper spiritual relationship with
God on the basis of what we do.
We grow in Christ because of the
matchless grace of God and his all

encompassing love. We receive an
ever-deepening love relationship
with God which we can never de-
serve. 

So once again, the term getting
saved leads us to misunderstand
the relationship God offers —
it distorts the relationship we 
are offered by God. In another 
passage which describes our on-
going, maturing transformation
from who we were to who we are,
Jesus speaks of us as his sheep.
“My sheep listen to my voice; 
I know them, and they follow me.
I give them eternal life, and they

shall never perish; no one will
snatch them out of my hand”
(John 10:27-28). That passage
tells us that we don’t initially get
eternal life, nor does it indicate
that the responsibility for remain-
ing and staying saved is ours ei-
ther.

We neither get saved nor do we
maintain our salvation. We don’t
acquire or earn a relationship with
God he would not otherwise give
were it not for our spiritual hard
work, nor do we ensure that we re-
main within God’s “good graces”
on the basis of our good deeds and
behavior. It’s all by his grace, it’s all
because of Christ— faith alone,
grace alone and Christ alone.

There was a moment in time
when, as Colossians 1:20 says,

through Jesus Christ God recon-
ciled “to himself all things,
whether things on earth or things
in heaven, by making peace
through his blood, shed on the
cross.” Then, in ways completely
and absolutely known to God
alone, he communicates an invita-
tion to his peace, in his time and
in his way, to humanity at large.
He draws humanity toward his
open arms so that human recep-
tion and acceptance of his gracious
offer is aided and abetted by his
grace. 

When God’s invitation to accept
the reconciliation which has al-
ready been accomplished is accept-
ed by us, we then become God’s
work in progress. By his grace we
become “God’s handiwork” (Eph-
esians 2:10). 2 Corinthians 4:16
notes the ironic wasting away of
our temporary physical life flesh
even while our spiritual life is ma-
turing, by God’s grace: “Though
outwardly we are wasting away, yet
inwardly we are being renewed day
by day.” 

God loves the entire world. He
loves each and every one of us,
however unlovable we may seem

to be, either to ourselves or to oth-
ers. He loves each of us whether we
like it or not! He made everything
—things we see and things we
don’t—and pronounced it all very
good. He loves the universe. 

In the last chapters of Revelation
we read about God transforming
and converting all things, the en-
tire universe. The new heaven and
new earth doesn’t get saved and
reconciled, it is transformed by his
grace. Out of his love God will
transform our physical world into
the new heavens and new earth
and, as Revelation says, the former
things are passed away.

So you see my friends, we don’t
get saved. By God’s grace we have
been and we are now being recon-
ciled in Christ. ❑
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T
he New Year is both

a time of reflection

and hopeful

anticipation of

what lies ahead. In that

spirit of anticipation, one

Bible verse that seems to get

particular attention around

the New Year is Jeremiah

29:11 “‘For I know the

plans I have for you,’

declares the LORD, ‘plans to

prosper you and not to

harm you, plans to give you

hope and a future.’”

For some, Jeremiah 29:11 seems
the ideal quotation to express our
aspirations for good things in the
New Year. We use it to baptize our
sentimental feelings of all the pos-
sibilities the new year must hold
for us. The possibilities of prosperi-
ty are endless—so long as prosperi-

ty is largely interpreted along indi-
vidualistic Americanized notions
of what success and prosperity will
entail.

But what if Jeremiah 29:11 is
about something deeper?

First, Jeremiah 29:11 is not about
your personal prosperity. While
Scripture is clear that God is sover-
eign over all events and has de-
clared the end from the beginning
(Isaiah 46:10), it is equally clear
that our Americanized versions of

the prosperity gospel are not bibli-
cal. In fact, biblically we are often
called to suffer (Romans 8:16-17;
Philippians 1:29). God’s best life
now is often walking the path of
Christ in exile to the world’s ver-

sions of favor and prosperity.
We should be grateful for all that

God brings into our life both good
and bad (Job 2:10). The reality is
that this year may not be a bed of
roses for you. In this respect, Jere-
miah 29:11 may not be “your
verse.”

Second, Jeremiah 29:11 is about
God’s plan for Israel. The point of
Jeremiah 29:11 is that God will
bring Israel back to Jerusalem and
the promised land.

Jeremiah is writing to Israelites
who had just been taken captive
into Babylon with more destruc-
tion of Jerusalem just around the
corner. Jeremiah prophesies full
exile is imminent and lasting as Is-
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rael will be in Babylon for seventy
years (Jeremiah 29:10). 

Centuries earlier, as recorded in
Deuteronomy 29 and 30, God had
promised that the curses of the
covenant would come upon Is-
rael—including the climactic exile
from the land. Yet his promise to
Israel was her return from exile.

In Deuteronomy and Jeremiah,
we have God’s overarching plan
for Israel. In Jeremiah 29:10, after
Israel’s seventy years of captivity,
God promised to reestablish them
as a nation. Notice that Jeremiah
29:11-13 calls Israel to national re-
pentance just as he did centuries
earlier, as recorded in Deuterono-
my 30:2. Jeremiah, echoing
Deuteronomy, promises that the
fortunes of the nation will be re-

stored (Jeremiah 29:14; Deuterono-
my 30:5). 

Both Jeremiah 29 and Deuteron-
omy 30:7 promise covenant curses
on Israel’s captors. After exile, God
will prosper his people (Jeremiah
29:11; Deuteronomy 30:9). God’s
plan for Israel is made clear with
this proclamation by Jeremiah. 

Third, Jeremiah 29:11 is really
about the gospel. In context, Jere-
miah 29:11 has really always been
about the gospel. God curses his
people with the curse of his Law,
but his plan is to redeem them of
that curse. The seed planted in
Deuteronomy 30 is the return from
exile which takes its ultimate
shape in the New Covenant—
God’s people receive a new circum-
cised heart (Deuteronomy 30:6).

Jeremiah 30-33 is about the New
Covenant, the restoration of Israel
and the establishment of the King
of the line of David back on the
throne (see Jeremiah 31:27-37).

Israel’s iniquities are atoned for and
the Spirit is given (Jeremiah 31:33-
34). In the New Covenant, which
Jesus Christ has now established,
God does not cast off his covenant
people (Jeremiah 31:35-37).

So the verse is for you after all. If
you are a Christian, whether Jew or
Gentile, you can name and claim
Jeremiah 29:11—but it is through
Jesus the Son by which you claim
that verse. Your hope is that the
Son has risen and ascended to the
right hand of God. 

The Son has established the New
Covenant and put the Spirit in our
hearts. In Jesus the “last days”
have dawned. The days of which

Jeremiah speaks —“the days are
coming”—(31:27, 31) are those
which have now come. Jeremiah
29:11 has reached fulfillment in
the fullness of time with the gospel
concerning the Son.

I hope that next time you read
Jeremiah 29:11 you will reflect on
the New Covenant promise given
in the passage and know that it is
yours in your union with Christ.
Put aside the silly notions of pros-
perity and sentimentality and em-
brace the gospel in this promise to
you. ❑

Timothy Bertolet is the pastor of
Pocano Mountain Bible Fellowship
Church. He is a graduate of Lancaster
Bible College and Westminster Theo-
logical Seminary. He is a husband
and father of four girls. You can read
his blog at thevoyages.blogspot.com.
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“For the kingdom of heaven is like a
landowner who went out early in the
morning to hire workers for his vine-
yard. He agreed to pay them a denar-
ius for the day and sent them into his
vineyard. 

About nine in the morning he went
out and saw others standing in the
marketplace doing nothing. He told
them, ‘You also go and work in my
vineyard, and I will pay you whatever
is right.’ So they went. 

He went out again about noon and
about three in the afternoon and did
the same thing. About five in the af-
ternoon he went out and found still
others standing around. He asked
them, ‘Why have you been standing
here all day long doing nothing?’ 

‘Because no one has hired us,’ they
answered. 

He said to them, ‘You also go and
work in my vineyard.’ 

When evening came, the owner of
the vineyard said to his foreman,
‘Call the workers and pay them their
wages, beginning with the last ones
hired and going on to the first.’

The workers who were hired about
five in the afternoon came and each
received a denarius. So when those
came who were hired first, they ex-
pected to receive more. But each one of
them also received a denarius. When
they received it, they began to grumble
against the landowner. ‘These who
were hired last worked only one hour,’
they said, ‘and you have made them
equal to us who have borne the bur-
den of the work and the heat of the
day.’

But he answered one of them, ‘I am
not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t
you agree to work for a denarius?
Take your pay and go. I want to give
the one who was hired last the same
as I gave you. Don’t I have the right
to do what I want with my own
money? Or are you envious because I
am generous?’ 

So the last will be first, and the first
will be last.”—Matthew 20:1-16

A
ccording to a paper pre-
sented at the annual
convention of the
American Psychological

Association in 2000, “Show me the
money!” (from the movie Jerry
Maguire) is one of the most popular
movie quotations of all time.
“Show me the money” is not only
similar to the physical demands of
many churches, it’s also the spiri-
tual motto of the kingdom of reli-
gion. All who are incarcerated in
the kingdom of religion are en-
couraged to regularly check their

spiritual ledgers and statements
which record their good behaviors,
rituals performed, prayers said,
creeds memorized, Scriptures read,
ceremonies fulfilled, good deeds
done and church services attended
(where there are, of course, guilt-
ridden and shame-based exhorta-
tions to write checks from physical

bank accounts payable to the
church!).  

By contrast, God’s grace is the
currency, the spiritual economy, of
the kingdom of heaven. Deposits
in the bank of heaven are unlimit-
ed. There is no end to the riches of
the kingdom of heaven. One of
the many differences between the
kingdom of religion and the king-
dom of heaven is that those who
are free in Christ don’t receive reg-
ular statements of their bank bal-
ances. In the kingdom of heaven,
there is never any need to balance
the assets of your good deeds
against the liabilities of your bad
behaviors in a monthly bank state-
ment, because in the kingdom of
heaven we live by faith, not by
sight (2 Corinthians 5:7). 

God’s grace is not traded on reli-
gious currency exchanges. God’s
grace can’t be counted or quanti-
fied. Whereas the kingdom of reli-
gion insists on forever reminding
us that we are spiritually bankrupt,
and offering us regular proof of our
inadequacy, God’s grace defies reli-
gious bean counters. God’s grace
cannot be calculated, computed or
comprehended by Christ-less reli-
gion.  

A little over a year ago, as a result
of some unexpected expenses, I
drove to a bank a mile or so from
our home. This bank was the place
where my wife and I kept an inter-
est-bearing “emergency fund” and
it was time to withdraw some
funds. As I was making the with-
drawal a bank employee asked if
we could sit down and talk. She ex-
plained that if I withdrew that
amount my account would fall
below a minimal level, and that I

would incur “service charges.” I
asked the specific amount of the
“service charges” and when she di-
vulged them I quickly “did the
numbers.” I concluded that if I left
the remaining money in this bank,
then the insignificant interest they
would pay me would not keep
pace with the “service charges.” I
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would be paying them to keep my
money!

I calmly, but firmly, informed the
bank employee that if they insisted
on inflicting those “service
charges” I would then close my ac-
count, and if necessary, in this era
of virtually no interest, hide the
money under my mattress! She did-
n’t get my humor (not everyone
does!). She seemed to take my
tongue-in-cheek threat to hide the
money under my mattress literally.
She took a long look at me, as if I
were like Gulliver, just waking up
from a long sleep and arriving in
the 21st-century. Then, seeing she
simply had a feisty old coot on her
hands, after a brief discussion, she
came up with a way that I would
not have to pay the service charges.
As I suspected, when push came to
shove, though our emergency sav-
ings account is small, the bank did-
n’t want to lose our money. 

As I drove home I reflected on
the spiritual significance of this en-
counter. In our world, whether it’s
the workplace or the church, the
relationship others are willing to
have with you is normally based
on a bottom line. The relationship
you have with a bank is based on
the money you have on deposit. If
your checkbook doesn’t balance,

you are an undesirable. You must
maintain a minimum balance. In
the spiritual realm, many are led to
believe that if they don’t show up
at church often enough the reli-
gious bankers will start adding ser-
vice charges to their account—or
just show them the door that sup-
posedly leads directly to eternal
torture in hell. The kingdom of re-
ligion is a world of un-grace. 

But God’s grace storms into the
world of Christ-less religion and de-
fies the religious bankers. God’s
grace turns the world of spiritual
bookkeeping upside down. God’s
grace is truly good news because it
declares that our relationship with
God is not about our ongoing ef-
forts to maintain a minimal balance! 

A Parable About Workers? 

Many translations of the Bible pre-
sent Matthew 20:1-16 as a parable
about workers. But it would be
more accurate to say that this para-
ble is about God and how he re-
lates to workers. That the parable is
about God, not us, should be obvi-
ous from the first words—“For the
kingdom of heaven is like a landown-
er…” (vs. 1). 

We can all relate to stories about
workers, can’t we? After all, the vast
majority of us are still workers in
our daily lives, to one degree or an-
other. You might be retired or semi-
retired, but you still relate to the
world of work. We all have our sto-
ries about the workplace, and Jesus
offers us this classic. It is one of my
favorites among all his parables.

The landowner has a job that
needs to be done, so he continues
to hire workers until he is satisfied
that the work will get done. From a
worker’s perspective, one of the
most, if not the most, important of
all facets of the workplace is the
wage. What do I get for my efforts?
So it is that the lesson of this para-
ble hinges around payday. 

The reason God’s grace is so of-
fensive to the religious mindset is
that it does not compute. Grace
doesn’t make sense! It doesn’t add
up. We, after all, can count. We
know how long we have worked,
and we also know how long and
hard others have worked. All we

want is for our employer to be fair.
This parable is offensive because it
doesn’t line up with our sense of
fair play. How in the world can 
the role assigned to the landowner
of this parable be played by God?  

Again—this parable is not about
the workers. It is about God and
his kingdom. It’s a parable about
God, and how he “works,” and it’s
a parable about how his kingdom
“works.” The first words of this
parable tell us that this parable is
about the kingdom of heaven, not
about any kingdoms of our world,
religious or secular. This parable
describes the fundamental nature
of God’s kingdom—and it does so
by turning the tables, by turning
expectations and values upside
down. This parable is a great rever-
sal. 

To use a baseball metaphor, the
teachings of Jesus were somewhat
like Jesus being on the mound,
pitching parables to the religious
world of his day. In baseball par-
lance, Jesus’ parables are “junk”
pitches that keep the religious op-
position off balance. Time and
again Jesus throws curve balls,
knuckle balls, sliders and change-
ups. He confounds religious expec-
tations. That’s one of the reasons
that religion then, and now, is not
all that fond of Jesus. Religion
can’t “hit” Jesus.   

William Temple, who was the
physical leader of the Church of
England before his death in World
War 2, once gave an illustration of
how God’s kingdom turns the
kingdoms of this world, and their
values and their expectations, up-
side down. He used the illustration
of a small English shop or store
with room for only one big display
window. The shop displays its
goods in the window so that win-
dow shoppers can examine the
items for sale and their asking
price. 

Using the illustration of a shop
window, William Temple said
something like this (forgive my
paraphrase): “Apart from God, the
world as we know it is like a shop.
A mischievous person has broken
into the shop overnight—and re-
arranged the items in the shop

God’s grace turns the world of

spiritual bookkeeping upside

down. God’s grace is truly good

news because it declares that

our relationship with God is

not about our ongoing efforts

to maintain a minimal

balance! 
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window, shifting all the high price
labels so that the cheap things now
have high prices, and the really
precious things have price labels
that define them as inexpensive,
inferior and even worthless.”

In Luke 16:15 Jesus, speaking to
the religious leaders of his day, told
them that they had effectively
changed all the price tags in God’s
kingdom: “What people highly value
is detestable in God’s sight.”

The Upside Down Kingdom

The phrase “upside down king-
dom” was popularized by Donald
Kraybill in his 1978 book, The Up-
side Down Kingdom. Kraybill point-
ed out that Jesus, the king of the
kingdom of heaven, is the king
who triumphs by losing, who is
victorious through the humiliation
of the cross and who serves by
dying. The kingdom of heaven 1)

seeks out, serves and gives grace to
the lost, the least and the last, 2)

opposes religious scorekeepers who
meticulously record both good and
bad behavior and 3) turns the
kingdoms of religion upside down
and every which way but loose. In
Matthew chapter 20 we read that:

• Jesus taught how the first in
earthly kingdoms are last in his
kingdom, and the last according to
score-keeping religious dogmas
and doctrines are first in the king-
dom of heaven (Matthew 20:16).

• Jesus came to serve, rather
than to be served (Matthew 20:28),
explaining that those who are truly
great in the kingdom of heaven are
those who become, by God’s gra-
cious transformation, servants as

he was and is. The life and
teachings of

Jesus are
a great re-
versal—a
truly up-
side down
kingdom!
T h o u g h
Je su s  wa s
God in the
fl e s h ,  h i s
earthly life

was one of humility and sacri-
fice. He was born into a blue-
collar, working class family,
and was born in a barnyard,
surrounded by animals.
Shepherds, whose profession
was regarded by that culture as
among the lowest of the low, were
the first to be invited to visit the
newborn Jesus—and they accepted
the invitation! Mary was an unmar-
ried teenager when the Holy Spirit
overshadowed her (Luke 1:35), im-
pregnating her with Immanuel—
God with us (Matthew 1:23).  

In his teachings and parables
Jesus chose despised Samaritans,
money-grubbing tax collectors and
untrustworthy shepherds as he-
roes, rather than highly esteemed,
church-going rules-keeping reli-
gious types. Jesus’ attention was fo-
cused on lepers and prostitutes
more than the worldly wisdom of
respected priests and teachers of
the law. He reached out to children
and women—he touched the “un-
clean.”  

Christ-less religion values
church-ianity without Christ. It
values religious rituals and regula-
tions without grace. It has swapped
the price tags. Legalism is highly
valued, and God’s grace is seen as
anemic and feeble. Many infected
with the virus of legalism believe if
grace and love are the final words
then the gospel is spineless senti-
mentalism.

Christ-less religion values those
who earn their own way, who
work hard—those who build im-
pressive buildings and call those
buildings a church or cathedral
dedicated to God. 

Jesus is looking for lepers to
cleanse, prostitutes and addicts of
all kinds to lift out of their lives of
bondage, and for those who are af-
flicted with all kinds of diseases—
both physical and especially
spiritual—so that he may heal
them. This is the very ministry of
Jesus, for he himself is described by
the prophet Isaiah, in 53:3, as
being “despised and rejected by
mankind.”

Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians
12:10: “That is why, for Christ’s
sake, I delight in weaknesses, in in-
sults, in hardships, in persecutions, in 
difficulties. For when I am weak, then
I am strong.”

Religious institutions delight in
huge church buildings, with expen-
sive stained glass installations, with
highly involved rituals and cere-
monies and ornate traditions and
clothing for religious leaders. Estab-
lished religious institutions often
despise those who do not frequent
their church buildings, who do not
perform their religious ceremonies
or honor their religious traditions.

In our parable, Jesus tells us that
what God does with his grace is
none of our business. Who exactly
the landowner chooses, precisely
who is invited into his vineyard,
and when, and under what terms
is his business, not ours!  In the
great reversal, Jesus uses money as
a picture of God’s grace—the way
in which he invites people into his
kingdom. Jesus concludes this
parable by saying, “Can’t I do what
I want with my own money? Are you
going to get stingy because I am gener-
ous?” (Matthew 20:15, The Message,
by Eugene Peterson). 

A gift is not something we
earn—otherwise it is not a gift, but
a purchase. The point of the para-
ble of the great reversal is simply
this: God is so good that he pours
out his love on us, not because we
merit or deserve it, but because he
loves to love us. He invites us into
his vineyard, not because he needs
us to do what he is otherwise pow-
erless to do, but because he invites
us to participate in his kingdom.
The great reversal is all about the
extravagant goodness of God. ❑

Excerpted from A Taste of Grace—Christian-
ity Without the Religion.

The life and teachings of Jesus are a great reversal—a truly

upside down kingdom! Though Jesus was God in the flesh,

his earthly life was one of humility and sacrifice. 

A Taste of Grace (item B261) is only $10 including shipping 

call 1-800-309-4466 or order online at www.ptm.org/TASTE
45

http://www.ptm.org/TASTE


46 THE PLAIN TRUTH

In Memory of
Kayte Wolverton

A
fter a long and courageous battle with ovarian

cancer Kayte (Youngblood) Wolverton, 64, passed

away peacefully on Saturday morning, July 21, in

Vancouver, Washington. Almost two years ago Kayte and

her husband Monte, board member of Plain Truth

Ministries and Associate Editor of The Plain Truth magazine,

relocated from Southern California to the peaceful and

serene countryside just outside of Vancouver. Anticipating

Monte’s semi-

retirement, and

wishing to live near

their daughter

Monika, their son-in-

law Simon and

granddaughter

Annika, Kayte and

Monte planned and

built their retirement

home in a beautiful

valley on the banks of

the Lewis River. 

Following a Wolverton

family tradition, Kayte

served for several years

as a full-time

employee of Plain

Truth Ministries and

later as a part-time proofreader. Monte’s father Basil started

the Wolverton history with The Plain Truth in the 1950s as

he wrote and illustrated the serialized “Bible Story.” In later

decades of the 20th century Monte continued the

Wolverton Plain Truth legacy with his writing and art, and

then in the 1990s with the transformation of the message

and mission of Plain Truth Ministries, Monte, Kayte and

their daughter Monika continued to grace the pages of the

new Plain Truth with their editing and creative

contributions.    

Kayte is survived by her husband Monte, her mother

Esther, stepfather John Livingston, her daughter Monika

Spykerman, son-in-law Simon, granddaughter Annika,

foster daughter Gadiela Gallant, her husband Daniel, their

children Kate and Matthew and by her two beloved Rat

Terriers, Meg and Kirby. ❑
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23 Miles From Home

T
he hospital is 23 miles from home. In
the year and a half since my wife,
Kayte, was diagnosed with ovarian

cancer and had her initial surgery, we made
the 46-mile round trip as much as five times
a week. Initially, we wished we didn’t have to
make these commutes, but they quickly be-
came an enjoyable time together. Each drive
offered panoramas of farms, horses, cattle,
sheep and llamas nestled among Douglas fir
decked hills. On every journey we noted the
activities of our favorite animals. Every trip
included our two dogs, snoozing in the car
while Kayte had her doctor appointments,
blood draws, chemo treatments, transfusions
and hydrations, and I tried to squeeze in
editing, writing or other tasks.

As the months rolled by, our routine visits
were increasingly punctuated by emergency
room visits and hospitalizations. Though
these were much more painful than sched-
uled clinic visits, Kayte was undaunted. We
were walking down this road together with
courage and faith.

But Kayte’s symptoms continued to wors-
en. Eventually, a second surgery revealed
that Kayte’s cancer had spread far more
rapidly than doctors had detected through
blood tests and scans. It had become termi-
nal. Still, Kayte fought back, seeming at first
to be recovering from the operation. Doctors
sent her home for palliative care. Although
this was a whole new situation for us, Kayte’s
determination was evident. Even as she was
becoming less responsive and slipping into a
coma, she remained positive and full of faith.
As her vital signs began to wane, we decided
to move her to a hospice facility. Only a day
later, she peacefully passed away.

Kayte’s mother tells the story of her
daughter’s first pony ride at the age of six.
The pony ran faster than Kayte expected—
she fell off and was crying. Her parents
thought she had been hurt—but in fact she
was crying because she wanted back on the
pony. That story pretty much sums up her

approach to life. Throughout childhood and
college, Kayte was athletic and active, which
seems to have instilled a powerful tenacity
and determination. Later in life, as a Christ-
follower, she diligently decided what had to
be done to achieve a goal, and then acted in
faith and confidence in God. Even though
she endured other health challenges in life
(and a good deal of pain) Kayte didn’t waste
time in denial or bemoaning a problem—
she assessed the problem, accepted the diag-
nosis and then shouldered her burden and
moved forward.

In her too-short life, Kayte excelled in all
types of sports, gymnastics and dance. After
marrying me she raised a daughter, nurtured
a foster daughter, created a warm home and
worked at several jobs to bring in extra in-
come. She was also active in our church. At
times our home was packed with so many
friends I didn’t know who some of them were.
She served as a teacher’s aide at a school for 
severely handicapped students, an office
manager at a T-shirt company, and much
later served in various editorial functions in-
cluding copy editor for Plain Truth Min-
istries. I once arrived home as she was busily
making a big tuna sandwich with all the
trimmings for a homeless person she had
seen down the street. Her compassion and
love of animals led her to work for years to
get American Rat Terrier dogs recognized as a
breed by the American Kennel Club.

A common sticking point among Chris-
tians is the question of where their efforts
end and where those of God begin. It is pos-
sible for us to become paralyzed—afraid to
make any decision for fear of God’s disap-
proval. But Kayte was a wonderful example
of active, dynamic faith—always prayerfully
determining what God would have her do—
and then proceeding, positive and confident
that Jesus was right there next to her. If that
sounds like simple, unreligious Christianity,
that’s because it is. ❑

—Monte Wolverton

We were

walking

down 

this road

together

with courage

and faith.



Join Greg Albrecht at www.ptm.org for a Christ-centered teaching

ministry. You’ll find the freedom of authentic, pure, genuine

Christianity—Christianity without walls or denominational barriers—

Christianity without humanly imposed rules, rituals and regulations.

You’ll find Christianity Without the Religion. 

Each weekly message for the next three
months is briefly described below.

Be sure to join us at www.ptm.org for
services every Sunday morning—or
anytime throughout the week for
Christianity Without the Religion.

The Perfect Prescription for Legalism

● Lowered tolerance for legalistic, self-serving, Christ-less preaching. ● Insatiable
appetite for Christ-centered teaching. ● Increased peace of mind as you grow in
God’s amazing grace. ● In some cases, spontaneous outbursts of joy, punctuated by
exclamations like, “Free at last, free at last!” ● If it takes you more than four days
to recover from a religious meeting or gathering, be assured it wasn’t CWR!
● CWR is not for everyone. Ask a religious professional—or better yet—ask someone who has

suffered at the hands of one—if CWR is right for you!

WARNING:

Seeking the Kingdom As we discuss the kingdom of God, we’ll take some time to study five specific facets of God’s love
that illustrate his kingdom. Week of December 2.

Wake Up and Grow Up! If you’ve ever wondered about a children’s prayer—“If I should die before I wake…” you won’t
want to miss Greg’s suggestion about praying “Help me wake up before I die!” Week of December 9.

John’s Christmas Story The Christmas story in the Gospel of John is the one that is least heard and least told in
Christmas sermons, yet it is the mind-expanding big picture of the birth of our Lord. Week of December 16.

God With Us and For Us Join us for our Christmas celebration as we ask and answer exactly what Christmas is and what
it isn’t.  Week of December 23.

Show Me the Way Home Home has been described as the place where they have to open the door and let you come
in.  We prepare for this New Year by turning our hearts and minds toward our true home. Week of December 30.

Included or Excluded? Three parables in Luke 15 describe God as concerned about including everyone, as opposed to
Christ-less religion which often places inordinate interest on those who should be excluded. Week of January 6.

Whatever Happened To… Fads and conspiracy theories so popular in some parts of Christendom are often here today
and gone tomorrow, but Jesus “is the same yesterday and today and forever.” (Hebrews 13:8). Week of January 13.

Sitting With Others Martin Luther King Jr. was instrumental in bringing people of different races and cultures together. We
consider Ezekiel’s example of sitting among exiles, and we think of Jesus who became one of us. Week of January 20.

Pain and Suffering #1 God’s Grace and Our Pain In this first of a two-part series on pain and suffering we ponder the
paradox Paul explained—when he was physically weak he was strong (2 Corinthians 12:10). Week of January 27.

Pain and Suffering # 2 God’s Grace Has You Covered God’s grace is sufficient—there is enough of his grace to cover you
and me during our suffering.  Christ entered into our pain so that we might grow and mature in him. Week of February 3.  

God Believes in You! Had someone betrayed, abandoned and disavowed us the way Peter denied Jesus, we would have
a hard time ever talking to that person again.  But after his resurrection Jesus made sure that Peter knew he still
believed in him. Week of February 10.

“…As if He Needed Anything” Paul told the Athenians that they were very religious because their gods needed them.
The one true God, according to Paul, doesn’t gain or profit nor is he in any way enhanced by human attention or
activity. Week of February 17.

“His Love Endures Forever” God’s hesed love does not give us immunity from pain and suffering. God’s hesed love isn’t
always immediately pleasant or easy, but it declares that he will stop at nothing to demonstrate his unending love for
you and me.  Week of February 24. 

Plain Truth

Plain Truth Ministries

Pasadena, CA  91129

CWR may cause the following side effects:

http://www.ptm.org
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