For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.  
To Him be glory forever.  Amen.

(Romans 11:36)

Hebrews 12:1-2 Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, [2] looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. 

I went to my tower.  It was a particularly foggy morning.  Not expecting to see much, I climbed the stairs no less.  You can usually see across the Lagoon, the Key, and into the Gulf.  On a clear day, you can see even more.  This particular morning all you could see was fog.  The sun was however barely visible.  Because it was so shadowed by the enveloping fog, I could look at the sun without squinting.  On the water, visibility was nearly zero.

A strange thing began to happen.  As I peered at the sun, I began to notice a ribbon-like trail of light.  This bright ribbon began to make its way from the sun across the water.  It was just a golden thread at first, but then it grew to a thick rope, and eventually a sparkling path was opened across the water.  On either side of the path was still the ominous darkness of the thick fog.  Inwardly, I began to hear what God was saying to me -- Focus on my Son; Then you will see the path of light; Walk in that path.
TOWER
Proverbs 18:10 The name of the Lord is a strong tower; the righteous man runs into it and is safe. 

Psalm 61:3 for you have been my refuge,

        a strong tower against the enemy. 

Steep steps to climb

Worth the stop

Worth the strain

Too often I ride past

Too busy to stop

Too tired to climb

But once there

I see both beyond and near

Clearly.

The sandy footprints of mine and others

Begin to make sense

Breathe deeply the cool breezes

The sun on my face

Driving away the careless chill of indifference

Smell, sight, sound

Refreshed.

State of heart and mind

Beyond place and time

Christ is my strong tower

Perspective
SHELTER
Psalm 91:1-2 He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will abide in the shadow of the Almighty. 

    [2] I will say to the Lord, "My refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust." 

Pavilion from storms,

In both my heart and on land;

Led there often,

By Your Spirit and Shepherd’s hand

Stopping place,

Peaceful place of rest;

Safe.

Oasis of support and sustenance,

Harder to reach than to leave;

Yet always accessible;

Home for the heart,

Furnished plain and plentiful;

Just over the horizon of trust.

Secure.

Porch of His presence,

Shed of light,

Sounds of still, small voice

Whisper there often

Hiding place of strength

Portico of delight

Sanctuary.

BABEL SOUNDS
 “And ever o’er the Babel sounds the blessed angels sing.”
(from the Hymn – It came upon the Midnight Clear)

Swells of information,
Waves of sound,

Crashing on calloused shores of meaninglessness;

Lots of talking,

Little listening,

All mouth, no ears.

Confusion.

Knowledge without wisdom,

Information without transformation,

Lip radio playing loud,

No heart antennae,

Poor reception

Turn it off.

Gibberish.

Silence is golden,

The place one hears whispers,

Shalom.

SABBATH DELIGHT
Psalm 37:4 Delight yourself in the Lord,

        and he will give you the desires of your heart. 

Isaiah 58:13-14  “If you turn back your foot from the Sabbath, from doing your pleasure on my holy day,
    and call the Sabbath a delight

        and the holy day of the Lord honorable;

    if you honor it, not going your own ways,

        or seeking your own pleasure, or talking idly; 

    [14] then you shall take delight in the Lord,

        and I will make you ride on the heights of the earth;

    I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father,

        for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” 

“Delight yourself,” You say;

These word often dismay,

For what brings delight

Has more to do with sight than

Faith.

“Delight yourself in the Lord,

And I will give you desires of your heart.”

Do you mean it?

Or is it , as I live in such light,

My heart changes to

Want right things,

Learn not to receive, but give,

Walk by faith not sight.

Live with a new heart to give,

with hands that help

Not grab.

Such a life is a delight –

In You, for You, to You

Focused.

Call the Sabbath a delight?

Honor your name?

No, watch the game.

Hear your call?

No shop the mall.

With You and Your people meet?

No, go out to eat.

Shop the sale,

Raise the money,

Not your name.

Communion become carnival,

Celebration turned commercial;

Solemn festival made into a circus.
ABUNDANT LIFE
John 10:10  The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly. 
What is life?

Heartbeat, pulse, brain waves?

These indicate we are alive,

But what tells we have life?

Friends, friendship, companionship

And family;

Here is joy, even with life’s toil,

Its pain and want of gain,

People are life.

Honesty, integrity, truth

These make us free.

They break the chains of death,

Set the captive loose,

Light the narrow way,

So in the darkness we might not stay.

Who is around?

What’s in you?

Real life depends on these.

It’s who is around the table,

Not what’s on it, that makes life.

No matter how strong the heart beats

Or brain waves leap,

Life is more.

You can be alive and not have a life,

You have a life and not really live.

EXILE
Lost, lonely, and forsaken,

Numb, dumb, mute.

“How can we sing the songs of the Lord

While in a foreign land?”

No melody, no music, only silence.

Captive without community,

Lost and without hope,

Lonely and without a friend.

Scared, scarred, solitary –

Such are the feelings of Exile.

“By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept.”

Exiled in Babylon?

Not a place, but a perception, a way of seeing.

You can be at home, and yet in Babylon.

Displaced, despondent, city of disappointment.

“In the world but not of the world.”

You can know who you are,

What you are, but still not belong.

Exiled, excluded, eluded.

Commonwealth of heaven, Citizen of the kingdom.

“Sing O barren one.”

Sing of what is, what can be.

Failure become faithfulness,

Silence turned song.

Your song shatters the stillness,

Your singing shakes the silenced.

God hears, God speaks.

Ears to hear, eyes to see, hearts to hope.

Homecoming ahead.

Exile ended.
GENIUS WITH A BRUSH
Psalm 19:1 The heavens declare the glory of God,
        and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. 

On the canvas of heaven,

God paints.

With brushes of beauty

He draws.

Upon the sky magnificently etched

Wispy clouds that look like mountains,

Oranges, yellows as bright as gold,

Purples and pinks in shades so rare.

How can it be so

Few see the wonder of it all?

Every morning is different,

Each evening more splendid.

It’s almost as if He says:

“My child, it may seem like a mess,

But I know best.

I see all, and no matter what

In the gallery of the sky,

I hang portraits.

At the beginning and end

Of each day,

I want you to see

Over all,

In all,

And through all,

I am He –

Genius with a brush.”
SUNDAY CLOTHES
Our handsome suits,

Our dainty dresses,

Our well-groomed locks,

Our tasseled tresses;

These, our Sunday best come off too soon.

The real test –

Clothed in comely robes

Of humility, reverence, and service,

In these we must be clad;

If we would make glad,

Him who graciously clothed

Our wayward parents with fig leaves.

The biggest test –

Is not what you wear,

How you look, but who you are.

Christ is the finest fashion.

BENEDICTION
Hebrews 13:20-22 Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, [21] equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen. 

Good word

Spoken last

Hands lifted

Heads bowed

Gate of opportunity

Good Shepherd of the sheep

Gathered

Door of responsibility

Service ended but also begun

From here to there

We Go

We are sent

To be His

People

Chosen

Kept

Changed

Challenged

Convicted

Commended

Blessed

SUNRISE
Philippians 4:6-7 Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. [7] And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

At the break of day

I sit most quietly still

And for this day I pray

That You My frantic heart would fill

Opportunities await, duties ahead

Busyness often becomes the plight

Vain works and vanities fed

Necessity replaces delight

Sunrise to sunset

I work and worry

But all my needs are met

Without the run or hurry
EBENEZER
Read 1 Samuel 7:1-14
Helpful stone

Remember the cleft

We fight not alone

We are never left

A battle won with thunder

We need not fear

Instead mostly wonder

Battles won with no spear

Not with sword

Priestly prayer pleading

An answered reward

See our enemies fleeting

Once the stone is set

Enemies are gone

To easy to forget

We struggle not alone

CHERITH
Read 1 Kings 17:1-16

Beside the brook called Cherith

Is the place where birds do fly

And if I do not soon go there

I will surely die

The Lord has told the ravens soar

To bring me bread and meat

And if I do not travel there

I’ll soon have naught to eat.

The drought so fierce has yet to steal

The waters that flow so sweet

For it is at the Cherith brook

My Lord I often meet.

And when the waters did run dry

And bread and meat did cease

From the brook to the widow’s house

You sent me there to eat.

Why must I go to such a house

Where meal and oil are scarce?

Where jars are nearly empty

For the making of some bread?

“Just enough for one cake,” she said,

“and then we’ll both be dead.”

But once again You proved so true

You always provide things to eat

In the bliss of solitude.

You are not bound by prince or king

Good food for me provide,

Even if you bring it by widow or by wing.

When will I learn there is no place

In city or distant land

Wherever you send I cannot go

Beyond the reach of Thy hand

Cherith is not a place far off,

But a place in mind and heart.

Remind me daily of those times

Of quietness and solace bliss

This day the sweep of raven’s wings

Please help me not to miss.

Sweet relief within me sings

When by the brook called Cherith

My soul’s sweet meat birds bring.

VOUCHSAFE
Read Psalm 139:1-12   
Strange and secret works of

Sacred hands,

Hands that grab and gently pull,

Guide.

Stroke my wearied will,
Pull, push, lead,

Motioning me on,

To the place I need be,

But I resist.

Gently pushed, strongly shoved,

This way, not that,

Here, not there,

But on I go away.

Hands strong enough

To bend my resistance,

Break my will;

Yet a velvet touch

That soothes my very soul –

Vouchsafed to Thy Grace

Yes, Lord.

Today.

A MORNING REFLECTION
Read Psalm 32:1-5  

I slept well.  A new day looms.  I think back to yesterday.  I was so tired last night, a long day, busy and constant.  It was a good day.  I did good things; I was a good pastor, a good neighbor, a good husband, and a good father.  And yet I know I am none of the above.  My pretense is impeccable.  I fool a lot of people.  All the good I did was marred by my sinful self-centeredness.  They were selfish acts of kindness done for congratulations and thanks.  And it bothered me that no one really seemed to notice my work.  I had vile thoughts.  My responses were sometimes curt and not thoughtful.  I tolerated people more than I loved them.  Minutes and hours passed without thinking of You, Your glory, or Your grace.  

Did I share the gospel?  Did I live it?

How could I call it a good day?

Yet You blessed my tired soul with sweet sleep; why do you waste such grace on me?  The dew refreshes the tired, dry ground.  The sun will warm the earth.  The seasons are changing.  I will eat my fill of good food, drink clean water, good coffee, shower in ample warm water, and dry myself on soft, clean towels, think of children so well and grown.  I will be loved by a wife so beautiful and patient with me.  

And I know I do not deserve any of these blessings.

Why did You waste one precious drop of your Son’s blood on such a soul?

A marvelous, matchless, infinite, wonderful grace that perplexes me, shames me, but mostly captivates me.  

Capture me afresh this day early and keep me all day with that grace that transforms me into a better expression of the image and likeness of your Son.  He is the One who was always faithful, always loving, always good.  

Make me like him today.  AMEN.
A MORNING PRAYER
O, gracious Father, thank You for sweet sleep.  I thank you for a good night’s sleep that smoothed the harsh edges of fatigue and stress. No wonder You often tell us in Your word, “rest.”  Teach me the virtue of knowing that both in rest and work the world is in Your hands and not mine.

Thank you for the family dog, who is always glad to see me, who longs for my attention and affection, who knows who his master is, who feeds him, and cares for him.  Teach me some “dogsense.”  Help me long for Your love and know more of how it is that You feed me.

Thank you for those who annoy me.  Through them You are teaching me a patience I sorely need.  As I learn to love these annoyances, You teach me about Your grace that loves me just as I am, warts and all.  Give me a greater and purer heart to love like You love—boundless, merciful, and full of grace.

Put in my path those whom You wish to touch and teach through me.  Help me be more aware of these “divine appointments.”  I thank you for the ones you have put in my way this week—the ones in whom I see the Church; though they are seldom in church, Church is in them.  I thank You for helping me see the Church within the church and the Church outside the church.  Grant me a vision that sees this more.

Thank you for problems and conflicts, inward and outward, and that it is these unsolved dilemmas that give me a reason to rise early, pray earnestly, and work hard.  Help me to be weary in well-doing, but never weary of well-doing.

In the name of our gracious Savior, Jesus Christ, AMEN.

A MID-DAY PRAYER
Today, I started my day with You, O Lord.  Forgive me for starting too many without You.  The rub and rush of life too often causes me to press ahead in the morning without acknowledging Your blessings and asking for Your guidance.  Then I am pushed about by winds of necessity and urgency and carried along by tides of worry and doubt that strand me in seas of uncertainty and bays of unbelief and doubt far from the safe harbor of Your love.  Today was different; Your presence lingered long past the rising sun and business of morning.  Such sweet residue of peace taken from places of solitude!  I wish every day to be like this, but so often fail on my part to make it so.  Forgive me.

When I recognize that You are in me, around me, and over me, there is that peace that passes all understanding that comes and abides. You keep my heart at peace, my steps on pace, my mind at ease; and You steady my fretful nerves.

David prayed – You make me to lie down in green pastures.”  Make me also Lord – to live each day like this, even better, and deeper in Your grace.  I am prone and bent on not doing it. So today, and tomorrow – make me also.  

In the name of Him who made disciples of a tax-collector and some fishermen, in Jesus’ name.  AMEN.

AN EVENING PRAYER
Dear Lord, as this day begins to end, I have much to be thankful for to You—the smell of supper on the stove, a home spacious, safe, and warm, a loving wife, children well and nearly grown with so much promise for the future.

I thank you for work—the blessings and burdens of ministry, the privilege of praying with and for your people, the joy of handling Your word and teaching it, the power of the Gospel to change lives, Your church, treasure in marred jars of clay, the duty and delight of discipleship, for more to do than I did—so there is a reason for tomorrow.

I thank you for sunsets that frame the end of the day with bright, bold bouquets of light.  As I watch your majestic paintbrush spread such lush colors, I am reminded of your Sovereign providence.  This world may be a mess, but You frame each day’s beginning and end with an array of splendor that reminds me—You still are Lord, Creator, Sustainer, and Redeemer.  The earth is full of the steadfast love of the Lord (Psalm 33:5b)

In the name of the One Who is the light of the world.  In Jesus’ name,  AMEN.

CAN YOU HEAR ME NOW?

“So what is the right way to listen to a sermon?  With a soul that is prepared, a mind that is alert, a Bible that is open, a heart that is receptive, and a life that is ready to spring into action.”  (Phillip Ryken, Senior Pastor, Tenth Street Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania)
I will elaborate point by point Ryken’s pithy and true statement.  And I believe that the problem in the church today is that while Ryken is right, what he says is not how most people listen to a sermon.

First, we should listen to the sermon “with a soul that is prepared and a mind that is alert.”  I recently preached on the fourth commandment, keeping the Sabbath.  One of my main points was the need to prepare for the day of worship.  While modern American culture has certainly run rough shod over the fourth commandment in how we have come to spend Sunday, it is what we do on Saturday that often robs us of Sunday vitality.  Our constant obsession with “amusing ourselves to death” (Postman) has become our Saturday job. We work so hard at our playing that we have little energy left to do anything more than mindlessly play at our worship. Or Saturday becomes catch up day.  Our hectic, modern pace leaves little time for household chores.  Mom and dad, as well as every young teenager work, work, work all week.  So Saturdays are spent washing clothes, cleaning house, cutting grass, trimming hedges and straightening the garage.  We work so hard on our supposed day off that we are usually exhausted Saturday evening; and we carry the residue of our fatigue with us to church on Sunday morning.

The best Sabbaths or Lord’s days will, in the Jewish tradition, begin at sundown the evening before. Until we learn to gear down on Saturday, we will not be able to ratchet up on Sundays.  Because of how we spend Saturdays, few of us make it to church on Sunday with a prepared soul and an alert mind 

Second, a sermon should be heard with an open Bible.  Taking a Bible to church on Sunday is a healthy practice.  Open it, and read the text along with the pastor.  But the deeper question is, how open has that Bible been all week?  

It seems silly and simplistic to keep saying to the people of God – “Read your Bible.”  But it is obvious this basic element of spiritual discipline has not been being practiced. Study after study indicates a dearth of Scriptural aptitude in the modern pew.  One study I recently read indicates the lack of Bible knowledge in our day.  When asked to name one of the Ten Commandments, one of the most frequently given answers was, “God helps those who help themselves.”  Not only is that not one of the commandments, it contradicts the sweep of Biblical teaching.  The overwhelming message of the Bible is that God helps those who cannot help themselves.  “God helps those who help themselves” may at times be good advice, and it is the creed of American culture, but it is not one of the Laws God gave on Mount Sinai.

And here is the challenge of preaching and teaching in our day.  “Who is Moses?”  “And what is Sinai?”  “Commandments? – What commandments?”  These are sadly all areas that we have to address.  I preached for the first time in May of 1976.  This spring I will have been preaching for thirty years.  And the one thing I have come to understand about preaching in the modern age is to assume that my listeners know nothing when it comes to the Bible.  I hope this does not come across as condescending.  It is rather a deep concern for the church.  When preaching today, we can ill afford to make passing Biblical illusions.  If you say something about the Law, you had better explain what you mean.  If you say something about the “balm of Gilead,” or even the “tree of good and evil,” you best explain what you mean.  This is not dumbing down the sermon.  Rather it is dealing honestly with a cultural malaise when it comes to basic Bible knowledge.

And even if you are privileged to preach to a congregation that has some depth of Biblical aptitude, few people in the pew today have read the Bible deep enough, long enough to see the unilateral messages and covenantal integrity of the Old and New Testaments.  They may have dissected and analyzed verses, but they have not done the work of serious theological contemplation that moves from what the text says to what the text means to how the text should be lived.


Lastly, the sermon should be listened to “with a life ready to spring into action.”  In the words of James, we must be both hearers and doers.  While there is great virtue in listening to good preaching.  Preaching, if it is Biblical and gospel-driven, will always call for repentance.  Repentance is the Scriptural word for change.  The Hebrew word has the notion of turning around, returning.  It is the idea of being on the wrong road, heading in the wrong direction and making a u-turn to head back in the right direction and to the proper path. A good sermon always asks for some change of attitude, disposition, action, or direction of life.  One deceptive way we hear sermons today is exposed by this notion.   I often hear people’s compliments (and complaints!) about my preaching.  “Good sermon,” preacher; “you’ve really been preaching some good ones lately.”  I have often thought to myself when I have heard such accolades, “Oh really?  Get back to me in a couple of years, or for that matter a couple of days or weeks, and let’s discuss if it was a good sermon or not.”  

God’s change agent is the Holy Spirit.  The sermon itself cannot change a man.  The Holy Spirit working in the word of God can.  But when we truly listen to a good sermon, we cannot keep doing the same sinful things.  Modern Protestantism particularly has made listening to good preaching a virtue in and of itself.  We have made listening to sermons and doing Bible studies a leisurely sport, a hobby, and a good way to pass the time.  But there is no particular virtue in hearing that does not issue forth in doing.  Again, the Biblical languages leave us no wiggle room.  In Hebrew, the word, to hear, is identical to the word to obey.   In Greek, the word, to obey, is a compound form of the verb, to hear. The Bible makes no such distinction between hearing and obeying.

Two Larger Catechism questions particularly address this –

· Question 155 asks, How is the Word made effective to salvation?

The Spirit of God makes the reading, but especially the preaching of the Word, an effective means of enlightening, convincing, and humbling sinners; of driving them out of themselves, and drawing them unto Christ; of conforming them to His image, and subduing them to his will; of strengthening them against temptations and corruptions; of building them up in grace, and establishing their hearts in holiness and comfort through faith unto salvation.

· Question 160 asks, What is required of those that hear the Word preached?  
It is required of those that hear he Word preached, that they attend upon it with diligence, preparation, and prayer, examine what they hear by the Scriptures; receive the truth with faith, love, meekness, and readiness of mind as the Word of God; meditate, and confer on it, hide it in their hearts, and bring forth the fruit of it in their lives.

When it comes to sermon listening, the proof is not in the pudding, but in the fruit.  We must strive to bring forth the fruit of it in our lives.  Sadly, there is too little of this kind of listening in the church today.

PREACHING TRUTH IN A WORLD OF FEELING
Romans 10:14-17 But how are they to call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? [15] And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!" [16] But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, "Lord, who has believed what he has heard from us?" [17] So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ. 

In our culture, the question “how do you feel about it?” has replaced the question “what do you think about it?” As a result, decisions are too often made based on emotions instead of truth.  This has been true of our culture for nearly fifty years now.  The effects of this way of deciding are far-reaching especially for the task of preaching.  

One of my study leave practices is to listen to at least one sermon a day.  I am thankful that we live in a day with the abundant accessibility of hearing good preaching.  With tapes, CDs, and the internet, we can unearth a wealth of modern as well as historic preaching.  I listened to four sermons today.  Two of them were my own, so I am not sure that really counts as four (maybe ten in terms of endurance!).  I do this because I think it is important that I listen to preaching.  I am not after ideas.  I just happen to believe what is stated above in the verses from Romans.  God himself has placed a high premium on preaching (not the preacher), but such a regard is not so in the society in which we live.

Imagine taking someone to the Grand Canyon for the first time, and after seeing it, the person you were guiding saying, “that was interesting.”  I heard R.C. Sproul say once that too many people in the church are so “laid-back” their picture ought to be in the dictionary beside the words “laid-back.”  Modern responses to the sermon too often teeter somewhere between “ho-hum” and “interesting.”   These doldrums are buttressed by a “make me feel good” attitude that could care less about truth or anything that might challenge us to think, let alone be called to repentance and action.  People want sermons that make them feel good, or at least better,  not ones that make them think.  There are exceptions, but by and large I do not think I’m being too hard on our culture or our churches. 

I am not sure I know the answer to this crisis.   I recognize other factors from both the pulpit and the pew that contribute to this.  But those are issues for other articles (or books!).  I am planning on sticking with God’s plan.  He says preaching is important.  So I’ll do it, and I’ll listen with both heart and head 

In the denomination where I serve as a pastor, pastors are installed each time and in every church that calls them as pastor. At the Installation service questions are asked of the congregation.  Two of those questions are –

· Do you promise to receive the word of truth from his mouth with meekness and love, and to submit to him in the due exercise of discipline?

· Do you promise to encourage him in his labors and to assist his endeavors for your instruction and spiritual edification?

I think these questions should be asked every Sunday.  Actually, they are.  It is how they are answered that is the real question.

HOW DO YOU LIKE YOUR COFFEE?
I was drinking a cup of brew at my favorite coffee shop recently.  I usually get mine to go.  I decided to sit a bit this time.  I like watching people; I always learn something.  This time was no exception.

Coffee drinking has taken on a new complexity these days.  This latte, cappuccino, espresso thing has added multiple options. I still like mine straight up with a little half and half, but I have taken a liking to a good Caramel Latte.  I heard someone say the other day that the name should be Fourbucks not Starbucks! (They are way over rated anyway)

· Double latte, soy non-fat, vanilla, caramel shot, lots of froth, cinnamon sprinkles, hold the whipped cream.

· Cappuccino lite, white chocolate, mocha, with an extra shot of espresso.

Everyone wants it his or her way.  And that is not just when it comes to coffee. We have become a self-centered, got to have it my way (The Burger King Syndrome) society.  It goes way beyond how we like our coffee; it too often dominates the way we like our church.

Have you ever noticed that church arguments seldom have to do with doctrine or Biblical truth? They are usually centered on personalities and pet peeves.  I have watched several churches split in my 25 plus years of pastoral ministry, but I do not know of a single one that actually split over a matter of truth.  It always had to do with who was going to have it his or her way.

That may be okay when it comes to how you drink your coffee or eat your hamburger, but church is another matter, or at least it should be.  I heard a song the other day.  It had a line in it that says it all – Lord, how can I work for Your Kingdom, when I am so busy with my own?
The writer of Hebrews admonishes us – Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. (Hebrews 12:1 ESV)  The sports aphorism that we often quote is –There is no I in team.  And as we run the race of faith, we need also to remember that there is no I in run.  You can put one there, but when you do it comes out -- RUIN.

THEE AND THOU
The first chapter in A.W. Tozer’s, The Knowledge of the Holy is entitled, Why We Must Think Rightly About God.  I am finding that Tozer is right about so many things.

In this chapter, he says some very provocative things –

The history of mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above its religion, and man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever been greater than its idea of God. Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or low views of God.  For this reason the gravest question before the Church is always God Himself, and the most portentous fact about any man is not what he at a given time may say or do, but what he is in his deep heart conceives God to be like . . . A right conception of God is basic not only to systematic theology but to practical Christian living as well.  It is to worship what the foundation is to the temple; where it is inadequate or out of plumb the whole structure must sooner or later collapse.  I believe there is scarcely an error in doctrine or a failure to applying Christian ethics that cannot be traced finally to imperfect and ignoble thoughts about God . . . It is my opinion that the Christian conception of God currently in the middle years of the twentieth century is so decadent as to be utterly beneath the dignity of the  Most High God and actually to constitute for professed believers something amounting to a moral calamity.
Tozer’s prognosis from fifty years ago has only grown worse.  The prevalent idea of God today has little if any honor, and almost no expression of fear to use Malachi’s words.  This is especially true of the way we worship and it is most clearly expressed in the way we too often pray.  
I have written before about punctuation rules.  I believe for both grammatical and especially for theological reasons that the nouns and pronouns that refer to God should be capitalized.  This is just one small, but for me significant way we honor God and set Him apart from ourselves as a God who deserves our honor and our respect.  Tozer advocated the use of the old language of prayer – referring to God with the pronouns Thee and Thou.  I am finding myself more and more drawn to that.

The Bible teaches us both the transcendence and the immanence of God.  He is above us, beyond us and over us – transcendence, but He is near us and accessible to us or immanent.  Our God-language, especially in prayer, should reflect both, but just because God is near does not mean we can talk of Him and to Him like he is our buddy.  This common “are you running with me Jesus?” thinking of our day borders on blasphemy.

John Calvin, the great Reformer, used the word decorous when talking about worship.  Worship and prayer are decorous events and therefore require a certain decorum.  When we approach Him, it is not a neighborly chat with the person across the street.  It is an audience with the King of Kings.  Our language and our deportment should reflect this.  We accept that it is proper to refer to the head of our nation as “Mr. President.”  That is decorum.  

Our God is a holy God – 

    Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, [29] for our God is a consuming fire. Hebrews 12:28-29

We need some decorum back in our worship and in our language of prayer.   

A PRAYER FOR THOSE IN THE HOSPITAL
 

You, O Lord, are both Great Physician and Good Shepherd.  All through life, we need both healing and guidance.  In You, we find both.

 
We are blessed to have other healers that you use--Doctors, Nurses, Assistants, Technicians.  Bless them, Lord, with strength and wisdom.  They see so much pain and suffering, even death.  Help these who help heal find the balance between compassion and profession--so they can do their work with care, but not be swallowed by despair. Thank you, Lord, for the medical knowledge You give mankind.  So many good things are possible through medicine.  You work through Doctors, but are not bound by them.  Teach us, O Lord, that healing is a matter of both holiness and health; it involves both body and soul, the physical and the spiritual.  Both our souls and our bodies so often need your healing touch.  

 
Bless the helpless who are sick--especially the very young, the little ones.  They are totally dependent on us.  So as we try to help them get well, may we totally depend on You.

 
Bless the aged also.  They are so vulnerable. Give them dignity greater than their disease and infirmities.  Bless their caregivers, and especially their families who help and wait.

 
Grant us Your healing, Lord--a healing that goes deep beyond the physical to the soul and spirit as well.  As You heal, guide us, protect us, and comfort us.

 
In the name of the One who always had compassion, Jesus our Good Shepherd and Great Physician.  AMEN.

A PRAYER FOR THE NEW YEAR
O God of creation and re-creation, Whose Son is the One Who makes all things hold together, and Whose Spirit hovered over nothingness before creation,

I pray to You at the beginning of this New Year that You would bless and enliven Your church, Your chosen and gathered ones.

Help Your people, O Lord, to rediscover their calling as a kingdom of priests.  Cause us to remember that ours is a ministry of intercession.  Teach us the great virtue of praying for each other, praying for needs not just our own, but those of others.  Give us eyes not just with greater insight, but also greater compassion – to see the hurts and pain of others, to respond in loving service, and to hold up in prayer these hurts to the One who is the source of all healing.

Give us a keen eye for those most vulnerable – the unborn, little ones, the poor, the fatherless, the widowed, the elderly and the sick; and may our prayers be more for them and less for us.

Teach Your church, O Lord, the splendor of true worship; that our gathered praises are Your special delight.  Help us long for the beauty of Your holiness, the foretaste of glory Divine that is ours in worship.  Help us see that there is a new song in the old hymn that proclaims a fullness of who You are and what You have done. Teach us that true praise that befits Your majesty must engage not just our emotions but also our minds and our hearts.  Help us to long for a greater fullness in our partial praises.

Cause us to have circumcised hearts and ears.  Hearts set apart, ears cut loose from faint echoes of false voices.  Attune us to the whole truth of Your word.  Teach us to express our love through greater listening.  Give us set apart ears that long only for Your word sung, prayed, and preached.  Help us to attune our ears to Your voice as it resonates from Your precious and holy word. Help us to listen also to the ones closest to us – our wives and our children; and help us hear what they are really saying to us.

Enlarge our hearts; forgive us for pettiness and smallness of vision that majors on minors.   Help us stop making big deals out of little misdeeds.  

In the midst of our vast busy-ness, slow us down.  Time is Your creation; and in You, time is on our side.  Help us reject the modern cult of speed with a steady heart and calm mind.  Cultivate in us a quickness to hear and a slowness to be angry and speak.

Purge us of past resentments; wash away the residue of subsided rage that so often is reignited within us.  Breathe deep within us a greater longing for deep repentance and the respite of reconciliation.  Help us to let it go, and move beyond our self-centered grievances.  Strip us bare of our gaudy garments of pride.  Clothe us in gospel fashion with humility, grace, and peace.

Help us embrace simplicity of life.  Teach us that new is not always improved or better.  Help us to learn the innovation of doing more with less, and the sacrifice of doing without.  Help us see the great gain of godly contentment.  Whether abased or abounding, help us see that we are blessed.

Give us enlightened eyes to see that being contemporary is not the same as being relevant, being popular is not the same as being influential.  Help us understand that tried and true is a newness that can be rediscovered.  Help us see that old covenants and buried monuments often unearth a renewed vitality for the future.  Help us to learn that you are the Ancient of Days who makes possible the new man on the street.  Teach us that to look ahead, we must first see behind us and peer within the portals of the past.  How often it is that Your word bids us, “remember.”

You are Alpha and Omega, beginning and end.  So as this year ends and a new one begins, we find our greatest hope in You.

In the name of the one who said that He came to make all things new, in Jesus’ name.  AMEN.

TAKING AIM AT RESTORATION
Much to my wife’s dismay, I have had a Samford and Son project going on in my garage.  “As if you didn’t already have enough to do,” she said to me as I proudly showed her the bench I had rescued from a neighbor’s trash.  As I left for the office one day, I noticed one of my new neighbors had dispensed with some of their moving boxes.  Nestled in the midst of their boxes was a bench.  It had a cast iron frame and wooden seat, the kind of bench you put outside in a garden or on the front porch.  The neighbors were outside, so I stopped to say hello, and welcome to the neighborhood, and asked, “by the way, are you getting rid of the bench?”  They smiled as I loaded it into the back of my truck.  I looked the part as far as the truck goes; my “danger Ranger,” as my kids have named it, has provided me transportation for over 14 years.  In my old truck, all I needed was the Samford and Son sign to complete the scene!  

The bench sat in the garage several days.  It was rickety, had some very weathered wood, loose screws, and had a kind of severe right lean.  But it showed potential. I had to move it around, out of the way several times.  It was heavy and sturdy.  My initial evaluation, however, proved less than accurate.  I knew the seat had one broken board, which I thought could be glued, or at worst replaced.  I took the boards off, disassembling the wooden part of the bench.  Trouble kept coming; several boards were more than a little rotten on the end where they joined the cast iron.  Instead of one board, I found most of the six that made up the seat were in need of replacing.  It was a good news/bad news scenario.  The seat was in bad shape, but the metal only had surface rust.  A stiff wire brush and a couple of coats of spray paint put the metal in great shape.  But the wood was a different matter.
Please understand-- I am no expert restoration master.  This is more of a therapeutic hobby for me.  I do it to relax and unwind.  As I have written before, there is nothing like getting a little saw dust in your hair to take the cobwebs out of your mind.  Either by necessity or hobby, sometimes because of both, I have restored and refinished more than a few pieces of furniture.

Like the bench, however, I have learned that such requires much patience.  When you begin to restore and remodel, you can count on two things.  One, it will take longer than planned; two, it will cost more than estimated.  Restoration is hard, tedious work.  Once you tear something down, you often find it was in much worse shape than you thought.  

I already had a can of stain left over from another project.  All I bought was $12.00 worth of 1X3 boards.  I cut the boards to size.  Using the original hardware (rusted brass that needed a little cleaning), I reassembled the bench.  This time I tightened it up and corrected its rightward lean.  Then I sanded the wood; rounding out the front board’s edges to make the seat more comfortable.  Five thin coats of stain later, my son came out to observe and said, “Dad, if you set that out into the yard, those people are going to want it back.”

I put the bench in the front yard, and yesterday sat in it with a cup of coffee and a good book in hand.  

Restoration is not easy work on an old bench.  The same is even truer for a wearied, broken church.  To restore and to revitalize takes patience.  It requires time.  Once work begins, we discover some things in greater need of repair than perhaps we thought, but with patient eyes, we also see things that have potential.  

The Apostle Paul was the founding pastor of almost all the churches he writes to in the New Testament. They were relatively new congregations, but Paul’s letters reveal that very early in their development they still needed to be strengthened, even revitalized and restored.  Paul ends his second letter to the Corinthians with a reference to this work – 

· Your restoration is what we pray for (2 Corinthians 13:9).  

· A few verses later Paul says again, Finally, brothers, rejoice.  aim for restoration (2 Corinthians 13:11).

Aiming for restoration requires a perceptive eye, a steady hand, and a quiet heart.  It takes time and perspective. It is ultimately the work of God, but it is done through human agency driven by love.  It is the work of God’s shepherds, who care for the sheep enough to not be discouraged about their wayward condition, but who patiently aim for the restoration of God’s flock. 

 And let us not forget that Paul said, Finally, brothers, rejoice.  As we aim for restoration, let us not forget to rejoice that God has called us to such work.

THE LOST VOCABULARY OF SIN
I frequently make mention of one of my favorite collections of written prayers.  It is The Valley of Vision:  A Collection of Puritan Prayers & Devotions, Arthur Bennett, editor (The Banner of Truth Trust, 1975).  I have been reading one particular part of this book lately.  Section III of the book is called, Penitence and Deprecation.  Neither of these words is much in our vocabulary in this present age.  We tend to talk about felt-needs, self esteem, and entitlements. Penitence is in short supply and most people would have to look up the meaning of deprecation (deprecate – to pray against evil or to express disapproval of) 

The Puritans are much maligned about many things.  While they were not a perfect people, they were right on a lot of things.  The above mentioned collection of prayers has taught me one thing – they knew how to pray deeply.  And on the matter of understanding sin and sinfulness, they hit a homerun.  

A case in point is a couple of phrases I have come upon reading these prayers devotionally.  One petition they prayed was –

help me to repent of my repentance
They realized that even our turning from sin and toward God for newness can be half-hearted and filled with self-centered motives.  Too often we repent because we got caught or because we want to escape the consequences of our sin.  We do need to repent of our repentance.  We need to seek a genuine, deeper turning from our sin and turning toward our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Another phrase that really struck me in these prayers was – 

I do not play when I sink in deep mire, for sin is no game,

no toy, no bauble; Let me never forget that the heinousness of sin

lies not so much in the nature of the sin committed,

as in the greatness of the person sinned against.

Bauble is an unusual word; I looked it up.  It means trinket, something of trifling appeal.  Another meaning is a fool’s scepter.  Herein is our problem – we too often think of sin as a game, a toy, something of trifling appeal, but in reality it is a fool’s scepter.
But the prayer recognizes something even more profound.  The heinousness of sin (heinous is another word fallen from our vocabulary; it means hatefully and shockingly evil) is not so much in our sin as it is in the affront it is to a Holy God we sin against.  Heinous returns to our vocabulary when we get a fresh vision of the holiness of God.
That is our problem – we have lost an adequate vocabulary concerning sin.  We need to rediscover words like deprecation, bauble, and heinous.  Otherwise, we will remain false kings with fool’s scepters sitting on a selfish thrones of emptiness.

Written prayers cannot replace the prayers of our heart, but they can deepen our prayers.  In that light I share a couple with you.  The first is one of the Puritan prayers I have mentioned.  The second is one I wrote myself and recently shared with my own congregation.

SOVEREIGN LORD,

When clouds of darkness, atheism, and unbelief come to me,

I see Your purpose of love

In withdrawing the Spirit that I might prize Him more.

In chastening me for my confidence in past successes,

That my wound of secret godlessness might be cured.

Help me to humble myself before You

By seeing the vanity of honor as a conceit of men’s minds, 

As standing between me and You;

By seeing that Your will must alone be done,

As much in denying as in giving spiritual enjoyments;

By seeing that my heart is nothing but evil,

Mind, mouth, life void of You;

By seeing that sin and Satan are allowed power in me

That I might know my sin, be humbled,

And gain strength thereby;

By seeing that unbelief shuts You from me,

So that I sense not Your majesty, power, mercy, or love.

Then possess me, for thou only art good and worthy.

You do not play in convincing me of sin,

Satan did not play in tempting me to it,

I do not play when I sink in deep mire,

For sin is no game, no toy, and no bauble;

Le me never forget that the heinousness of sin

Lies not so much in the nature of the sin committed,

As in the greatness of the person sinned against,

When I am afraid of evils to come, comfort me, by showing me

That in myself I am a dying, condemned wretch, but that in Christ I am reconciled, made alive, and satisfied;

That I am feeble and unable to do any good, but that in Him I can do all things;

That what I now have in Christ is mine in part,

But that shortly I shall have it perfectly in heaven.

 (adapted from The Valley of Vision: A Collection of Puritan Prayers & Devotions)

IN SEARCH OF TRUE COMMUNITY
Most of our modern conveniences come at considerable cost; and I am not talking about dollars and cents!  Your paycheck can be automatically and electronically deposited into your bank account.  While still in your pajamas, you can pay bills, order clothes and things for the house, transfer funds from one account to another, and even buy and trade stocks.  When you need gas, you can pay at the pump, get back in your car, and drive away without contact with another human being.  From your home computer, you can order new clothes, do your banking, research any subject, shop for a new or used car, send and receive e-mail, “chat” and never come face to face with another human being.  All of these things can be done without enjoying the warmth of the human touch, hearing the voice of another person, experiencing a smile, a firm handshake or a friend pat on the back.  

Our “progress” has been costly. It has eroded our sense of community; while making our lives more convenient, it has also made our existence depersonalized, isolated, even lonely.  

I remember well my first banking experience.  I made some money and put some in a savings account.  It was called a “passbook” savings account.  After my opening deposit, I was given a deep blue passbook protectively inserted into a clear plastic sleeve.  The next time I went to put money in, I had to go inside the building, wait my turn in line, and go up to the teller, who knew me by name.  She then took my passbook, recorded my deposit, put the book back into the sleeve, smiled and said, “thank you Mr. Cloud, is there anything else I can do for you.”  The end of each quarter of the year was a special treat for she not only recorded my deposit, but also entered the interest my account had earned.  The first significant withdrawal I ever made from the account was to buy an engagement ring for the woman I have now been married for over twenty-five years.  The President of the savings and loan knew me by name also.  I played baseball with his son, Jay, who threw a very fine curve ball.

Call me a dinosaur if you like, but I do not think we are better off with all these modern gadgets and conveniences.  I would gladly trade my cell phone for a few more payphones that actually had phone books.  We have traded community for convenience.  And the transaction has exacted a heavy cost.

In the first chapter of Genesis, God’s awesome acts of creation are recorded.  Each day is punctuated with a visual benediction.  God saw what He had made and it “was good.”  (Genesis 1:4, 1:10, 1:12, 1:18, 1:21, 1:25, 1:31 – “very good.”)  But God also made another startling observation.  In Genesis 2:18, God observed “it is not good that man should be alone.”  Man was created for community not isolation; and there is a maddening isolation in modern life.

The church in this age has a unique opportunity to offer community that calls people from their isolated cocoons to meaningful relationships.  This is not a new offering on part of the church.  One of the summary statements that describes the early church is found in Acts 2:42 – 

And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

Then in Acts 2:44 we are told “all who believed were together and had all things in common.”  “Fellowship” and “together” indicate community.  They belonged to God and to each other in a “blessed tie that binds.”  

I will grant you that too many people slip into church onto the back pew, and then out the door at the end of the service with little or no human contact.  But there is the possibility of shaking a hand, hugging a neck, or being greeted by name with a smile.  Church offers many people the only meaningful human contact they have all week. In our increasingly convenient but isolated lives this may well be one of the major things the church needs to accentuate.  The possibilities are multiple.  The need is immense.

A PRAYER FOR THE CHURCH
O God of creation and re-creation, whose Son is the one who makes all things hold together, and Whose Spirit hovered over nothingness in the beginning, I pray to you that you would bless and enliven Your church, Your chosen and gathered ones.

Help Your people, O Lord, rediscover their calling as a kingdom of priests.  That ours is a ministry to intercede.  Teach us the great virtue of praying for each other, praying for needs not just our own, but for others.  Give us eyes not just with greater insight, but with greater compassion — to see the hurts and pains of others, to respond in service and to hold up in prayer these hurts to the One Who is the source of all healing.  

Give us a keen eye for those who are most vulnerable — unborn ones, little ones, poor ones, the fatherless, the orphaned, the widowed, the elderly and the sick.  And may our prayers be more for them and less for us.

Teach Your church, O Lord, the splendor of true worship, that our gathered praises are Your special delight.  Help us to long for the beauty of Your holiness, the foretaste of glory divine that is ours in worship.  Help us see there is a new song in the old hymn that proclaims a fullness of who You are and what You have done.  Teach us that true praise that befits your majesty must engage not just our emotions, but also our minds and our hearts.  Help us to long for a greater fullness in our partial praises.

Cause us to have circumcised hearts and ears.  Hearts set apart, ears cut loose from faint echoes of false voices. Make us attuned to the whole truth of Your word.  Teach us to express our love through quiet listening.  Give us set apart ears that long only for Your word — sung, prayed, and preached.  Help us listen also to ones closest to us —our wives, our children, and hear what they are really saying to us.

Purge us of past resentments.  Wash away the residue of subsided rage that so often is reignited within us.  Breathe deep within us a greater longing for deep repentance and the respite of reconciliation.  Help us to let it go, and move beyond our self-centered grievances.  Strip us bare of our gaudy garments of pride.  Clothe us in gospel fashion with humility, grace, and peace.

Help us embrace simplicity of life.  Teach us that new is not always improved or better.  Help us to learn the innovation of doing more with less.  In the midst of our vast busy-ness, slow us down.  Help us to reject the cult of speed that so often grips us.  Help us to know that time is Your creation.  Help us to embrace the gain of godly contentment.  Whether abounding or abased, help us see that we are blessed. 

We suffer from both ignorance and amnesia; Teach us that to look ahead we must first see behind us and peer within the portals of the past. Give us a greater appreciation for past monuments and a clearer vision of the paths of tomorrow in which You want us to walk.  AMEN!
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