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Welcome!
These mini lessons were adopted, modified, and translated from Christian-thinktank.com
website and represent the reflection of another simple traveler on the spiritual path. Each
article below has all three languages with in it, Urdu Punjabi, English. May you find great
blessing and help from these writings, as you make progress on your own spiritual
journey before our good-hearted God.
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Lessons I have learned 21-30
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Patience with yourself
This was an odd lesson for me, and one that | have to re-learn occasionally.

The Lord is working in my life to transform me into a living replica of the heart,
perspective, and responses of the Lord Jesus, and some areas of my life are either more
‘resistant’ (smile) to His gentle and gracious efforts, or simply require more time-in-life to
mend. The result is very real to me: | can easily get impatient with my growth, frustrated
in my still-dug-in personal limitations, and/or discouraged even as to if God is working
AT ALL in my life(!).

In times past, | could get really, really frustrated and discouraged about this, and would
even question the reality of the faith (or sometimes a milder form-the reality of MY
faith!). Given my earlier temperament, this could affect me negatively for days, and have
my heart tied up in knots for stretches of time.

Over time, though, I noticed a few things from scripture:

1. Paul consistently thanked God for His demonstrable work in the lives of "everyday™
Christians (like me), yet he would still pray and work for their progress in maturity.

2. Paul could call himself the "chief of sinners" and yet still tell the believers to "imitate"
him.

3. Scripture affirmed that God was working in me all the time

4. Scripture taught that the trials and sufferings of my life were carefully
orchestrated/allowed by God specifically to grow my character into the type of person |
have always wanted to be

I remember, as a new Christian in college, my preacher Nap Clark telling us in the pews
of that church that God was doing everything he could--at that very moment-to transform
us into the image of His dear Son. The first time | heard him say this, | remember
thinking "Hmmm, | don't feel anything and I don't see any changes happening”...and the
truth became obvious to me: So much of the change is foundational and structural, and
doesn't become visible until some incident triggers a response that reveals it. Plus, God
works on the deep stuff first (typically) and then uses those deep changes as elements in
changing 'easier’ things later.

The result is that | realized that | am a mix of various 'initiatives' by God. He is working
on numerous parts of my character, no doubt, and these separate 'change processes' are all
at different stages of progress. Some processes have already finished, and others can see
these changes in my life (and often, I can too). Some processes are partially done, and



others/myself can see sporadic victories in that area, although I myself can also see that
more ground has yet to be covered.

And some processes either don't seem to be making progress, or don't seem to have
started, or maybe even seem to be going in the wrong direction! Sometimes it almost
seems like I'm getting worse in a certain area. But often, upon reflection, | can see that
the data is otherwise-I actually am making a little progress, and part of that progress is in
a heightened sensitivity to that issue.

[Sometimes I have also noticed that the 'old nature’ (e.g., habits, perspectives,
preferences) accelerates its resistance as progress starts appearing, and | am reminded by
the Galatians 5 passage: "the flesh and the spirit war against one another", and thereby
encouraged that at least the battle is on!]

Romans tells us to think 'soberly’ about ourselves (Rom 12.3), and the Christian is called
to be honest, truthful, and to look deeper than the surface (cf. 2 Cor 10.7). Accordingly, it
is dishonest to not admit what God has already done in our character, in our relationships,
and in our lives. This, I might add, is not simply a matter of honesty-we are supposed to
give thanks for these things! This is not boasting at all, but rather a celebration of God's
gracious victory in our lives. He fills our mouths with songs of deliverance (Ps 32.7),
even when the ‘enemy" is us!

In truth, we are not to consider ourselves 'higher' OR 'lower' than what we are at any
given moment...Just as | am supposed to accept others as they are (a work-in-progress),
so too I can accept me as | am (a work-in-progress also)...

So, I am a bundle of successes, successes-in-the-making, and projects-not-yet-
started...and, since the Scripture seems to be patient with people like me, perhaps I should
learn from that and be patient with myself...Now, | certainly still get frustrated sometimes
over personal limitations and works-in-progress, but | have learned to stop wasting time
wallowing in self-contempt, and instead get up, thank God for the progress/successes in
other areas, and then go ahead and thank Him that even this difficult area will improve-
thanks to His gentle craftsmanship.

I won't be perfect the second before I die, but I WILL be better than | was a year earlier...

And besides, patience is one of the aspects of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5.22f), and
there's no reason not to ‘use it on' myself...(smile)

[Needless to say, you have to be careful here that 'patience’ doesn't turn into complacency
or lack of urgency about growth, transformation, development...these are all part of the
disciple's life and calling, and patience is not an excuse to avoid obedience!]



The Notion of Growth
Growth is different from simple change.

Growth includes the notions of development and unfolding and a basic plan/architecture
(e.g., genes). It is an organic notion, one in which the various elements are part of a
functioning whole. It implies continuity with something in the past, and a basic ‘family
resemblance' between the end and the beginning.

Growth also, in complex organisms, includes the possibility of disequilibrium-where
some growth processes are out-of-synch with others, creating imbalance and
awkwardness occasionally.

This can be seen in pre-school children particularly (in the 2-5 year old age groups), in
which each successive six month periods are alternating periods of disequilibria and
consolidation. In periods of consolidation, the processes all 'arrive at the same place, at
the same time' and the result is a balance in behavior and temperament.

Notice that growth can be pathological, if the process is invaded or usurped by negative
elements (e.g., cancer, mutation), or if deprivation of important nutrients occurs (e.g.,
water, light, food). In some cases, lack of exercise/usage of new elements can lead to
atrophy, and stunted growth.

Growth always brings a higher level of definition and detail and robustness to the
organism ("you" are more "you" as you grow...)

The end result is not PURELY a function of the internal design (e.g., "genes™) but is also
influenced by interactions with external factors (e.g., environment, people, ideas,
experience), and can be influenced by our individual choices (e.g., we can CHOOSE
what things we allow ourselves to come in contact with on a regular basis). In other
words, there is often enough "play" in the basic design to allow individuation to express
itself in several different ways (within the range of possibilities laid out by the DNA-like
blueprint).

Growth is sometimes also imperceptible, in situations where the growth is so slow or
"under the surface"...we use time-lapse photography to watch flowers open/close, or the
moon to rise, or fields to bloom.

Christian growth has a similar set of dynamics and elements. The internal plan is what the
bible calls the "new self" in us. It is fed and influenced and nurtured by the Holy Spirit in
us, by our contact with the image of Christ in our experience (e.g., the Word, Christ-
displaying believers, God's patterns in history). It can be influenced (positively or
negatively) by what we choose to 'hang around with', and it is often imperceptible. And
its goal is a complete level of definition-maturity, complete conformity to the beauty of
His heart, robustness of expression, and what the bible calls "fullness"...



What was important to me about this notion of growth was that the process was organic
and that it took time...I had earlier looked at it more mechanically (‘plug and play’ or
‘engineering changes') or perhaps more process-oriented (e.g., action items required to
achieve some goal). Although behavioral changes are sure to accompany growth, and
sometimes are part of the growth 'influences', growth IS NOT a simple matter of learning
to "do some different things"...legalism can do that, and suffers greatly for it...

No, in the case of Christian growth-from God's gentle and quiet and gracious activity
within our hearts and lives-our hope is NOT in our strength to be able to 'get the tasks
done' but rather in His new-life power working within our personal existence...

This, of course, gives us a freedom to 'relax’ and see God's great work in our hearts, as we
simply 'partake' of the nutrients and sunshine and direction we see in the experiences of
others. This kind of organic, natural, time-taking growth seems to be the type of
experience Jesus described in Matthew 11.28-30:

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my
yoke upon you and learn from me, for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find
rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”

Growth is a beautiful thing to watch and see, and we can rejoice in expectation of a
lifetime of such growth-because of His tender care, nurture, and 'husbandry" of us (cf.
John 15)...smile

Theology as clear as the stratosphere (and twice as cold)...

The stratosphere is a layer of the atmosphere that starts around 12 miles above the earth
and goes up to about 30 miles. It is essentially cloudless and very sparse. The famous
Ozone Layer is in the stratosphere.

Needless to say, the stratosphere is very clear. There is essentially no weather there (75%
of the mass of the atmosphere is in the bottom 7 miles of the atmosphere-called the
troposphere). The ozone layer is quite clear, and visibility in the stratosphere is excellent.

But it is also very cold there...at the place where you would enter it from the ground, the
average temperature is around -70 degrees Fahrenheit...

Some people's theology is a little like that too...clear and lucid and spotless and without
‘turbulent weather'-a neat and tidy doctrinal 'system'...They have all the bugs worked out,
all the difficult passages 'smoothed over', all the exceptions explained...



But the theology produces no tears, no blood, no sweat...and no celebrations of
thankfulness, on the part of recipients of its action.

In popular terms, we sometimes talk about this in terms of "heart versus head"
knowledge, or we refer to Paul's dictum "knowledge puffs up, but love builds up”. James
would call this 'dead faith', and Paul might allude to preoccupation with "quarrels and
controversies".

I have been in theological discussions that seemed so sterile (some begun my me, of
course...duh), and so detached from God's passionate actions in history to rescue people,
that it numbed me and seriously made me wonder if there was any connection between
the two...I remember the theological 'correctness' of the priest and the Levite in the story
of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10)...or those ready to stone the adulteress in John 8...or the
exactitude of the Pharisee's tithe of the garden herbs-at the expense of justice, mercy, and
goodness (Mt 23)...

I remember a story a teacher told our class, about an executive who was going away on a
long trip. He carefully wrote down all the instructions for all the tasks that he wanted
down in his absence. He entrusted the instructions to his employees, so they would carry
on the work/service of the organization in his absence.

When he returned, he found that nothing had been done! When he called the employees
together to ask them why they had not followed the instructions, they weakly explained,
"well, we've been STUDYING your instructions all this time, to TRULY understand your
perspectives and wisdom...we've studied your background, your history, your language-to
get the FULL meaning of your instructions...”

To be sure, we are called to meditate and ponder and study diligently the Word of
God...but that is not the end in itself...the end is to walk as He walked, to love as He
loved, to weep and comfort as He wept and comforted, and to celebrate and enjoy as He
celebrated and enjoyed...to move the Kingdom forward, to cause thanksgiving to
increase, to sow grace and reap new life from new hearts...

I learned to ask myself-what difference does this theological point make?...What do |
need to do differently because of it?...What action do | need to be prepared to take, in
light of it?

Paul prayed for theological knowledge for the Philippians, so that knowledge could help
them separate the "best" from among all the "goods"...[Remember the old saying-"never
let the good keep you from the best"]: And this is my prayer: that your love may abound
more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern
what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit
of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ-to the glory and praise of God. (Phil
1.9ff).



A Quiet and Glorious God?

The various words for 'glory" in the New Testament all have the central notions of
splendor, remarkable appearance, brilliant, and sometimes luxurious. Occasionally, it will
include a notion of "marvelous"-as that which provokes awe or marvel.

As a young student, | consistently thought about glory in terms of the OT theophanic
expressions-the Luminous Cloud at Sinai or the Shekinah Glory (which would dazzle and
cause the priests to flee from the Temple/Tabernacle). | consistently assumed that the
"Glory of God" referred to His external manifestation of power, splendor, or something
equally overwhelming...

Then I had to do a study in seminary on the root word for OT glory (kabod) and was
surprised to find it used in cognate languages (and once or twice in the OT) for 'soul’ or
‘essence’ ...its underlying notion was that of heavy or large or severe.

The Greek word used to translate the Hebrew OT word was doxa, which had a range of
meanings. Although it could be used of the visible manifestation of God, the NT also
adopted the popular sense of "reputation™:

"When used ethically to mean "reputation™ it always has a positive note. On those
occasions when it is used in a visible sense it seems to mean "radiance” and is especially
related to the light that radiates from God's presence....From a theological standpoint it
is the ethical usage that is most significant. The glory of God, conceived of as the
revelation of his character, is the loftiest of truths.” [Dr. Robert Cook]

So, when | fast-forwarded from the OT to the NT, | found passages like:

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the
glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 1.14)

This, the first of his miraculous signs, Jesus performed at Cana in Galilee. He thus
revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him. (John 2.11-the miracle at the
Wedding)

Then Jesus said, "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?"
(At the raising of Lazarus, John 11.40)

I have given them the glory that you gave me (John 17.22)
And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into

his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit. (2
Cor 3.18)



For God, who said, "Let light shine out of darkness,"” made his light shine in our hearts to
give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ. (2 Cor 4.6)

And | began to understand that God's glory-in the face of Jesus-was the expression of His
heart and character...Jesus only was 'radiant’ once (the mount of Transfiguration), but
John ties His glory to His being "full of grace and truth"...quite a difference from power,
awesomeness, and overwhelming appearance/presence...

In the New Testament, God's glory seems to be "harnessed"”, if you will, to His rescuing
work and to the expression of His kindness (instead of His terrifying aspects):

"The radiance of God's many-splendored character is seen in his redemptive work (the
gospel), in the life of his redeemed people (the epistles), and ultimately in the triumph of
the kingdom of God in history and beyond (the Apocalypse).

And, for me, the verse that had the most impact in transforming my view of God-from
something overpowering to something graceful, winsome, and gentle-was Ephesians 1.6:

"to the praise of the glory of His grace"

What is the 'glory’ of ‘grace'? If 'glory’ meant something like splendor or awesome beauty
or radiance, then this made will-shocking sense...God is revealing His resistance-melting
heart, and His confidence-inspiring tenderness, and His "overwhelming" gentleness to
us...through the gentleness and meekness of Christ, the Suffering Savior, the model of
love...instead of fearful displays, we have an approachable Jesus, who we gladly run to in
freedom and acceptance...instead of power, we have love-which multiplies itself through
our serving and helping others...instead of distance from a powerful King, we have
communion and solidarity with a God who weeps and works for His loved ones...

God's quietness (i.e., His lack of ostensible displays of power and majesty in plain sight
of the world) teaches us to look elsewhere for His glory-in the hearts of His transformed
and freed and celebrating and compassionate ones...His power at overcoming the deeply-
rooted lack of love and loyalty in humans can be marveled at and 'gloried over' in the
faces and lives of those true followers of the First Lover...

No end to having to learn... (smile).. More Lessons | have
learned...

Dealing with praise



One of the stranger verses in the bible--at least to me as a new follower of Jesus--was
Proverbs 27.21: "The crucible for silver and the furnace for gold, but man is tested by the
praise he receives". | remember reading that verse every month (on the 27th of the
month, obviously--smile) in my morning time with the Lord for those first 10+ years or
s0, and always being amazed by it.

It was obviously true--praise and compliments CAN provoke a 'moral crisis’ (smile) for
us, and having more visibility as a teacher than a new believer might should have (cf. the
danger mentioned in 1 Tim 3.6), | had more than my share of this challenge.

One commentator nets it out:

"Heat both tests and refines silver (cf. 25:4) and gold, showing what the
metals are really like. (This first line of 27:21 is identical with 17:3.) Praise
tests a person in a similar way in that his reaction to it shows what he is really
like. If he gloats over it, he shows himself to be arrogant; he “knows” he is
good. But if he accepts the praise modestly, he shows his humility." [BKC]

So, early on | began to ponder what the proper response to praise is, or should be... And
there were several things | saw fairly early on:

e You couldn't ask the praise-or to stop, since we are supposed to honor, praise,
thank, encourage one another in this way!

e You couldn't disagree with their comments--if they were correct, of course--
without violating directives to be completely honest.

e You also had to sense whether it was flattery--and therefore an act of treachery
(M. The Wisdom literature was always mentioning this aspect of it (e.g. Ps 12.2-3;
Prov 7.5, 21; 26.28; 29.5).

A little later | began to see other things:

« Sincere praise might say more about the goodness of the praise-or's heart than
about your praised-for act!

o Praise might be delivered completely silently--as in those so deeply touched by
your act, as to preclude ordinary words, when only their eyes could deliver such a
message from the heart.

e And, although self-praise in public was very dangerous, wasteful, and 'misleading
(Prov 27.2; 25.27; 2 Cor 10.18), it was very appropriate to thank the Lord in
private for some exceptional work done through yourself. A recognition of His
sculpting work, en-passioning Spirit, and providential engagement is a beautiful
act of worship and wonder!

And then more recently I learned:



e You better listen to what they are praising you about, because it might indicate
that they misunderstood what you were saying!!!

o No matter what they are praising you about, you will be 'tested by it' sometime
later in your thought life!

This latter point was a constant, although it changed in ‘format'(?) over the years. At first,
when the wounds of self-styled insignificance were freshest, praise (in a
secular/academic/occupational context) was a mainstream challenge. Since it 'addressed’
a deep need for approval , respect, acceptance, and (I suppose) power(?) , it was like a
drug fix, an over-powerful handgun, or cool water to someone lost in the desert. It was
not actually received as 'praise’, but as 'medicine’ or ‘'food' or ‘anesthesia’. Even if it were
false, it still could be used this way! Even when you had ‘tricked them' or manipulated
them into thinking you were better than you were, you could still 'use’ the praise for this
pathological fix.

Then, over time, as our Precious Lord began convincing me over and over and over and
over again that He accepted me (and this even while knowing ALL the bad about me,
which | had so cleverly hid from others!), treasured me, delighted in me, warmly loved
me, and actually ‘'chose me to be on His sandlot baseball team' (unlike all my other
experiences in early life...), this need moved from being "my need" to being "the flesh's
need". As the flesh/'old man' gets weaker and more feeble in my life (i.e., as
righteousness and the Spirit simply ‘crowd it out'’), | can almost feel it take these scraps of
praise and go hide them... it puts it on a trophy mantle, it cuddles with it at night, it
polishes them all day long...and the New Me --not as often actually ‘tempted' by the
praise anymore--sees how pitiful, diseased, and empty that is.

To be sure, there are still certain kinds of compliments and praise that | have to 'manage
down'--(sigh)--for 1 know | am at risk on a narrow class of compliments. But even then,
the sensation/experience is so isolated from my main-life.

Of course, praise in Christian activities is a separate problem, and to be proud about one's
spirituality has a unique ugliness to it. It's always a horrible experience when | 'back into
pride’ in this area for a moment. | know | am there, and | know it will 'end badly', and |
know HOW it will end... It will end by my prideful-for-that-moment heart being
juxtaposed with that heart of Jesus on the Cross--so beautiful, so pure, so other-centered,
S0 praise-insensitive. As soon as the two are placed side-by-side, the putridity of the
'tarnished treasure, clutched and hoarded so tenaciously in my hands' becomes stark,
repulsive, and slimy defilement. That is ‘ending badly'--"all the things | counted as gain, |
know count as refuse, waste, dung"...

Now, on the actual subject of the Lesson (smile)--"Dealing with Praise"...

One thing I learned later NOT to do (in addition to some of the things mentioned above)
was to divide the compliments into 'sacred and secular'. So, early on, I would trivialize



academic praise or technology praise or sports praise (i.e., only tennis in my case) as
being secular, unrelated to the gospel or spiritual things, and of ‘'second class citizenship'
in the Christian worldview. This made it easy to theoretically 'deflate’ most of the praise |
received, but it actually got me in trouble--it developed an almost legalistic, externalist
view of spirituality. | would--in those days--have trivialized the Little Drummer Boy for
playing with all his heart before the little baby Jesus...see what | mean? | would have
trivialized the deacons who 'waited on tables' in the early church. | would have trivialized
the janitors and bookkeepers and sound system people and grounds keepers and ....

So, when all of life came back under the en-valuing Lordship of Christ (smile--
"whatsoever you do, do it heartily, as unto the Lord"), this avenue closed up, and my
'slander meter needle' dropped back down out of the red...

So now, | have a couple of practical ways of dealing with praise (some public, some
private):

e When it actually occurs and is about something | have been teaching or said, | try
to move the conversation away from me onto the actual benefit or consequence:
"That's great--why did that mean so much to you?", "That's great--how will that
help you this week?", "TG - how will you apply that this week?", "TG - do you
know somebody else you should probably share that with?"

« | have trained myself over the last ten years or so, to respond BACK with some
kind of praise or gratitude: "Well, thank YOU for the encouragement, friend--and
thank YOU for being thoughtful and generous enough to take the time to
encourage me"

e Incases where | am being complimented on being uniquely or superlatively 'good'
(i.e., manifesting some non-verbal aspects of the Spirit's life/fruit in me),
especially in non-Christian settings/situations, | like to comment something like
(with a chuckle and twinkle in my eye): "Well, | appreciate the honest
compliment, friend, but you would THINK after 35 years of walking daily with
the good-hearted Lord, that at least SOME OF HIS sweetness would
EVENTUALLY rub-off on me--!--maybe its starting to finally ‘take' (smile)".
This acknowledges the compliment, points the person to the real source, and has
enough real-world self-deprecation and gentle warmth/humor as to not freak the
other person out (think about how YOU responded sometimes to well-meaning
believers who responded with a loud, hand-over-their-heart "I give all the credit to
Jesus!"...theologically true as the day is long, but lacking in the spiritual fruit of
gentleness a little).

Of course, after | have dealt with it ‘at the scene of the crime’ (smile), I still have to deal
with it in my mind later. My favorite first-offense is humor, laughing with the Lord about
how infantile self-infatuation is, how comical self-puffery looks, and how amusing it is to
watch oneself watch oneself in the mirror, preening and posing and trying to visualize
how one looks to others...!



And my second defense/offense -- if | need one (see the last paragraph below)--is thanks
and praise to Him. I know God does incredibly beautiful stuff through me, because He
does incredibly beautiful stuff TO me THROUGH others! I can honestly be amazed at
His work in/through some act, teaching, writing of mine--without in ANY way deriving
self-pride from that, and without in ANY WAY concluding in self-denigration. "Co-
workers with God"--but who in his/her RIGHT MIND would do some self-exaltation
ceremony over that??!!

Now, frankly, over the last few years | have found a new dynamic in play in my spirit:
the transparency of the praise act. | find, increasingly, that when someone is paying me a
compliment that all | 'notice’ is their act of praising--as an indicator of who they are, and
where they are in their spiritual journey. I know they are saying something nice about
ME, but that is rather un-interesting to me at the time. Their comment about me doesn't
get me thinking about me--but rather about them. The praise actually sorta 'flies by' me...
I may thank them for the compliment (as above) and later will thank the Lord for His
‘partial success at glenn-sanctification' (smile), but at point-of-delivery its more like a
hug, or a confession, or a statement of one's values. [I have written elsewhere that | think
this is part of why God wants us to 'praise Him in singing and dancing'. He doesn't need
the praise(!), nor does He trivialize it, but He is interested in what praise does TO us,
setting our hearts free in joy/truth, in confidence, and in awareness of His loving-
kindness...It makes our world so much bigger and brighter, by including Him in that
world...and our hearts soar beyond the confines of our daily urgencies.] A similar heart in
us would allow us to delight in praise, without in any way having to wrestle with conceit,
or self-inflation, etc...pure joy and expansiveness!

The God of Truth

When | first became a follower of the Lord, | become involved in apologetics within a
year. Somehow, the concept that "The God of Truth is not afraid of our questions" got
stuck in my head. As | 'practiced’ that concept over the early years, it was largely
confined to 'intellectual truth’ for the first decade, it seems, as | explored the
cognitive/propositional aspects of the historical faith. And this area was hard enough as it
was (smile)...

And, of course, over time God showed me more and more what all was included in
‘truth’... truth of a man's word (faithfulness), truth of a woman's response (resonance),
truth of a young person's identity (integrity), truth of God's self-representation (no
duplicity!) etc. ... God sought those who would ‘worship in spirit AND in truth' (John 4)...



God does want me to know truth, but He also seems focused on me BEING true--in times
when | have to trust (due to lack of all the data). If propositional truth is some kind of
‘correspondence’ between the linguistic and the ontic/existent (and | do NOT want to get
into that argument here...sigh), then being true/truth is a correspondence between the
volitional and the deontic/ethical...

The hardest part (in many ways) of the walk with God is His incessant (but gentle) call to
self-honesty. That is SO hard, and too often we do not know we "have it" when we DO
(on those occasions). But the call to intellectual honesty--in some ways--requires a
movement in self-honesty. Too often in argumentation (scholarly, family, occupational,
etc), one is tempted to 'spin’ and ‘'weight the data’ in ways more in line with ‘agenda’,
rather than in line with personal conscience before God. | learned very early on that it
was "'so much easier to be bright, than right"...Easy to out-argue someone else, only to
fail to convince one's own conscience... The God of Truth never seems to be pleased with
that approach...

There seems to be three 'movements' here: learning something that is known to be true
("open my eyes, Lord"..."give us understanding"), then accepting that as epistemic-
ly/morally binding upon one's self ("although they knew the truth, they suppressed it"),
and finally exploring the intersection between one's current life/worldview and the
implications of that newly-acquired truth ("application” and "integration”--with
challenges of dissonance, inconsistency, and internal contradictions to be resolved).

So, truth (as a part of 'truth, beauty, and good’) is not only a pragmatic necessity of life,
but it is a high calling of God! It has a divine elegance about it, but sometimes yields the
pain/sorrow of ‘what is known truly'. Truth and honesty have a transcendental, like-God
quality to them--beautiful (and often discernible) to all truth-seekers and truth-lovers...
Truth is not just something to be 'had’, it is something to be LOVED ("because they loved
not the truth...", 2 Thess 2.10)...Jesus said "I am the way, the truth, and the life..."

This, of course, is what fueled the fathers of modern science--the hope of seeing God's
'thoughts' in the reality of nature. The joy of discovery, and the joy of finding truth. God
calls us to truth (about ourselves, our God, our problems, our communities) , and this
‘painful’ truth is what can set us free...as it leads us to the Truth-giver and the Truth-
restorer...God desires truth "in the inward parts"

Pour out your heart

I have always loved the phrase "pour out your heart to Him". It shows up a couple of
times in the Psalms (Ps 62.8; 142.2), and has shown up in my life a couple of million
times (smile). What | learned about this -- as a new believer-- was how ‘emotional’ and
‘feeling-filled' this experience was meant to be! Being raised in a very traditional
communion, prayer was formal, sober, and solemn. You could be in extreme agony of
soul and the prayer was more like "'l beseech Thee, O Distant God of Unfathomable



Glory" than the more realistic and 'contemporary' (smile) "Lord---HELP! This is killing
me! Ouch! Ouch! Lord??!!". Anybody familiar with the Psalms, of course, recognizes
this latter form to be the more biblical, because the Psalmist was ALWAY'S pointing out
that he was wasting away, had one foot in 'the pit', couldn’t see straight, function, or even
walk around...etc. And they were 'bold' enough (i.e., they knew God well enough...smile)
to ‘confront God' with the "How long, O Lord will you be silent?" etc... They knew the
Lord and His heart and His good-heart toward those who approach Him in
trust/confidence (even when approaching in pain, distress, and pain-incited expletives!).

Although there are beautifully formal prayers in the Bible (cf. the prayers of Nehemiah
and Ezra, Solomon)--and this is ENTIRELY legitimate--the believer's intimacy with the
Father allows an honesty and "respectful informality" to be the norm. When my kids hurt
themselves or were torn up about some trauma, | wasn't very picky about their 'approach
protocol’ (1)--as long as they came to me for help (without some kind of negative blame
toward me, of course), | was totally and immediately engaged in helping.

The image | first 'imported’ to this biblical motif was the pouring out of cup of steaming,
boiling, overheated liquid. Taking the boiling fear, anxiety, stress, uncertainty 'in a cup'
and pouring it out before the altar in the temple. "Here's what is in my heart, dear Lord--
please cool it off, and stop the burning..." So many things in my past had this aspect--and
I poured out my heart before Him in prayer constantly... | love the superscription (formal-
-smile) at Psalm 102: "A Prayer of the Afflicted, when he is faint, and pours out his
complaint before the Lord".

But the 'pour out your heart' also has that element of truthfulness and honesty...and our
Father delights in the honest prayer (in pain, in peace, or in pleasure), as we draw near to
Him.

I routinely 'whine' about things to Him (and actually delight in His being there for me
during that time, btw), and always admit to Him that | KNOW | am whining and over-
reacting and operating in a skewed perspective--and this creates more honesty and
openness on my part, and less hesitancy about opening more and more of my life to
Him...

Like the Psalmist knew, I don't expect God to jump even time | whine or complain, but |
DO expect His tender heart to gently, patiently, and parentally (smile) be there, listen,
and hold me. {And generally, He guides me to a fuller understanding, better perspective,
clarity of action items, ideas on resolution, etc--in the process of my ‘arguing with' or
‘arguing to' His sweet heart.)

This has been a defining characteristic of my spiritual growth--1 bring EVERYTHING to
Him, and since way too much of the stuff in my life is associated with fear, anxiety, or
pain (sigh/smile), I do a LOT of this... and this has made my walk with Him more honest,
real, interactive, constant, God-inclusive, and transformative--



Fear of Pain and Fear of Evil

In my slightly-less-naive days (i.e., when | was younger...smile), | confused fear of evil
with fear of pain. | was aware that the Scripture generally enjoined me to ‘fear not evil’
and | tried to obey this directive in my life (I really didn’t do very well at it, though, and |
didn’t understand it much either—there are several dimensions/kinds of ‘fear of evil’, for
example).

I immediately noticed a problem: I was still afraid of physical pain. I noticed that I tried
to keep from failing down, from getting run over by cars, from getting sick, from
smashing my fingers with a hammer. Each time (go ahead and laugh if you want to—I
deserve it) | was aware of this, | felt a twinge of guilt—as if | really weren’t “trusting the
Lord”.

And then, during probably the second year of walking with the Lord, | was pondering the
Garden of Gethsemane scene, in which the Bravest of All Souls was struggling with the
impending horror and agony of sin-bearing on the Cross. He had a ‘fear of pain’, but
without the “fear of evil’. | realized that fear of pain is a GIFT from God, to help us stay
healthy, productive, and fruitful as long as possible. But I also recognized that it
should/could NOT be absolutized or turned into an idol (“personal lack of pain is the
highest value in the system—greater than loyalty, compassion, honesty, martyrdom to
save others, etc”).

So, in the Garden, Jesus (who never sinned, remember) experienced fear of pain, and
took steps to alleviate it in legitimate ways (i.e., by prayer to the Father), but did not let
that fear STOP HIM from fulfilling His mission as the Lamb of God to be slain *“to take
away the sins of the world”.

So, this helped me GIVE THANKS for fear of pain, without divinizing it in the process.

What this also entails is the fairly liberating notion that ‘fear of pain’ is SUPPOSED to be
pervasive and ‘alert-ive’ in life. In other words, fear of fire, tornados, rejection, isolation,
betrayal, abuse, sickness ‘goes with the territory’. It’s just that | am not supposed to let it
STOP ME from obeying my calling, loving my neighbors, giving my life, and sharing my
heart...(smile). Granted, | may be terrified in the process of being “transparent’ (but often
God so blesses that act that we don’t notice it except before and after!), but | can also be
warm, effusive, caring, and giving during the same exact time slot—*“in parallel with” the
fear or nervousness! What a freedom this gives us! We don’t have to beat ourselves up
about feeling “fear of rejection’ as long as we are doing the personal contact, personal
engagement, personal sharing ANYWAY! And walking with the Lord, and allowing the
Spirit to fill our hearts with His fruit (Gal 5.22, 23), will create an ‘excess of life” which
WILL find an outlet to others (smile), the instant we are thrown into a catalytic
situation... how neat is that, huh?!



Commitment — sometimes cold and sometimes warm

When | was first starting out on this journey, | had the idea that commitment (to the Lord,
to loved ones, to neighbors, to enemies) was a ‘teeth gritting kinda thing’. | looked at
obvious scriptural examples of this and aspired to such strength (“of jaw”—smile):

The beautiful Servant Song in Isaiah 50.4ff about my lord Jesus:

The Lord God has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to
sustain the weary with a word. Morning by morning he wakens— wakens my
ear to listen as those who are taught.

The Lord God has opened my ear, and | was not rebellious, I did not turn
backward.

The Lord God helps me; therefore | have not been disgraced; therefore |
have set my face like flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame;

he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend with me? Let us stand up
together. Who are my adversaries? Let them confront me.

It is the Lord God who helps me; who will declare me guilty? All of them will
wear out like a garment; the moth will eat them up.

And | saw that “face like flint” in motion in Luke 9.51: “And it came about, when the days
were approaching for His ascension, that He resolutely set His face to go to
Jerusalem...”

And this was how | understood the description of the righteous walker-with-God in Ps
15.4bc: “who keeps his oath even when it hurts”

Now, at that time in my life, this ‘face like flint” position would have been associated
with ‘cold, teeth-clenching commitment’. Tenacity-without-emotion, pure hard-
headedness (smile), firm-jaw kinda stuff. Of course, all of this body language was
typically evocative of anger, disagreement, closed-ness, the early Clint Eastwood (smile),
etc. And so, | understood that to be almost a ‘cold-blooded commitment’. Absolutely
necessary, and not something bad (by any means!), but nevertheless something in semi-
contrast to warmth and emotion.

The transition from cold-only commitment to sometimes-cold, sometimes-warm came
through the intermediation of love. The biblical/theological materials | was reading at the
time emphasized that love was ‘a commitment’ and not “a feeling’ (in response to the
60’s rhetoric to the contrary, | suspect). This made God’s love for me a matter of ‘will’
(instead of emotion) and a matter of “firm jaw’ commitment to me.



As important and liberating as this was to me (and still is, believe me!) at the time, there
was still something missing in it. It made God’s love seemingly different from the kind of
“human” love | saw around me: warm, laughing, effusive, tearful, ‘huggy’, empathetic.
And eventually—after the birth my precious kidlets—I experienced that
love/commitment as something of sheer delight in another human being (although in
miniature...smile) along with abject and total commitment to them.

There were times of deep exhaustion when my commitment to do something for a little
one was ‘cold’, but only because there was nothing left to fuel the warmth. And there
were times when the commitment was “tough love’ in tone: “cold looking™, but filled
with warmth and pain. And there were times when the commitment was fiery, jovial,
excited—as when | made a commitment to do something special for/with them!

And, then it was only a short step until God’s love became filled with this type of
warmth. His word talked about His ‘delight’ in the righteous, His “outstretched arm’ for
His enslaved people, His ‘tough love’ (weeping through Moses and the prophets—*“0O,
would that they had a heart...”, “all day long have I stretched out my hands to you...”),
His weeping at a tomb, and His being a ‘Man of Sorrows’.

And so God’s love/commitment became ‘all of the above’: firm, cold, fierce, fiery, fluid,
solid, gentle, laughing, ‘tough’, forgiving. And my love/commitment began to thaw out a
little too...(smile)...and began to have a wider range of expressions, form, and tone.

Giving Thanks implies Getting Blessing

I learned early the difference between praise and thanks. Praise had to do with WHO
God was and what He was like (His being/character); thanks had to do with WHAT God
DID (His works). The line was blurry in the middle, of course, where | could praise God
for the wonders of His created order (since that obviously taught us something about His
character—a lover of beauty and sharing—and something about His being—very wise,
powerful, and imaginative). So the two were often either hand-in-hand, or one brought in
the other.

Such it was when the Psalmist gave thanks to God. It was for some benefit received:
deliverance from enemies, justice for the down-trodden people in his kingdom,
vindication against slander, rescue from despair, or even for affliction (Ps 119.67, 72 ...
smile).

Sometime the Psalmist even used that annoying-to-glenn pitch of “thanks in advance for
your cooperation”, which God didn’t seem to be annoyed at by any means...(“for | shall
yet praise Him...”)... (smile).

Blessings come in pleasurable and painful varieties, but ALL have some benefit for the
beloved of God. God only lets the stuff through that He can ‘make something out of’ for



our benefit (broadly considered). This means that every time | thank God for something
painful (and I do this a LOT), | can meditate on the matter to sometimes be amazed at the
hidden blessing in it. [Of course, being ‘providentially imaginative’, I can find ALL
KINDS OF STUFF that are probably NOT “in there’—smile—but some of probably is.]

Conversely, there is so much more stuff in our lives than what we give thanks for! And
this means that we could be “having more fun’ in thanksgiving and delight-in-God than
we do—if we would only start thanking God more and more, for less and less (i.e. “‘make
the granularity finer’—smile). There’s something beautiful, ‘good’, truthful, liberating,
healing, peace-making, tenderizing (smile), deepening, and joyous about thanking
someone/Someone...and our lives are supposed to be FILLED with this richness!
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