I BEHOLD THE KINDNESS AND SEVERITY OF GOD


Those of you who know me well are aware of the odyssey that has seen me wander through valleys I would never have thought possible 10 years ago. I wanted to reflect on that and also offer a hope to begin this New Year. 

Perhaps the hardest thing of all during the “dark times” has been the many truly promising opportunities presented for me to use what I believe are my gifts, and the message I believe He has given me for His church, that have been cruelly dashed as quickly as they appeared. To have so many hopes raised and then repeatedly quashed over such a long period of time, when I though they fit in so perfectly with what I so firmly believe God put me on this earth to do, left me oft times crying out, “Why Lord? Why bring up hope just to dash it once more? Why not just let these opportunities remain unborn? Why so cruel? Why the tempting morsels that turn to wormwood in my mouth? Why are You doing this to me, or at the very least allowing it?” 
When all in life that used to be gold turns to dust for no apparent reason, it cannot help but shake your faith. But in an ironic way it strengthens your faith because you know it could not be mere coincidence, only be the hand of God. Though you know in your heart you serve, or at least are trying to serve, a loving and merciful savior, you come to understand the complaint of the servant in the parable, “I knew You to be a hard man, reaping where You did not sow and gathering where You scattered no seed [a description the master in the story did not deny, but rather confirmed].” Contrary to popular church teaching Jesus can indeed be “a hard God,” and when you’re in the middle of His pruning there is little that consoles you because the One you desperately count on for consolation seems to have turned against you.
That, in a nutshell, has been my life for this past decade. I’ve fallen from golden boy in the church, and in business, and in life to ditch digger in business, outcast in the church, and a seemingly aimless wanderer in life. I have often felt like David trying to dance before the ark of God, with everyone looking on at one who was to be king and feeling only shame. I can now so relate to his words in Psalm 102: “I have become like a lonely bird on a housetop. My enemies have reproached me all day long, and those who deride me have used my name as a curse. I have eaten ashes like bread, and mingled my drink with weeping because of Your indignation and Your wrath, for You have lifted me up and cast me away. My days are like a lengthened shadow, and I wither away.” My desire has been as David’s was in Psalm 55, “Oh, that I had wings like a dove! I would fly away and be at rest.” I’ve thought of writing an autobiography called “What do you do when you know you’re a king and you’re hiding in caves?” 

I also love David because he called a spade a spade, and because of his relationship with God was able to cast the blame where it lain, which many times was with God. Praying David’s prayers as he confronted his God with truth integrity is the only way I have made it through my time of hiding in caves. When you’re under the crushing hand of His pruning, you hold on for dear life to the fact that it is all for some purpose yet to be revealed, and that if the valley is deep and endless the mountaintop will be well worth the suffering. 
Yet through it all the fire of His Spirit burning in me, and the passion for the message He has given me has only intensified. Though I’ve asked Him a thousand times to take it from me, for it only brings trouble and contempt from the church and the world around me, still it burns brightly! Therefore I know it is He who is bringing to bear upon me the full force of His severity, and that the kindness awaiting at the end of the passage of this test will be well worth the struggle. So I must tread on through this accursed wilderness until the day He brings forth my vindication, as I still believe with all my heart He will. 
There is no middle ground for me—no safe place on the fence. History will prove me either a prophet or the biggest self-deluded fool who ever walked the earth, and I’m OK with that because I’d rather die seeking a dream than to live in mundanity. I’d rather leave this place penniless, trusting the Lord for meager fare, than to live life vainly chasing financial wellbeing and a comfortable “retirement.” I’d rather be embraced by my God in the end for at least trying to follow Him “in deed and in truth,” than be embraced by the world for being a believer-in-name-only. I’d rather live with passion and a goal, even if misguided, than lifelessly occupy space in the back pew of a church for the rest of my life, listening to one stillborn sermon after another as the polls consistently tell us the vast majority do.
[Next issue: On to the hope of the New Year]

But so much for “the cave.” Here are some of the things that have been happening in my life of late that have renewed my hope. 
In May I made my 5th trip up to Estes Park for the annual Write His Answer writer’s conference. For the first 3 years I went up there I took my Psalms prayer devotional, to see if I could find a publisher for it. For all of the accolades it brought from the representatives from publishing companies and other published authors, nothing came of it. Again, many hopes were lifted and dashed as reps I met at the conferences took my work enthusiastically to their committees who shot it down, and I would get one more rejection letter. This past year I took it again as a back-up to another manuscript I’m working on. It wasn’t my primary offering, and the book proposal I had for it was 5 years old, out of date, and poorly done. Yet I met two wonderful people from a small publishing company, Christian Devotions. They loved it, and last month I signed my first-ever contract with a real publisher!

Then in early November I had my first opportunity to speak at a men’s leadership retreat for a local church, and recently submitted a proposal to engage in my first-ever long term consult for Reconnections. The only hurdle left is whether or not the session will approve the move. They are wondering why the church needs to bring in “outside professionals” to help them with their men’s ministry. 

Lastly, and most hopefully [darn, there goes that hope thing again], at a recent annual board meeting for Reconnections and The Carpenter’s Helpers I was relating to the members the ups and downs of the ministries in 2010. I told them the biggest disappointment came with coming so close to being granted an interactive course at Denver Seminary [which would have happened had I had a Master’s Degree], because I could reach more future leaders of the church there in a year with the Reconnection’s leadership model than trying knocking on doors of churches over a lifetime. To have come so close, spent so much time doing prayer walks through the campus, putting together the syllabus, and waiting for over a year just to get an audience, was the crowning pinnacle of crushing blows. 

But at that meeting one of the members told me an old acquaintance of mine from a former church Tam and I were members of was on the board for DTS. I hadn’t seen nor talked to this man in many years and I had no idea he was involved at the seminary, but I knew he was a man with a passion for ministry. I emailed him, and in mid-December week we got a chance to meet. I shared with him the Reconnections model, told him the story of what had happened in my efforts to bring a new model to the seminary, and found out that I had tried to enter by the wrong door. We spent some time getting up to speed on where our lives and families had come over all the years, talked about ministry and the state of the seminary and the church, and agreed to meet again in late January after both of us had returned from upcoming missions trips [he back to Guatemala to drill another well for an impoverished village, and me from some speaking and ministry opportunities in Florida]. He said he could get my foot in the door, and the rest would be in God’s hands.
For the past two years I have been telling God I just don’t know how much longer I can hang on. I’ve told Him He must have mistaken me for someone much stronger, and with a much greater faith when He singled me out for this gauntlet, and that I knew He didn’t like His people seeking signs but that I was at the point where if some light didn’t begin shining in the darkness I didn’t know what I would do. Then at church on the evening of the 18th of December the pastor delivered a message to “two kinds of people:” the ones who were trying to follow Jesus, yet finding the road pitted and un-drivable, and the others who knew they should be driving but were sitting by the roadside procrastinating. At the end of his message he prayed for both. For the former it went something like, “Lord, I just don’t know how much longer I can hold out—how much longer I can go on trying to follow You with You seeming so out of the picture…” It was one of those “though there are thousands of people in the place I know God is talking just to me” moments.

The next morning I got in my car, as is my habit, went up to my favorite spot by the equestrian center and caught the sunrise. I turned on a Christian radio station, which was playing “O Come Emanuel,” put on my double set of sun glasses so I could look directly at the sunrise [looking utterly foolish to any one passing by], and I saw a most amazing thing! As I looked into the sun rising on a perfectly clear day, directly in the center of its gleaming orb was an electric pole…in the perfect form of a cross! I just sat there in utter amazement at all of the references one could draw from such a sight. Talk about all Jesus did and was: the hideous price He paid in His “cave time,” His resurrection, and the “light of the world” that now lives in us, all in one glorious picture!
Are all of these positive indicating the trails are just about over? After what I’ve been through I would be the last to give a hearty “yes” to that, but hope is hope, and no matter how many times it is dashed it leaves a telltale remnant that never leaves you. Hope dashed is nonetheless hope experienced, if even for but a moment. As the old saying goes, “’Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” And so carry on I will, living by the creed I have tried to follow all through these difficult years: “One thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal  for the prize of the upward calling of God in Christ Jesus.” For me there is no turning back because that would mean all of this sacrifice has been for naught, and I simply refuse to believe that. That would make the God I know in my heart to be a loving and wise God a cruel and heartless God, and I won’t accept that. 
Pray for me, that these opportunities will come to fruition, that whatever it is Jesus wants me to be to end this desert I will become worthy of, and that these new snippets of hope will carry me on if on through more valleys He has destined me. Like it or not I am as Jacob, left alone to wrestle with God’s agents, and indeed with Him—one who still cries out, “I will not let You go unless You bless me!” I will not let go of this quest no matter how many times I feel His crushing blows against my cheek. I will offer Him the other along with whatever other bones He chooses to break, and whatever part of my back He chooses to lash, and whatever part of my head He chooses to mount His crown of thorns upon, for my Lord Jesus did no less for me and bid me follow. As Peter declared while all of Jesus’ other “disciples” turned and fled, “To whom would we turn, O Lord? You have the words of eternal life.” As hard a man as He can be, in His hands I find hope that does not exist in this world nor at the foot of any other god. Nay, I would rather be a doorkeeper in His house… 

Thank you all for being the ones Jesus uses so faithfully to lift me up when I most need it, and give me one more little snippet of “hope.”

