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Introduction
You have to be pretty presumptuous to even consider writing a book. You must assume that others value and want to know what you think. This requires a certain amount of ego.
I don’t necessarily believe that people are interested in hearing what I have to say as much as I am interested in saying it. These are just some things I would like to say. Do with them what you will.

I’ve been waiting for someone to ask me what I think about certain things. Very few have asked; consequently, I had to write this little book. This book is written in a conversational style that I hope you enjoy.

 I have observed the church and we the people in it from my little corner for a long time. I see a lot of things that are right about the church.  
  The thing most right about it is the knowledge that Jesus is still in it. I am reminded of the seven churches that were written to in the book of Revelation. They were represented in chapter two by seven golden candlesticks. John said; I heard a voice behind me saying “I am Alpha, Omega, beginning and end”. I turned around to see who spoke to me, John said. When he turned around he saw the seven golden candlesticks. These candlesticks represented these seven churches. Conclusion; the one who calls himself Alpha and Omega resides in his church, just as the voice resided in the candlesticks. You may think that since God resided in these churches, that these churches must have been flawless, morally and spiritually. You do not need to read very far and you find that nothing could be farther from the truth. These churches were a mess. Some of them had in them all kinds of immorality. Some had false doctrine. Others had left there first love. Some had become self satisfied and materialistic and had excluded Jesus from their church. But Jesus said, “I’ll just stand at the door and knock, and if any man will hear my voice and open the door, I will come in and sup with him and he with me.” 

What He is saying is this. I’m not leaving. This is my church.  I like it.  I bought it myself. If anyone is going to leave, it will have to be you.  He will not leave his church.

All of that being said; I have to point out what I believe is the area in which the church is most deficient. 

A young man who has recently come to work with us in our church asked me this question; “What do you think is the one thing that is missing in the church today?” This book is the answer to that question. We have more resources than ever before. We are better informed than ever before. I believe that the church has had its fling with selfishness and materialism and these things have run their course as all relationships which are built on lust will. There is something now that I believe Christians are ready to hear again.  I think Christians in our time are waiting to be challenged. The world of religion has determined that catering to the individual Christian is the way to succeed. We have decided that pampering people will draw them in. We can build churches by serving the memberships’ needs and desires more effectively than anyone else. Many have succeeded in drawing considerable crowds by bending over backwards and meeting the demands of an increasingly demanding public. 
My belief is that we are ready for the message that runs contrary to this conventional wisdom. I feel that there are thousands, perhaps millions of us, who are becoming a little bit anxious and are starting to explore some things beyond the cotton candy, customer friendly, commercially viable Christian experience.

What are we doing here? An increasing number of people are coming to realize that there must be more than just living abundant lives, and there is.     
This book is not designed to make your life more dynamic or more abundant.  It rests in your hand right now with my prayer that it stirs your heart and mind and that it challenges your thinking.  I pray that the chief obstacle to your already dynamic and abundant life could be removed. You will discover that obstacle in the following pages and you will realize that you are the only one who can remove it.
CHAPTER ONE

Our Greatest Moment?

I press the number three button.  The amber light illuminates, and the doors close.  We both look at the ceiling.  The floor starts moving…and here I go.  The nurse’s aid is standing in the corner wearing a white uniform, holding a clipboard. I think she recognizes me.  She doesn’t know my name, however, so we just exchange nods and peer back at the recessed lights in the ceiling.  I’m a pretty familiar figure around here.  I’m more familiar here than I care to be.

I seldom come here that I don’t ask God for a miracle or at the very least a little extra care.  If I could be honest with you, I’m often frustrated. I love to talk about miracles; I believe in miracles. However, miracles don’t come often or easy for me, although, I suppose, I’ll always ask for them.  When they come, I tell everyone and when they don’t come I just stand there feeling pretty useless.  I try to bring a little comfort to the bedside and let them know God is still just, when it appears that He is just still.

I know that by definition a miracle is the exception and not the rule. A miracle is when God suspends his own rules, when he circumvents his own creative order in the universe, pauses the laws of nature momentarily in order to reconstruct a circumstance before once again subjecting it to the natural order of things.
 I am learning that a miracle is not the greatest thing that could ever happen to someone.  I sit at the bedside of broken, suffering souls and understand that holding the vessel of flesh together is not altogether our purpose. I think of some rather notable miracles and ask; where are the lasting benefits? Lazarus, for instance, was brought back from the grave. That was certainly a spectacular event, but in the end all you can say is that he had the rather dubious distinction of being one of the few people who got to die twice. Yet, I stand there frustrated by my own helplessness, wishing desperately to be able to perform the miraculous. It is in those kinds of moments that I have had the privilege to watch at the most brilliant light as it streams from the breaches in these vessels; the very vessel that I was attempting to hold together with my prayer.  I think that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed in us. (Romans 8:9)  It is interesting to note that when Jesus said “it is finished” and the veil of the temple was torn, that the Jews, for the sake of their religion immediately sought to repair it. They sought to seal the brilliance of their God again behind the veil.  The glory and the light of Jesus flowing out of a broken vessel; I wonder if that is not the greatest moment, if that is not the greater purpose. Am I stuffing the rain back into the clouds when the time to water the desert has come? All this is often done more to complement my religion rather than to serve the purpose of the kingdom.  Is the vessel simply doing what it was designed to do?
I am not a doctor or a scientist, nor do I play one on TV, consequently I cannot personally vouch for the veracity of these claims. However, according to people much smarter than myself, there is already hard wired within our genetic code prior to our birth many of the traits and characteristics that we will develop later in life.  It is supposed that our height, hair color, eye color, baldness and a thousand other details of our lives have already been hard wired within us. It is said that they can determine within a reasonable degree of certainty how susceptible we will be to many of the most dreaded diseases. We are basically programmed from conception with the seeds of our demise already planted in the soil of our flesh. The limits to our lives have been set before this life ever begins. Barring some untimely accident or mishap, and assuming that we do not engage in self destructive behavior like smoking, drinking, overeating, inactivity, over-activity, dipping, chewing, riding motorcycles, eating too many sweets, too much cholesterol, snorting coke, smoking crack, playing pool in bars with people wearing leather hats, taking a shine to another man’s wife, entering the woods in November without every inch of your body covered in orange, standing up on the Ferris wheel, surfing in shark infested waters, carrying O.J. Simpson’s ex-wife’s sunglasses, joining a cult that smothers themselves with garbage bags, or joining the bull riding tour, the method of our demise has already been determined. The limits have been set. What I am saying is that there are many things we can do to shorten this life. There are many things that we do which cause us to fall short of this limit. There is nothing we can do to lengthen this life. There is nothing we can do to extend our lives beyond these predetermined limits. Furthermore, the word of God supports these scientific claims. Without the benefit of modern bio-technology it was recorded a long time ago in the book of Job; that man has certain boundaries and limits to his life span which he cannot exceed. Read the following and marvel at its accuracy.
Job 14:5

5 Seeing his days are determined, the number of his months are with thee, thou hast appointed his bounds that he cannot pass;

Read this same verse from the New  International Version. 
Job 14:5

5 Man's days are determined; 

you have decreed the number of his months 

and have set limits he cannot exceed. ( New International Version)

Perhaps you’ve heard, as I have, that if you cut back on good tasting food and eat more bad tasting food, do more of this and less of that and a little more of something else you can lengthen your life. You can not.  Jesus said, in Mat. 5:36 that “You don’t even have the ability to make one hair of your head white or black.”  You cannot add one cubit to your stature. The truth is that we are pretty limited in the things over which we have influence.  Regarding the length of our lives, the only thing we can do is to make them shorter.  With perfect behavior, perfect environment, plenteous exercise, meditating and eating broccoli and abstaining from all risky behavior, the best you can hope to do is to live until your predetermined limit is reached, until the seed within you comes to maturity. According to scripture you and I have a limit to the durability of our lives.  There is a great likelihood that you and I will never reach that limit, most likely we, through carelessness or excess will end our lives prematurely and never make it to the limit, but of this you can be certain, we will not surpass that limit.  I believe that this is all true, and that breaking is our destiny.  I will further stipulate that perhaps it is our purpose. I intend to challenge your thinking about death in this book. That is the purpose of this book. When your thinking concerning death changes, it is natural that your thinking concerning life will change as well.  Am I often with my religion more of an obstacle to the blessed nature of God’s plan for our lives and our deaths ? Am I attempting to stuff the rain back into the clouds when the time to water the earth has come? Perhaps.  As for me, I will continue to pray because I believe in miracles and I’ll always make these visits.  I will continue to pray for the healing and comfort of all those to whom I have the privilege to minister.  The scripture commands me to do so.  All I am saying to you is this; don’t be afraid to break.  A broken vessel is the only vessel that really lets the light out. It shows the grace of God. 
 Third floor, doors open, room 319, 320, 321, 322.…A slight peck on the door. With what will this room be filled? 

CHAPTER 2
The Plan
The scripture states that the things which were written in the Old Testament were written for our learning.  Allow me to tell you one thing that I learned.  I learned this from an Old Testament account which I read in the book of Judges. This is the story on which this book will be based. It is found in Judges; chapter six and chapter seven. For the purposes of this book, I will begin halfway through the story.  Israel was surrounded by the Mideonites and under siege; The Mideonites were descendents of the children of Abraham which had been sent away into the wilderness with Ishmael. They were marauding, nomadic people who roamed the wilderness of Arabia in a very loose knit civilization. They were the first people to learn to domesticate camels; which gave them great mobility in the desert and great strategic advantage. They had laid siege on Israel, supply lines had been severed, crops and other provisions had been destroyed.  

God finally persuades a reluctant leader whose name is Gideon to at least attempt retaliation before they all starved to death.  This is the point at which we pick up the story.  Gideon begins to organize an army.  Inspired by his leadership and required by necessity,  32,000 men assembled themselves for the defense of their nation. I guess that was a pretty good start, however, the only thing worse than being afraid while in battle is being afraid before the battle ever begins, and most of them were. God said to Gideon “send them home if they are afraid.”  Twenty two thousand of them, convinced of their own defeat, were gone before He had a chance to change his mind.  It might interest you to know that the Mideonites numbered in the 10’s of thousands. Actually, it was a number that the Israelites could not calculate. It was described in the book of Judges as resembling a plague of grasshoppers. This was due to their sheer numbers and also the efficiency with which they destroyed the crops of the Israelites.  God, however, did not even want them to have 10,000 soldiers.  So, they went to the water. There they underwent a rather peculiar test, they went to the river for a drink and were vetted based on the method with which they drank. Those who drank with their faces down in the water were dismissed. Those who remained upright and scooped the water with their hands passed the test and were retained. The bad news was that there were only three hundred of them. Only three hundred of them passed the test.  God had whittled a 32,000 member army down to a militia of a paltry 300 men.  Then, he took away their weapons.  Ok, I understand.  He didn’t want anybody thinking that their eventual victory would be won because of numbers or weaponry or skill or any of the elements by which conventional battles are won.  So, I guess in that light it makes a little sense to me…….Maybe?? 

I will tell you, however, that I am a practical guy, and beyond the fact that God wanted a victory so amazing that no man would be able to take the credit for it, there were certainly methods and strategies alive and well in the madness of this scheme. 
See, the truth is that God did not have a workable plan for 32,000 men.  He had no plan that would work for 10,000 men.  His plan was one that would require stealth and silence.  He needed a small, specialized force to move quickly and quietly though the night into very strategic positions without being detected by the enemy. Jehovah introduced the world for the first time to what we know today as “special forces”. We are familiar with this term in our day, small groups of specially equipped and trained soldiers which do the work of giant armies, only they do it in silence and with stealth instead of doing it with giant numbers and with overwhelming force.

  If you have ever tried to move a Sunday school class of Kindergarteners from one side of your church to the other without disturbing the others, you can only imagine how impossible it would be to move 32,000 clanging, clattering brass shields, several tons of armor, 32,000 swords slapping 32,000 thighs, 64,000 combat shoes stumbling through the darkness without being detected by the enemy.  From a practical standpoint this was undoable.  We have always heard that God has a plan and you know God loves plans.  In my mind, I suppose that the most important thing about a plan is that it works.  God was less interested in impressing us with the degree of difficulty, or scoring style points with Gideon than he was with a doable plan which would actually bring victory.  A plan must work; and this particular plan would not work until silence and stealth became possible.  

Three hundred vetted soldiers and a plan; this is what these three hundred brave men were given. In lieu of weapons they were given some rather peculiar Items. Each man was given a trumpet, each man was given a lamp, and each man was given a pitcher. The plan goes like this. They were to each one light his lamp. Once lit, it was to be placed inside the clay pitcher and carried with the left hand.  Each man would take a trumpet in his right hand. Then they were to spread out and surround the Mideonites on three sides.  Once in triangle formation around the enemy below, the signal was to be given, at which point they were to break the pitcher, making the light of the lamp visible to the Mideonite camp in the valley. Then they were to blow the trumpet signifying an advancing army and to shout something about the sword of the Lord and of Gideon.
Judges 7:20

20 And the three companies blew the trumpets, and brake the pitchers, and held the lamps in their left hands, and the trumpets in their right hands to blow withal: and they cried, The sword of the LORD, and of Gideon.

  The idea was this:  for the Mideonites, (who were so numerous that the Bible declares they looked  like an invasion of insects), would look up out of a sleeping stupor and see not three hundred unarmed hungry soldiers, but rather three hundred advancing armies. These “armies” were represented by three hundred lights appearing out of nowhere.  Each was leading a troop towards the unprepared encampment of the Mideonites.  At this point the Mideonites would provide their own sound effects.  They, themselves, began to scramble for swords, shields and armaments which instantly produced the clatter and clanging essential for the plan to work.  As their innumerable feet pounded the earth in every direction in the darkness, such pounding was indistinguishable in their semi conscious minds from that of three hundred advancing armies.  

The sounds, the swords, the pounding footsteps, three hundred superior positions announced by three hundred burning lamps and blaring trumpets was a convincing illusion.  It worked.  They panicked. Running on sheer adrenaline Mideonite soldier “A”, persuaded that he was under surprise attack, decapitated the first one that crossed his path, not knowing that it was Mideonite soldier “B”.  And the melee begins. A couple of hundred thousand men running three hundred different directions in the dark would be dangerous if they were carrying nerf bats. Add the panic and fear, razor sharp swords and weapons of every kind; they killed each other by the thousands.  

Come on now!!  THAT was a plan!!!!  A master plan!!  It was great because it worked.  The question is what made it work?  What made it so successful?  Their success was a result of God’s unmatched military genius, not a result of any miracle.  Jehovah, in the book of Exodus was called “a man of war”.  In this case, He was certainly a master strategist.   Too often we refuse to follow his plan then inevitably find ourselves needing miracles. Most of the time we don’t need a miracle, rather we need to simply follow his plan.  But beyond all that, this plan was amazing for its efficiency.   No wasted movement. It was surgical and clean, perfectly crafted and perfectly executed. It was simply perfect. 

We could learn here by re-examining the seemingly senseless set of instructions which God gave to Gideon, that his every commandment has purpose and a desired effect.  His laws are not arbitrary, His commandments are not random. At the outset of the story you might have assumed that God’s three hundred men were a result of arbitration and the elements of warfare were chosen whimsically.  Not so!!  Each had purpose, each had a desired effect. Let’s examine the purpose God had for each of these pieces of the plan.
1. There was purpose for God’s insistence on a smaller number of troops. Stealth and silence was critical to the success of the mission. This smaller force made that goal possible.
2. The removal of anyone fearful or prone to panic was necessary, as slipping directly under the noses of a superior enemy required nerves of steel.
3. The vetting and removal of anyone so reckless as to bury his face in the water while surrounded by the enemy was also essential, seeing that this operation depended on precision which in return depended on alertness. Alertness that is not possible with your face under water. 
4. There was purpose for the exact position of each man. The illusion of being utterly surrounded depended on precise positioning.  
5. There was purpose for the trumpet which was to offer the audio portion to this grand illusion. These trumpets signaled the advancement of these three hundred non-existent armies. 
6. There was a purpose for the lantern, which was to offer the visual effect in tandem with the audio, as to allow the enemy to locate the exact position of each one of these bogus armies.  

He managed a way to transport the sights and sounds of a massive offensive without transporting the personnel. This was a tremendous feat. It was also an extremely persuasive illusion.
I think we have established design and purpose for all the items and elements contained in God’s plan with the exception of one item. 
7. The pitcher.  

The pitcher had one purpose and one purpose only. It was perfectly suited to carry out this purpose.  It was designed to conceal the light of the lamp allowing these three hundred men to move undetected through the darkness until they reached the most strategic time and position, the place they were called and ordered to, then its only purpose was to break.  

It must have been tempting to those three hundred men to use the pitcher as some kind of weapon.  No, it wouldn’t be the most efficient weapon; but when you are afraid and outnumbered; panic tells you to do some strange things. I don’t know a Mideonite anywhere that wants to be slammed over the head with a giant flowerpot!  But they had to remain calm.  This battle was not going to be won using clay as a weapon.  That wasn’t his plan. It wasn’t the purpose for the pitcher.  Its purpose, once again, was to discreetly transport the light to the place from which it would shine the brightest, where it would be most visible; then simply to break and be removed.  Therein was the power of the disposable revealed. 
Those victorious soldiers emerged from the hills swinging their lamps, waving their trumpets, playing an occasional note of triumph as the remaining Mideonites ran for their lives.  All the men of Israel, emboldened by this display joined in pursuit.  The victory was total.  The spoils were lavish, and the legend of that night is still growing. It is growing as it is delivered across pulpits and pews as preachers of every stripe scream about God, mighty in battle.  It grows in Sunday school classes where imaginary battles are fought on flannel boards with paper cut-out soldiers before the eyes of little girls wearing pigtails and shiny white shoes. Little boys sit and imagine themselves warriors in clip on ties, and they sing, “I may never march in the Infantry, ride in the cavalry and fire the artillery, I may never fly o’er the enemy, but I’m in the Lord’s army, Yes sir!”

Yes sir, somewhere in the hills there lays the shattered remains of three hundred pottery vases which never returned from their assigned positions.  

Now look closely at the following verses from the old King James.
2 Corinthians 4:5-11

5. For we  preach not ourselves but Christ Jesus the Lord; and ourselves your servants for Jesus’ sake.

6. For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

7. But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the power may be of God and not of us.

8. We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; 

9. Persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed;

10. Always bearing about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our body.

11. For we which live are always delivered unto death for Jesus’ sake, that the life of Jesus might be made manifest in our mortal flesh. 

Now please read this again slowly, maybe two or three times… it’s ok. I’ll wait.

Notice;

 vs.6  God shines His light in our heart.
 vs.7  We have this treasure in earthen vessels.

What treasure? The light is the treasure, we are the earthen vessels.

The treasure (the light) is in the earthen vessels (clay pitchers). The light of God is invested in us. This is precisely what the apostle is teaching in this passage.
He goes further to explain; 
Vs.10 We always bear about in our bodies (pitchers) the dying (breaking) of the Lord Jesus, that the life (light) of Jesus might be made manifest (seen) in our mortal flesh.
We are the pitcher and our assignment is to transport the light to its most strategic time, and the most advantageous position, then to break. That’s right; simply being broken, being disposable is the greatest purpose for the pitcher. It was never designed to be a weapon. Our battle is not with flesh, it is with principalities, powers, spirits who rule darkness and so on, and it will not be won using flesh. Clay (flesh) is not an effective weapon. This would be a good place to inject that famous verse of scripture;

2 Cor 10:3-4

3 For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war after the flesh:
4(For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal(fleshly, earthen), but mighty through God to the pulling down of strong holds;)
It is the earthen vessel whose role in the battle is the least glamorous, yet most essential to the victory. In the case of these vessels, breaking was their finest moment. There could not be imagined a more meaningful role for a simple clay pitcher. The pitcher was the delivery system for God’s grand victory. It brings the light to the hill, then ushers it back down to the enemy. It delivers the fear to the enemy and the victory to the kingdom. That’s the plan anyway.
Only this great “man of war” could conceive a plan in which a simple pitcher could be so instrumental in a war. I am certain that had you passed through Israel twenty four hours earlier; these ordinary pots were sitting on the tables of ordinary homes. Some were filled with water. Some were filled with meal. Some were hanging on hooks from the walls of humble Israelite dwellings. Then came God; mighty in battle, and made each one of them mightier than a thousand armed soldiers. More was accomplished through these ordinary pitchers than thirty two thousand warriors could accomplish in a bloody battle.

Could anyone argue that there was a more meaningful role for these vessels? I didn’t think so.
Still, there are millions of Christians who believe that somehow, their life is better than this, and that their potential would be wasted if it were committed to nothing more than breaking and shedding light.  
CHAPTER 3

The voice cracks
Every age and every civilization has its champions; regardless of his or her field of pursuit.  Sports, business, even religion has champions. In religion we don’t call them champions. They are called heroes of faith or mentors, spiritual fathers, mothers too…you know.  They litter the history of every vocation.  Even criminals have their champions.  Billy the Kid, Jessie James, Bonnie and Clyde; these are names than any professional criminal would “kill” to have their names mentioned in context with.  Any athlete would be flattered should their name be spoken in the same breath as Jessie Owen, Johnnie Unitus, Joe DeMaggio and Michael Jordan. These are the icons of their sport and their time.

Preachers, be honest!!  You want to be mentioned with the “great ones” don’t you, the great ones of our time and of our history?  Tell the truth!!!

There was this young Jewish preacher. His daddy was a priest, his granddaddy was a priest and on and on as far back as you want to go.  His religious heritage was rich and his future was bright.  He certainly knew where the “great ones” ranked.  Prophets like Elijah.  There was another prophet they called simply “that one that is to come”.  He knew the prestige of being mentioned in context with Elijah and the prophets, the dead raisers the history makers. It must have been something great when people started using his name in context with these champions.  He was being compared commonly, now favorably with the best of the best.  

It wasn’t long however until these comparisons ceased. He was no longer being compared favorably with such glamorous company. Now at dinner tables across Israel speculation had risen that not only was he to be favorably compared with men of this stature, but that he indeed was Elijah or perhaps some other great prophet. This kind of thing continued and the legend was growing. There were even those to whom his star was so bright that they could only assume that he indeed was “the one that will come”. The greatest that has ever been or ever shall be, “the one”….. think about it, the Messiah. The young preacher with some unorthodox methods and messages had it all going his way now. Power, influence, a magnetic personality, a boldness that was atomic. He had to be “that one”.
The aristocracy of religion pretended to be unimpressed with him. The rank and file however was going nuts! The “John for Messiah” movement was gathering steam. John, Messiah, Messiah…. John, it did have its own appeal. The rumor mill continued to turn, grinding out speculation. I mean the guy has got guts, he’s got passion, he’s got pedigree, and there was no stopping place. The sky was certainly the limit and everyone was “going out for to see”. As speculation and conjecture reached fever pitch, they could not manage the suspense any longer. “Who are you? Are you Elijah? Some other prophet perhaps? What’s the deal? Are you the ONE, that’s it, you are, aren’t you?” His tone was flat, his countenance suggested disappointment to the paparazzi,….I am a voice crying in the wilderness… a voice, that’s all. My personality, my gifts, my name, my face, they are all nothing more than a rough edged, unrefined, rather crude container for a VOICE which was the container for the message which was the container for the light which was to illuminate the way so that it could be made straight; straight for the sandals that he admittedly was unworthy to buckle.

The heads dropped, the frenzy became calm in a sentence “I am a voice”. John the Baptist carried the light as far as he could. He carried it to a place where all of Israel could see it shine. Then he said, “I am not that light, I am sent only to bare witness to that light”. He shook his head and confessed he was not Messiah and the party was over. John who? He had come to the place that he said “I (the pitcher) must decrease so that He (the light) may increase.

It wasn’t long until there were holes and cracks appearing in this vessel, in this “voice”.
Troubles came; he did not view them as distress.

Perplexities came; he viewed them not as despair.

Persecution came; yet he did not consider himself forsaken.

He became cast down; he was never destroyed.

To him it wasn’t destruction. It was his greatest moment. He understood his purpose and he fulfilled it brilliantly. Oh, he broke alright as all God’s light bearing vessels must. He was completely broken and his head became the souvenir of some savage woman and her trashy teenage daughter.

CHAPTER 4   

 Till You Get Hit
We are really pretty good at walking around telling everybody about His light.  How He filled us with His light, His spirit “Oh, this treasure!” we say, “in earthen vessel.”  It is a good thing to do, I guess.  But, there is also a lot to be said for those who quietly carry the light through the darkness in their own humble way; without fanfare and without pretence.  I know, I know, we are supposed to open our mouths and speak, so go ahead….but I know this, nobody will really know for certain what is in you until they see you break.  Then whatever is in you will shine and be unmistakable.  

“That rock was Christ”, the Bible said.  That rock being the stone that followed the children of Israel in the wilderness.  It was always with them.  It was their source of water, hence their source of life. Its water was clean, clear, pure, sweet perfect water.  That rock was Christ.

God told Moses to speak to the rock and in turn it would provide them with water.  Moses turned to go with every intention of obeying God, however as he walked, he listened.  At first, it was simply the usual background noise.  Stifled rumblings, the usual whining and complaining of what proved to be a generation who never could forget the past, handle the freedom of the present, or see the vision of the future.  But, as he walked towards “precious stone”, he began to filter the noise and to isolate voices.  What he heard was unbelievable. The benefactors of God’s all time greatest miracles, not the least of which was the 10 plagues of Egypt, the parting of the Red Sea, manna. Manna.....thank you very much. They were saying some of the most horrible things about him as well as the God who had delivered them from slavery.  As he walked, he heard them complain and whine.  Moses was immediately and justifiably angry. The further he walked, and the closer he listened, the angrier he became.  By the time he reached that wonderful miraculous stone, he was in a fit of rage.  He just wanted to hit something.  So there it was, just sitting there.  The rock; so he struck it with his staff.  Then he hit it again and again.  The ground began to darken with moisture.  The shadow broadened and deepened and it flowed, and it was clear.  It was clean.  It was pure and sweet and perfect. That rock was Christ.
Christ was gentle.  He was good.  He was patient and forgiving.  He was merciful.  But how will He react when He is stricken?  When they stripped Him naked, stretched and exposed him, how will he react to the shame and embarrassment? There was no doubt that he despised the shame.  Of all the flesh that was torn, and all the blood that flowed, the vicious blows that were delivered, the angry thorns, the rusty nails, the heavy spear hanging from his guts, the thing that harmed Him most was when they stripped Him of his dignity and decency.  They couldn’t be content with the brutality of the lynching.  They felt it was necessary to attack Him psychologically.  Make no mistake; He endured the cross but He despised the shame.

They stripped Him of His dignity but they could not separate Him from His grace.  Indeed, the degree of our Godliness is not measured by the gifts and blessings with which we live, but rather the grace with which we break.  Seventy two thousand angels, sat on the edge of their seats, completely prepared, willing and enthusiastic, anxious to storm that dark hillside and avenge this hideous injustice.  Eternity hung in the balance as the universe waited to see what happened when the precious stone was smitten.  They retrieved the spear and from His side the water flowed.  “Father forgive them”…”today you will be with me in paradise” YES, it was still clear, it was still clean, and it was still pure, sweet and perfect.

1 John 3:16

16 Hereby perceive we the love of God, because he laid down his life for us: and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.
Interpretation:  This is how we know what love is.  He laid down His life for us.  We could not know what was truly in Him until He broke. He could say all that love was inside him, but we could not know until it pours out of Him. He loved us.  Then the centurion smote his breast and cried, “Surely this was a righteous man!” A previously raving, foul mouthed thief cries, “Remember Me!!” Until that point they all railed, they all jeered, they all cried, “Crucify!” They assumed that His motives were selfish, but the pitcher broke, and the light shined, and we perceived the light, the light of God that was in Him all along. 
John 8:28

28 Then said Jesus unto them, When ye have lifted up the Son of man, then shall ye know that I am he, and that I do nothing of myself; but as my Father hath taught me, I speak these things.
John 12:32-33

32 And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me.
33 This he said, signifying what death he should die.
 He spoke this signifying which death He should die. 
 When He was lifted up, the nails bore the weight, and His vessel was broken, He drew men to Him, and he said “… let him that is athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely.(Rev.21:17)” It’s still pure, it’s still sweet, it’s still clean, it is still perfect.
Jesus Christ in John chapter four in his discourse with the woman at the well stated that he would give to us that living water. He told her that it would be “in us a well springing up into everlasting life”.

John 4:13-14

13 Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again:

14 But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life.

In John chapter seven; He speaks of this same water in a different way. He stated that it will flow out of you like a river.

John 7:37-39

37 In the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried, saying, If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink.

38 He that believeth on me, as the scripture hath said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water.

39(But this spake he of the Spirit, which they that believe on him should receive: for the Holy Ghost was not yet given; because that Jesus was not yet glorified.)

In chapter four it was a well, in chapter seven it was referred to as a river. I don’t have to explain to you the difference between the two; I’ll just say that a well is a stationary private supply, accessed by the individual owners of the well. A river is a personal water supply as well, but it is not stationary. It flows beyond the needs of one individual to offer its water to everyone in its path. The implication here is clear. The well of light that God placed within us is not designed to remain our private source of refreshing, but at some point it is meant to seep out and offer its refreshing brilliance to all those who have no hope. Sooner or later the light has got to break through. I can’t hold it in, or the plan of God in my life will fail.   
Jesus was hit and he broke, and we received a well. When we bear about in our bodies this dying, when we break, that well becomes a river. I assure you that this is exactly what God desires.
The Lord Jesus had told Pilate and it was so, “For this cause came I.”  This was the purpose for the pitcher. If indeed, this was his purpose, how can we be so presumptuous as to think that we somehow have a more meaningful purpose? We, like him are to bring God’s light to the most strategic place.  Then gracefully break and the light shines on.

The giant veil hung to separate God from His people.  They never knew that it was placed there for a single purpose. That purpose was to conceal the light of God’s presence until the most strategic moment.  The veil was His flesh (Hebrews 10:20).  He stated, “it is finished”, his chin hit His chest, and the pitcher was utterly broken.  The veil was torn.  Only then could God’s spirit arise and shine.  And it shined.  And it shines.  And His enemies scattered.  Once again, the pitcher had carried the light and upon God’s signal it was broken.

CHAPTER 5
And He’s not telling
I remember a different hospital on the other side of town. Room 406-407-408; a slight peck on the door. I remember that room. Room 408 was the room in which I watched the sweetest life slip away about a year ago. She was thirty seven years old and it was cancer that took her.

I was affected by this for a number of reasons. First of all, she was approximately the same age as me. Also, we had been friends since we were just kids.

 In 1994 my wife and I moved to a beautiful little city to start a church. We were a little bit afraid I guess because we really had no idea what we were doing, but God blessed us with some of the finest people with which to work. A few months after we started, Teresa came to work with us in the church. She moved to our city for employment. She stayed because of the church. Long after the job she came here for was gone, she stayed. She found another job; she didn’t want to leave the church. She worked as the church Secretary for several years. She was the first piano player we ever had. 
She bore many burdens that very few people knew anything about. She struggled to make ends meet financially for the tiny church. She tirelessly raised money and worked without stopping and without regard for her own interests and together we all dug out a wonderful church. About the time we started really making great progress in the church, she became sick. We had just purchased eighteen acres on the highway and built a church building that we were all very proud of. The church had begun to grow rapidly. That was her dream every bit as much as it was mine.  

I was there in the waiting room visiting with her family when the doctor came in to speak with them, after having performed an exploratory surgery. I remember the doctor’s words quite vividly. He said, “How a woman her age got that much cancer in her body, God only knows, and He’s not telling”. 
Please pay very close attention to this passage,

Eccl 8:17

17 then I saw all that God has done. No one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. Despite all his efforts to search it out, man cannot discover its meaning. Even if a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend it.

(from New International Version)

This passage assures us that we will always be to some degree uninformed in this life. There are some things that we cannot know regardless of our efforts or our intellect.

We necessarily live with blind spots in our knowledge.
 There are 1070 verses in the book of Job.  I counted them.
The book of Job is the story of a man who was tested for the sake of testing. Can a man serve a God who doesn’t protect him, who doesn’t provide for him? 

Of the 1070 verses in the book of Job, he was fully aware of the goings on in all but 14 of them. There were 7 verses in the first chapter of which Job was unaware. Read these seven verses.

Job 1:6-12
 6 Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan came also among them.

7 And the LORD said unto Satan, Whence comest thou? Then Satan answered the LORD, and said, From going to and fro in the earth, and from walking up and down in it.

8 And the LORD said unto Satan, Hast thou considered my servant Job, that there is none like him in the earth, a perfect and an upright man, one that feareth God, and escheweth evil?

9 Then Satan answered the LORD, and said, Doth Job fear God for nought?

10 Hast not thou made an hedge about him, and about his house, and about all that he hath on every side? thou hast blessed the work of his hands, and his substance is increased in the land.

11 But put forth thine hand now, and touch all that he hath, and he will curse thee to thy face.

12 And the LORD said unto Satan, Behold, all that he hath is in thy power; only upon himself put not forth thine hand. So Satan went forth from the presence of the LORD.

These events were unknown to Job.
There were also seven verses in chapter two of which Job was completely unaware. Read these seven verses.

Job 2:1-7

1 Again there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan came also among them to present himself before the LORD.

2 And the LORD said unto Satan, From whence comest thou? And Satan answered the LORD, and said, From going to and fro in the earth, and from walking up and down in it.

3 And the LORD said unto Satan, Hast thou considered my servant Job, that there is none like him in the earth, a perfect and an upright man, one that feareth God, and escheweth evil? and still he holdeth fast his integrity, although thou movedst me against him, to destroy him without cause.

4 And Satan answered the LORD, and said, Skin for skin, yea, all that a man hath will he give for his life.

5 But put forth thine hand now, and touch his bone and his flesh, and he will curse thee to thy face.

6 And the LORD said unto Satan, Behold, he is in thine hand; but save his life.

7 So went Satan forth from the presence of the LORD, and smote Job with sore boils from the sole of his foot unto his crown.

That’s it, Job knew the rest of the story. These are the only events in the entire story of his life of which he was unaware. He has this one tiny blind spot consisting of fourteen verses in an ocean of nearly eleven hundred verses. I’ve done some math, 14 verses out of 1070 is about 1.4%. That is to say that Job had 98.6% knowledge of the events and meanings of his life. If this number rings a bell in your mind, it is because it is the body temperature for human beings. (Spooky huh?). Seriously, Job could have 98.6% knowledge, yet at times he sounds completely uninformed. For instance;
Job 13:15

15 Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him: but I will maintain mine own ways before him.

 He appears in this passage to be utterly uninformed. We know that it was not God who was slaying him, it was Satan. The reason we know this is because we are privy to the other fourteen verses, Job was not. He does appear uninformed when in reality he had 98.6% knowledge, and remember the scripture assures us that no-one can know it all.
If Job had known the other 1.4% it would have compromised the outcome of the test. Had he known the events contained in the other 14 verses, his responses could not have been genuine. So we live with this blind spot in our view of life. This is a necessary part of being human. It could be that you know 98.6% of what God knows, and still be clueless. There’s you something to think about.    
God told Abraham to kill his son. So Abraham went about to do it. When the knife began its plunge into the jugular of his promised son, God stopped his hand.

God said “now I know” how you love me and fear me. This was a test. Had Abraham known about the angel that would stop his hand and the ram that would be caught in the thicket, it would certainly have compromised the results of this test.

Abraham would have been afforded the luxury of going through the motions, saying and doing all the right things whether or not it was the genuine conviction of his heart.   
No, He is not telling. That makes me mad sometimes. How about you? See that is a genuine reaction that would not be possible had we complete knowledge.

I remember how hard she worked, how much joy she brought to all of us. I remember a time when a young woman came to the church and began attending. She was in very poor health, in fact she would need a heart transplant. Teresa led the charge to raise money for her transplant. She took the only day she had off from her job and held meetings and fundraising events in an attempt to help this woman. Some of her ideas worked some of them did not, but she always did her best. This young woman finally did receive her transplant. It was very successful and as far as I know she is still doing quite well though rather obese. When her health improved her need for the church dissipated and now she has gone on to bigger and better things. Teresa became ill with this massive cancer; she never received a card from this young woman. She never received a visit while in the hospital, nothing. I had the honor of officiating Teresa’s funeral. I scanned the rather large crowd assembled that day. This woman was not present. I don’t understand why Teresa is gone and the other woman is still here. Why? Only God knows and He’s not telling.

It is true, God has an independent streak in him. He doesn’t always do what He’s told. His explanations are not always adequate.

It is also true that any god that required my approval or that could be fully comprehended by a mind as pathetic and small as mine, would certainly be of no use to anyone.  If His ways were not any higher than my ways, if his thoughts were not any higher than my thoughts, what good would He be to anybody? I sure would not be asking him any questions. There are some blind spots that are necessary to make our lives authentic. He is not telling, I can live with that, or I can go drink Lysol, but He’s not telling and that’s the way it is. 
It would leave you speechless when you came into her hospital room. She was so diminished physically that it was impossible not to cry.

A pastor friend of mine who had not seen her for a number of months came to visit her one night shortly before she passed,

He told me that nothing could have prepared him for the shock of seeing her condition. It was alarming and pitiful.

No vessel of Gideon’s army was more broken than she was. I will also say that no more light poured down the hills that night than did the light that poured from her broken vessel. The nurse that took care of her on the night shift has come to God, and has taken Teresa’s place in the church. This nurse has two daughters; they have found God as well, they also have been baptized and filled with the spirit of God. Her light is still shining in some pretty amazing ways to all of us. The pitcher, however, is laying broken and diminished out on Highway 267 beneath a stone which states her epitaph “everybody’s friend”.

CHAPTER 6

Laboratory Faith
Did you ever wonder if it is in you? Did you ever fantasize that you could bleed light like that? Are you the kind that can deny your own ego (the will of the clay) and give yourself utterly to the greater purpose when the moment demands it? Do I have it? You have got to be curious. Maybe we can answer that question. Let’s turn to science.
Experiments are conducted under controlled conditions.  Conditions manufactured to mimic circumstances that naturally occur. This is done in order to discover reaction to various actions and stimuli.

Most experiments began as a theory, speculation as to what would occur if certain circumstances and elements interacted under certain conditions.  Yet, generally speaking, no real faith is placed in these formulas until the experiments have been conducted and these theories have been tested.  These formulas are tested when naturally occurring conditions and interactions have been replicated and observed.

Such is the value of an experiment.  Long before any medication is packaged and marketed, it is extensively tested.  It is tested under artificial conditions contrived to see what the outcome might be in naturally occurring conditions.  You must admit that you probably would not be overly confident in any physician’s prescription if upon prescribing it, the doctor said, “We think this particular medication might be effective for your symptoms according to our best guess or according to our latest computer generated model.” No, that is not what you want to hear.  You want to hear, “We know what it does.  The tests have been completed and this was the outcome.  You can be confident in its benefits and its side effects.”

You have often heard this, “You just don’t know how you will react in this or that situation until you experience it yourself.” Yet most of us are pretty confident.  We say, “I would do this.  I would not do that.  I know what I would do, if these circumstances existed in my life.”  This is conceit.  This is foolhardy.  This is simply mentally generated circumstances and merely your best guess as to what you might do.  However, it seems that most people I know are completely confident that their faith is secure.  I see them panic.  I see them defeated.  I see them devastated, and yes, I see them fall.  I see it all the time.

Before my faith faces the naturally occurring viruses and bacteria of life, before I trust my shield of faith to truly inoculate me from a single fiery dart of Satan, I want it laboratory tested.  I want my weaknesses to be evident.  Yes, I know that God is sufficient but what I need to know is how I will respond.  That is a little different.

Why don’t you bring your faith, bring your religion, and bring your life into the laboratory?  Why not run some tests, albeit under some very controlled conditions? God has given us such a facility. God has given us a method by which we can place our vessel under manufactured stress and pressure.  In such a facility we can pry artificial cracks in our own clay pitcher and observe what shines out or in some cases what oozes out.  Surely you want to know!!!

One such facility exists. It exists in a very obscure location. It is well off the beaten path and in a seldom visited sector of modern Christianity.

When we fast, we experience many effects of this great discipline. Among these many effects is this one. We deliberately place our vessel under stress and pressure very similar to that we would experience in a genuine crisis.

You must admit that it is a bit humorous to suggest that somehow, magically when the signal is given, we will have the ability to break on command, to deny ourselves utterly, when we have been to this point unwilling to tolerate the slightest and most controlled discomfort in the laboratory of fasting. How can we have confidence that we will so freely and completely commit ourselves in the moment of truth, while we’ve crumbled again in the laboratory of fasting by 11:30 in the morning?
I had a headache, a big day, a demanding job blah, blah, blah…. Yet somehow when the time comes, this flesh, which I am powerless against, will be willing to break gracefully?…… come on.

I don’t mean to lecture; however, as a whole I believe that we are very soft and pretty timid. For the most part I believe our visions of great sacrifice and selflessness to be fantasy. I base that opinion on the observation that for the most part, propensity for sacrifice and selflessness has not been demonstrated in controlled conditions. It is therefore difficult to imagine that it will be so in less controlled conditions. They are merely theories that fail repeatedly in the laboratory, and they usually fail by noon.

The life of Jesus cannot possibly shine until we bear in our body the dieing of the Lord Jesus. Let’s face it, that kind of commitment is not likely when we are unwilling to deny ourselves the slightest indulgence, in the most controlled environment. Well, I’m right about that!! 
Fasting is not a means of persuading God to act or not to act against His will.  We’ve all seen the spoiled brat prostrated in the supermarket aisle kicking and convulsing because his minivan driving, suburban, soccer mom will not buy him a five pound bag of skittles. When all else fails he inhales as deeply as possible and holds it in as if to say “I’m going to hold it until I get my way”. I’m holding myself hostage until my demands are met. Skittles, skittles, skittles.

May I pause here for a moment and say, if this is your kid I’m talking about here, go ahead and put this book down for a few minutes.  You have matters to attend to which are much more important at the moment. Discipline that kid!! You can return to this book in short order.  It is ok….I will wait.

Seriously, that is not what fasting does for us.  It is not a heavenly arm twisting we give to God.  It is not a last resort for an unsatisfied Christian.  It is not part of a tantrum we have in order to get our way.

When we fast we traumatize the vessel (the flesh).  We bear in our body the death of the Lord in a very controlled environment. It is extremely important that we master this discipline if we ever expect to fulfill our genuine purpose outside of the laboratory.

The truth is we can carry the most brilliant light in the universe, but if we are not willing to break our vessel on command, the brilliance of this light is wasted.  

Let’s discuss fasting for a moment.  Fasting, among other things, offers us an excellent indicator of the degree of command we have over our vessels.  
The word of GOD insists that we master the appetites of our own body.

1 Thess 4:4

4 That every one of you should know how to possess his vessel in sanctification and honour;
This same word makes assessments of people whose appetites rule them.
Phil 3:19

19 Whose end is destruction, whose God is their belly, and whose glory is in their shame, who mind earthly things.)

  It is in NO WAY an indicator of the brilliance or quality of the light within the vessel.  This is the mistake, I believe, that we often make. We must not view a man’s arrogance or selfishness as an indicator as to the brilliance of the light within him, but rather as what it is. It is a stubborn vessel, a pitcher, reluctant to bear the dying of Jesus in their body, thereby prohibiting the shining of the power within.     
Eph 3:20

20 Now unto him that is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that worketh in us,

“He is ABLE to do exceeding abundantly above what we ask or think according to the power that works in us.  The power in the vessel, working within us; it is limitless, sufficient to confound and defeat any enemy.  The power that works in you, the fire that burns within your earthen vessel is a “marvelous light”, but even this “marvelous light” is completely subject to the willingness of the vessel to break.  Truly the only thing standing between the power that works within you and the things we ask and think is the clay in the vessel.  The reluctance of the vessel to break is in no way indicative of the potency of the power working or the fire burning on the inside.  This is where the practice of self-denial can be so valuable.

You should read the previous paragraph again. It might be the smartest thing I have ever said.

Samson killed more in his death than he did in his entire life.  Samson had great power when the spirit of Jehovah moved on him and he was mighty.  His exploits were legendary; however Samson had a problem with his ego and self-will.  Samson won great battles by sheer might that came with the spirit.  You know about the jaw bone, the foxes’ tails and the city gates. This is spectacular stuff. Samson didn’t see that there was any harm in making a friendly wager with an unfriendly enemy; so complete was his dominance of them.  He had already allowed his ego and selfish appetites to lead him into an affair with a woman who openly fraternized with this enemy.  

So he posed to his enemy a riddle, and made with them a bet.  If they could solve the riddle, he would furnish them with silver and clothing.  If they could not solve the riddle, then they would do the same for him.  

There is virtually nothing at stake in this challenge.  It was all in fun.  No-one could possibly imagine how this little riddle would or could lead to his undoing.  

The Philistines thought and thought yet they could not, through reason solve the riddle.  As a last resort they approached the woman with whom he was having an affair.  They managed to persuade her to attempt to get the answer from her Hebrew boyfriend.  She asked him; he wouldn’t tell. She asked him again; he wouldn’t tell, and so on.  That’s right, you know what happened next.  Yep, she started crying.  She started nagging.  She started badgering him…”you don’t love me….blah, blah, blah.”  Few men can take that for very long, so he told her, just to shut her up. She dried her tears and ran as fast as she could to tell the enemy.  Samson lost the bet.  

Oh well, so Samson lost the bet.  Who cares?  There really wasn’t anything at stake anyway.  He went out, killed a few folks, took their silver, took their clothing, gave it all to the Philistines and honored his bet and was no worse for the wear.  Right?  

The Philistines gained a lot more than a few garments and a little silver.  They learned the weakness of a previously invincible Hebrew.

Samson’s weakness was now exposed.  He cannot bear it when a woman cries, nags and begs over a period of time.  So now they raise the stakes.  Where does his strength lie?  They send a woman, whose name is Delilah to pry this secret from him.  She asked him; he wouldn’t tell.  She asked him again; he wouldn’t tell.  You guessed it!  She began to cry.  She began to nag and beg.  To make a long story short, he told her.  Samson lost his eyes.    This time everything was at stake. They burned out his eyes; they made him a slave, grinding at the mill and a trophy in their pagan temple.

His resolve failed in the laboratory (the riddle), it was no surprise when the same resolve failed when the battle was hot and the conditions were not artificial.

One cannot say he has self control, who is incapable of self denial. According to a recent study, 60% of all Americans are overweight and food has replaced cigarettes for the first time as the number one health problem facing Americans. The ranks of the “morbidly obese” are constantly swelling; pardon the pun. This is the symptom of a self absorbed society that is enslaved to unquenchable appetites. My flesh, if left unchecked simply does what it does best, feed itself and gratify its own appetites. I am not saying that only thin people can fulfill God’s will. It wouldn’t hurt me to lose a pound or two myself. I am, however, saying that a vessel so consumed with itself will never break gracefully, and battles are lost when pitchers don’t break. As I recall “temperance” is listed as a “fruit of the spirit”. The word “temperance” simply means self control. Wanta see if you have it? Try fasting. I don’t mean now because I realize you have plans for dinner tonight. No, not tomorrow; tomorrow is going to be a busy day you’ll need your strength. The next day is Sunday and everyone goes out after service to the buffet, we wouldn’t want to miss the good fellowship. Monday is a good day…. Oh wait…no, no, let’s look at maybe next spring.

CHAPTER 7
 THE DEMAND WE WON’T MAKE

Let’s think about Samson a little bit more;
The scripture states that he slew more in his death than he did in his life.

Let’s look at his death and his life. His life was one of self indulgence, undisciplined and utterly sensual. The answers as to his strength were always available to the enemy; all they needed was the right question. Samson never learned one of the most powerful words in any language; NO!! His answer to everything was YES. He thought that if he wanted it, he should have it. Telling himself “NO” was never an option with him. All they had to do was stumble on to the right question. 

He saw a woman. He said “I want her”. He told his parents to get her for him. They said, “Son, she is one of the enemy”. Yeah, but I want her. “Are there no women of your own people?” they asked. Yeah but I want her. So he got her. He dumped her later for betraying him in the whole riddle thing. He wanted food, so he eats honey from the carcass of a dead lion although it was forbidden by his vows as a Nasserite. He sees another woman. I want her. Her name was Delilah. Samson has always been known for one thing, strength. He did not know that his strength was not in his muscles. It was not in the length of his hair. His strength was not even in his Nasserite vows. His strength was only in his ability to say no to Delilah, which was actually saying “NO” to himself.  
There you have a look at his life.

Now let’s take a look at his death.

The once proud and arrogantly powerful Samson has been humbled. There is something about the grind stone that he pushed in the mill, something about the dry sockets in his skull which allowed only darkness into his mind, which is very humbling. Then you’ve got the constant gloating and belittling mocking of the Philistines to finish the Job of making Samson humble. I have a great appreciation for those who, like Jesus, humble themselves. The scripture states that 
Phil 2:7-8

7 … made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men:

8 And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.

  He made himself of no reputation, took upon himself the nature of servitude,  humbled himself and became obedient unto death.

Humility is much more meaningful when it is chosen, rather than when it is imposed. However, there are few who choose humility when arrogance is available. Few make for themselves no reputation when repute is possible. Few will take servitude when lordship is an option, but it is awesome to watch someone when they do choose these things. When self gratification is the way of the world, someone capable of self denial is truly a spectacle. 

The word NO is a powerful word, particularly when we are willing to say it to ourselves.

 Unfortunately, Samson’s was an imposed humility. Nevertheless, Samson was humbled. Humility, regardless of how it is acquired, is certainly preferable to arrogance and self importance.

Samson is now being led by a child into a great pagan temple for the purpose having yet more humility imposed upon him. They were bringing him in to “make sport of him”. It is here, in this hostile environment that for the first time Samson discovers the secret to real victory. He makes his three final requests, and these three requests are still the outline for real victory today.

Request number one; was a request for position, made of the child who led him.
Judges 16:26

26 And Samson said unto the lad that held him by the hand, Suffer me that I may feel the pillars whereupon the house standeth, that I may lean upon them.

Similar to the battle in the story of Gideon’s army, position was a premium. His first request was made of the child who led him. He asked to be led to the pillars on which the temple rested. He knew that all the power in the world was of no particular value until strategic position was achieved.

Request number two; was a request for power, made of God who empowered him.
Judges 16:28

28 And Samson called unto the LORD, and said, O Lord GOD, remember me, I pray thee, and strengthen me, I pray thee, only this once, O God, that I may be at once avenged of the Philistines for my two eyes.

Just as power is no good without position, position is useless without power. Samson knew that power would have to be granted in order to make his position meaningful.  
Request number three; was a request for self denial, made of himself.
Judges 16:29-30

29 And Samson took hold of the two middle pillars upon which the house stood, and on which it was borne up, of the one with his right hand, and of the other with his left.

30 And Samson said, Let me die with the Philistines. And he bowed himself with all his might; and the house fell upon the lords, and upon all the people that were therein. So the dead which he slew at his death were more than they which he slew in his life.

Request number three was the one request that Samson had never been willing to make. Let me die. It’s not about me anymore. It was the demand he would never make of himself. It was the one ingredient that was always missing in his life. He found it; the missing piece that made victory complete. Until he viewed himself as disposable his power and position profited nothing.
He made a demand of his leader.

He made a demand of his God.

He made a demand of himself.

We seldom have a problem making demands of our leaders.

We certainly have no problem making demands of God.

It is time, if never before, to make this demand of ourselves.
 Let me decrease, that Christ may increase. Remove my ego, my ambition, my self interest from this recipe and see if God can deliver the victory we  all know is possible.  
Let’s take a moment here to reflect on the previous chapter. Fasting is a great way to make this demand on your self. In any case, it is necessary that the ego dies, and it’s always preferable that it die in the laboratory than in the mill.
This book is not another book showing you how to make your life more dynamic. I have not found some secret, obscure, overlooked formula that makes you prosperous. I have not discovered the prayer which magically makes you prosperous or that unlocks any spiritual secrets. Your life could not be more dynamic than it is. There is nothing anyone can do to make the light in you (which John said was the life of men) more impressive. It does not get any better than GOD living inside you. HELLO!! No book you can read (including this one), no prayer you can pray, no seminar to attend, no cassette series, NOTHING can be done to make your life any brighter than it is right now (provided you have His Spirit, His light living within you). We do not need another book telling us how to make the light stronger. We need to make the pitcher weaker. What we need is a willingness to break, to be removed, to be discarded so that dynamic light can shine. I will say again that none of us can say we have self control until we are capable of self denial and can make these trying demands on ourselves.
Luke 9:23-25

23 And he said to them all, If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me.

24 For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: but whosoever will lose his life for my sake, the same shall save it.

25 For what is a man advantaged, if he gain the whole world, and lose himself, or be cast away?

We should familiarize ourselves with the word “No”. Practice using it. Use it on yourself. You will instantly feel the power of it. It is quite a rush.

  A close examination of the following verses from a couple of different translations will drive this point home I hope.
1 John 2:15-17

15 Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him.

16 For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world.

17 And the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the will of God abideth for ever.

Read this same passage from The Living Bible translation. 
1 John 2:15-17

15 Stop loving this evil world and all that it offers you, for when you love these things you show that you do not really love God;
16 for all these worldly things, these evil desires-the craze for sex, the ambition to buy everything that appeals to you, and the pride that comes from wealth and importance-these are not from God. They are from this evil world itself.
17 And this world is fading away, and these evil, forbidden things will go with it, but whoever keeps doing the will of God will live forever. 

TLB 
Self control is the hitch pin to a relationship with God. The love of the Father cannot exist in the absence of self control. Self control cannot exist in the absence of self denial.
I realize that this is not a marketable message that I’m presenting here; but I do believe that the only thing that can keep the light from shining is the unwillingness of the soldier to break the pitcher. Our flesh is a hard thing to rebel against. The flesh believes that it should never be deprived of anything it wants. Discomfort is of necessity evil. Comfort and ease are necessarily good. This mentality is not compatible with the plan that brings victory.
The craze for sex is a large part of what the scripture calls “lust of the flesh”. 
I need not say more. We know that we are in a world awash in sensuality and it must be resisted by anyone professing the love of God. Enough said.
The ambition to buy everything that appeals is included in the phrase “lust of the eyes”.
There is a great deal that should be said here. The church is struggling greatly with materialism.
The materialism that is prevalent in the world of religion today is so contrary to the example set by Jesus and his apostles that I fear we are disqualifying ourselves from ever resembling them in any way. There is no need to take a vow of poverty. To avoid material blessings would serve no purpose, however, to seek them so shamelessly in preference to the kingdom of God is telling.

Chapter 8
Look at Birds and Think About Flowers
Jesus once told us this provocative and interesting story. There are some hidden truths here that we should consider when deciding the priorities in our lives. This story is recorded in Luke chapter eight.
Luke 8:5-14

5 A sower went out to sow his seed: and as he sowed, some fell by the way side; and it was trodden down, and the fowls of the air devoured it.

6 And some fell upon a rock; and as soon as it was sprung up, it withered away, because it lacked moisture.

7 And some fell among thorns; and the thorns sprang up with it, and choked it.

8 And other fell on good ground, and sprang up, and bare fruit an hundredfold. And when he had said these things, he cried, He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.

He went further in verse eleven to explain the meaning of this story.
11 Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God.

12 Those by the way side are they that hear; then cometh the devil, and taketh away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved.

13 They on the rock are they, which, when they hear, receive the word with joy; and these have no root, which for a while believe, and in time of temptation fall away.

14 And that which fell among thorns are they, which, when they have heard, go forth, and are choked with cares and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection.

This is a valuable parable in that it reveals to us some satanic priorities.
It states, in order, the priorities that Satan has for your life and mine. Look closely.

Priority one;

Priority one is to prevent your conversion.
 This is seen in verse twelve. Revealed is his desire to take the word from you before it takes root and brings you to salvation. Funny isn’t it, how we can remember in vivid detail what we had for breakfast last Friday, but cannot remember the message preached two hours ago. In fact usually by the time we get to the car it’s gone. This is not incidental. It is by design. When this thief comes to steal, he does not steal your stereo.  He takes the word out of your heart lest you believe and be saved.

Priority two

Priority two is to cause you to fall away.
This is seen in verse thirteen. If Satan fails in his first priority and we become converted despite his efforts, immediately he moves his focus to priority two, causing you to fall away. This is accomplished through temptation. “For in time of temptation; they fall away”. Don’t fall away.

Priority three;

Priority three is to cause you to be fruitless or ineffective.

Provided that he could not prevent your conversion, and provided he could not cause you to fall away, the third priority is to “choke” you and render you fruitless or ineffective. This is accomplished through “cares, riches and pleasures,” MATERIALISM. Materialism chokes us.
Let’s break this down;

Satan keeps you lost.

Temptation causes backsliding.

Materialism smothers you with care and causes ineffectiveness.  This is what Jesus is teaching in this parable.
It is this third priority that we are dealing with in this book. Materialism consists of cares, riches and pleasures. 

Those who seek riches afflict themselves with worries and cares.

1 Tim 6:10

10 For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.
If you are puzzled as to why we are ineffective as Christians, the answer is most likely materialism.
Inherent in materialism is worry or “cares” which afflicts us with impotence.
Let’s see what Jesus said about the cares associated with this curse.

Matt 6:24-30

24 No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money. Here he disabuses us of the notion that Godliness and materialism can co-exist.
25 "Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? 
26 Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they?
 27 Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

28 "And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. 29 Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. (from New International Version)
The irony is; that the more God blesses us, the less we trust Him. The more He gives us, the less we acknowledge Him. The more we have, the more we trust ourselves and the things that are given us. This is perverted, but it is true. 
We worry about all the things we have, and we think that the answer is to get more things. Somebody help us!
Jesus said look at birds and think about flowers. That’s right, the greatest psychiatrist who ever lived took man onto his couch and peered into his worried, troubled mind and prescribed this as the treatment. ”Behold the fowls of the air” and “consider the lilies of the field”. They fly higher than you do. They smell sweeter than you do. They are clothed more beautifully than you are, and they are not concerned about it. Feed me God. Clothe me Lord.  I’m going to seek something else in my few months on your beautiful earth.
Don’t allow materialism and the cares that go with it to render you fruitless.

  Anytime a preacher talks about materialism, he runs the risk of being pegged as another leech who wants your money. Let me assuage that fear immediately, you bought the book, that’s all I want from you. This plague of materialism facing the church is a genuine threat to our effectiveness now in the church’s most critical moment. 

God told them, “Hey, I’m gonna drop manna every morning. Eat all you want but don’t start piling it up in your tent cause it will start stinking”. So, they of course immediately started piling it up in their tents. You won’t believe what happened then. It started stinking. It became infested with worms and made everything else stink.

Give me a moment here to recount the story of the exodus of the Jews from Egypt. They did not need to search for food, plant crops or hunt game. God gave them manna. They did not need to search for water, dig wells or carry barrels. God gave them a rock that followed them. They did not need to seek direction in the daytime, they had a cloud to go before them, and at night it was fire in the sky providing both light and direction. They did not need to fight battles. God swept their path of all enemies. They did not need to make or mend clothing. God made their clothing durable and adaptable. Basically all they had to do was to lean forward and drop one foot in front of the other. They did not make it.  Amazing!!
They could never make it as long as they had the mentality that focused on the blessing, and would never recognize the one who blesses. 

This mentality was illustrated by the storing of the manna. It all has to do with how we view the blessings of God. Do we view them as something to be hoarded and to be doted over, or do we view them as a means to fuel us to our final destination. As long as we are possessed with piling up the blessing for the sake of piling them up, you will find that they will stink a little worse every day. It is also likely that such a mentality will defeat itself. God could not sweep their path of enough obstacles. He could not bless them enough to get them to the promised land. God does not have the resources to bless us enough to get us to the promised land. We do not need more blessings. We do not need fewer obstacles. What we need to do is get our eyes off of the blessings. Receive them, give thanks, and look forward. They are not the destination, they are the filling stations which are scattered along the road on the way to our greatest moment.
Gain and God have interesting interaction within all of us.
1 Tim 6:5-11

5  …………………………men of corrupt mind, who have been robbed of the truth and who think that godliness is a means to financial gain. 

6.  But godliness with contentment is great gain.

7.  For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. 8.  But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.
 9.  People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. 
10.  For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

11.  But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness. 

(from New International Version)
This is quite an indictment of the gospel of greed that is being preached in the world of commercial Christianity today.

We are convinced that the great apostle must have gotten the equation backward here. The scripture says;

Godliness + Contentment = Great Gain

We, however, are persuaded that it should be more like this. 
Godliness + Great Gain = Contentment
We are simply confused by “corrupt minds” as to which is the factor and which is the sum. Notice that the “Great Gain” part does not appear in the middle of the equation, (it is not a factor) it is at the end of the equation (it is the sum). The sum is the conclusion of all factors. If you and I can be concerned with the sum, with the ultimate victory, and not so much about the fate of (flesh) factor, victory will be unavoidable. Gideon’s focus must be the success of he overall plan (the sum), not simply with the well being of the pitcher. 

This little poem that I wrote when I was twenty years old points out the difference between true contentment and the mere acceptance of our limitations. 
Is contentment so great
Or is it nothing more

Than disguising the hate

we have of each closed door?

Are we painting stripes on the pole that pierces our soul with pain?

Thinking the pain in our chest will somehow be less if decoratively slain.

Praying our futile trust its brutal thrust has slown,

Pretending to choose discreetly to lose what we can’t in reality own.
Some resent limitations. Some embrace restraint. The difference is very important.
Even our vocabulary reflects our egocentric, pitcher oriented priority system.

Here’s a test.  Read this verse and see what it means to you.

Rom 8:28

28 And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.

What does this verse mean to you? I think I know roughly the way most folks think concerning this verse.

My question could be better asked this way. Which word in this verse is the key to its meaning? Go ahead, examine this verse carefully, then I will tell you on the next page what I think is the key word.

PAGE TURN
The key word is the word “good”.

This word “good” has a particular meaning to us. It  means something entirely different to God.

To us the word “good” means prosperity, pleasant, comfort, delightful rewards. It tells us that everything will eventually turn out to our liking. 

To God the word”good” has a very simple and different meaning. It simply means the opposite of EVIL.

In God’s lexicon, there is good and then there is evil.

In our lexicon, there is good and then the things we don’t like.

Let’s recite the same verse employing God’s definition of the word.

All things in our lives work together for the opposition of evil if we love God and answer his call.

That is not what you want to hear is it?
Birds, flowers. Flowers, birds ,birds, birds flowers, birds birds flowers.
CHAPTER 9
Can You Embrace This
Back to the battle now. You remember the torches and the trumpets and the pitchers.  The broken pitchers were the only things that were left in the hills surrounding the valley. Once their purpose had been served they are discarded.  I am aware that this does not sound terribly appealing to many.  You must however consider the company you are in when you are among the broken. The broken pieces lying around you belong to John the Baptist, the aged and seasoned Simon Peter, who after a life of fearless service was executed as an invalid in a hideous brutal fashion.  He was little more than a nursing home resident. The shards of pottery laying to the other side, discarded and weather beaten and partially buried belong to a world class Pharisee, a lawyer, a judge, a doctor, a Jew, a Roman, a teacher, a warrior become tent maker, whose life , an awfully impressive vessel to be sure, dusting itself off once asked, “Who art thou Lord?”  I am Jesus, came the reply.  Blind and confused, standing in the middle of the road he asked,”What would you have me do?”

That was the day it all changed.  That’s how he got here.  That’s how these pieces of a once proud vessel got scattered so unceremoniously on the battle field of history.  He did say, even as he was breaking and ready to be offered that it was a good fight, and that his course was completed.  He was certain that he had carried the light to the exact place it needed to be.  I am ready now to be offered, so there he lays another pitcher, used and discarded, broken, beheaded and persuaded at the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed in us. God’s glory has been, is and will be revealed in these pitchers.

Now to those to whom this prospect does not appeal, you are not alone.  Centuries have passed, apostles, infidels, politicians, preachers, philosophers, CEOs , athletes and intellectuals, convinced of man’s higher purpose, persuaded of a greater cause have yet to reveal it. It is all vanity and it vexes my spirit.  Continually their reports read.

Men are desperate to find that hidden purpose; they all break just the same.  I guess it’s what we carry and where we carry it that makes the fight good and the course complete.  I can embrace this. Can you? We all break, yet few regard it as their purpose.  “For this cause, came I,” I believe was the quote. This is his finest moment.  Look closer!  He is not perplexed, not in despair, nor does he consider himself forsaken. He just lays there in all his pieces, waiting, groaning with all creation for the adoption, to wit the redemption of the body.  

If you and I can accept this and embrace this we will the pressure of performance wick lift. The pressure of competing with all those around us will lift. The drive to impress, the anxiety driven by unbridled ambition will cease. The peace that you always thought should be in a Christian’s life will finally arrive in yours.

May it not be that the abundance of things which I posses be that which constitutes my life. May it not be greed that inspires my labor, nor self indulgence nor the praise of others, it cannot be. I can embrace this plan. It is what I was built for. God help me to be faithful in it. 
CHAPTER 10
Redemption of the body
Some were worth 15 cents, some 2 cents, some 5 cents. Once they had carried grape Nehi to where it was supposed to go, they were simply pitched out the window and discarded.  As children, my brother and I would leave our house walking, without a cent on our way to the country store that stood right between two sets of railroad tracks.  I would usually get a Chico stick, a Baby Ruth, some chips and on a good day, a little something to drink.  What a feast!  And those candy cigarettes made us feel tough on the walk back home.  I always believed they were made of the same stuff as the little hearts that said “kiss me”. The ones we used to get on Valentines Day, but I never could prove it.  Frustrating!!  

We bought all of that with discarded bottles that we would find along the roadside on the way to the store.  Grape Nehi, Strawberry Crush and good old Coke.  They were in the road ditches; and here’s a little secret that I’ll let you in on….seeing as how you are taking time to read this book…..one word…….culverts.  They are gold mines!!  Somebody throws out a bottle, there comes a little rain, washes everything down the stream into these culverts.  All kinds of stuff gets caught up in those things.  I never told my brother this; it has been my secret all these years.  They were in culverts and road ditches.  Caught in the thickets of old fence rows, some were half buried in mud.  They would just lay there until some little kid who saw their value would come by and dig them out.  They had one word printed on them that made it all worthwhile.  That word was REDEEMABLE.
 1 Cor 15:43-44

43 It is sown in dishonour; it is raised in glory: it is sown in weakness; it is raised in power:

44 It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual body.

 That which is sown (or discarded) in weakness shall be raised in power, sown in corruption raised in incorruption……

Blessed is he that is not offended in me.

Matt 11:2-6

2 Now when John had heard in the prison the works of Christ, he sent two of his disciples,

3 And said unto him, Art thou he that should come, or do we look for another?

4 Jesus answered and said unto them, Go and shew John again those things which ye do hear and see:

5 The blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them.

6 And blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in me.
Prisons play tricks on people. The isolation and the darkness, the loneliness can easily morph into self pity, and self pity into profound doubt. Doubt in things of which we were so previously certain.

John the Baptist was so persuaded that the direction of his life was correct, that at one point he proclaimed clearly that Jesus was the one for whom they had waited. John stated plainly as he saw Christ,”Behold the lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world”.

Prison shakes that certainty. The prospect of execution at the hands of an unjust system tends to muddy the water a bit. John says, “Tell me again that I’ve done the right thing with my life. Maybe he was not as great as I thought he was, maybe I was worthy to buckle his shoes after all. Maybe I should have been more pragmatic in the way I chose to invest my life”.

The Christ said go show John again the same things he saw before,

These are the things that John had seen before.

The blind receive their sight.

The lame walk.   
The lepers are cleansed.
The deaf hear.

The dead are raised up.

The poor have the gospel preached unto them.

All of these things appear very convincing on one side of the prison bars, and not so cut and dried on the other side of those bars.

Jesus closed his message to John by saying this; “Blessed is he that is not offended in me”. What is offensive about the blind seeing or the lame walking or the lepers being cleansed or the deaf hearing or the poor having the gospel preached to them? The answer is obvious, nothing. It was the rather unceremonious way with which he had been discarded that was difficult to understand.
You mean it was all about the light and not at all about the pitcher? Yeah, that’s right, that is the battle plan.

Can you handle this? Is this offensive to you? You are certainly blessed if you are not offended by this.

It is a good thing to be used by God I suppose.  It seems to me to be a noble Christian goal.  We would all like to shine like a torch or perhaps blare like the trumpet.  There are few, however, who envision themselves playing the disposable role of the pitcher.  Yet, there is not a cause for which we are more perfectly suited.  Spend your few years if you wish searching for that great elusive cause; that cause more worthy of your talents.  I suggest, however, you accept and embrace the path of the pitcher.  To be used would be great. You know, that would rank you right up there with Balaam’s donkey, Jonah’s whale, Judas Iscariot and Pharaoh.  I guess that God uses all kinds of things and people for all kinds of purposes. Those who carry his light are greater however. It amounts to more than simply being used. It is intimate and ultimately meaningful. To be used of God is to be held in his hand as a tool, to be subject to his will either willingly or through coercion.  To be a pitcher is exceedingly more intimate than this. It is to hold him, to harbor him, to transport him, then to release him selflessly. If you are seeking greater intimacy with God; consider the path of the pitcher, the path of self denial. Try wrapping your otherwise meaningless life around the torch and like the prophet Jeremiah, feel the heat of fire in your bones. That will be when you will know for sure that you have found your purpose. This remarkable intimacy acquaints him with the earthen vessel, so be certain that he has read the print. Though these vessels become broken and discarded and for all the world they appear distressed and in despair, forsaken and destroyed; these are the vessels that bore about in them the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life of Jesus might be manifest in them. REDEEMABLE, a vessel of honor to be desired of God, to be recovered from road ditches of obscurity and resurrected from the culverts of history.

Room 8-9-10-11 a slight peck on the door. I remember that sad little room alright. It was in the town where I grew up. I always knew what to expect while in that room, even if she didn’t remember my name.

Sometimes I was me. The last time I was there I was John. John.. John… Is that you John? No, mamaw this is ole Dan. John? She insists. No, this is Danny. We’ve come to see you mamaw. How are you today? Oh John, the Lord’s been good to me. He’s always been so good to me.  
She was always one to speak, albeit with a limited vocabulary. She looked for opportunities to tell you all about the God that had meant so much to her for so long. I must confess, however, that I cannot remember very much of what she said. The thing I really remember is the voice. I still hear it today. It owns part of my brain. Ole Dan, good ole Dan, sweet ole Dan, or some variation of this is what she always called me. I remember her trembling hands scratching in her little dollar store, vinyl change purse trying to find a few cents to give to us. That, I suppose is the most accurate vision of her. That memory best represents all of the memories I have of her. It is the most representative of her life. She was always scratching and scraping to give. She never had any intention of accumulating anything. She had such an accurate view of her purpose. She was a pitcher and she knew it, and she liked it. She was always scratching to give to God, to give to her family, to give to everyone.  She was brilliant, though not eloquent. She could lift the world right off your shoulders, though she was feeble and weak. She had no talent of which I knew anything, yet she was gifted so, that she could take a depressed, lonely teenager and sell him on the prospect that he was the only young man in all of God’s world. She never even owned a car or learned to drive, yet she could take you anywhere you wanted to go with the prayers that echoed up and down Maple Street.  I remember the light that shined from her every time she was struck. She was stricken often. 
My Grandfather lived in the same small town as me during my entire childhood, yet I never knew him, or even knew what he looked like. If we ever met I did not know him, and I doubt that he knew me. I saw him one time that I recall. He was dying on a hospital bed. “This is your grandpa, son,” my mother told me. I didn’t know him and he didn’t know me, and it really didn’t matter. I would not miss him and I had not been cheated, I had been spared. I knew what kind of man he was. Mamaw had always been enough for me.   
When I was a young child I prayed some pretty foolish prayers. God is thankfully too smart to answer them. When I was young I would pray that God would allow her to outlive me. She was born in the year 1900. I was born in the year 1965, so do the math. In order for her to outlive me, I would have to die a very young man. It was so difficult to imagine how life would be for me after she was gone; that I thought that maybe it would be best if I didn’t find out. So I prayed that I would die before she did. I know, that was really stupid, and God was far too kind to answer such a foolish, childish prayer, as sincere as it was. 
I grew up a little; and my prayers changed.  I was always aware that she would not live for ever and that soon she would not be there. It’s like I started dreaded it from the moment I was born. Even when I was extremely young, this knowledge was a constant source of dread. Nevertheless, I came to accept that she was old, and that I had better try to hang around for a while, even if it meant having to see her die. So, as I accepted this reality I began to pray that God would, you know, sort of micro-manage her demise, kinda  just see to it that she doesn’t suffer too much.
I, as a young man had periodically attended a nursing home outreach service that was provided by our local church. I sat in a room with cinderblock walls. They had been painted yellow and decorated with leaves that had been cut from red, orange and yellow construction paper by the residents and taped to the walls. Grumpy, unhappy cafeteria workers with stained uniforms mashed up English peas as those lonely veterans of life watched Donahue. I saw some of the most depressing sights in that place and smelled the smells of once productive, independent people who had lost independence and dignity. I prayed, Jesus at the very least, please do not allow her to lose her dignity and the grace which had defined her for so long. Let her leave this world with her head held high. She fought her fight. She finished her course. She kept her faith.

What a fight it was. It was a fight with the poverty of the great depression, with the bruises of a drunk who possessed her family, with the challenges of raising nine children under the constant abuse of this coward. She fought with more circumstances and limitations than I can list here.
She found the Lord on the banks of the Saline River under the tent of a traveling preacher. God filled her with the light of His Holy Spirit there in that tent, and every time she was struck the light in her life became brighter. She bore about in her body the dying of the Lord Jesus and the life of Jesus was made manifest in her mortal body. She died in December of 1993.

My mother was the youngest of those nine children. John was the youngest of the boys. So, I didn’t mind being John there in room 11 of that same nursing home. She came to the place that no-one could give her the care she needed. So, as she declined both physically and mentally that unhappy place is where she ended up. Bleak yellow walls, the construction paper leaves are gone and now snow flakes cut from paper plates have taken their place, it’s December 1993. You may think that God had failed to answer another prayer. He had not. 

I never thought that a ninety three year old woman, wearing diapers, calling me John, could be described as graceful and dignified; but she was. That light was so bright and it was constantly being drawn from her broken shell. She always had a peculiar way of clapping her hands. We grandchildren tried often to mimic it many times growing up. I got to see it one last time only moments before she died. She was singing an old congregational that we had sang many times as children and clapping those feeble hands in that unique way. She sang, “Won’t we have a time when we get over yonder,
  Won’t we have a time when we get over yonder,
  Won’t we have a time when we get over yonder,

  Ohh, won’t we have a time!

  We’ll sing and shout and dance about when we get over yonder……….”
As her light has made its way down through the hills onto the battlefield, it has certainly been magnified and compounded. She never preached a single sermon, but because of her I have preached thousands of them. Today, there is a thriving, growing church here in this town where I pastor. There is a great church on down the freeway an hour or so away, where my brother is pastor. My other brother teaches young people to love the God of Mamaw. There is a great church in the city of Toronto, Ontario, Canada, where my cousin pastors. There is a great church in Oklahoma where another cousin pastors. There is a great church just northeast of here, about 2 hours away, my cousin and her husband pastor, and another in Arizona where my uncle teaches and writes. There are thousands of people, perhaps tens of thousands, including you if you are reading this book to whom her light still shines. It shines not because of any great talent, she had none. Not because of any notable accomplishments as men would see it; she had none. She was amazing in her ability to give and to sacrifice, and her breaking was an amazing spectacle of some decades.  
We all groan within ourselves. Me and mom and Dad, uncle and brother and cousin with all creation awaiting the adoption, to wit, the redemption of the body. We all saw it printed all over her as they lowered her into the earth. REDEEMABLE.           

Carry the light. We do not choose the time or method in which we break.  We can only carry it today. Carry it with as much grace as you can.  Never become petty and resentful about it, and try not to be offended in Him. This light is seen from heaven, concealed from earth and carried until the time of heavens choosing, then released back into eternity. Cherish the opportunity to do so.  

Chapter 11
My offering

Now that you have taken the time to read virtually this entire book, I will tell you, you would have been better served to have read the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes very carefully.
The book of Ecclesiastes is an amazing document. It was written by the wisest, wealthiest man to ever live. Solomon identifies this book of his as being the recorded results of a giant experiment.   
Every experiment has a laboratory of some form. Solomon’s laboratory was a place he called “under the sun”(translation; on earth). This is a phrase repeated throughout the book. This is where all his tests took place. This phrase excludes heaven and everything celestial. “Under the sun” includes only the terrestrial. The things that were tested in this laboratory were money, power, entertainment, sex, education, alcohol, food, art, labor, houses, gardens and orchards among many other things. The tests were to determine what effect these various substances have on humans. 
There is another phrase that appears with equal frequency in the book of Ecclesiastes. That phrase is this “Vanity and vexation of spirit” 
(translation; worthless and troubling). Everything, he says is vanity and vexation of spirit. That would be very depressing if it had not been for the phrase “under the sun” which lets us know by implication that there are things that are not “under the sun”, that are not included in the worthless and troubling category. It is essential that we learn to distinguish between the worthless and troubling things which constitute the things under the sun, and the priceless and permanent things that are implied in Solomon’s book.
Certainly, one greater than Solomon is here. We have been afforded things greater than the things “under the sun”. We are allowed to sit together in heavenly places with Christ Jesus. Through Jesus Christ we have a view into these things heavenly and hopeful. These are things that we often jeopardize in favor of the worthless troubling things.  

I seriously recommend that everyone who is able to read, read the book of Ecclesiastes slowly, carefully and often.

You might ask what conclusions Solomon reached as a result of this great experiment.

Eccl 12:13

13 Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of man.
It is perhaps demoralizing to some to think that there is no grander purpose. Take it from the man who had the means and the opportunity to fully explore and pursue every cause, every purpose “under the sun” as well as the intellect to comprehend the value of such things. Accept his assessment that it is all worthless and troubling, unfulfilling, and pointless. 

Victory or defeat is not the pitcher’s to be had. The pitcher is dispensable, the light is not.  The light wins the battle. The clay vessel merely carries the light.

Just fear Him and do His will and allow Him to decide what becomes of the vessel. I trust Him, oh for grace to trust Him more.
As the great apostle stated the week of his breaking, “I am now ready to be offered”. This was such an amazing, impressive proclamation. “Offered”. Think about that word a moment. Not unlike any one of the millions of bulls, goats, sheep, pigeons, doves and barnyard animals of all kinds that bled for centuries on the altars of Israel. In fact, the offering that he was referencing here was the drink offering.

The drink offering was nothing more than a concoction of wine and spices that was poured out over the sacrifice of the lamb or other sacrifices. 

Its purpose was simply to make the lamb smell a little better, to make the sacrifice of the Lamb of God more palatable to the world. 
Paul the great missionary, apostle, teacher, thinker, author, viewed his life as a collection of experiences, as a body of work, as a concoction consisting of revivals and stonings, hearings with kings and shipwrecks with convicts, thorns in his flesh and things that cannot be uttered, of perils of false brethren and the third heaven, the whipping post and the heavenly places with Christ Jesus. When the last experience was added to the mix, he took a whiff and said “Ah yes, this thing is ready to be poured out”. The blend was right. I hope you get this. The whole purpose in assembling all these ingredients was so that at the proper time they could be poured out. It was not the gathering of these ingredients that was sacred. It was the pouring that was sacred. It was the pouring that sweetened the scent of the sacrifice. The pouring is the purpose. 

I suppose that if he had assembled all these ingredients and left them in the vessel, it would probably be, oh let’s see, worthless and troubling. There is only one way this fight could be “good”. That is when it is poured. 

Too often, we want to collect all the ingredients of life, particularly the pleasant things, and hoard them in the vessel with the assumption that  life consists of the abundance of ingredients in the vessel. In actuality, this collection is worthless and troubling, frustrating and maddening until it is poured upon the LAMB.
1 John 2:16 warned us to beware of the three things that are in the world. They are these; Lust, greed and pride. The first two of these instincts, (lust and greed) are the unquenchable appetites for sex and money, which no human to date has been able to satisfy. Any urge that can not be satisfied must be counteracted; otherwise it will devour its host. The lust that would consume you must be counteracted with an urge of greater force, with a lust that is contrary to it.

Read this carefully:

Gal 5:16-24

16 This I say then, Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lust of the flesh.

17 For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: and these are contrary the one to the other: so that ye cannot do the things that ye would.

18 But if ye be led of the Spirit, ye are not under the law.

19 Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness,

20 Idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, variance, emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies,

21 Envyings, murders, drunkenness, revellings, and such like: of the which I tell you before, as I have also told you in time past, that they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God.

22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith,

23 Meekness, temperance: against such there is no law.

24 And they that are Christ's have crucified the flesh with the affections and lusts.

Ego and lust must be counteracted by something in our lives. This lust is counteracted by more lust. The scripture tells us that the spirit is capable of lust as well as the flesh is. One lust must be gratified and one of them must be denied. The spirit’s lust will deprive the flesh and will impose humility on the otherwise arrogant disposition of man.
  God calls us to voluntary humility, He calls us to self denial and self control, which is essential in order for His spirit to shine from us. 

Do not fear, rather embrace hardships. They make our lives authentic. Do not dread death. Rather, let us focus on transporting the light to the place it needs to be. Let it be our ambition, our new lust, and the lust of the spirit. Seeing that we have the prerogative to put our affections any place we please, shall we place our affections on things that are above?
Col 3:2-3

2 Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth.

3 For ye are dead, and your life is hid with Christ in God.

 Let the weakness of our mortal vessel be the very thing that draws the hidden, eternal light from our hearts. Nothing else can draw it out of us, so let’s glory in our infirmities, through which our strength and position becomes meaningful. Remember that Samson’s power and position was meaningless until he was willing to sacrifice himself, until he was willing to remove his own ambition and desire. That is the moment his strength became perfect and complete.

2 Cor 12:9

9 And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.

The third instinct 1 John 2:16 warns us of is pride. 

Pride is a cheap imitation of satisfaction. It is the natural outgrowth of, and response to, living a life devoted to scratching the unscratchable itch of lust and greed. God will resist this. It has been made clear in scripture that a life self absorbed and self interested is incompatible to the point of enmity with God. It has been made clear that a true walk with God is not improbable but rather impossible with a man or woman whose interest is such.    
1 Peter 5:5-6

5 ……………………, all of you be subject one to another, and be clothed with humility: for God resisteth the proud, and giveth grace to the humble.
6 Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you in due time:

If your life lacks purpose, if the satisfaction of your accomplishments is as illusive in your life as it is in mine, consider pouring the worthless and the troubling drink of your life on the priceless and peaceful lamb. Let us sacrifice for others, deny ourselves a little, devote the temporary to the eternal, let the pieces of the pitcher fall where they may, and trust him more.           
This has been the purpose of this book, to perhaps cause us to reconsider the value of our lives. Where does it lie? The value of my life is not estimable until it given, offered, completed. There is only one position from which a course can be judged as finished, or a fight can be judged as good,  or a faith can be judged as kept. That position is the position of being offered.
The gathering of the ingredients is valueless save they be poured out. I hope I can live out this conviction in my own life. I hope I am never so distracted by my own desires as to think it is about anything else. This requires trust.   

‘Tis so sweet to trust in Jesus Hmmmmm hmmmmm hmmm…….. 
This song comes to my heart. The button lights up, the doors close, the floor moves again; Ground level. Where’s my car? Oh for grace to trust him more.
THE END
John 12:23-26

23 And Jesus answered them, saying, The hour is come, that the Son of man should be glorified.

24 Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.

25 He that loveth his life shall lose it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal.

26 If any man serve me, let him follow me; and where I am, there shall also my servant be: if any man serve me, him will my Father honour.
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