
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Facing Loss

			By D. Ray Davis.
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				Preface

			
			My name is D. Ray Davis, and I ex­pe­ri­enced ter­ri­ble loss on Feb­ru­ary 18, 2019 when my wife, Kim, died un­ex­pect­ed­ly. Mine is a sto­ry of both loss and lessons of hope learned on this long and un­want­ed jour­ney.

			[image: D. Ray and Kim Davis together.] Kim and I were mar­ried on Ju­ly 30, 1983, and we en­joyed life to­geth­er for more than thir­ty-five years. We were blessed with three chil­dren and five grand­chil­dren. Our life was not de­void of sor­row, but our life was good. We were emp­ty-nesters and en­joy­ing a new phase in life with adult chil­dren and the won­der­ful gift of grand­chil­dren.

			Af­ter loss, I set out to heal which led me to jour­nal­ing. Be­fore long, I was learn­ing im­por­tant lessons. Coun­selors en­cour­aged me to share my lessons with oth­ers. I rec­og­nize I have a stew­ard­ship with what’s been en­trust­ed to me. So, I em­bark on a jour­ney to share lessons of hope learned on my un­want­ed jour­ney as I have faced loss.

			As you join me on this jour­ney, re­mem­ber these chap­ters are a retelling of my sto­ry chron­i­cled in my jour­nal. I choose to in­vest these lessons learned be­tween Feb­ru­ary 2019 and Au­gust 2021 to help oth­ers on their jour­neys. I be­gan re­leas­ing these en­tries over a year af­ter Kim’s death on Fac­ing Loss.

		
	
		
			
				Welcome to My Intense Schoolhouse—An Introduction

			
			This is awk­ward.

			For a year now, I’ve been writ­ing—jour­nal­ing, pro­cess­ing, and ram­bling. I’ve been writ­ing about my jour­ney in­to fac­ing loss, and now I’m about to share it pub­licly.

			So why is that so awk­ward? Be­cause in an iron­ic twist I’m step­ping in­to Kim’s are­na of ex­per­tise. She was the gift­ed writ­er; I was her loy­al ad­mir­er.

			Ab­surd.

			How­ev­er, I am step­ping in­to this new realm of writ­ing for sev­er­al rea­sons:

			
					
					I was com­pelled to write to process my loss per­son­al­ly. My son-in-law, Michael, and daugh­ter, Emi­ly, gave me a jour­nal the week Kim died. I have jour­naled to heal. I have ram­bled to pour out my heart’s pain. I’ve pressed in­to the truth of the gospel. I read a lot of books about grief. How­ev­er, now in writ­ing, I put my own flesh on grief.

				

					
					Trust­ed coun­selors en­cour­aged me to cap­ture my in­sights and lessons learned. My writ­ing—orig­i­nal­ly for my own heal­ing—is a col­li­sion of jour­nal­ing, ram­bling, in­sights, ex­pe­ri­ences, and lessons that poured forth in­to and from me as I walked this dif­fi­cult jour­ney.

				

					
					I met a coun­selor at a work event who asked to see my ram­blings. Af­ter he read a few en­tries, he said I should share them and not wor­ry about pol­ish­ing the con­tent. Soon­er rather than lat­er. Get it out there. My ex­pe­ri­ence, in its painful raw form in the con­text of hope, could help oth­ers.

				

					
					I don’t want to waste my jour­ney of loss. It’s been too high a price to pay to waste the lessons and keep them to my­self. I want to en­cour­age oth­ers to face loss and not to be tempt­ed to side­step, di­min­ish, or min­i­mize their loss. I need to com­fort oth­ers with the com­fort with which I’ve been com­fort­ed (2 Corinthi­ans 1:3–4).

				

					
					We over­come by the word of our tes­ti­mo­ny ac­cord­ing to Rev­e­la­tion 12:11. A tes­ti­mo­ny is a bright spot in a dark world. A tes­ti­mo­ny is a pic­ture of the gospel in a per­son’s life. A tes­ti­mo­ny de­liv­ers an­cient truths in a con­tem­po­rary life. I share my tes­ti­mo­ny of fac­ing loss to tes­ti­fy to God’s good­ness through the eter­nal gospel of Je­sus in my tem­po­ral, sin­gu­lar ex­pe­ri­ence.

				

					
					I val­ue open­ness—trans­paren­cy. We, in the church, don’t talk a lot about grief. I want to share my jour­ney to pre­pare oth­ers for what in­evitably will come to ev­ery per­son. Loss is uni­ver­sal, mul­ti­fac­eted, and per­va­sive. We can­not con­trol what hap­pens to us, but we can con­trol how we re­spond to what hap­pens to us. So, let’s talk about it open­ly. I choose to stew­ard my ex­pe­ri­ence (1 Corinthi­ans 4:2).

				

					
					While Pe­ter re­ferred to those times when we suf­fer for the sake of right­eous­ness, his ad­mo­ni­tion to be pre­pared to give an an­swer is valid for me dur­ing grief, as well. As my son, Paul, stat­ed af­ter read­ing some of my en­tries, “We won­dered what was go­ing on in­side your mind. It’s good to know how you were re­al­ly do­ing.” Some­times, things go with­out say­ing, but I de­cid­ed this is not one of those times. I need to share about the hope in me while fac­ing loss (1 Pe­ter 2:15).

				

					
					I al­so want to shine a light on the an­swer to the ques­tion, “Is Je­sus enough, even dur­ing loss?” I want to com­mu­ni­cate the rich na­ture of such a jour­ney in the very re­al and re­lent­less pain.

				

					
					Last­ly, I re­al­ized I could not hon­or Kim P. Davis, the writ­er, in any bet­ter man­ner than to take up a pen and write about what her life—and now her ab­sence—has taught me. My chil­dren—Paul (and Bren­nan), Emi­ly (and Michael), and Trevor (and Emi­ly)—have en­cour­aged me to hon­or her in this man­ner.

				

			

			
				
					“The Lord God has giv­en me the tongue of those who are taught, that I may know how to sus­tain with a word him who is weary. Morn­ing by morn­ing he awak­ens; he awak­ens my ear to hear as those who are taught.” Isa­iah 50:4
				

			

			And with that in­tro­duc­tion, I wel­come you to walk with me on my un­want­ed jour­ney, Fac­ing Loss. It’s a jour­ney filled with lessons of pain and loss cou­pled with faith and hope. I as­pire to an­swer the ques­tion, “What does it look like to face loss, mourn well, and stand on the hope of the gospel.” At least in one life.

			Mark Vroe­gop, in Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy, ex­plains that, “Lament is the hon­est cry of a hurt­ing heart wrestling with the para­dox of pain and the prom­ise of God’s good­ness.” I want to face loss and press in­to the prom­ise of God’s good­ness. Lament leads us to God and not away from him.

			
				“Sor­row is a school, and we meet it as we should on­ly when we learn the lessons and go out fit­ted for be­ing a rich­er bless­ing in the world.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			A South African proverb states, “Some hard­ships teach.” In­deed. God has tak­en me in­to an in­tense school­house this past year. As I ap­proach and pass the first an­niver­sary of Kim’s death, I de­sire to stew­ard the jour­ney that has been en­trust­ed to me. I de­sire to pass these lessons on for oth­ers who may be weary from the pain of loss.

			
				
					“… if in­deed you con­tin­ue in the faith, sta­ble and stead­fast, not shift­ing from the hope of the gospel that you heard …” Colos­sians 1:23
				

			

			
				“We don’t have to like the process of be­ing ‘schooled,’ but if we want to be joy­ful, it’s es­sen­tial that we keep our­selves open to what God has to teach us.” Boyd Bai­ley, The Spir­i­tu­al Life of a Lead­er

			

			
				“Thou hast taught me to say, it is well …” Ho­r­a­tio G. Spaf­ford, “It Is Well With My Soul”

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				My Story of Staggering Loss

			
			On Feb­ru­ary 18, 2019, I re­ceived a text mes­sage at 12:48 p.m. from Leigh Ann Fort while I was in a lunch meet­ing with Scott Logs­don, a col­league. Three sim­ple words be­gan to un­fold my un­want­ed jour­ney:

			“Come home im­me­di­ate­ly.”

			Scott and I had fin­ished lunch and were about to get a cup of cof­fee across the park­ing lot at Wil­low Lawn Shop­ping Cen­ter to con­tin­ue our dis­cus­sion. Con­cerned, I told him I need­ed to call Leigh Ann. Leigh Ann an­swered and was cry­ing, and I was told Kim had col­lapsed and paramedics were at my house. She told me to come home. Scott prayed for me, and I rushed home.

			Hon­est­ly, the full weight and sever­i­ty of what I was fac­ing was pre­vent­ed from cav­ing in on me. It was as if, now in ret­ro­spect, I was par­ti­tioned off from re­al­i­ty. There was a sense of alarm, and there was a heavy weight to the mo­ment, of course. I had to get home and now.

			I drove in si­lence for the next twen­ty-plus min­utes. I did not know what to think and, in fact, I was pre­vent­ed from think­ing much. It was as if a lov­ing, car­ing God—in pro­tec­tive grace—put a bub­ble of pro­tec­tion around me. I do re­mem­ber two fleet­ing thoughts that passed quick­ly through my mind. Nei­ther lodged. The first was about what sort of long-term care was go­ing to be need­ed for my wife if some­thing se­ri­ous was wrong with her. The sec­ond thought, “Why haven’t they called me to tell me where they are tak­ing her?,” was pushed aside.

			
				
					“Trust in him at all times, O peo­ple; pour out your heart be­fore him; God is a refuge for us.” Psalm 62:8
				

			

			I ar­rived at my house to be es­cort­ed to my den and im­me­di­ate­ly to my couch. Leigh Ann sat to my left. With­out any de­lay, a po­lice of­fi­cer or para­medic an­nounced to me, “We are sor­ry to have to in­form you that your wife has passed away.” I fell on Leigh Ann’s shoul­der and be­gan to cry in dis­be­lief.

			Af­ter some min­utes—I have no idea how long—I sat up. Ev­ery­one else had left the room, and Leigh Ann told me lat­er that I ex­claimed out loud, “Is this re­al?”

			A jour­ney had be­gun. It was un­want­ed, but it was un­avoid­able. Even­tu­al­ly, calls were made to my chil­dren. I can­not be­lieve I had to make such calls to in­form them that we lost their mom. I called Kim’s par­ents, an­oth­er hor­ri­ble call to make. No par­ent should lose a child, def­i­nite­ly not two. Har­ry and Ka­tre­na have lost their two el­dest chil­dren pre­ma­ture­ly. It’s just not nat­u­ral.

			I made the de­ci­sion—with my chil­dren and with Kim’s par­ents—to ask for an au­top­sy. This was a dif­fi­cult de­ci­sion. But it was the right thing to do. We need­ed to know as much as pos­si­ble about the cause of Kim’s death. It was nec­es­sary, but it was a de­ci­sion no man should have to make about the body of his beloved wife. Painful.

			The next week was a steady stream of friends and fam­i­ly pay­ing their re­spects and of­fer­ing their sup­port. I was over­whelmed with the out­pour­ing of love and sup­port at the vis­i­ta­tion that led up to the fu­ner­al.

			At the fu­ner­al, I read por­tions of Proverbs 31 sur­round­ed by our chil­dren. It was painful­ly dif­fi­cult but nec­es­sary to hon­or Kim in that way. As my chil­dren sup­port­ed me, I stood to share ex­cerpts of some eleven vers­es. Here’s one ex­cerpt of what I read:

			
				
					“An ex­cel­lent wife who can find? She is far more pre­cious than jew­els. The heart of her hus­band trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain. She does him good, and not harm, all the days of her life.” Proverbs 31:10–12
				

			

			Af­ter read­ing the whole pas­sage, I con­tin­ued my com­ments:

			“These words, and so many more, de­scribe my wife. She, how­ev­er, would want you to know why. She be­came a Proverbs 31 wom­an on­ly be­cause He be­came flesh and dwelt among us, paid a debt she owed, re­deemed her, made her a new cre­ation. A beau­ti­ful new cre­ation. His gospel—his sto­ry—made a claim on her life, and she be­lieved it. She would say to me to­day, ‘Make so much more of Him and not so much of me.’”

			The most mean­ing­ful line to me was how she be­came the wom­an she was be­cause Christ be­came flesh. She would have ap­proved. Self­less and point­ing to Christ.

			We al­so had Ec­cle­si­astes 7:1–4 read, among oth­er pas­sages. For con­text, I in­clude two vers­es:

			
				
					“A good name is bet­ter than pre­cious oint­ment, and the day of death than the day of birth. It is bet­ter to go to the house of mourn­ing than to go to the house of feast­ing, for this is the end of all mankind, and the liv­ing will lay it to heart.” Ec­cle­si­astes 7:1–2
				

			

			This pas­sage al­ways riv­et­ed Kim and me. It can on­ly be true if the gospel is true. How can the day of death be bet­ter than the day of birth? It’s a para­dox it would seem. We’ll talk more about this pas­sage lat­er in this jour­ney.

			Fi­nal­ly, I asked Gor­don Fort to share a eu­lo­gy, and he hon­ored Kim so well. I told him lat­er that I had a new goal in life: to die be­fore he dies so he can share my eu­lo­gy, al­so. My pas­tor, Cliff Jor­dan, shared a strong gospel mes­sage about the res­ur­rec­tion. I had many com­ments as to how the fu­ner­al was up­lift­ing and cel­e­bra­to­ry. We lit­er­al­ly want­ed to cel­e­brate Kim’s life and her Lord. I felt we did so.

			As peo­ple re­turned to their nor­mal rou­tines, I set­tled in­to a se­vere shock and a con­fus­ing numb­ness. I was hav­ing trou­ble mak­ing sense of it all. I be­gan tak­ing ini­tial steps on my long and un­want­ed jour­ney through loss.

			
				
					“And I am sure of this, that he who be­gan a good work in you will bring it to com­ple­tion at the day of Je­sus Christ.” Philip­pi­ans 1:6
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				How My Pastor Helped Me Make Three Pivotal Decisions

			
			I learned shock and numb­ness over­whelm a per­son when sud­den­ly thrust in­to grief. In ret­ro­spect, I re­al­ize now, the shock and numb­ness that surges in up­on you are gifts of grace from God. The full weight of all the con­fu­sion, pain, loss, grief, and the en­tire avalanche of emo­tions are all held at bay, and on­ly small glimpses are al­lowed through the fortress raised up to pro­tect you from the on­slaught.

			The en­su­ing hours are a blur of emo­tion, con­fu­sion, peo­ple, plan­ning, and dis­be­lief. In ret­ro­spect, I thank God for shock and numb­ness. It last­ed for days, but slow­ly al­lowed re­al­i­ty to seep in and crash up­on me.

			As I sat on my couch that day, Leigh Ann told me she’d found Kim half in and half out of our show­er. She in­sist­ed on pro­tect­ing me from see­ing Kim at that time. Af­ter all, paramedics and the po­lice were seem­ing­ly car­ry­ing out an in­ves­ti­ga­tion. So, I sat and wait­ed. I sat stunned in shock, numb­ness, and dis­be­lief.

			
				
					“The Lord will fight for you, and you have on­ly to be silent.” Ex­o­dus 14:14
				

			

			Lat­er, how­ev­er, the fu­ner­al home rep­re­sen­ta­tives came to pre­pare Kim’s body to take her to the fu­ner­al home. It was at that point my pas­tor, Cliff Jor­dan, put his hand on my shoul­der and said, “If you need to see her be­fore she leaves your home, you need to do it.” I shook my head in af­fir­ma­tion. I was in com­plete shock, but I knew he was right.

			The fu­ner­al home rep­re­sen­ta­tives even­tu­al­ly asked if I want­ed to see Kim. I said that I did. In the midst of shock and numb­ness, I was over­come by fear, but Cliff’s coun­sel equipped me to take a first coura­geous step, a dif­fi­cult de­ci­sion. I had to see her, I need­ed to see her. See­ing her would be a stake in the ground.

			My dad and my sis­ter, Dar­la, were at my house by that time. They held me up as I went in­to my din­ing room where they had placed Kim’s life­less body. I fell on her and wept. They kept me on my feet as I kissed Kim’s fore­head and her cheeks. I be­gan to pray, and then some­how, sur­pris­ing­ly, I be­gan to thank God for thir­ty-five and-a-half years. I thanked God for the chil­dren he gave to us. And I said good­bye. It was ob­vi­ous that my beau­ti­ful wife was gone. She was not there. Her spir­it was not in her body’s shell. It was a stake in the ground in my new un­want­ed jour­ney. I was fac­ing loss.

			In ret­ro­spect, Cliff Jor­dan gave me a gift as my pas­tor and lead­er that day. He helped me to face a new and dif­fi­cult re­al­i­ty. He helped me to be­gin fac­ing loss, and he set me on a jour­ney of fac­ing this dif­fi­cult sea­son with courage. In fact, just hours lat­er I blurt­ed out to some­one, “I have to sleep in my bed tonight.” And then lat­er, “I have to take a show­er in my bath­room”—where Kim had been found. Two more piv­otal de­ci­sions were added to the first one.

			That fate­ful day, med­i­cat­ed by shock and numb­ness, I made three piv­otal de­ci­sions that would prove to help me walk this long and painful jour­ney. Call it tra­jec­to­ry. I looked up­on my wife’s life­less body, I got in­to my bed that night, and I took a show­er in my bath­room the next morn­ing. With the gen­tle guid­ance of my pas­tor, I made three very dif­fi­cult de­ci­sions in the first eigh­teen hours. In the cloud of shock and numb­ness, those three dif­fi­cult de­ci­sions put me on a path to trust God even in the midst of fear.

			
				
					“When I am afraid, I put my trust in you. In God, whose word I praise, in God I trust; I shall not be afraid.” Psalm 56:3–4
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				How I Found Bedrock on Morning Number One

			
			I got in­to my bed on Mon­day night just ten hours af­ter learn­ing that I’d lost my bride. As I put my head on the pil­low, a song came to my mind: “You are good, you are good when there’s noth­ing good in me.” I leaned over to my phone, searched for the lyrics, copied and past­ed the words from the song, “For­ev­er Reign,” for lat­er. These words by Ja­son In­gram and Reuben Mor­gan have min­is­tered to me since God pushed the words in­to my mind. These lyrics are heal­ing and faith-build­ing. The song in­cludes phras­es such as:

			
				“You are good, You are good, when there’s noth­ing good in me.

				You are love, You are love, on dis­play for all to see.

				You are light, You are light, when the dark­ness clos­es in …

				You are peace, You are peace, when my fear is crip­pling.

				You are true, You are true, even in my wan­der­ing …

				You are life, You are life, in You death has lost its sting.

				“I’m run­ning to Your arms, I’m run­ning to Your arms.

				The rich­es of Your love, will al­ways be enough.

				Noth­ing com­pares to Your em­brace,

				Light of the World for­ev­er reign …

				My heart will sing no oth­er Name, Je­sus …”

				

				Ja­son In­gram and Reuben Mor­gan, “For­ev­er Reign”

			

			I have nev­er had a night like that first night. I felt phys­i­cal an­guish, pain all night. I tossed and turned, un­able to sleep. I couldn’t even cry. I could on­ly moan and groan. I may have dozed be­tween 3:00 a.m. and 5:00 a.m. At least on and off.

			I awoke at 5:00 a.m. look­ing up at the ceil­ing and sim­ply said out loud, “In the be­gin­ning, God …” I was fall­ing, but I found bedrock.

			
				“You could ar­gue that the most im­por­tant words in all of the Bible are the first four words, ‘In the be­gin­ning, God …’ those words are meant to change the way you think about your­self, life, God, and ev­ery­thing else.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			It’s amaz­ing the thoughts that come to you. Cliff Jor­dan, our pas­tor, be­gan a se­ries the month be­fore Kim’s death in the book of Gen­e­sis. And I awoke to the thought, “In the be­gin­ning, God …” Bedrock. Foun­da­tion.

			
				
					“I can do all things through him who strength­ens me.” Philip­pi­ans 4:13
				

			

			I praise God for Cliff and ev­ery oth­er pas­tor, teach­er, and friend who has ev­er poured truth in­to my life. I praise God for oth­ers who walked the road of loss and suf­fer­ing be­fore me, serv­ing as tes­ti­mo­ni­als. As I was fac­ing the heart­break­ing end of my mar­riage, it was healthy to be re­mind­ed that my mar­riage’s be­gin­ning was not the be­gin­ning of time. Kim was at the al­tar with me at the be­gin­ning of my mar­riage; God was be­fore the be­gin­ning of time. Per­spec­tive is im­por­tant.

			Back to that first morn­ing. Short­ly af­ter I spon­ta­neous­ly blurt­ed out, “In the be­gin­ning, God …” I felt the tears be­gin to flow as I raised my hands and sim­ply cried out, “I trust you, I trust you, I trust you.” I didn’t feel ev­ery­thing I was say­ing out loud in these first hours, but I knew them to be sound words.

			
				
					“He who dwells in the shel­ter of the Most High will abide in the shad­ow of the Almighty.” Psalms‬ ‭91:1
				

			

			My sweet wife has left many rich and heal­ing nuggets be­hind through her pro­lif­ic writ­ings. Months af­ter her death, I was reread­ing the book, Both Feet In, for which she was the ghost­writ­er. In this book, Bud Fray states, “It is fa­ther­like love that awak­ens child­like trust.” If placed firm­ly up­on the shoul­ders of a good, pow­er­ful, and sov­er­eign Fa­ther, child­like trust is ap­pro­pri­ate, wise, and cu­ri­ous­ly ben­e­fi­cial.

			So, my dec­la­ra­tion to trust God, since he was, in­deed, “… in the be­gin­ning,” proved to be a foun­da­tion­al, al­beit as­pi­ra­tional, pro­nounce­ment. It was my dec­la­ra­tion of in­tent.

			
				
					“I will say to the Lord, ‘My refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.’” Psalms 91:2
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				I Chose to Trust Him

			
			I re­mem­ber tears flow­ing freely one day as I wor­shipped while singing, “I dare not trust the sweet­est frame but whol­ly lean on Je­sus name.” In fact, the ti­tle of the hymn alone should be wel­comed as in­struc­tive—“My Hope is Built on Noth­ing Less.”

			But, is my hope built on him, re­al­ly? As I wor­shipped that day, I re­call the re­al­iza­tion that I could on­ly trust and whol­ly lean on Je­sus’ name. In­deed, Kim was the sweet­est frame I had ev­er seen or known, but she was not my sav­ior. She could not car­ry such a bur­den, whether present or ab­sent.

			
				
					“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own un­der­stand­ing.” Proverbs 4:5
				

			

			I made two cru­cial de­ci­sions in my life. Many of us make these two de­ci­sions. I chose to fol­low Christ, and I chose to mar­ry. Both are im­por­tant choic­es, but one is so much more im­por­tant than the oth­er. Again, Kim is not my sav­ior; she was nev­er in­tend­ed to fill that role.

			How­ev­er, here’s the dan­ger: It is easy for any of us to con­fuse these two im­por­tant re­la­tion­ships, not so much in our minds but in our hearts and in prac­tice. A spouse is seen—very present—while our Sav­ior is un­seen. Yet, Je­sus is the sweet­er frame. He has saved us for him­self. In the Cit­i­zens song, “In Ten­der­ness,” they sing, “I nev­er heard a sweet­er voice …”

			Per­spec­tive shaped by truth is so very im­por­tant. As a man, my great­est need is a rec­on­ciled re­la­tion­ship with my Cre­ator. Je­sus’ voice, there­fore, be­comes so much sweet­er than the voice of a tem­po­ral life com­pan­ion, no mat­ter how sweet.

			The wor­ship group, Rend Col­lec­tive, drives this mes­sage home even fur­ther in these lyrics from their song, “Yah­weh:”

			
				“You are the great I Am, seat­ed up­on the throne. Noth­ing can take Your place in my heart …” Rend Col­lec­tive, “Yah­weh”

			

			Oh, but how easy it is to re­place Christ in our hearts—a wife, a loved one, a child, a job, a life pas­sion, a hob­by, a home. These tem­po­ral gifts change; He is age­less and un­chang­ing. Trust­wor­thy.

			
				“If your way of liv­ing is no longer based on what your eyes can see and your mind can un­der­stand, but on God’s pres­ence, prom­ises, prin­ci­ples, and pro­vi­sions, it is be­cause God has craft­ed faith in you.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			In­deed—I trust you, I trust you, I trust you. What a sim­ple, yet pow­er­ful, dec­la­ra­tion. While sim­ple, we of­ten make it very com­pli­cat­ed. Trust­ing our un­seen God is of­ten more dif­fi­cult than trust­ing our seen loved ones—or even our cir­cum­stances.

			As time con­tin­ues to plod along through this un­want­ed jour­ney, I am re­mind­ed of­ten of the rea­sons I can trust him. He is faith­ful, and he is true. One morn­ing, I was singing the hymn, “Like a Riv­er Glo­ri­ous,” and was re­mind­ed of the fol­low­ing:

			
				“Ev­ery joy or tri­al fal­l­eth from above, traced up­on our di­al by the Sun of Love; We may trust Him ful­ly, all for us to do; They who trust Him whol­ly find Him whol­ly true. Stayed up­on Je­ho­vah, hearts are ful­ly blest. Find­ing, as He promised, per­fect peace and rest.” Frances Ri­d­ley Haver­gal, “Like a Riv­er Glo­ri­ous”

			

			I chose to trust him, and they who trust Him whol­ly find Him whol­ly true. This is my tes­ti­mo­ny of trust, as well.

			
				
					“Ev­ery word of God proves true; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him.” Proverbs 30:5
				

			

			
				
					“Take my yoke up­on you, and learn from me, for I am gen­tle and low­ly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my bur­den is light.” Matthew 11:29–30
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Expect and Endure Spiritual Paralysis

			
			We who are Chris­tians of­ten talk about walk­ing with Je­sus dai­ly, mo­ment-by-mo­ment. I re­mem­ber think­ing my ex­pe­ri­ence through grief was bet­ter de­scribed as “stum­bling with Je­sus.” I was par­a­lyzed.

			I ex­pe­ri­enced spir­i­tu­al paral­y­sis. Ear­ly on, I could hard­ly put words to­geth­er in a co­her­ent pri­vate prayer. Fo­cus elud­ed me. There was more stum­bling and stam­mer­ing than walk­ing with God. I could hard­ly read my Bible, or any­thing else for any length of time.

			
				
					“On the day I called, you an­swered me; my strength of soul you in­creased.” Psalms 138:3
				

			

			In some ways, I was thrust in­to a cri­sis in my faith. My faith, while shak­en, stood up­on a firm foun­da­tion. Trust­wor­thy. I sim­ply need­ed to press through the dark­ness, the mist, the fog, the con­fu­sion, and the paral­y­sis. Lat­er, I thought of this sense of paral­y­sis as I was singing a song, “King of My Heart,” by John Mark McMil­lan. He refers to Je­sus as “… the an­chor in the waves …” Rend Col­lec­tive calls Je­sus “… a har­bor in ev­ery tem­pest …” in their song, “No Out­siders.” So true.

			One les­son I learned was loss—es­pe­cial­ly when in shock—is one ex­am­ple where Ro­mans 8:26 comes to vi­brant life. When in spir­i­tu­al paral­y­sis and un­able to re­spond or even pray co­her­ent­ly, we find that “… the Spir­it him­self in­ter­cedes for us with groan­ings too deep for words.” I drew com­fort to know the Spir­it was in­ter­ced­ing for me with groan­ings.

			Even in spir­i­tu­al paral­y­sis, I had to make some de­ci­sions. I had to refuse to let the paral­y­sis—the cir­cum­stances—be­come a com­pass for my jour­ney. The fears and sor­rows do not dic­tate or un­der­mine the foun­da­tion of my faith. I was re­mind­ed by Rend Col­lec­tive’s song, “True North,” that I had to place my feet on the sol­id foun­da­tion:

			
				“I will not let the dark­ness steal the joy with­in my soul. I will not let my cir­cum­stance be­come my com­pass, no I will not let the fears of life and sor­rows of this world dic­tate to me how I should feel, for You are my true north.” Rend Col­lec­tive, “True North”

			

			Ad­di­tion­al­ly, I am a part of a com­mu­ni­ty which would play a cru­cial role in my sup­port and guid­ance through paral­y­sis. My fam­i­ly, lo­cal church, and broad­er Chris­tian com­mu­ni­ty were im­por­tant—and present. I’m speak­ing pri­mar­i­ly of those peo­ple I know. But then there are those I don’t know per­son­al­ly, but they have min­is­tered in ways that help me in my heal­ing. The song of mu­si­cians and the books of au­thors have been a part of the fab­ric of my heal­ing. Add to these the words of Scrip­ture, and I have found groan­ings were pro­vid­ed for me to cry out to God to be­gin to re­cov­er from spir­i­tu­al paral­y­sis.

			
				
					“Re­joice in hope, be pa­tient in tribu­la­tion, be con­stant in prayer.” Ro­mans 12:12
				

			

			While pain and grief con­tin­ued un­abat­ed, paral­y­sis be­gan to sub­side. Even­tu­al­ly, fo­cus re­turned, and a new lev­el of con­ver­sa­tion­al prayer emerged. Spon­ta­neous wor­ship re­turned. Awe re­vis­it­ed me like nev­er ex­pe­ri­enced be­fore.

			If you’re fac­ing loss, ex­pect spir­i­tu­al paral­y­sis. And en­dure it with­out los­ing heart.

			
				
					“So we do not lose heart. Though our out­er self is wast­ing away, our in­ner self is be­ing re­newed day by day. For this light mo­men­tary af­flic­tion is pre­par­ing for us an eter­nal weight of glo­ry be­yond all com­par­i­son, as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are un­seen. For the things that are seen are tran­sient, but the things that are un­seen are eter­nal.” 2 Corinthi­ans 4:16–18
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Bracing for a Distorted and Warped Perception

			
			On Tues­day af­ter­noon, the day fol­low­ing Kim’s death, I had to go to the fu­ner­al home. My fa­ther went with me. My three chil­dren, now all in town, ac­com­pa­nied us.

			When it came to mak­ing plans for the fu­ner­al, my son, Paul, stepped up and helped me with the un­wel­come and in­escapable lo­gis­ti­cal de­ci­sions. In hind­sight, I am so proud of him. Kim would have been proud—but not sur­prised.

			Af­ter a la­bo­ri­ous meet­ing, mak­ing some ini­tial de­ci­sions, and com­plet­ing pa­per­work, the fu­ner­al di­rec­tor in­vit­ed us to fol­low him down a hall. We en­tered a room, and I found my­self in a stark and ster­ile place—a room full of emp­ty cas­kets. We had to se­lect a cas­ket. Af­ter a few min­utes of wan­der­ing aim­less­ly through the room look­ing at var­i­ous cas­kets, I be­came over­whelmed with the re­lent­less­ness of the piti­less cas­cad­ing re­al­i­ty. I turned to my daugh­ter, Emi­ly, and said to her, “What am I do­ing here?” Twen­ty-five hours af­ter I learned of Kim’s death, I was stand­ing in this room full of cas­kets. Pain was be­gin­ning to pour in up­on me.

			
				
					“… cast­ing all your anx­i­eties on him, be­cause he cares for you.” 1 Pe­ter 5:7
				

			

			There is an as­pect to loss that dis­torts and warps re­al­i­ty. It’s sim­ply dif­fi­cult to grasp it all. Ac­cep­tance has to catch up with the new un­in­vit­ed and un­wel­come re­al­i­ty. It’s good to be sur­round­ed by fam­i­ly and friends to walk you through it all.

			A few weeks af­ter Kim’s death I was sit­ting in my den, and I flashed back to the mo­ment when I was abrupt­ly told of her pass­ing. The event re­played in my mind, al­though I wasn’t even try­ing. It was an un­so­licit­ed re­play of the mem­o­ry.

			I ob­served that the room looked dif­fer­ent in my mem­o­ry from that fate­ful day than it looked on the cur­rent day. In my mem­o­ry, the room was elon­gat­ed. The place where the po­lice­wom­an or para­medic stood to break the news to me seemed skewed when com­pared to what cur­rent­ly was be­fore me across the room. I won­dered out loud, “Has my room been re­ar­ranged?”

			I re­mem­bered Leigh Ann had been sit­ting next to me to my left. How­ev­er, in my mind my couch seemed dif­fer­ent. Lat­er, my pas­tor was at the oth­er end of my couch sit­ting in si­lence un­til it was ap­pro­pri­ate to speak. In my mind, he seemed to be at the far end of the room. The couch seemed stretched out, longer.

			In ret­ro­spect, I re­al­ize shock was lit­er­al­ly dis­tort­ing the per­cep­tion of my ex­pe­ri­ence. My mem­o­ry of that day is con­crete and dis­tinct, but it’s a warped and skewed snap­shot in time. In essence, the pow­er of shock cre­at­ed an al­ter­nate re­al­i­ty in my mem­o­ry bank of the very same room.

			
				“We live life as if it were a mo­tion pic­ture. Loss turns life in­to a snap­shot.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss

			

			Shock, es­pe­cial­ly a sud­den on­slaught, dis­torts and warps per­cep­tion. This is why I heard re­peat­ed­ly over the next few weeks from sev­er­al trust­ed ad­vi­sors, “Don’t make any ma­jor de­ci­sions.” But, I kept think­ing to my­self, “A cas­ket and a fu­ner­al are pret­ty ma­jor de­ci­sions, but I didn’t get to de­lay those de­ci­sions.”

			
				
					“Not that I am speak­ing of be­ing in need, for I have learned in what­ev­er sit­u­a­tion I am to be con­tent. … I can do all things through him who strength­ens me.” Philip­pi­ans 4:11, 13
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				Treading Assaulting Waves

			
			I turned the lights off in the kitchen and den one evening. An­oth­er long and dif­fi­cult day had end­ed. I forced in­ten­tion­al steps to­ward my stairs to go to bed. As I walked in­to the en­try hall a sense of dread over­whelmed me. It was a heav­i­ness I’d nev­er felt; it stopped me in my tracks. I didn’t like it. It per­sist­ed, and I ex­pe­ri­enced a dark fear. It scared me. A sense of de­spair sur­round­ed me. The fu­ture looked grim, hope­less in that mo­ment. The jour­ney ahead looked long and painful. Over­whelm­ing. Re­lent­less.

			
				
					“ ‘… my stead­fast love shall not de­part from you, and my covenant of peace shall not be re­moved,’ says the Lord, who has com­pas­sion on you.” Isa­iah 54:10
				

			

			On an­oth­er oc­ca­sion, I had a sense of los­ing touch with re­al­i­ty. I don’t re­mem­ber if it be­gan with con­fu­sion or fear. I had this feel­ing that I was drift­ing and los­ing touch. I had this thought: “Has this shock led me to­ward in­san­i­ty?” I sensed I was los­ing touch. I was un­able to main­tain clar­i­ty. Jer­ry Sittser, in A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss, de­scribed it as if he were “… dizzy with grief’s ver­ti­go …” I to­tal­ly un­der­stand his de­scrip­tion. Con­fu­sion. In­san­i­ty. As­sault­ing waves.

			
				“Maybe He’ll turn the wa­ter in­to land. And maybe He’ll take your hand and say, ‘Let’s take a walk on the waves …’” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “Take An­oth­er Step”

			

			For­tu­nate­ly, I learned the dis­ci­pline of press­ing in­to the dread, fear, and con­fu­sion. I learned to stay with the waves. I rec­og­nized and em­braced un­de­ni­able and hor­ri­ble loss. As I ac­cept­ed and stayed with the waves, I learned that as­sault­ing waves would pass if I pressed through.

			These lessons are bol­stered by hymns such as “How Firm a Foun­da­tion.” This ex­cerpt from the third verse is a pow­er­ful re­minder to me:

			
				“When through the deep wa­ters I call thee to go, the rivers of sor­row shall not over­flow; for I will be with thee, thy tri­als to bless, and sanc­ti­fy to thee thy deep­est dis­tress.” John Rip­pon, “How Firm a Foun­da­tion”

			

			Tom El­liff, a friend and men­tor, stat­ed that his prayer for him­self dur­ing his loss and now for me dur­ing my loss was this: “That my con­scious sense of Je­sus’ pres­ence would be greater than my con­scious sense of Kim’s ab­sence.” Deep wa­ters and as­sault­ing waves need to be out­paced.

			I re­mem­ber hear­ing a song, “O Praise the Name,” and em­brac­ing the first lines as an an­ti­dote to the as­sault­ing waves:

			
				“I cast my mind to Cal­vary, where Je­sus bled and died for me. I see His wounds, His hands, His feet, my Sav­ior on that cursed tree.” Hill­song Wor­ship, “O Praise the Name”

			

			When as­sault­ing waves per­sist you have to wait pa­tient­ly for them to sub­side. Or bet­ter yet, you have to wait for them to be driv­en out by the pres­ence of Je­sus. The cru­ci­fied Christ is vic­to­ri­ous. So, in the bat­tle when I’m sur­round­ed by waves, I in­ten­tion­al­ly cast my mind to Cal­vary.

			I al­so think of Jere­my Rid­dle’s words to his song, “Sweet­ly Bro­ken:”

			
				“To the cross, I look, and to the cross I cling. Of its suf­fer­ing, I do drink, of its work, I do sing. On it, my Sav­ior, both bruised and crushed, showed that God is love and God is just. At the cross, you beck­on me …” Jere­my Rid­dle, “Sweet­ly Bro­ken”

			

			Most as­sured­ly, a sense of faith and cer­tain­ty of the eter­nal hope to come will drown out waves driv­en by tem­po­ral loss. Eter­ni­ty with him is bet­ter—more se­cure—than any man-made an­chor. Matt Boswell and Matt Pa­pa call the cross a “bal­last of as­sur­ance” in their song, “Christ the Sure and Steady An­chor.” His cross is a strong re­minder of the foun­da­tion up­on which we stand in the face of as­sault­ing waves.

			
				“… all I have need­ed Thy hand hath pro­vid­ed …” Thomas O. Chisholm, “Great Is Thy Faith­ful­ness”

			

			
				
					“Je­sus Christ is the same yes­ter­day and to­day and for­ev­er.” He­brews 13:8
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				How God Met Me in the Depths

			
			
				
					“… I have learned in what­ev­er sit­u­a­tion I am to be con­tent. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and ev­ery cir­cum­stance, I have learned the se­cret of fac­ing plen­ty and hunger, abun­dance and need …” Philip­pi­ans 4:11–12
				

			

			“I have learned … to be con­tent,” Paul writes. But, have I learned? Have I learned to be con­tent in any sit­u­a­tion, any cir­cum­stance? We will cer­tain­ly see about that. For sure. Fur­ther, will I do all things—even grieve, mourn, and trust—through him who em­pow­ers me? Again, there is no ques­tion whether we will see or not for such a tri­al de­mands a re­sponse.

			I’m cor­nered.

			Do I re­al­ly know how to be brought low or abound? Do I re­al­ly know the se­cret to face plen­ty and hunger or abun­dance and need? I had no choice when this tragedy de­scend­ed up­on me. I be­gan to face a test like nev­er be­fore at any time in my life. I re­al­ized I was be­ing car­ried away on a jour­ney that would take me deep­er. I was be­ing swept away. In­to deep wa­ters.

			My un­want­ed jour­ney would have an in­tend­ed con­se­quence. God in­tend­ed to take me deep­er than I’d ev­er been be­fore in my faith. I be­gan to ex­pe­ri­ence truth in deep­er and more vi­brant ways than ev­er be­fore. These ex­pe­ri­ences were oc­ca­sioned by pain, loss, shock, numb­ness, and grief but were met by the re­ver­ber­a­tion of God’s re­sound­ing re­sponse. Yes, I have been car­ried away in­to an in­tense school­house—my eyes and ears have been opened.

			
				“I shall look at the world through tears. Per­haps I shall see things that dry-eyed I could not see.” Nicholas Wolter­storff, Lament for a Son

			

			Pain—and these oth­er sen­sa­tions and ex­pe­ri­ences—gave way to new in­sights. For ex­am­ple, dif­fer­ent as­pects of the same bib­li­cal pas­sages came alive. Sure, I was fa­mil­iar with a giv­en pas­sage and un­der­stood it be­fore. But now, with a lay­er of life scraped off, I see deep­er be­neath the sur­face. Same pas­sage, deep­er in­sight.

			Al­so, songs came alive for me. It wasn’t like I hadn’t heard a spe­cif­ic hymn or song be­fore. It was sim­ply that I was hear­ing or see­ing it from the per­spec­tive of grief and pain—with some new clar­i­ty pro­vid­ed. Truths I had sung for decades made sense in ways nev­er quite un­der­stood be­fore loss. I don’t claim to have any spe­cial in­sight, but I know this one thing. The cir­cum­stances in my life have opened an op­por­tu­ni­ty to go deep­er than at any oth­er time. God has ac­com­pa­nied me on an un­want­ed jour­ney, and he has tak­en me to new depths.

			Fur­ther, ex­pe­ri­ences in prayer took on a new in­ti­ma­cy. In­ter­est­ing­ly, prayer cen­tered around my own painful ex­pe­ri­ence of loss broad­ened spon­ta­neous­ly to self­less prayer for oth­ers who were suf­fer­ing. Even more, I have been riv­et­ed to a new and deep­er in­ter­ces­sion for Christ’s church and the na­tions like nev­er be­fore in my life.

			If you’re fac­ing loss, you will be tak­en to depths with God nev­er imag­ined. Si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly and strange­ly, it can be both painful and glo­ri­ous. How­ev­er, you must po­si­tion your­self as the stu­dent to learn con­tent­ment from him. And he will meet you in the depths and take you deep­er with him.

			
				
					“Can you find out the deep things of God? Can you find out the lim­it of the Almighty?” Job 11:7
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		Four Early Lessons That Gave Me Clarity
“Old­er men are to be sober-mind­ed … sound in faith … and in stead­fast­ness.” Ti­tus 2:2

In the ear­ly days, I was try­ing to make sense of ev­ery­thing—I need­ed clar­i­ty. I had to ad­dress de­tails, host the gift of vis­i­tors, and all the while try to wrap my mind around ev­ery­thing swirling around me.
Here are four truths I em­braced, pressed in­to, and trust­ed as I be­gan to make sense of it all:
God is the au­thor of life—Death is a con­se­quence of the Fall of Man. God is able to in­ter­vene, but he does not al­ways choose to do so. We can ques­tion him and his ways all we want. How­ev­er, sec­ond-guess­ing does no good what­so­ev­er. Ig­nore this truth, and it will send you down all sorts of un­help­ful roads. I have heard it said that sovereign­ty does not elim­i­nate calami­ty.
The Fall of Man in Gen­e­sis is re­al—We live in the mid­dle of time be­fore God makes all things new. We love to talk about and study the New Heav­ens and New Earth. But these are fu­ture prom­ises. We live now and are still un­der the im­pact of the Fall of Man. As Ligon Dun­can has writ­ten, “Not ev­ery­one gets a hap­py end­ing in a fall­en world …” Life is, there­fore, full of pain and loss.
Tem­po­ral ex­pe­ri­ences must be kept in eter­nal per­spec­tive—A shock­ing ex­pe­ri­ence such as the death of a loved one fo­cus­es your at­ten­tion on the here-and-now. I re­mem­ber re­peat­ing of­ten that my mi­cro-sto­ry is trag­ic, but my macro-sto­ry is still beau­ti­ful. Tem­po­ral loss must be con­nect­ed back to the arc of God’s re­demp­tive sto­ry. It takes in­ten­tion­al­i­ty. Ev­ery ex­pe­ri­ence—joy­ful or sad—is a sub-sto­ry in the arc of his­to­ry. Per­spec­tive mat­ters. Set­ting tem­po­ral loss in eter­ni­ty’s per­spec­tive de­liv­ers clar­i­ty. Death is a uni­ver­sal ex­pe­ri­ence for hu­man­i­ty. But eter­ni­ty is com­ing.
God is not a re­specter of per­sons—Fair­ness comes up a lot dur­ing loss. I was re­mind­ed God doesn’t choose fa­vorites. He is not a re­specter of per­sons. The Bible is clear that the rain falls on the just and the un­just and that the sun ris­es on the good and the evil. We do not have some spe­cial im­mu­ni­ty when it comes to fac­ing loss. There are con­se­quences that come with liv­ing in a fall­en world. Our role is to walk by faith.“For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good and sends rain on the just and on the un­just.” Matthew 5:45

“… God shows no par­tial­i­ty.” Ro­mans 2:11

As I was seek­ing clar­i­ty, I reread Both Feet In, a book Kim wrote as the ghost­writ­er. One morn­ing tears flowed as I came across these beau­ti­ful, clar­i­fy­ing words by Bud Fray (and Kim):
“It is hard to un­der­stand why God choos­es to phys­i­cal­ly heal some and not oth­ers. Over the years, un­time­ly death was a com­mon oc­cur­rence in the sur­round­ing vil­lages [in Zim­bab­we] and when asked why, my an­swer was usu­al­ly fee­ble at best. How­ev­er, I knew God was my strong tow­er and my hid­ing place. What does that mean and how did this ap­ply to this im­por­tant ques­tion? Our refuge must be the sovereign­ty of our Almighty Fa­ther. The sov­er­eign knowl­edge, sov­er­eign truth, and sov­er­eign love of God are al­ways in place and nev­er fail. He can be and must be trust­ed. When we don’t un­der­stand His knowl­edge, truth, or love in cir­cum­stances, ill­ness, or death, we wait in our Refuge and trust His heart. There is peace and con­tent­ment there. His love nev­er fails—nei­ther do His pur­pos­es or prom­ises. We wait as He works all things for good ac­cord­ing to His love, pur­pos­es, and prom­ises. Our prayers and His prom­ises will be ac­com­plished for good. Wait, be strong, and take courage are our in­struc­tions.”

Clar­i­ty dur­ing grief is of para­mount im­por­tance. There­fore, press in­to these four lessons: 1. God is the au­thor of life; 2. The Fall of Man in Gen­e­sis is re­al; 3. Tem­po­ral ex­pe­ri­ences must be kept in eter­nal per­spec­tive; and 4. God is not a re­specter of per­sons.
Wait. Be strong. Take courage.
“Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage …” Psalm 27:14

Com­ments


	
		
			
				Kim Chose Me

			
			A few months af­ter Kim’s death, I was talk­ing to Leigh Ann Fort. Gor­don said it best at the fu­ner­al. “Our fam­i­lies have been in­ex­tri­ca­bly con­nect­ed through these events.” Kim helped Leigh Ann the year be­fore as Leigh Ann faced a life-threat­en­ing health prob­lem. Af­ter five surg­eries, Leigh Ann has done well. Then Gor­don, Leigh Ann, and I were thrust in­to this ex­pe­ri­ence of loss to­geth­er. We’ve had to talk, process, re­hearse, and re­mem­ber.

			One day, Leigh Ann looked at me and re­flect­ed, “I don’t know why, D. Ray, but Kim chose me to be her friend.” Kim chose Leigh Ann as her clos­est friend and con­fi­dant. Leigh Ann went on to say that Kim was more like a sis­ter than a friend. But any would-be friend of Leigh Ann’s knows why Kim would choose her. Gor­don knows why. He chose Leigh Ann, too. Leigh Ann is a self­less, lov­ing friend. She’s al­so quite fun­ny with an en­gag­ing laugh.

			I want to go on record here and say some things I’ve al­ready said to Leigh Ann. She was a dear friend to Kim. Kim was a dear friend to Leigh Ann. Kim served Leigh Ann through her ill­ness out of love and not out of du­ty. Af­ter all, they were like sis­ters. Knit to­geth­er.

			
				
					“… the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul.” 1 Samuel 18:1
				

			

			And Leigh Ann served Kim, me, and my fam­i­ly in Kim’s death. Leigh Ann was ex­pect­ing Kim for a lunch date. When Kim didn’t show up, Leigh Ann went to our house and, af­ter en­ter­ing, she found Kim where she had col­lapsed. Leigh Ann spared me the shock of that life-al­ter­ing mo­ment. Kim wouldn’t have had it any oth­er way. Hon­est­ly, Kim was a plan­ner. If she could have planned the cir­cum­stances sur­round­ing her death, she would have planned for Leigh Ann to find her be­fore I did.

			So, it’s true. Kim chose Leigh Ann.

			How­ev­er, Kim chose me, too. And I told Leigh Ann as much.

			I was priv­i­leged to be Kim’s hus­band. I stand in awe of that pre­vi­ous sen­tence. We chose each oth­er in a wed­ding cer­e­mo­ny on Ju­ly 30, 1983. Re­al­ly, we chose each oth­er be­fore that date, but we made our com­mit­ment be­fore God, fam­i­ly, and friends on our wed­ding day. I chose Kim, and she chose me.

			Leigh Ann said with a sparkle of grat­i­tude that Kim chose her. She was blessed and grate­ful to be Kim’s friend. But I’m over­whelmed to have spent thir­ty-five-and-a-half years as Kim’s choice as her life com­pan­ion. Pure grace.

			If you’re mar­ried, take this op­por­tu­ni­ty to con­sid­er the bless­ing, priv­i­lege, hon­or, and re­spon­si­bil­i­ty be­stowed up­on you by the choice made by you and your spouse. A covenant.

			As I jogged one morn­ing mulling over this bless­ing, I re­al­ized some­thing pro­found: God chose us. He chose to re­deem us. God ac­tu­al­ly chose us.

			
				
					“… even as he chose us in him be­fore the foun­da­tion of the world …” Eph­esians 1:4
				

			

			Kim chose me, yes, and lav­ished her love up­on me. But she could not re­deem me. She could not pro­vide for­give­ness. God has blessed us with those pro­found gifts. He chose us in Christ be­fore the foun­da­tion of the world. Let that sen­tence sink in.

			Kim chose me on Ju­ly 30, 1983. God chose you and me be­fore the foun­da­tion of the world.

			I’m tak­ing this pas­sage at face val­ue. He chose us be­fore the foun­da­tion of the world and pre­des­tined us for adop­tion. We are sons and daugh­ters through Je­sus Christ. His own pos­ses­sion.

			He chose us.

			
				
					“But you are a cho­sen race, a roy­al priest­hood, a holy na­tion, a peo­ple for his own pos­ses­sion …” 1 Pe­ter 2:9
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				An Awkward Experience That Undermined My Naivety

			
			
				
					“Count it all joy, my broth­ers, when you meet tri­als of var­i­ous kinds, for you know that the test­ing of your faith pro­duces stead­fast­ness. And let stead­fast­ness have its full ef­fect, that you may be per­fect and com­plete, lack­ing in noth­ing.” James 1:2–4
				

			

			I re­turned to church on March 17, 2019 al­most one month af­ter Kim’s death. I was op­ti­mistic as I pre­pared for church that morn­ing. I need­ed to be back at church, and I was leav­ing af­ter the ser­vice to go to the air­port to head to At­lanta to spend some time with Kim’s par­ents and then to Trevor’s for his birth­day. We were go­ing to a cab­in in the Ozarks to hike.

			This dis­trac­tion pro­vid­ed a mo­men­tary prom­ise that things are bet­ter. But things are not bet­ter.

			That Sun­day morn­ing, I be­gan to cry when I merged on­to the in­ter­state. Kim and I drove to church to­geth­er. I wasn’t sup­posed to go alone. Driv­ing all alone in my car forced me from my tem­po­rary dis­trac­tion back to my tough re­al­i­ty.

			It got worse.

			I stood alone dur­ing wor­ship where I’d stood with Kim a month be­fore. Matt, a friend, came across the aisle and put his arm around me as tears filled my eyes. We wor­shipped to­geth­er. Sup­port­ed.

			But it got worse. And a lit­tle fun­ny. Noth­ing had been fun­ny to me in quite a while. But this was quite fun­ny. Or at least iron­ic.

			Our pas­tor, Cliff Jor­dan, stood to con­tin­ue teach­ing out of Gen­e­sis. I’m not quite sure who to blame. Is it my fault for wait­ing a month to come back to church or not wait­ing longer? Is it Cliff’s fault for not call­ing an au­di­ble? Is it God’s fault? Kim’s fault? As Cliff stood it be­came ap­par­ent very quick­ly that the cen­tral text of his mes­sage on my first Sun­day back af­ter the un­time­ly death of my beau­ti­ful wife of thir­ty-five-and-a-half years was Gen­e­sis 2:18. I’m sure he read more, but this is all I heard:

			
				
					“Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.’” Gen­e­sis 2:18
				

			

			Hon­est­ly, it was quite un­com­fort­able. It was as if I was trans­port­ed to sit next to the podi­um as ev­i­dence, and ev­ery­one—I mean ev­ery­one—was star­ing at me. I thought, “Had Cliff some­how ar­ranged for me to come to church like a child brings an ob­ject to school for show-and-tell?” I sat try­ing not to move awk­ward­ly. I won­dered if there was a spot­light on my head, be­cause that’s how it felt. In­ward­ly, I re­al­ized the hu­mor of it all. I want­ed to scream out, “Amen, don’t I know it.” Or I could have yelled out, “Are you try­ing to rub it in al­ready?”

			He wasn’t try­ing to rub it in. Nor could I say, “Amen, I ful­ly get it.” Not yet. I was still so ear­ly in my grief that I had no idea what was ahead of me. I would un­der­stand Gen­e­sis 2:18’s lone­li­ness more in the days, weeks, and months ahead.

			Look­ing back on that awk­ward mo­ment, I re­al­ize that God gave me a gift. He want­ed me to know, “It is not good that [this] man should be alone.” I don’t have to pre­tend—it’s not good. I’m alone. I’ve lost my best friend. Face it. Ac­knowl­edge loss. Un­der­mine any ten­den­cy to­ward naivety!

			But he al­so want­ed me to know he could work a bit of hu­mor back in­to my life. It re­al­ly is fun­ny that on my first Sun­day back at church the pas­tor preach­es an en­tire mes­sage to tell me that it’s not good for me to be alone. Harsh.

			Af­ter the ser­vice, I got a group hug from the youth group. We spent a few min­utes to­geth­er. It was rich and heal­ing to me.

			Then I turned and there he was. I put my arm around Cliff and said, “Re­al­ly?” He was shak­ing his head in dis­be­lief and ad­mit­ted that he’d nev­er preached an en­tire ser­mon think­ing of one name through­out the en­tire mes­sage. I told him that it was al­right. He was faith­ful­ly teach­ing through Gen­e­sis, and he came to this pas­sage. What he taught us that day was spot on. It was true. I was liv­ing it.

			I was miss­ing my best friend and com­pan­ion. How­ev­er, it was on­ly the be­gin­ning of a very long and un­want­ed jour­ney. Cliff sim­ply re­in­forced it and fur­ther helped to un­der­mine my naivety.

			
				
					“There­fore, pre­par­ing your minds for ac­tion, and be­ing sober-mind­ed, set your hope ful­ly on the grace that will be brought to you at the rev­e­la­tion of Je­sus Christ.” 1 Pe­ter 1:13
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				Marshaling Endurance for an Unwanted Journey

			
			
				
					“I loathe my life; I will give free ut­ter­ance to my com­plaint; I will speak in the bit­ter­ness of my soul.” Job 10:1
				

			

			
				
					“Re­joice in the Lord al­ways; again I will say, re­joice. … And the peace of God, which sur­pass­es all un­der­stand­ing, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Je­sus.” Philip­pi­ans 4:4, 7
				

			

			I told in­nu­mer­able peo­ple ear­ly on that I was on a new and long un­want­ed jour­ney. I spoke of it in a cere­bral man­ner. I knew it to be true, but I didn’t un­der­stand it yet. Loss is like a slow star­va­tion, long and painful. It’s a sad­ness that sim­ply goes deep­er and deep­er and you have no way of stop­ping it. Job and Paul are both cor­rect. There’s loathing and re­joic­ing. A con­fus­ing dance of ex­pe­ri­ences and feel­ings.

			I can­not over­state the per­va­sive, life-al­ter­ing, un­in­vit­ed na­ture of such a loss. The long part of my de­scrip­tion turned out to be more true than I could have fath­omed. The in­sid­i­ous na­ture of the in­escapable change is, in­deed, new and long. It just won’t go away.

			But, I learned to face the loss. It’s a choice. I’ve learned to em­brace the un­de­ni­able. I’ve been in­ten­tion­al. Be­lieve it or not, there does seem to be an op­tion whether you face loss or not. How­ev­er, I learned to do it with the faith-filled knowl­edge that I wasn’t go­ing to face my loss alone.

			
				
					“I can do all things through him who strength­ens me.” Philip­pi­ans 4:13
				

			

			I will nev­er for­get vis­it­ing Paul and Bren­nan and their boys for the East­er week­end. All went well un­til af­ter church. We in­no­cent­ly did what we knew to do on East­er Sun­day. Take pic­tures af­ter church. I squat­ted to get a pic­ture with Beck­ett and Cam­den, two hand­some grand­sons. I was smil­ing on the out­side, but I was ex­pe­ri­enc­ing ex­cru­ci­at­ing pain on the in­side. It was my first posed pic­tures with­out Kim—alone. It’s just not good for man to be alone. This echo kept in­sult­ing me at ev­ery turn. Pain be­came a con­stant re­minder shout­ing that I was on a new, long, and un­want­ed jour­ney.

			I’ll nev­er for­get the day when the word en­durance came to rest heav­i­ly in my heart. It was a pro­found re­al­iza­tion. Mine was a long jour­ney that would re­quire stami­na. It wasn’t go­ing to be an easy jour­ney. It wasn’t go­ing to be short-lived. I have to stay in it, face it, and en­dure it.

			
				“… we could choose to step out of the re­demp­tive sto­ry, not al­low­ing enough time to see it un­fold to the end. It is, af­ter all, hard to stay in the sto­ry, con­sid­er­ing the cost in­volved.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Re­vealed: How God Re­deems the Sto­ry of Your Life

			

			Mi­cro-sto­ries are set in the macro-sto­ry, the re­demp­tive sto­ry. Jer­ry Sittser goes on to call this jour­ney we are all trav­el­ing “a strange sto­ry.” While it is “still un­fold­ing, it is al­ready fin­ished.” In oth­er words, we know by faith how our re­demp­tive sto­ry ends, re­gard­less of our in­di­vid­u­al parts of the sto­ry. That fu­els my en­durance!

			I have learned loss re­quires that I mar­shal en­durance for my long and un­want­ed jour­ney.

			
				
					“A man’s spir­it will en­dure sick­ness, but a crushed spir­it who can bear?” Proverbs 18:14
				

			

			
				
					“Be watch­ful, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be strong.” 1 Corinthi­ans 16:13
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				A Vivid, Comforting, and Faith-Bolstering Dream

			
			I am not a mys­tic. I do not ev­er re­mem­ber hav­ing a dream with some spe­cial mean­ing. Ev­er. How­ev­er, I know it hap­pens.

			In the mis­sion con­text, peo­ple across the world have dreams that open their minds and hearts to Je­sus. It’s com­mon­place. But it just doesn’t hap­pen a lot in our con­text. Kim wrote about dreams in Voic­es of the Faith­ful. These dreams were in­stru­men­tal in open­ing peo­ple’s hearts and minds to the gospel.

			How­ev­er, I have nev­er had mean­ing­ful dreams. So, it was with some amaze­ment that it hap­pened.

			I was not sleep­ing well the first few months. It’s a com­mon as­pect of grief. One morn­ing I was on an ear­ly flight, and I was tired. As the plane as­cend­ed, I dozed off.

			I was jolt­ed awake by a vivid dream. In my dream, Kim was about twen­ty feet in front of me, and she was run­ning full speed to­ward me. Her face had an ex­pres­sion of sheer ex­u­ber­ance. She was elat­ed more than I’d ev­er seen her. She dove in­to my arms and my dream end­ed. That’s it. Mere sec­onds.

			
				
					“Je­sus said … ‘… ev­ery­one who lives and be­lieves in me shall nev­er die. Do you be­lieve this?’” John 11:25–26
				

			

			Over time I un­packed my dream slow­ly. I’m not go­ing to in­sist on this in­ter­pre­ta­tion or that the dream was from God. Maybe. I hope so. Maybe God was giv­ing me a gift. I don’t pre­tend to know with ab­so­lute cer­tain­ty. I am re­mind­ed, how­ev­er, that Joel proph­e­sied that old men will dream dreams. And for the record, I’m be­gin­ning to fit Joel’s cri­te­ria to be able to dream those dreams (Joel 2:28).

			Kim nor­mal­ly didn’t run but when she did it was nev­er fast (al­though a lit­tle known fact about Kim is that she played soc­cer for the Uni­ver­si­ty of Geor­gia). I con­clud­ed her ex­u­ber­ance was a re­sult of be­ing with Christ. Heav­en was be­yond any­thing she’d ev­er known, and it showed on her face. Pure ec­sta­sy. Ela­tion. Giv­en the choice, she would not come back to me. She loved me, her chil­dren, and es­pe­cial­ly her grand­chil­dren. Not to men­tion her ex­tend­ed fam­i­ly and friends. But in the light of her new life in eter­ni­ty, she would want me to know that she’s per­fect­ly fine. Heav­en is for re­al. She would gra­cious­ly de­cline any in­vi­ta­tion to re­turn to us and her life here even if of­fered the op­por­tu­ni­ty. Heav­en is that good. Je­sus’ pres­ence is that joy­ful.

			
				
					“But, as it is writ­ten, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imag­ined, what God has pre­pared for those who love him.’” 1 Corinthi­ans 2:9
				

			

			
				“In man­sions of glo­ry and end­less de­light, I’ll ev­er adore Thee in heav­en so bright …” William R. Feath­er­stone, “My Je­sus, I Love Thee”

			

			As a re­sult of my stun­ning ex­pe­ri­ence of loss, I see heav­en dif­fer­ent­ly than I ev­er have be­fore. I feel like Stephen (in Acts 7:55). He got to gaze in­to heav­en be­fore he went there. Maybe this dream was a gift to al­low me to gaze in­to heav­en, see the ec­stat­ic joy on Kim’s face, and long for the beau­ti­ful pres­ence of Christ even more.

			But for now, I live on. I need to car­ry on faith­ful­ly. I need to hon­or Kim and God in the man­ner I live.

			
				
					“For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruit­ful la­bor for me …” Philip­pi­ans 1:21–22
				

			

			Liv­ing on in the flesh will mean fruit­ful life, re­la­tion­ships, and work. For me, ap­par­ent­ly, it is more nec­es­sary. I need to grieve and mourn ap­pro­pri­ate­ly so that health and ef­fec­tive­ness re­turn. Then, I’ll be able to em­brace the “more nec­es­sary,” the in­vest­ment in­to the ac­counts of oth­ers. But for now, I am en­cour­aged by a glimpse in­to eter­ni­ty.

			
				
					“He will swal­low up death for­ev­er; and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces …” Isa­iah 25:8
				

			

			
				
					“O death, where is your vic­to­ry? O death, where is your sting?” 1 Corinthi­ans 15:55
				

			

			It is re­as­sur­ing to project your­self in­to the fu­ture when death is, in­deed, swal­lowed up and de­feat­ed. Tears are wiped away from ev­ery face. Strug­gles are be­hind us, and the per­se­cu­tions are put away. The re­proach of God’s peo­ple is re­moved. While we live here on earth in the day-by-day stuff of life, it’s en­cour­ag­ing, faith-bol­ster­ing, and even com­fort­ing to know it will one day be put be­hind us. Death, mourn­ing, cry­ing, and pain will pass away.

			
				
					“But we do not want you to be un­in­formed, broth­ers, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as oth­ers do who have no hope.” 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 4:13
				

			

			
				“Giv­er of im­mor­tal glad­ness …” Hen­ry Van Dyke, “Joy­ful, Joy­ful, We Adore Thee”

			

			
				
					“He will wipe away ev­ery tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, nei­ther shall there be mourn­ing, nor cry­ing, nor pain any­more, for the for­mer things have passed away.” Rev­e­la­tion 21:4
				

			

			
				“Then I shall bow, in hum­ble ado­ra­tion, and then pro­claim: ’my God, how great Thou art!’” Stu­art K. Hine, “How Great Thou Art”
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				Layers of Grief and Loss

			
			
				
					“Pre­cious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.” Psalm 116:15
				

			

			The death of a saint is beau­ti­ful in the sight of the Lord. I get it. How­ev­er, it wasn’t beau­ti­ful for those of us left be­hind.

			Over time, I have learned death yields many lay­ers of grief and loss.

			First, Kim lost her life. She al­ways em­braced life and lived well. She in­vest­ed her life. But now, she lost the en­joy­ment of life. She lost the joy of grand­chil­dren. But, as I learned in my pre­vi­ous post about my vivid dream, she is just fine. Yes, she lost some things, but what she has gained is in­com­pa­ra­ble.

			And then there’s my loss. I lost my life com­pan­ion and friend. I lost the po­ten­tial of the rest of my life with Kim. My re­tire­ment years will be dif­fer­ent. I am a grand­fa­ther with­out a grand­moth­er by my side. My loss is mul­ti­fac­eted and mul­ti­di­men­sion­al. There are so many lay­ers to my loss. Al­most ev­ery sin­gle day I dis­cov­er new lev­els, di­men­sions, or lay­ers of loss.

			My chil­dren lost their moth­er. They need­ed her in­flu­ence in their lives—not on­ly in the past but al­so in the fu­ture. Moth­ers make life sweet­er. Kim was so much more thought­ful than I am. She was the glue that drew us all to­geth­er. Don’t get me wrong, I love be­ing with my fam­i­ly. But she was the plan­ner that made it hap­pen al­most ef­fort­less­ly. A moth­er is a life­long friend to chil­dren. A moth­er is a life­long fan of her chil­dren.

			My grand­sons and my grand­daugh­ter lost one of the best Grand­min­ny’s ev­er. I know I shouldn’t com­pare. But she was lov­ing and em­brac­ing grand­moth­er-hood, and she was good at it. Re­gard­less, my grand­chil­dren lost a grand­moth­er who would have poured in­to their lives for good.

			Kim’s par­ents and her broth­er, Greg, lost a won­der­ful daugh­ter and sis­ter. Kim adored her fam­i­ly and they lose out on a loy­al fam­i­ly mem­ber who self­less­ly loved them. Not to men­tion her ex­tend­ed fam­i­ly.

			
				“… pic­tures fall far short of what they were in re­al life and what re­al life was like with them.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss

			

			Kim had friends who have lost a gen­uine friend. There are sev­er­al of her clos­est friends, but I would be re­miss if I didn’t men­tion Leigh Ann Fort. Leigh Ann had a good friend in Kim. And Kim had a good friend in Leigh Ann. Leigh Ann spoke of Kim more like a sis­ter. Any­one who con­sid­ered Kim a friend lost out. An­oth­er lay­er of loss.

			I thought about an­oth­er side of loss. Kim im­pact­ed many peo­ple through her writ­ing. She edit­ed, wrote, com­piled, or ghost­wrote fif­teen books or book­lets. If you don’t know Kim, just Google Kim P. Davis. Death robbed us of her fu­ture work.

			There are so many lay­ers, sides, di­men­sions, and ram­i­fi­ca­tions to loss. On­ly time will re­veal them all. For now, I take so­lace in Kim’s good name and that her loss has been turned to gain for her and im­por­tant lessons for us.

			
				
					“A good name is bet­ter than pre­cious oint­ment, and the day of death than the day of birth.” Ec­cle­si­astes 7:1
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				Anger, Vulnerability, and Self-Care

			
			
				
					“But watch your­selves lest your hearts be weighed down with dis­si­pa­tion and drunk­en­ness and cares of this life, and that day come up­on you sud­den­ly like a trap.” Luke 21:34
				

			

			A few months af­ter Kim died, I had a doc­tor’s ap­point­ment for a reg­u­lar check­up. Dr. Har­ring­ton knew Kim and me from our mu­tu­al mis­sion­ary ser­vice in Africa. Dr. Har­ring­ton served in East­ern Africa, and we served in South­ern Africa. He’s been my doc­tor for a long time. Dur­ing the phys­i­cal check­up, he spent some time ask­ing how I was do­ing in my grief.

			When I left his of­fice and stopped by the re­cep­tion­ist’s desk, she said we need­ed a fol­low up in three months. Nor­mal­ly, I go ev­ery six months or year. Then, I no­ticed some­thing. Dr. Har­ring­ton had list­ed a rea­son for the fol­low up. Grief. He knows some­thing most of us don’t know un­less we’ve been thrust in­to this jour­ney. If you’re in grief, you’ve en­tered a vul­ner­a­ble state. Self-care is para­mount.

			I was jog­ging one day and lis­ten­ing to Ec­cle­si­astes again. I came across Ec­cle­si­astes 4:9–12:

			
				
					“Two are bet­ter than one, be­cause they have a good re­ward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up his fel­low. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not an­oth­er to lift him up! Again, if two lie to­geth­er, they keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone? And though a man might pre­vail against one who is alone, two will with­stand him—a three­fold cord is not quick­ly bro­ken.” Ec­cle­si­astes 4:9–12
				

			

			I’ve al­ways loved this pas­sage. How­ev­er, that was when I was a mar­ried man. Two are bet­ter than one. But now, I’m alone. Dr. Har­ring­ton is right. I’m in a new and vul­ner­a­ble state. I need to be cau­tious about so many things.

			But let me back up.

			The week Kim died I saw Dr. David Fort when he and Lau­rel brought a meal to my home. He is a friend and a col­league who is in a mem­ber care role for our or­ga­ni­za­tion. I told him that I need­ed time with him when the dust set­tled. Af­ter all, I had no idea what was ahead of me. To be hon­est, I felt a fore­bod­ing, a fear, con­cern­ing my fu­ture. I knew enough, even in the shock and numb­ness, to know that my life was dras­ti­cal­ly al­tered. I had a long jour­ney be­fore me. Be­sides that, I had of­ten en­cour­aged new mis­sion­ar­ies not to think too high­ly of them­selves and, in­stead, to reach out to mem­ber care or their send­ing church to help them through the in­evitable strug­gles that come with mis­sion­ary life—and life in gen­er­al.

			Three weeks af­ter Kim died, David Fort and I sat in a cof­fee shop to talk. I learned a lot. But I had one ma­jor con­cern. I feared anger. I had al­ways heard that anger was a part of the grief process. For some rea­son, I feared the prospect of ex­pe­ri­enc­ing un­re­strained anger. I pressed him for guid­ance and in­sight. It was very help­ful, but David avoid­ed dis­cussing anger the first cou­ple times I brought it up. Fi­nal­ly, af­ter I pressed a third time, he spoke a sen­tence that I found com­fort­ing and lib­er­at­ing.

			“D. Ray, anger is not in­evitable.”

			Clear­ly, anger is not a wrong re­sponse. It’s a nor­mal, oft-ex­pe­ri­enced part of grief. But in re­sponse to my con­cerns, David ex­plained that if I faced my grief, mourned ap­pro­pri­ate­ly, and took care of my­self, I did not have to ex­pe­ri­ence out-of-con­trol anger. If I kept my loss in a bib­li­cal per­spec­tive by not sug­ar­coat­ing the loss but by keep­ing it in the con­text of truth, I did not have to be over­come by anger.

			About two and a half hours lat­er, I re­al­ized how blessed I am to have the sup­port sys­tem I have to help me face my loss. In com­mu­ni­ty. I’m learn­ing self-care must be sought out; but care must al­so be re­ceived. Vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties must be met with care.

			
				
					“Take care, broth­ers, lest there be in any of you an evil, un­be­liev­ing heart, lead­ing you to fall away from the liv­ing God.” He­brews 3:12
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Seeking and Embracing Wise Counsel

			
			
				
					“Obey your lead­ers and sub­mit to them, for they are keep­ing watch over your souls …” He­brews 13:17
				

			

			Af­ter first sub­mit­ting my­self to the help of Dr. David Fort, I sought to spend time with oth­er coun­selors.

			My pas­tor, Cliff Jor­dan, met with me mul­ti­ple times. His care as the lead­er of my faith com­mu­ni­ty has been such a sup­port as I have faced my loss. I look back to his in­flu­ence and coun­sel dur­ing the griev­ing process, for sure. How­ev­er, I look back at his lead­er­ship and teach­ing be­fore my loss as vi­tal­ly im­por­tant to my spir­i­tu­al health and prepa­ra­tion to en­dure such loss. Lead­ing.

			Ron, a col­league, was in town from his gate­way city in Eura­sia. His role is fo­cused on mem­ber care. I jumped at the op­por­tu­ni­ty to de­brief and seek his coun­sel. He and I met at a restau­rant for break­fast, and we talked for four hours. Re­fresh­ing.

			As our or­ga­ni­za­tion pre­pared to cel­e­brate a group of re­tir­ing mis­sion­ar­ies, for­mer mem­ber care lead­ers, Mark and Lin­da Whit­worth, came to town. We met for break­fast. The priv­i­lege to de­brief and process with friends who are coun­selors con­tin­ued to aid me as I faced my loss and sought to walk in a healthy man­ner. Com­fort­ing.

			A serendip­i­tous meet­ing hap­pened when I jour­neyed to see my son’s fam­i­ly in Durham for Kim’s birth­day. I trav­eled down the day be­fore to be with Paul, Bren­nan, Beck­ett, and Cam­den, ar­riv­ing the day be­fore Kim’s June 5th birth­day. Up­on ar­rival, I re­ceived a Face­book Mes­sen­ger note from Sandy Ham­mack, telling me how sor­ry she was and that she knew the next day was Kim’s birth­day. Duane and Sandy live in Col­orado now, and so it was a sur­prise for her to add that they were vis­it­ing a new grand­child in Raleigh, NC. I quick­ly told them I had just driv­en in­to the area al­so, and an­oth­er coun­sel­ing ses­sion was or­ga­nized over cof­fee. We talked for two and a half hours. Heal­ing.

			On a trip to Eu­rope in Au­gust, I re­con­nect­ed with Ron from Eura­sia who I had met up with ear­li­er in the Spring. He asked to spend more time with me. It was time for a check­up. We shared a meal to­geth­er, and it was good to de­brief my jour­ney and to up­date him on how I was do­ing through my grief. En­cour­ag­ing.

			Be­sides these broth­ers and sis­ters who have coun­sel­ing or pas­toral roles, I have been sur­round­ed by oth­ers who are sim­ply car­ing be­liev­ers—broth­ers and sis­ters who have been there to lis­ten. I have al­so been blessed by my own fam­i­ly, es­pe­cial­ly my sib­lings and par­ents, who have helped me as I process my grief in as healthy a way as I am able to do so. Self­less love.

			Then there are my own chil­dren. I have joked with oth­ers that my chil­dren are treat­ing me like I was now their child. I’ve loved it. They en­cour­aged me to get up each morn­ing and get out­side. They asked me to take care of my­self and walk or jog. Their ad­vice has turned out to be most help­ful and healthy. In ret­ro­spect, the ex­er­cise helped me to feel phys­i­cal­ly stronger. Be­yond the ex­er­cise, the out­doors has a heal­ing, cen­ter­ing ef­fect. The walls in a bed­room or den can close in up­on you. The sky, and cre­ation in gen­er­al, help to give per­spec­tive. Loved.

			
				
					“The heav­ens de­clare the glo­ry of God, and the sky above pro­claims his hand­i­work …” Psalm 19:1
				

			

			I praise God for the many coun­selors who have stepped up to give me guid­ance. They are a part of a ta­pes­try of care to aid me in my un­want­ed, yet un­avoid­able, jour­ney. Abun­dant help is avail­able if you seek and em­brace wise coun­sel.

			
				
					“Where there is no guid­ance, a peo­ple falls, but in an abun­dance of coun­selors there is safe­ty.” Proverbs 11:14
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Appropriate Reasons for Anger

			
			
				
					“Are not my days few? Then cease, and leave me alone, that I may find a lit­tle cheer be­fore I go—and I shall not re­turn—to the land of dark­ness and deep shad­ow, the land of gloom like thick dark­ness, like deep shad­ow with­out any or­der, where light is as thick dark­ness.” Job 10:20–22
				

			

			Over the months, I did think more about anger. In some ways, I delved deep in­to think­ing about it. Anger is a nor­mal emo­tion. Anger is not a neg­a­tive sign. Grief leads many in­to anger. Bot­tom line, God can han­dle it if you’re an­gry at him, and he can help you if you’re an­gry at some­thing or some­one else. He’s not knocked off cen­ter by our anger.

			But a fair ques­tion re­mains: Who de­serves the anger? Is it God? Or are you mad at the per­son who died? In the case of foul play, are you an­gry at the per­pe­tra­tor who caused the death? If an ac­ci­dent, who should be the ob­ject of your anger?

			I say I haven’t got­ten an­gry. That’s not to­tal­ly true. The more I probed in­to anger I re­al­ized there is an ap­pro­pri­ate rea­son for anger and ap­pro­pri­ate ob­jects of anger.

			Let me ex­plain.

			One of the healthy ways I coached my­self was to re­mind my­self that my mi­cro-sto­ry is trag­ic, but my macro-sto­ry is beau­ti­ful. Even bet­ter said, the macro-sto­ry that God is or­ches­trat­ing through­out his­to­ry is still beau­ti­ful. In­her­ent in that sto­ry is an eter­nal strug­gle be­tween good and evil, be­tween God and Sa­tan. Sa­tan along with Adam and Eve had an en­counter known as the Fall of Man, and death was in­tro­duced.

			
				“… Je­sus ap­proached the grave of Lazarus in a state not of un­con­trol­lable grief but of ir­re­press­ible anger … the emo­tion that tore at his breast and clam­ored for ut­ter­ance was just rage. B. B. Warfield, The Emo­tion­al Life of Our Lord

			

			I can get an­gry at the very ex­is­tence of death. That is a god­ly re­sponse! I can get an­gry at sin that re­sult­ed in death in the world. That, too, is an ap­pro­pri­ate re­sponse. Anger at death will aid you in re­spect­ing the val­ue of life. Anger at death has caused a deep­er love of those in my fam­i­ly. My love for my fam­i­ly has grown as a di­rect re­sult of my loss. My love for my fam­i­ly has grown as a re­sult of con­sid­er­ing the wife, daugh­ter, moth­er, and sis­ter we as a fam­i­ly have lost. I hate death! It is a re­sult and sign of Sa­tan’s and mankind’s re­bel­lion. Anger at sin has caused a new lev­el of recog­ni­tion of my own sin­ful­ness. Anger at sin will aid you in sanc­ti­fi­ca­tion—your own dis­ci­ple­ship—if you al­low God to use it in your life. Anger at sin has caused me to pray dif­fer­ent­ly—more pas­sion­ate­ly and des­per­ate­ly!

			
				
					“And lead us not in­to temp­ta­tion, but de­liv­er us from evil.” Matthew 6:13
				

			

			In short, anger at death has caused a re­newed love of life it­self and for those in my life. Anger at sin has brought an op­por­tu­ni­ty for growth in ho­li­ness and Christ­like­ness.

			Sec­ond, I can ap­pro­pri­ate­ly get an­gry at our en­e­my, Sa­tan. He re­belled and mis­led Adam and Eve. We call him our en­e­my be­cause he is against God’s ways and seeks to keep us from be­ing trans­ferred from the king­dom of dark­ness in­to the Son’s King­dom.

			
				
					“He has de­liv­ered us from the do­main of dark­ness and trans­ferred us to the king­dom of his beloved Son …” Colos­sians 1:13
				

			

			I can em­brace God even more in­ti­mate­ly as I ex­press anger at our en­e­my. If there is blame to be as­signed, our en­e­my is the ob­ject of ap­pro­pri­ate anger. I re­sist the temp­ta­tion to turn my back on God. I em­brace the idea of turn­ing my back more em­phat­i­cal­ly on Sa­tan. Death should nev­er cause us to get or stay an­gry at God. Death, suf­fer­ing, or loss of any kind should cause us to run to God. It should cause us to have anger at sin, death, and Sa­tan.

			In short, loss should be a clar­i­on call to run from Sa­tan and to run to God.

			As I ex­plored anger, I rec­og­nized there is a good role or place for anger. Loss puts life in per­spec­tive. Loss puts sin in a dif­fer­ent light. Loss can rein­vig­o­rate vi­sion and pur­pose for the life I have re­main­ing. Anger can an­i­mate these lessons so­lid­i­fy­ing them in a mourn­er’s heart and mind.

			There is, as it turns out, an ap­pro­pri­ate place for anger.

			
				
					“If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruit­ful la­bor for me. Yet which I shall choose I can­not tell.” Philip­pi­ans 1:22
				

			

			
				“Je­sus’ anger is not mere­ly the seamy side of his pity; it is the right­eous re­ac­tion of his moral sense in the pres­ence of evil. Je­sus burned with anger against the wrongs he met with in his jour­ney through hu­man life is tru­ly as he melt­ed with pity at the side of the world’s mis­ery …” B. B. Warfield, The Emo­tion­al Life of Our Lord

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Powerlessness and Purposefulness

			
			The sense of help­less­ness or pow­er­less­ness dur­ing loss can be de­bil­i­tat­ing. This loss of con­trol is not on­ly an over­pow­er­ing sense or feel­ing. It’s a re­al­i­ty. You don’t have con­trol or pow­er over death.

			
				
					“No man has pow­er … over the day of death …” Ec­cle­si­astes 8:8
				

			

			It has been said you don’t have con­trol over what has hap­pened to you, but you do have con­trol over how you will re­spond to what has hap­pened to you. I get to de­cide whether to be pow­er­less or pur­pose­ful.

			You can fight the loss. But it doesn’t change the loss. Paul learned in Acts 26:14, “It is hard for you to kick against the goads.” A goad is a stick with spikes or a spiked end. It was used to herd cat­tle. You would in­cur in­jury if you kicked at it. Herders would guide cat­tle with goads. They would gen­tly goad the cat­tle. It be­came painful if the cat­tle kicked the goads. Paul, on the Dam­as­cus road, found that he was fight­ing God. He was kick­ing against the goads. God was lov­ing­ly goad­ing or prod­ding Paul. Iron­i­cal­ly, re­bel­lion against God is equiv­a­lent to bring­ing in­jury to your­self. Kick­ing against the spikes on­ly in­jures your­self. Fur­ther, fight­ing God re­veals my ab­so­lute pow­er­less­ness.

			
				
					“The words of the wise are like goads, and like nails firm­ly fixed are the col­lect­ed say­ings; they are giv­en by one Shep­herd.” Ec­cle­si­astes 12:11
				

			

			Loss, there­fore, pro­vides an op­por­tu­ni­ty for growth. Loss ush­ers in a time for sanc­ti­fi­ca­tion. It’s bet­ter to not kick against what God is do­ing through the loss. He is God, and you are not. Loss must be ac­cept­ed and em­braced. I have not en­joyed loss. I’m not hap­py about loss. But I am ac­cept­ing loss and choos­ing to al­low God to use it to bring growth in my life. He’s in­tro­duc­ing a door­way to a new depth to my life.

			It’s bet­ter to humbly ac­cept loss and pur­pose­ful­ly en­gage in the work of sanc­ti­fi­ca­tion with fear and trem­bling. It’s bet­ter to ac­knowl­edge it is God who is work­ing his will and work­ing for his good plea­sure. My role is to humbly face my loss with­out grum­bling or dis­put­ing—eas­i­er said than done. My re­spon­si­bil­i­ty is to re­spond to my loss by seek­ing to be blame­less and in­no­cent in how I walk this un­want­ed jour­ney. My role is to glo­ri­fy him pur­pose­ful­ly by seek­ing to shine as a light in this crooked and twist­ed gen­er­a­tion.

			
				
					“There­fore, my beloved, as you have al­ways obeyed, so now, not on­ly as in my pres­ence but much more in my ab­sence, work out your own sal­va­tion with fear and trem­bling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good plea­sure. Do all things with­out grum­bling or dis­put­ing, that you may be blame­less and in­no­cent, chil­dren of God with­out blem­ish in the midst of a crooked and twist­ed gen­er­a­tion, among whom you shine as lights in the world …” Philip­pi­ans 2:12–15
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				How to Steward and Not Waste Your Pain

			
			
				
					“Blessed be the God and Fa­ther of our Lord Je­sus Christ, the Fa­ther of mer­cies and God of all com­fort, who com­forts us in all our af­flic­tion, so that we may be able to com­fort those who are in any af­flic­tion, with the com­fort with which we our­selves are com­fort­ed by God. For as we share abun­dant­ly in Christ’s suf­fer­ings, so through Christ we share abun­dant­ly in com­fort too.” 2 Corinthi­ans 1:3–5
				

			

			It’s in­ter­est­ing the thoughts that probe at you, slip­ping in be­tween grief, pain, and con­fu­sion. Once in a while, a thought of a dif­fer­ent sort glides in side­ways and slips in­to your thoughts.

			Don’t waste your pain.

			Your chil­dren are watch­ing. Oth­ers are watch­ing. Trust God now so that they will trust God with you and then lat­er when it’s their turn. In a strange sort of way, you have been giv­en an un­want­ed jour­ney, and it’s your re­spon­si­bil­i­ty to stew­ard it. You’ve been en­trust­ed an im­por­tant, life-shap­ing as­sign­ment. It’s life-shap­ing for you, but it’s al­so life-shap­ing for ev­ery­one else in your cir­cle. You’re an ex­am­ple one way or the oth­er. For ill or for good.

			
				
					“Ev­ery­one helps his neigh­bor and says to his broth­er, ‘Be strong!’” Isa­iah 41:6
				

			

			I turned to some­one the first week and told them I did not want to dis­hon­or Kim, and I did not want to dis­hon­or God. In a way, I was say­ing I didn’t want to fail this test, and I didn’t want to let peo­ple down. I didn’t want to mis­lead any­one. I didn’t want to paint a pic­ture of God and his trust­wor­thi­ness that wasn’t true.

			
				
					“Blessed is the man who re­mains stead­fast un­der tri­al. …” James 1:12
				

			

			Oth­ers were in­deed watch­ing, but so is God. He is El Roi, the God who sees me; he is the God who is watch­ing. He knows he is enough. He watch­es me to make sure I know he is enough. Will I re­main stead­fast un­der the weight of this trag­ic tri­al? Will I stand the test? He has prom­ises he will keep. He will com­fort oth­ers through my tes­ti­mo­ny of his faith­ful­ness.

			Chil­dren and oth­er fam­i­ly mem­bers are watch­ing. Re­spond­ing well will build faith in them. In no way is this re­spon­si­bil­i­ty on my shoul­ders alone. Each one of us has a re­spon­si­bil­i­ty to re­spond. How­ev­er, the ques­tion was—Would I do my part and re­spond in hu­mil­i­ty? Would I trust God? Would I em­brace this un­want­ed jour­ney and re­spond to him in faith?

			
				
					“… it is re­quired of stew­ards that they be found faith­ful.” 1 Corinthi­ans 4:2
				

			

			Friends and work as­so­ciates—whether men or wom­en—are al­so watch­ing. A loss is not for a griev­ing hus­band alone. A loss is not on­ly my loss, it’s our loss. A loss can shake up a com­mu­ni­ty, and how I re­spond can have pos­i­tive or neg­a­tive ram­i­fi­ca­tions.

			In my world, mis­sion­ar­ies across the world knew of my loss. I felt a sense of stew­ard­ship with my loss in the lives of nu­mer­ous mar­riages. Any­time I had an op­por­tu­ni­ty, I chal­lenged col­leagues to live with their wives in an un­der­stand­ing way. I chal­lenged them to show hon­or to each oth­er as equal heirs. I chal­lenged them to love each oth­er. I chal­lenged them to not take each oth­er for grant­ed.

			
				
					“Like­wise, hus­bands, live with your wives in an un­der­stand­ing way, show­ing hon­or to the wom­an as the weak­er ves­sel, since they are heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hin­dered.” 1 Pe­ter 3:7
				

			

			Who doesn’t want their prayers an­swered?

			It’s true, I was over­whelmed, but he is trust­wor­thy. He could and would em­pow­er me to live this jour­ney as I stew­ard­ed my ex­pe­ri­ence. I couldn’t change what had hap­pened. How­ev­er, I could de­ter­mine how I would re­spond by his grace.

			I was be­ing as­sault­ed on ev­ery side, but I was over­come by grace and pro­vi­sion for me. I have ev­ery­thing I need to walk by faith.

			Now here’s a wor­thy as­pi­ra­tion for us: Let’s stew­ard our ex­pe­ri­ence in a way that oth­ers can im­i­tate.

			
				
					“Broth­ers, join in im­i­tat­ing me, and keep your eyes on those who walk ac­cord­ing to the ex­am­ple you have in us.” Philip­pi­ans 3:17
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				The Strange Mix of Grief and Grace

			
			
				
					“And with great pow­er the apos­tles were giv­ing their tes­ti­mo­ny to the res­ur­rec­tion of the Lord Je­sus, and great grace was up­on them all.” Acts 4:33
				

			

			As I wrote ear­li­er, as­sault­ing waves were un­end­ing like waves on an ocean. One af­ter the oth­er. Some­times the waves were strong and some­times not as much. But they kept com­ing. Per­sis­tent­ly. I learned I had to be just as per­sis­tent in fac­ing the waves. As I pressed in­to the re­peat­ed waves, I learned a beau­ti­ful les­son.

			I ex­pe­ri­enced a very strange mix­ture of grief and grace. Si­mul­ta­ne­ous. In­te­grat­ed. Over­lap­ping. As a wave of grief hit the shore of my heart, I learned to turn and face it and wait it out.

			
				“I lost the world I loved, but I gained a deep­er aware­ness of grace.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows through Loss

			

			Waves of grace coun­ter­at­tack waves of grief.

			But, let’s be hon­est and ac­knowl­edge some­thing—this elixir of grief and grace is a strange mix­ture. It’s dif­fer­ent than see­ing waves of bad be­ing met with waves of good. It’s deep­er, more au­then­tic. It’s re­al life. It’s an un­fil­tered re­al­i­ty. It’s not shal­low, and it’s not triv­ial. It’s re­al and raw. You don’t have to di­min­ish the pain and grief to deal with it. You have to ac­knowl­edge grief, but in com­plete faith you have to an­tic­i­pate the re­sound­ing an­swer of grace. By faith.

			
				“Grace seems to work that way. It’s beau­ti­ful but strange­ly so, like a messy mas­ter­piece.” Justin Wain­scott, Lost in Won­der, Love, and Praise: Hymns and Po­ems

			

			The mix­ture of grief and grace is pro­found. A messy mas­ter­piece, but a mas­ter­piece all the same.

			The meet­ing of grief and grace is un­ex­pect­ed, es­pe­cial­ly in the ear­ly days of grief. The grief seems so pierc­ing. So per­va­sive. But then the echo of grace is right there re­ply­ing with its re­sound­ing an­swer. An echo. I’m re­mind­ed of the prom­ise in Psalm 30:5:

			
				
					“Weep­ing may tar­ry for the night, but joy comes with the morn­ing.” Psalm 30:5
				

			

			Waves of weep­ing are met by waves of grace-in­spired joy. Again, it is a strange mix­ture that does not seem to go to­geth­er. Like oil and wa­ter.

			I was en­cour­aged by a par­tic­u­lar line out of the hymn, “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty:” “Sure­ly His good­ness and mer­cy here dai­ly at­tend thee.” Dai­ly. Suf­fi­cient. So very true.

			This pro­vi­sion of grace, mer­cy, and good­ness in the face of grief is so un­ex­pect­ed, ex­cept that it’s whol­ly bib­li­cal. We should ex­pect it. We should trust him. Take him at his word. His grace at­tends me ev­ery day as it re­ver­ber­ates against the grief. Psalm 145:14 as­sures us, “The Lord up­holds all who are fall­ing and rais­es up all who are bowed down.” If you are fall­ing and are bowed down by grief, he rais­es you up and up­holds you.

			Grief and grace—while a strange mix­ture—ac­tu­al­ly go to­geth­er quite well. What else would you ex­pect from a God of mirac­u­lous re­demp­tion?

			
				
					“Give ear, O Lord, to my prayer; lis­ten to my plea for grace.” Psalm 86:6
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				Palpable Grace and Mercy

			
			
				
					“But he said to me, ‘My grace is suf­fi­cient for you, for my pow­er is made per­fect in weak­ness.’ There­fore, I will boast all the more glad­ly of my weak­ness­es, so that the pow­er of Christ may rest up­on me.” 2 Corinthi­ans 12:9
				

			

			I know what you’re think­ing. Grace again? I thought he cov­ered that last week!

			How­ev­er, a pas­sage such as 2 Corinthi­ans 12:9 leads me to one of my most im­por­tant lessons to learn and now share: Refuse to face grief and loss in your own pow­er. I know, it’s ob­vi­ous. But not to ev­ery­one. Je­sus says his grace is suf­fi­cient. I have al­ways be­lieved it, but nev­er have I had to ex­pe­ri­ence it in the way I’ve had to in my grief. His grace shows up. It’s clear and un­mis­tak­able. It’s pro­found. It’s pal­pa­ble.

			
				“When we wait in faith and trust, we are met with grace and peace.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			His grace is suf­fi­cient as he said. Mo­ment by mo­ment, as it’s need­ed. It’s there in re­al, sub­stan­tial ways. The weak­er you are, the more his grace and pow­er show up. I find it in­ter­est­ing that God refers to his avail­able grace as sim­ply suf­fi­cient. I’m be­gin­ning to res­onate with the writ­er of “Grace Greater Than Our Sin” when she penned these words: “Mar­velous, in­fi­nite, match­less grace, freely be­stowed on all who be­lieve …”

			Suf­fi­cient doesn’t quite sound pro­found enough.

			Un­less you’re God.

			
				“… my grace, all-suf­fi­cient, shall be your sup­ply …” John F. Wade, “How Firm a Foun­da­tion”

			

			Suf­fi­cient, I’m learn­ing, is in com­par­i­son to God’s sup­ply. He’s just skim­ming some grace off the top for me. There’s so much more. Nev­er-end­ing. Al­ways avail­able. Pal­pa­ble.

			Sim­i­lar­ly, I have praised God for his mer­cy. If his suf­fi­cient grace was need­ed mo­ment-by-mo­ment, his mer­cy was need­ed ev­ery morn­ing. And mer­cy is, in­deed, avail­able ev­ery morn­ing ac­cord­ing to Lamen­ta­tions 3:22–23:

			
				
					“The stead­fast love of the Lord nev­er ceas­es; his mer­cies nev­er come to an end; they are new ev­ery morn­ing; great is your faith­ful­ness.” Lamen­ta­tions 3:22–23
				

			

			His mer­cies nev­er come to an end. They are new and re­plen­ished ev­ery morn­ing. His stead­fast love nev­er ceas­es. This pro­vi­sion is rich. Ev­ery sin­gle pain-filled day, I awake, and I need mer­cy. I go to a qui­et place. I drink cof­fee, cry, pray, read, cry, and process my loss. His mer­cy makes it pos­si­ble to face the loss and process it all. His stead­fast love un­der­girds me. But, I have to press in­to his gift.

			
				
					“But this I call to mind, and there­fore I have hope …” Lamen­ta­tions 3:21
				

			

			Mer­cy is avail­able. But we have to call it to mind in­ten­tion­al­ly. We need to stand in his stead­fast love. We need to wel­come his mer­cies. He gives mer­cy. We em­brace hope.

			The hymn, “Great Is Thy Faith­ful­ness,” re­minds us that we have “Strength for to­day and bright hope for to­mor­row …” Strength—his mer­cy, grace, and hope—are in­deed avail­able for to­day. And again on ev­ery sub­se­quent morn­ing. Suf­fi­cient grace. New mer­cies. Hope.

			How­ev­er, while I am un­der­gird­ed by his grace and mer­cy, I need to ac­knowl­edge that bright hope for to­mor­row could be re­vealed to­mor­row or maybe on­ly in eter­ni­ty. But it’s still bright hope. Be­cause, to­day, his grace and mer­cy are pal­pa­ble.

			
				
					“… so that be­ing jus­ti­fied by his grace we might be­come heirs ac­cord­ing to the hope of eter­nal life.” Ti­tus 3:7
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				Love Underneath Me

			
			John New­ton’s words from “Amaz­ing Grace” have echoed through time and have re­ver­ber­at­ed in my heart through­out my jour­ney:

			
				“Through many dan­gers, toils and snares, I have al­ready come: ’tis grace has brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.” John New­ton, “Amaz­ing Grace”

			

			Trevor, my son, and I sang “Amaz­ing Grace” at Paige Plumblee’s wed­ding. Paige, my niece, lost her fa­ther, Scott, eight years be­fore. Then we lost Kim. This verse was emo­tion­al as Trevor and I sang it. Scott and Kim were on our minds. How­ev­er, we al­so had grace on our minds. Amaz­ing grace. Mer­cy. Love.

			So, here’s an un­der­state­ment: It turns out his grace, mer­cy, and love are tan­gi­ble. You can stand firm up­on those gifts. They are avail­able in over­flow­ing mea­sure. Sup­port­ing. Un­der­neath me. These gifts come with his very pres­ence.

			The Lamen­ta­tions 3 pas­sage con­tin­ues with this prom­ise:

			
				
					“The Lord is good to those who wait for him, to the soul who seeks him.” Lamen­ta­tions 3:25
				

			

			When you seek him and find him, you find all that you need for ev­ery sit­u­a­tion in life—even the hard ones. Den­nis L. Jerni­gan writes these words in his song, “You are My All in All:” “Seek­ing You as a pre­cious jew­el, Lord, to give up, I’d be a fool; You are my all in all.” You and I need to seek him in ev­ery good and dif­fi­cult sit­u­a­tion.

			
				
					“I love the Lord, be­cause he has heard my voice and my pleas for mer­cy. Be­cause he in­clined his ear to me, there­fore I will call on him as long as I live.” Psalm 116:1–2
				

			

			It’s a hum­bling and pow­er­ful ex­pe­ri­ence to need grace and mer­cy and to find that it is there ev­ery mo­ment you need. It’s as if you can reach out and take hold of it. And then add his stead­fast love to the mix.

			
				
					“We love be­cause he first loved us.” 1 John 4:19
				

			

			One morn­ing, I was wor­ship­ping and sang an old hymn again. It was an im­por­tant hymn to me when I was a wor­ship lead­er for a short time in my min­istry. “O the Deep, Deep Love of Je­sus” is a pow­er­ful hymn. Speak­ing of stead­fast love, this song breathes the love of Je­sus.

			
				“O the deep, deep love of Je­sus, vast, un­mea­sured, bound­less, free! Rolling as a mighty ocean in its full­ness over me! Un­der­neath me, all around me, is the cur­rent of Thy love. Lead­ing on­ward, lead­ing home­ward to Thy glo­ri­ous rest above!” Samuel Trevor Fran­cis, “O the Deep, Deep Love of Je­sus”

			

			If he loves, I should love. If he prom­ises grace, and mer­cy, I should trust and walk faith­ful­ly in his gifts to me. If he is faith­ful by na­ture, I should em­brace that na­ture by trust­ing him. He is love, and his love is un­der­neath me, up­hold­ing me.

			
				
					“So we have come to know and to be­lieve the love that God has for us. God is love, and who­ev­er abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.” 1 John 4:16
				

			

			I press in­to and trust his love. I should be­friend faith­ful­ness. He is wor­thy of my trust be­cause he gives grace, mer­cy, and love as I face my loss.

			
				
					“Trust in the Lord, and do good; dwell in the land and be­friend faith­ful­ness.” Psalms 37:3
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				What Tea and Popovers Taught Me About Unwanted Journeys

			
			While trav­el­ing on a pil­grim­age to mourn and cel­e­brate what would have been my thir­ty-sixth wed­ding an­niver­sary, I learned an im­por­tant les­son:

			Tea and popovers can lead to im­por­tant in­sights.

			With ris­ing emo­tion, I ap­proached Jor­dan Pond House in Maine. Kim and I spent a love­ly day in Aca­dia Na­tion­al Park on our hon­ey­moon. We re­turned for our twen­ti­eth an­niver­sary, and I need­ed to go back. It was part of re­mem­ber­ing and pro­cess­ing, but it was much more: Eng­lish tea, popovers, and straw­ber­ry jam.

			Kim’s fa­vorite. Not bad to me ei­ther.

			If Kim had known there was a trail around the en­tire lake, we would have hiked on one or both of our pre­vi­ous vis­its. This time, I had heard about the trail and de­cid­ed to find it. The hike is over three miles and sim­ply traces Jor­dan Pond. The re­ward is Eng­lish tea, popovers, and straw­ber­ry jam up­on com­ple­tion.

			As I com­plet­ed the trail and was think­ing about the tea and popovers, I had an in­sight. The trail around Jor­dan Pond re­mind­ed me of my en­tire mar­riage and now just af­ter it.

			First, the trail was so nice and easy at the be­gin­ning. It was wide enough to eas­i­ly walk and had been beau­ti­ful­ly main­tained. In fact, most of the trail was sim­ply en­joy­able. The scenery was beau­ti­ful, and the trail was such that you could look up the moun­tain or out across the lake with­out wor­ry of stum­bling. The trail was that nice.

			How­ev­er, up around the bend I faced a dif­fer­ent sto­ry al­to­geth­er. I had been warned by a guide ear­li­er that the trail de­te­ri­o­rat­ed on the back side of the lake. He stat­ed that most of the jour­ney is easy un­til you get where there are lots of rocks and boul­ders on the trail. His cau­tion­ary ad­vice was an un­der­state­ment. The trail be­came rock­i­er, and then it be­came near­ly im­pass­able. At least that’s how it looked.

			A thought in­vad­ed my mind: This is al­most as stark a change as I’ve ex­pe­ri­enced over the past few months! The dras­tic change was in­cred­i­ble. From eas­i­ly pass­able and en­joy­able to near­ly im­pass­able and dif­fi­cult in a mo­ment. There was a key I quick­ly learned: Don’t look too far down the path. Take note of the rocks right in front of you and deal with them. I could keep my eyes fo­cused on the rocks that were right at my feet. The rocks on down the path could wait un­til I need­ed to face them.

			And then, there was a tran­si­tion. But it wasn’t back to the same open and beau­ti­ful path as it was at the be­gin­ning. It was beau­ti­ful, but it was dif­fer­ent. A dif­fer­ent sort of path had been put in place to rise above a new sog­gy and bog­gy land­scape. Planks had been erect­ed to keep hik­ers above it all.

			At one point, I took note of an ex­tend­ed part of the path where a con­sis­tent set of sup­ports were mea­sured out ahead of me and bol­ster­ing the raised plank path­way. And I thought of my im­me­di­ate and ex­tend­ed fam­i­ly. They ral­lied around me to help me walk my un­want­ed jour­ney. I thought of the Body of Christ, my lo­cal church. The guid­ance and care I re­ceived was a sup­port to me. I thought of my mis­sion­ary fam­i­ly around the world. They pep­pered my in­box and phone with con­sis­tent mes­sages of sup­port.

			And then I looked up ahead and saw a near re­turn of the be­gin­ning path­way. I don’t want to go so far as to say it was a re­turn to the ex­act path. How­ev­er, it was a re­turn to a broad and flat path.

			And as I walked this new path, I flashed back to a meet­ing with Dr. David Fort, a trust­ed coun­selor. He told me just three weeks af­ter Kim died that I would even­tu­al­ly en­ter a pe­ri­od of wist­ful peace. He cau­tioned that it was a long way off, but there would be peace in my fu­ture. I’m not there yet; but I know it will come. Wist­ful peace.

			
				
					“And the peace of God, which sur­pass­es all un­der­stand­ing, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Je­sus.” Philip­pi­ans 4:7
				

			

			But what did come at the end of my hike was Eng­lish tea, popovers, and straw­ber­ry jam! And it was as good as I had re­mem­bered from my pre­vi­ous vis­its with my bride.

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Miracle in Acadia

			
			
				
					“So she called the name of the Lord who spoke to her, ‘You are a God of see­ing,’ for she said, ’tru­ly here I have seen him who looks af­ter me.’” Gen­e­sis 16:13
				

			

			The most sig­nif­i­cant in­ten­tion­al step I took was to trav­el alone to Aca­dia Na­tion­al Park, Bar Har­bor, and Mount Desert Is­land in Maine. It would have been our thir­ty-sixth wed­ding an­niver­sary, and Bar Har­bor, Maine was the des­ti­na­tion for our hon­ey­moon. We had re­turned to Bar Har­bor for our twen­ti­eth an­niver­sary in 2003.

			I went to re­mem­ber, and I went to hon­or and cel­e­brate my mar­riage. I went to cel­e­brate mar­riage it­self. I went to take a sig­nif­i­cant step in my heal­ing. As the time ap­proached, I sensed God say­ing to me it was time to pull aside and get alone with him, as well. He would meet me there. My an­tic­i­pa­tion grew as the date came for me to fly to Ban­gor, Maine to be­gin my pil­grim­age.

			My time in Bar Har­bor was my most sig­nif­i­cant of the “firsts.” In a nut­shell, I wor­shipped, hiked, and jour­naled. I was amazed and thrilled with the beau­ty of Aca­dia Na­tion­al Park.

			But the best of my pil­grim­age was near the end of my trip. Even bet­ter than the tea and popovers.

			On my an­niver­sary, I took two moun­tain hikes. The af­ter­noon hike, my sec­ond of the day, took me up Gorham Moun­tain. As I ap­proached the sum­mit, I passed and greet­ed three young ladies who were cool­ing off un­der a tree. I asked if I was close to the sum­mit, and they point­ed out that I was a mere fifty feet from my goal. As I en­joyed the sum­mit view and took pic­tures, I heard the three young ladies be­gin to sing an old cho­rus, “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands.”

			Mo­ments lat­er, I turned to head back down the moun­tain. Since they were still un­der the tree, I sang out, “He’s got you and me sis­ters in his hands …” A con­ver­sa­tion be­gan. Af­ter es­tab­lish­ing that we were Chris­tians, one young la­dy named Brit told me she worked at a Chris­tian school. I replied that I worked at a Chris­tian mis­sion agen­cy. She asked which one. When I an­swered, her eyes widened. She knew my mis­sion agen­cy. She then quick­ly added, that she was the ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tant to the head of the mis­sion de­part­ment at South­west­ern Bap­tist The­o­log­i­cal Sem­i­nary. Then one of them asked if I was hik­ing alone, and I briefly shared about my an­niver­sary pil­grim­age. They asked if they could pray for me. And there on Gorham Moun­tain in Maine on Mount Desert Is­land, three be­liev­ing young wom­en min­is­tered to me in prayer.

			El Roi. God sees me. He cares for me. I’m not alone. He is Im­manuel, God with us.

			
				
					“I will in­struct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will coun­sel you with my eye up­on you.” Psalm‬ ‭32:8‬
				

			

			God wasn’t fin­ished.

			The next morn­ing, I awoke and had some time be­fore I had to go to the air­port that af­ter­noon. Af­ter cof­fee and prayer, I hiked up to Bub­ble Rock. I en­joyed the beau­ty that morn­ing look­ing out at Jor­dan Pond be­low. This was a piv­otal mo­ment. I had come to the end of my time in Bar Har­bor and Aca­dia Na­tion­al Park. I would head down to my cot­tage, show­er, have break­fast in Bar Har­bor, and then head to the air­port. I ex­haled out a sense of ac­com­plish­ment and com­ple­tion. Then I turned with de­ter­mi­na­tion to end my moun­tain­top an­niver­sary ex­pe­ri­ence. I was fin­ished. It was time to head home to con­tin­ue fac­ing loss.

			But God wasn’t quite fin­ished.

			As I turned, a fam­i­ly was just as­cend­ing the peak of Bub­ble Rock. I saw the youngest son wear­ing a shirt that had Union Uni­ver­si­ty across the front. I com­ment­ed on it, and a con­ver­sa­tion en­sued. They asked how I knew Union and I men­tioned, once again, that I work for a mis­sion agen­cy. Our work­ers send chil­dren there for col­lege, and we take grad­u­ates from the school and send them over­seas. They asked which mis­sion agen­cy. When I told them, one son, Josh, asked if I knew the Laf­fer­tys. This cou­ple, Todd and Su­san, had just re­turned to Rich­mond as lead­ers. The old­est son con­tin­ued, “Jonathan Laf­fer­ty is go­ing to be my res­i­dent as­sis­tant and is go­ing to live in the dorm room next to me next week.”

			I asked where this fam­i­ly was from and learned that they were from Grace Com­mu­ni­ty Church in Nash­ville, Ten­nes­see where Scott Pat­ty, a re­spect­ed lead­er, is the pas­tor. The fa­ther, Bill Kersey, shared that he was an el­der at the church.

			Then, his wife, Lisa, asked if I was hik­ing alone. Once again, I shared that I was on an an­niver­sary pil­grim­age.

			Bill asked if he and his fam­i­ly could gath­er around me and pray for me. And right there at the top of Bub­ble Rock in Maine on Mount Desert Is­land in Aca­dia Na­tion­al Park a fam­i­ly min­is­tered to me in prayer.

			
				“For all my ways are known to You. Hal­lelu­jah, they are known to You!” CityA­light, “All My Ways are Known to You”

			

			Two days. Two moun­tain tops. Two prayers.

			El Roi. I see you. Mirac­u­lous.

			
				
					“Whom have I in heav­en but you? And there is noth­ing on earth that I de­sire be­sides you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my por­tion for­ev­er.” Ps 73:25–26
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Jars of Clay

			
			
				
					“Not on­ly that, but we re­joice in our suf­fer­ings, know­ing that suf­fer­ing pro­duces en­durance, and en­durance pro­duces char­ac­ter, and char­ac­ter pro­duces hope, and hope does not put us to shame …” Ro­mans 5:3–5
				

			

			“Amen, Christo­pher!”

			I said it out loud as I sat weep­ing one day just over four months af­ter Kim’s death. I had tuned in on­line to join with a broth­er and col­league, Mick Stock­well, as he and his fam­i­ly mourned their grand­son’s trag­ic death. I was suf­fer­ing with them, and I was en­abled to suf­fer with them be­cause of my own loss.

			Mick’s son and the fa­ther, Christo­pher, said he want­ed to thank God for Bridger’s life, even though on­ly two-and-a-half-years-old. And he thanked God that he was a suf­fer­ing God. He read from Isa­iah where God spoke of his Son to be crushed on our be­half.

			Amen, Christo­pher. Let that pen­e­trate your heart, anew.

			
				
					“But he was pierced for our trans­gres­sions; he was crushed for our in­iq­ui­ties; up­on him was the chas­tise­ment that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.” Isa­iah 53:5
				

			

			Lat­er, Mick read out of 2 Corinthi­ans 4 and ex­plained that we are not crushed. Even though we are hard-pressed, we are not crushed. I opened my Bible and read it again:

			
				
					“We are af­flict­ed in ev­ery way, but not crushed …” 2 Corinthi­ans 4:8
				

			

			Think about what it means to have a suf­fer­ing God. He crushed His Son so that we are not crushed. I would have done any­thing and ev­ery­thing I could have done to avoid los­ing my wife, but God will­ing­ly sac­ri­ficed his own Son. We have a good and suf­fer­ing God. And I was re­mind­ed that we are sim­ply jars of clay in his hands.

			
				
					“But we have this trea­sure in jars of clay, to show that the sur­pass­ing pow­er be­longs to God and not to us.” 2 Corinthi­ans 4:7
				

			

			It’s a good re­minder es­pe­cial­ly when fac­ing loss: We are sim­ple jars of clay, and we are emp­ty with­out the trea­sure of God’s in­dwelling. We can press in­to the dif­fi­cul­ties of life in his sur­pass­ing pow­er. Af­ter all, he is in us, and he is be­ing lived out. We faith­ful­ly walk through dif­fi­cul­ties, and he shows up—he shines. Us, not so much. We’re just jars of clay. Frag­ile.

			We may and will be af­flict­ed at times. Be it per­se­cu­tion or sim­ply the loss­es that come in a fall­en world. By faith we can de­clare that we are not crushed. Jars. Prone to af­flic­tion. Prone to be­ing crushed. Yet un­crushed. For now, we walk vic­to­ri­ous­ly in an af­flict­ed world, but step back and think on eter­ni­ty for a mo­ment. Pon­der this fact of faith anew. We will not be crushed. We will be re­stored. Jars of clay. Filled, en­thused, and blessed with a trea­sure.

			Matthew re­in­forces, “… the king­dom of heav­en is like a mer­chant in search of fine pearls, who, on find­ing one pearl of great val­ue, went and sold all that he had and bought it” (Matthew 13:45–46). Ev­ery­day jars of clay are filled with an in­com­pa­ra­ble gift.

			
				
					“For I con­sid­er that the suf­fer­ings of this present time are not worth com­par­ing with the glo­ry that is to be re­vealed to us. For the cre­ation waits with ea­ger long­ing for the re­veal­ing of the sons of God.” Ro­mans 8:18–19
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Our God of Sorrows

			
			
				
					“Our hope for you is un­shak­en, for we know that as you share in our suf­fer­ings, you will al­so share in our com­fort.” 2 Corinthi­ans 1:7
				

			

			I was re­mind­ed of our over­ar­ch­ing re­demp­tive sto­ry and an ear­li­er event about Moses in Ex­o­dus 14:13. Moses is lead­ing the peo­ple, and he is up against the prover­bial wall. The Is­raelites are be­ing af­flict­ed. Moses was con­fi­dent in the face of suf­fer­ing. In this af­flic­tion, he knew he would not ex­pe­ri­ence a crush­ing blow. Moses pro­claims to them:

			
				
					“Fear not, stand firm, and see the sal­va­tion of the Lord, which he will work for you to­day.” Ex­o­dus 14:13
				

			

			They were hemmed in by the Red Sea with the Egyp­tians bear­ing down on them. And Moses is op­ti­mistic. Is Moses naive? The Is­raelites are not buy­ing his op­ti­mism. In fact, right be­fore Moses tells them to stand firm and pre­dicts that they will see God’s sal­va­tion, the peo­ple brazen­ly ask him a sear­ing ques­tion.

			
				
					“Is it be­cause there are no graves in Egypt that you have tak­en us away to die in the wilder­ness? Ex­o­dus 14:11
				

			

			It’s ac­tu­al­ly hu­mor­ous and helps you have a lit­tle sym­pa­thy for any pas­tor or lead­er you’ve ev­er met. Fol­low­ers tend to whine and com­plain. God­ly lead­ers lead. De­ci­sions are made that af­fect fol­low­ers. But fol­low­ers tend to em­brace sight, and their scope of vis­i­bil­i­ty is on­ly what is right in front of them. Lead­ers seek to stand by faith and per­ceive an eter­nal per­spec­tive.

			I’m learn­ing to stand by faith. I have used the word “re­cip­i­ent” to de­scribe my ex­pe­ri­ence through loss. I am re­ceiv­ing sup­port. I think of the word “ob­serv­er,” too. I’m stand­ing firm and watch­ing God or­ches­trate cir­cum­stances and chance meet­ings. If you are fac­ing loss, then be faith­ful to ob­serve with a watch­ful eye, re­ceive the min­istry of God and his peo­ple, and stand firm as he weaves this jour­ney to­geth­er be­fore you.

			By faith, we need to re­mem­ber that we are not alone. Our God suf­fered for us. He proved that he can be trust­ed for our eter­nal safe­keep­ing.

			
				
					“Al­though he was a son, he learned obe­di­ence through what he suf­fered.” He­brews 5:8
				

			

			Our God is a suf­fer­ing God. Matthew 26:38 states, “Then he said to them, ‘My soul is very sor­row­ful, even to death; re­main here, and watch with me.’” He suf­fered, and ap­par­ent­ly—from the rest of this sto­ry—he suf­fered with­out his dis­ci­ples’ sup­port since they did not watch or re­main with him.

			
				“Did e’er such love and sor­row meet …” Isaac Watts, “When I Sur­vey the Won­drous Cross”

			

			Je­sus learned obe­di­ence through suf­fer­ing. If I stand faith­ful in suf­fer­ing, what will I learn? Maybe I’ll learn more obe­di­ence. Maybe my suf­fer­ing pro­duced by loss will give way to ma­tu­ri­ty. As Mark Vroe­gop writes, “The sor­row of a loss can lead us to the man of sor­rows be­cause Je­sus is the an­swer to the cause of ev­ery pain.” Maybe I’ll grow in Christ­like­ness. Most as­sured­ly, I am not im­mune from suf­fer­ing. But I do have a choice about what I be­lieve about suf­fer­ing.

			
				
					“No temp­ta­tion has over­tak­en you that is not com­mon to man. God is faith­ful, and he will not let you be tempt­ed be­yond your abil­i­ty, but with the temp­ta­tion he will al­so pro­vide the way of es­cape, that you may be able to en­dure it.” 1 Corinthi­ans 10:13
				

			

			Je­sus suf­fered on our ac­count. If I am de­ter­mined to walk with him and be like him, I must seek to learn from my suf­fer­ing, de­cide not to waste my pain, and com­fort oth­ers. Our God is a suf­fer­ing God and a God of sor­rows, and he sent us a Com­forter. Charles H. Spur­geon has said, “God’s peo­ple have al­ways in their worst con­di­tion found out the best of their God.” I agree.

			Ours is a God of sor­rows who shares abun­dant com­fort.

			
				
					“For as we share abun­dant­ly in Christ’s suf­fer­ings, so through Christ we share abun­dant­ly in com­fort too …” 2 Corinthi­ans 1:5
				

			

			
				“He took my sins and my sor­rows, he made them his very own.” Charles H. Gabriel, “I Stand Amazed in the Pres­ence”

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				The Plague of Recurring Disbelief

			
			Dis­be­lief dur­ing loss is sin­is­ter. How many times should some­one have to face their loss? It turns out you face it re­peat­ed­ly ev­ery day. Mul­ti­ple times a day. It’s al­most like wak­ing up hav­ing to live an event over and over. And worse, you have de­cep­tive surges of dis­be­lief sneak in when you’re not ex­pect­ing.

			
				
					“I am ut­ter­ly bowed down and pros­trate; all the day I go about mourn­ing. For my sides are filled with burn­ing, and there is no sound­ness in my flesh.” Psalm 38:6–7
				

			

			Even if you’re fac­ing loss head on, your mind is still try­ing to in­te­grate a new mas­sive change in­to years of mem­o­ries. Your mind of­ten re­verts to the past mem­o­ry and ig­nores the present re­al­i­ty. It’s like re­for­mat­ting a disk, ex­cept more dif­fi­cult.

			The dis­be­lief is like a plague that just won’t go away. I found my­self sit­ting alone at times and would oc­ca­sion­al­ly look at the oth­er end of the couch and just shake my head. Oth­er times, I’d be with some­one and just blurt out, “I just can­not be­lieve it.”

			I found my­self at times giv­ing the­o­log­i­cal or men­tal as­sent to the facts. I knew the truth. But in those ear­ly mo­ments, days, and even months it did not change the feel­ings. It still doesn’t change the feel­ings. Fur­ther, I couldn’t stop the dis­be­lief or the shak­ing of my head. I’d lock eyes with some­one, and we would both shake our heads.

			
				“Im­age-bear­ers of God are not im­per­vi­ous.” David Powli­son, Suf­fer­ing and the Sovereign­ty of God

			

			Loss nev­er strikes this close to home, right? It’s just unimag­in­able. I re­mem­ber walk­ing in­to the fu­ner­al home on the Sun­day of the vis­i­ta­tion. I en­tered the room alone and had time to weep. Fi­nal­ly, I stood and went to bring my three chil­dren in­to the room with me. We stood cry­ing be­fore the cas­ket hold­ing Kim’s body. We wailed. We held each oth­er and just let our tears flow. We held each oth­er.

			I re­mem­ber a sense of fo­cus com­ing over me. A sense of res­o­lu­tion. I kept say­ing out loud, “This is a stake in the ground.” I added, “Ev­ery­thing has changed.” I re­peat­ed it over and over: “This is a stake in the ground.” How­ev­er, I’m not sure it was help­ing me get be­yond dis­be­lief. But I knew I had to help my fam­i­ly and my­self. So, I kept say­ing it. “This is a stake in the ground.”

			Stake or no stake, it’s dif­fi­cult to be­lieve I’ve lost her.

			Dis­be­lief. Re­cur­ring. Like a plague. Yet, through it all, I was forc­ing my gaze up­on Christ. While ex­pe­ri­enc­ing loss, Christ’s pres­ence is a balm even for the plague of re­cur­ring dis­be­lief.

			
				
					“I am fee­ble and crushed; I groan be­cause of the tu­mult of my heart. O Lord, all my long­ing is be­fore you; my sigh­ing is not hid­den from you.” Psalm 38:8–9
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Don’t Sugarcoat Loss

			
			Peo­ple mean well. How­ev­er, they of­ten say things that should be kept to them­selves. Now to be fair, I did not have any­one say any­thing of the sort to me. Noth­ing out of line. My ex­pe­ri­ence was so shock­ing, un­ex­pect­ed, and unimag­in­able that most peo­ple said ei­ther noth­ing or my fa­vorite, “I can’t imag­ine.” My quick re­ply was al­ways, “Nei­ther could I.”

			How­ev­er, when you’re thrust in­to loss you hear sto­ries about the var­i­ous state­ments peo­ple make.

			The point here is that peo­ple try to make some­thing bad seem bet­ter. Peo­ple just want to help. They al­so try to pro­tect God’s rep­u­ta­tion, as if death takes him by sur­prise. As if death makes him seem out of con­trol. As if God needs an emis­sary to come to his aid and re­frame the cur­rent loss you face. Help God and help you at the same time. To make it worse, even I want­ed to make it bet­ter. I want­ed to make sense of it all.

			How­ev­er, I found my­self set­tling in on a very im­por­tant re­al­iza­tion: I should face this tragedy head on, and I should not sug­ar­coat my loss.

			
				
					“Then Job an­swered and said: ‘To­day al­so my com­plaint is bit­ter; my hand is heavy on ac­count of my groan­ing.’” Job 23:1–2
				

			

			I learned that loss was go­ing to come at me from ev­ery di­rec­tion. Loss is mul­ti­fac­eted, mul­ti­di­men­sion­al, and mul­ti-lay­ered. Re­lent­less. It’s not a re­specter of the clock or cal­en­dar. It’s not a re­specter of per­sons. Con­trary to sub­tle feel­ings be­neath the sur­face, un­spo­ken, I am not im­mune to loss. No one is im­mune.

			So, don’t sug­ar­coat loss.

			I ap­pre­ci­ate the raw au­then­tic­i­ty of Steven Cur­tis Chap­man in a song he wrote about loss.

			
				“But right now, if we’re all hon­est, we don’t like God’s high­er ways; but we are trust­ing Him ’cause what else can we do?” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “Michael and Maria”

			

			It’s health­i­er to clear­ly iden­ti­fy your loss for the loss that it is. Face it. Sug­ar­coat­ing it, or try­ing to down­play or di­min­ish it, will on­ly give rise to emo­tion­al in­fec­tion and a de­lay in your hoped-for heal­ing. It’s just not healthy to side­step loss. There’s noth­ing ad­mirable about be­ing a per­son who can en­dure pain or hard­ship with­out ac­knowl­edg­ing the im­pact of the loss. How do we come to such un­feel­ing con­clu­sions?

			
				“Some­how sto­ic con­clu­sions are fash­ioned from a most un­sto­ic truth about a most un­sto­ic God!” David Powli­son, Suf­fer­ing and the Sovereign­ty of God

			

			As Mark Vroe­gop con­tends in Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy, “… restora­tion doesn’t come to those who live in de­nial.” De­nial, of­ten a nor­mal part of grief, must be ad­dressed by fac­ing loss and walk­ing the long jour­ney be­yond de­nial.

			Don’t sug­ar­coat loss.

			
				
					“Evening and morn­ing and at noon I ut­ter my com­plaint and moan, and he hears my voice.” Psalm 55:17
				

			

			
				
					“But what­ev­er gain I had, I count­ed as loss for the sake of Christ. In­deed, I count ev­ery­thing as loss be­cause of the sur­pass­ing worth of know­ing Christ Je­sus my Lord. For his sake I have suf­fered the loss of all things and count them as rub­bish, in or­der that I may gain Christ.” Philip­pi­ans 3:7–8
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				The Good Place of Pain

			
			
				“Even in the dark­ness He’s beau­ti­ful. Even in the shad­ows He loves you still. What’s true in light, still true in the dark.” Rend Col­lec­tive, “Weep with Me (Reprise)”

			

			Pain is per­sis­tent, pul­sat­ing. Pain is en­dur­ing, re­lent­less. I learned that my thought that I had a long un­want­ed jour­ney be­fore me was truer than I had un­der­stood. Pain toyed with me. Pain had this de­cep­tive side to it.

			When I was in the midst of pain, I had this feel­ing or sense that if I could just en­dure a lit­tle longer ev­ery­thing would be bet­ter. What I re­al­ly felt deep down is that ev­ery­thing would go back to the way it was be­fore. En­dure, pass the test, and Kim would come back. I knew that was not true and was im­pos­si­ble. But that was how it felt. Pain on an un­want­ed jour­ney is con­fus­ing.

			Pain was toy­ing with my heart.

			I re­mem­ber one vi­tal les­son I learned: Don’t try to erase re­minders or mem­o­ries. Re­minders of Kim are ev­ery­where in my house and among my cir­cle of friends. Ev­ery room and clos­et in my house; in fact, ev­ery shelf, draw­er, and cup­board shouts her sweet name. And that’s just in my house.

			Pain in loss is dif­fer­ent than phys­i­cal pain. God cre­at­ed us so that if we feel phys­i­cal pain it acts as a warn­ing. We touch some­thing hot, feel pain, and we wince or shrink back. We pull away to avoid the dam­age that might be done to us.

			It’s dif­fer­ent with emo­tion­al pain. You must stay in it—press in­to the pain—in or­der to heal.

			In­side my own mind are the mem­o­ries we made across our thir­ty-five-and-a-half years of mar­riage. Add to that a cou­ple years of dat­ing and en­gage­ment. Mem­o­ries fill my mind. I ex­pect to see her around the cor­ner or up­on ar­rival home af­ter a trip. My hand reach­es for my cell phone on­ly to re­mem­ber she’s not go­ing to an­swer even if I fol­low the im­pulse to call her.

			Even so, you sim­ply should not try to erase any re­minder to avoid the pain. You should not erase any mem­o­ry. Re­minders and mem­o­ries help you by bring­ing the pain to the fore­front to help you em­brace and process the grief.

			Phys­i­cal­ly, we were cre­at­ed to pull away from pain; emo­tion­al­ly, we were cre­at­ed to press in­to the pain.

			Once af­ter I drove away from Durham af­ter vis­it­ing my son, Paul, and his fam­i­ly, I was over­come by ex­cru­ci­at­ing pain. We had sim­ply tak­en pic­tures on East­er Sun­day. But the pain it ini­ti­at­ed was in­tense. I wasn’t sup­posed to be kneel­ing alone with two adorable grand­sons for a pho­to. I wept as I drove north on the in­ter­state as I head­ed back to Rich­mond. At one point I cried out, “I just want this pain to end!”

			But that’s when I re­al­ized some­thing: No, I don’t want the pain to end. I need the pain to process the grief. Pain has a good place. A good part to play. The pain re­minds me of what I had when I had Kim as my wife, my com­pan­ion. If the pain were to end so quick­ly and so eas­i­ly, it would be as if I had not lost much at all. An­oth­er way to say it: If I eas­i­ly skirt the full weight of pain and skip the process of mourn­ing, I de­val­ue the very in­sti­tu­tion of mar­riage, gen­er­al­ly, and my own mar­riage, specif­i­cal­ly. Pain must be val­ued for the part it would play in help­ing me re­mem­ber and val­ue my mar­riage.

			In that light, pain be­came some­how beau­ti­ful and mean­ing­ful to me. Could I be stead­fast and find joy in the good place of pain?

			
				
					“Count it all joy, my broth­ers, when you meet tri­als of var­i­ous kinds, for you know that the test­ing of your faith pro­duces stead­fast­ness. And let stead­fast­ness have its full ef­fect, that you may be per­fect and com­plete, lack­ing in noth­ing.” James 1:2–4
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Echoes of Pain and Beauty

			
			I learned that pain had a good part to play. Pain ac­tu­al­ly be­came beau­ti­ful.

			I know of sto­ry af­ter sto­ry, tes­ti­mo­ny af­ter tes­ti­mo­ny where some­one was thrust in­to a cri­sis, and they even­tu­al­ly came to Christ. Or some­one’s cri­sis opened the door to the gospel for some­one else who ob­served the cri­sis. In essence, the pain of the cri­sis pre­pared them to find the beau­ty of a Sav­ior.

			
				
					“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might be­come the right­eous­ness of God.” 2 Corinthi­ans 5:21
				

			

			Months af­ter Kim’s death, I re­ceived a mes­sage from a for­mer youth group mem­ber who was now liv­ing in Africa. Josh K. shared that he had de­cid­ed to fol­low Christ. In part, he ref­er­enced a let­ter that Kim wrote to him in her own hand­writ­ing be­fore he moved with his fam­i­ly. I knew noth­ing of the let­ter. Kim’s in­flu­ence con­tin­ues. Beau­ty out of pain.

			I al­so learned, on this un­want­ed jour­ney, that weak­ness was strength. Of course, I al­ready knew it. I had heard 2 Corinthi­ans 12:10 all my life:

			
				
					“For the sake of Christ, then, I am con­tent with weak­ness­es, in­sults, hard­ships, per­se­cu­tions, and calami­ties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 2 Corinthi­ans 12:10
				

			

			So, the pain of weak­ness paves the way to find re­al strength, his strength. If I don’t rec­og­nize my need for his strength, I live my life pre­tend­ing that I can pro­vide all the strength I need. I pre­tend I can muster it up from my own re­sources. I avoid ac­knowl­edg­ing my weak state. Or worse, in re­bel­lion, I refuse to face my weak­ness.

			Pain is beau­ti­ful when it helps us learn hard lessons. As the psalmist de­clares in Psalm 61,

			
				
					“Hear my cry, O God, lis­ten to my prayer; from the end of the earth I call to you when my heart is faint. Lead me to the rock that is high­er than I, for you have been my refuge, a strong tow­er against the en­e­my.” Psalm 61:1–3
				

			

			The pain of loss will give birth to gain if the pain is em­braced. I want to be care­ful here. Loss is loss. It’s ir­re­versible. Loss it­self will nev­er be gain. No one can con­vince you that the loss of a beloved per­son can ev­er be re-iden­ti­fied as gain or good. But loss can pave the way for gain. I have gained deep in­sights and deep­er re­la­tion­ships with my chil­dren, for ex­am­ple. I have ex­pe­ri­enced car­ing love from my chil­dren. Their moth­er would be so proud of the way they have cared for and loved me. It’s beau­ti­ful. It’s a gain in my life, a bless­ing. And yet, the loss that gave rise to this love is still painful.

			In pain, the beau­ty of Je­sus gives birth to a wor­ship­ing heart. He can make a woe­ful heart sing joy­ful praise. One morn­ing on a hike, I was lis­ten­ing to the song, “Life is Beau­ti­ful.” Rend Col­lec­tive cap­tures some­thing in this verse and cho­rus:

			
				“Up from the ash, up from the dust, You’re recre­at­ing us. I will not waste this day you’ve made, I will be glad. Re­joice, re­joice, in the sun­shine, in the sor­row. Oh, my soul re­joice.” Rend Col­lec­tive, “Life is Beau­ti­ful”

			

			He is recre­at­ing us. He cre­at­ed us, but the Fall called for recre­ation. It’s our role to sur­ren­der and to grow and to work out our sal­va­tion. Do so and watch God turn pain in­to beau­ty.

			
				
					“There­fore, my beloved, as you have al­ways obeyed, so now, not on­ly as in my pres­ence but much more in my ab­sence, work out your own sal­va­tion with fear and trem­bling …” Philip­pi­ans 2:12
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Draining the Wound of Grief

			
			Nor­mal­ly, I am not a per­son who emotes very eas­i­ly. I gen­er­al­ly don’t cry. I can name the times I’ve cried be­fore Kim died. I’m just not over­ly emo­tion­al.

			How­ev­er, re­al loss has changed me. I cried ev­ery day for al­most sev­en months af­ter Kim’s death. And the tears turned out to be a gift. Mine wasn’t messy or out-of-con­trol fits of cry­ing. I’ve de­scribed it to some as sim­ply a weepi­ness.

			
				
					“You have kept count of my toss­ings; put my tears in your bot­tle. Are they not in your book?” Psalm 56:8
				

			

			I have learned the grad­u­al and dai­ly re­lease has been healthy for me. As I em­braced tears, I be­gan to see a cou­ple of sce­nar­ios play­ing out. First, there was pro­tect­ed or planned time to mourn. I ar­ranged time to process my grief, and the emo­tion that came with it sim­ply flowed. The pro­tect­ed time was usu­al­ly in the morn­ings. And then, sec­ond, there were times when I had un­planned waves of tears. I had to learn to be re­spon­sive. It was like an as­sault. Ready or not.

			There’s a key les­son here: To drain the se­ri­ous in­jury brought to your soul by loss, you must em­brace and plan for tears. You’re drain­ing a wound.

			When it came to the first les­son, in­ten­tion­al mourn­ing, I be­gan my day qui­et­ly. I pro­tect­ed the morn­ings as much as pos­si­ble. I read books to help me face grief. Erich Bridges, who had lost his wife to can­cer, gave me a de­vo­tion­al book on grief. I read mul­ti­ple de­vo­tion­al en­tries each day. I read oth­er books. One par­tic­u­lar book, A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss, was ex­cep­tion­al­ly help­ful. I’d read my Bible. I’d pray. I’d speak con­ver­sa­tion­al­ly to God. Some­times I could on­ly groan.

			The sec­ond les­son I learned was to em­brace the un­planned waves of tears. Plan­ning in­ten­tion­al mourn­ing does not pre­vent un­planned in­ter­rup­tions by grief. It’s the lit­tle things. A smell. A sight. A mem­o­ry. A con­nec­tion with a friend or one of my chil­dren. It may flood your mind at the most un­ex­pect­ed times, and the tears just flow un­con­trol­lably. Ready-or-not-out-of-the-blue tears. And it’s okay. In fact, it’s healthy. A very re­al wound is be­ing drained.

			I learned to re­ceive in­ten­tion­al and un­planned mourn­ing as a gift of pre­ven­ta­tive medicine. On a long, un­want­ed jour­ney the slow drain­ing of the wound of grief is a sign of heal­ing.

			I al­so no­ticed that writ­ing helped me process my grief and fa­cil­i­tate my heal­ing. I wrote to re­mem­ber. I wrote to cel­e­brate life with Kim. I wrote to mourn. I wrote to heal. I wrote to grow through my loss. I wrote to live. I wrote to grieve but not with­out hope. I wrote about my grief to process any nec­es­sary re­pen­tance. Grief re­moves the ve­neer of self-suf­fi­cien­cy. I wrote to wor­ship.

			I learned not to be afraid of tears be­cause a wound such as the loss of love has to be drained.

			
				
					“You have fed them with the bread of tears and giv­en them tears to drink in full mea­sure.” Psalm 80:5
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Even Jesus Wept

			
			
				
					“Je­sus wept.” John 11:35
				

			

			I was com­fort­ed by the sto­ry of the death of Lazarus. The sto­ry teach­es us that an in­di­vid­u­al life is not im­por­tant enough to stop Je­sus from do­ing the work he’s do­ing. But it al­so teach­es us that an in­di­vid­u­al life is im­por­tant to the one who cre­at­ed that life. It’s a para­dox.

			As for hu­mil­i­ty and keep­ing per­spec­tive, Je­sus car­ried on with his work and did not im­me­di­ate­ly drop ev­ery­thing to go to pre­vent the death of Lazarus. Lazarus was im­por­tant—but not that im­por­tant. A les­son here for me is to keep per­spec­tive. The world does not re­volve around me. Je­sus does not ex­ist to serve me—as if he’s my ser­vant. He loves me, but I should nev­er ex­pect that he ex­ists to at­tend to my ev­ery whim, es­pe­cial­ly as I de­fine my needs. He is not to cen­ter on me; I am to cen­ter on him. I’m not even to place my­self as cen­tral among oth­er peo­ple. I’m re­mind­ed of the in­struc­tion con­cern­ing hu­mil­i­ty found in Philip­pi­ans. Paul in­structs us:

			
				
					“Do noth­ing from self­ish am­bi­tion or con­ceit, but in hu­mil­i­ty count oth­ers more sig­nif­i­cant than your­selves. Let each of you look not on­ly to his own in­ter­ests, but al­so to the in­ter­ests of oth­ers.” Philip­pi­ans 2:3–4
				

			

			So, the world does not re­volve around us like it did not re­volve around Lazarus.

			How­ev­er, our Cre­ator loves us. While he has a much big­ger pic­ture with a fuller per­spec­tive he is still touched by pain and loss. Have you ev­er stopped to con­sid­er that Je­sus’ de­lay gave time for Lazarus to die? But, he knew he could raise Lazarus from his tomb of death. It’s al­most as if we think Je­sus doesn’t feel the pain. He knows too much. Sure, Lazarus will die. But, I will raise him again. It’s all in a day’s work in be­ing God.

			But don’t miss that while Je­sus knew he could and would raise Lazarus he still wept over his per­son­al loss. One of the most well-known vers­es in the Bible is John 11:35: “Je­sus wept.” The iron­ic thing about this scene is that weep­ing is of­ten as­so­ci­at­ed with the loss of con­trol over any giv­en sit­u­a­tion. I cried at the loss of my wife, in part, be­cause I knew this new re­al­i­ty was out of my con­trol. I had to ad­just to my loss. I grieved a loss I could not change. But, Je­sus wept even though he knew he could and would re­verse the loss. He wept be­cause he saw the pain of Mary and Martha. He wept be­cause his friend, Lazarus, had ex­pe­ri­enced death. He wept be­cause he was ful­ly hu­man. That’s a cap­ti­vat­ing re­al­iza­tion! He wept be­cause sin was hav­ing its way in the world. Man is fall­en, and the plight of hu­man­i­ty touched Je­sus.

			The sto­ry of the loss of Lazarus re­minds us of the full hu­man­i­ty of Je­sus. While he is ful­ly God, he can sym­pa­thize with us in our hu­man­i­ty.

			
				
					“Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heav­ens, Je­sus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our con­fes­sion. For we do not have a high priest who is un­able to sym­pa­thize with our weak­ness­es, but one who in ev­ery re­spect has been tempt­ed as we are, yet with­out sin.” He­brews 4:14–15
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				Employing the Counterattack of Gratitude

			
			
				
					“Re­joice al­ways, pray with­out ceas­ing, give thanks in all cir­cum­stances; for this is the will of God in Christ Je­sus for you.” 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 5:16–18
				

			

			The fu­ner­al home sent em­ploy­ees to pre­pare my wife’s body to trans­port her to the fu­ner­al home. And all the while, I’m in shock. Even­tu­al­ly, they had pre­pared her and gave me the op­por­tu­ni­ty to spend a few min­utes with my wife’s life­less body. Ex­cru­ci­at­ing.

			I fell on the gur­ney that held and cra­dled her, and I kissed her on the fore­head and on the cheek re­peat­ed­ly through my tears. Spon­ta­neous­ly, I be­gan to cry out to God. And some­thing hap­pened, and I can’t ful­ly ex­plain it.

			Even­tu­al­ly, I be­gan to thank God. I couldn’t help it. I start­ed thank­ing God for thir­ty-five-and-a-half years with Kim. I thanked God for the chil­dren with whom he blessed us through her body. Gifts of our love. Again, I don’t ful­ly un­der­stand how it hap­pened. First of all, I wasn’t even able to put words or sen­tences to­geth­er eas­i­ly. I couldn’t even form co­her­ent thoughts.

			I re­al­ize now, it was a good and fit­ting re­sponse. Kim was a gift of grace in my life. I didn’t de­serve her, but God blessed my life by bring­ing her to me. I was priv­i­leged to share life with her. I re­ceived the gift of chil­dren through her. I should be grate­ful.

			And then I re­al­ized it’s a bib­li­cal choice. It’s God’s will for me. Paul tells us in 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 5:18 to “… give thanks in all cir­cum­stances; for this is the will of God in Christ Je­sus for you.” To ac­knowl­edge God’s good­ness helps to ori­ent your­self to truth, re­gard­less of your feel­ings.

			Over the months, I re­mem­ber lis­ten­ing to mu­sic and singing along through tears. One ex­am­ple, “Count­ing Ev­ery Bless­ing” by Rend Col­lec­tive, has been a fa­vorite. Here’s an ex­cerpt from this song that was help­ful in times when I need­ed to be re­cal­i­brat­ed and cen­tered to grat­i­tude:

			
				“I am count­ing ev­ery bless­ing, count­ing ev­ery bless­ing, let­ting go and trust­ing when I can­not see … Sure­ly ev­ery sea­son you are good to me … Let­ting go and trust­ing when I can­not see, I am count­ing ev­ery bless­ing, I’m count­ing ev­ery bless­ing. Sure­ly ev­ery sea­son you are good to me …” Rend Col­lec­tive, “Count­ing Ev­ery Bless­ing”

			

			This ear­ly les­son would be em­ployed re­peat­ed­ly. Grat­i­tude is an ap­pro­pri­ate an­ti­dote to grief. It’s a great dis­ci­pline to em­ploy as a coun­ter­at­tack ev­ery time a wave of grief ris­es and falls on the shores of my emo­tions.

			One morn­ing, I checked in with my chil­dren who had in­sist­ed on up­dates ev­ery day in the weeks fol­low­ing Kim’s death. My loss was still very fresh af­ter on­ly a few weeks. I wrote to them that I had an in­cred­i­ble in­sight that morn­ing. Alone in my house, I was faced with Kim’s mem­o­ry in ev­ery room, clos­et, and shelf. I told them my house shouts, “Look what you’ve lost.”

			My house al­so shouts, “Look what you had!” Grat­i­tude puts grief in con­text.

			
				“When one hurts deeply, when there’s scar tis­sue on the heart, when things ap­pear to be hope­less … the most pow­er­ful an­ti­dote for such con­di­tions is thanks­giv­ing.” Richard A. Burr, De­vel­op­ing Your Se­cret Clos­et of Prayer

			

			Grief comes be­cause the loss is so great. The loss is so great be­cause the one I lost was such a bless­ing—a gift of grace—in my life. There­fore, in time, loss gives birth to grat­i­tude. Again, call it a coun­ter­at­tack on grief. This dis­ci­pline of grat­i­tude helped me keep per­spec­tive. It kept me ground­ed. Yes, I had ex­pe­ri­enced a great and trag­ic loss. But she was a gift from a lov­ing Fa­ther who cared for me. And he cares for me now.

			
				
					“Ev­ery good gift and ev­ery per­fect gift is from above, com­ing down from the Fa­ther of lights, with whom there is no vari­a­tion or shad­ow due to change.” James 1:17
				

			

			
				“Grat­i­tude changes the pangs of mem­o­ry in­to a tran­quil joy.” Di­et­rich Bon­ho­ef­fer, Let­ters and Pa­pers from Prison
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				Facing Daunting Doorways

			
			
				
					“Let me hear in the morn­ing of your stead­fast love, for in you I trust. Make me know the way I should go, for to you I lift up my soul.” Psalm 143:8
				

			

			One of the first lessons I learned con­cerned the vi­tal im­por­tance of fac­ing loss head on. There is a temp­ta­tion to side­step the pain. Some mourn­ers de­cide to re­move re­minders of the per­son they lost. It seems to them that there might be an eas­i­er way. Take a de­tour and avoid im­me­di­ate pain.

			How­ev­er, from my ex­pe­ri­ences on the day of Kim’s death—see­ing her be­fore the fu­ner­al home took her, then sleep­ing in my own bed, and tak­ing a show­er the next morn­ing where she died—I had learned the im­por­tance of fac­ing painful re­al­i­ties square­ly. Head on. Fac­ing loss.

			
				“Ev­ery­one has grief, but mourn­ing is a choice.” H. Nor­man Wright, Ex­pe­ri­enc­ing Grief

			

			With­in the first cou­ple of weeks, I had some im­agery to go with my con­vic­tion. I felt as though there were door­ways erect­ed all around me. Some were big doors, and some were small doors. Some stood there, and some ap­peared in front of me at in­op­por­tune times. The doors were rep­re­sen­ta­tive of some­thing dif­fi­cult and painful.

			A few ex­am­ples might help. One door was choos­ing a cas­ket. An­oth­er was plan­ning the fu­ner­al. Then there were Kim’s pic­tures all around my house that re­mind­ed me of my loss. Dai­ly re­minders. Mo­ment-by-mo­ment re­minders. One day, I saw one of her ba­by pic­tures next to a pic­ture of her hold­ing one of our grand­chil­dren. It crushed me. Each ex­pe­ri­ence a door­way that must be con­front­ed. I could turn away or I could press in and open the door.

			I had been warned of an­oth­er step and it was, in­deed, a dif­fi­cult door­way. It was a mas­sive door­way.

			I’ll nev­er for­get the day I knew I need­ed to change the sheets on my bed. It seems in­no­cent enough, but I had been warned that this step is not so sim­ple. The is­sue at the core is that Kim was on those very sheets. That was our bed where we spent so much of our lives.

			On the ap­point­ed day I climbed my stairs to do the deed. I be­gan to cry. I pulled the com­forter and blan­kets back. I be­gan to wail as I phys­i­cal­ly en­gaged in the act of pulling the sheets off the mat­tress and pil­low­cas­es from the pil­lows. It be­came a phys­i­cal­ly la­bo­ri­ous chore. Fi­nal­ly, they were all in a pile on my bed­room floor, and I picked them up. Still wail­ing, I me­thod­i­cal­ly stum­bled down the stairs and in­to the laun­dry room. I placed the sheets in the wash­ing ma­chine, added soap, closed the lid, and start­ed the cy­cle. Each step was ex­haust­ing.

			Then there was in­stant re­lease. And this is where the im­agery of door­ways first came in­to fo­cus. It was as if a huge door had been raised in front of me. I lit­er­al­ly had a choice. I could avoid, de­lay, or face wash­ing my sheets. Again, it was as if a heavy daunt­ing door stood be­fore me.

			I chose to push it open and face the task. As I thought through the ex­pe­ri­ence and com­pared it to oth­er de­ci­sions I had made in the ear­ly weeks, I be­gan to pic­ture de­ci­sions as door­ways. I thought about my choic­es to face these dif­fi­cult mo­ments or to side­step them. Door­ways rise up be­fore ev­ery per­son who grieves. Those doors of mourn­ing must be faced, opened, and en­tered.

			
				
					“He gives pow­er to the faint, and to him who has no might he in­creas­es strength.” Isa­iah 40:29
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Avoiding Worrisome Walls

			
			
				
					“And the high for­ti­fi­ca­tions of his walls he will bring down, lay low, and cast to the ground, to the dust.” Isa­iah 25:12
				

			

			The im­agery of doors I in­tro­duced last week de­vel­oped fur­ther, and I re­al­ized that if I failed or even de­layed to face these dif­fi­cult de­ci­sions—these door­ways—they would be­come some­thing more im­pos­ing.

			They would be­come walls.

			Walls be­come more en­dur­ing bar­ri­ers and must be re­moved; they can­not sim­ply be opened like doors. If door­ways were left un­ad­dressed, they could be­come sol­id walls. Strongholds. Dan­ger­ous bar­ri­ers. In­fec­tions in my soul.

			As I walked through door af­ter door, I have found my­self on sev­er­al oc­ca­sions fac­ing the door from the in­side of my mar­riage look­ing out. There were doors to force open to walk in­to pain, but there were oth­er doors from which to walk out, as well. The daunt­ing re­al­iza­tion ris­ing with­in me is I had to walk out of the door of my mar­riage. A painful door, in­deed. Avoid these doors and walls ap­pear.

			One such oc­ca­sion was af­ter re­vis­it­ing Bar Har­bor, Maine. I stayed in the very cot­tage where Kim and I stayed thir­ty-six years be­fore. As I com­plet­ed my vis­it to Maine and pre­pared to head to the air­port, I re­al­ized I was walk­ing out the door of my cot­tage. It was so much more than just a sim­ple door of a cot­tage. I was tak­ing an­oth­er step—walk­ing out a door—in the jour­ney to say good­bye. I was walk­ing out an­oth­er door rep­re­sent­ing a won­der­ful mar­riage. I had packed and was stand­ing at the cot­tage door. I hes­i­tat­ed. I turned back to the room, and I qui­et­ly said, “Good­bye, Kim.” Fa­mil­iar tears came for an­oth­er vis­it to my eyes. These doors are painful but nec­es­sary. They must be met with courage. Or walls will rise up.

			Call it a fear of fear, but I dug deep for the courage to face dif­fi­cult door­ways ahead of me. Most­ly. I re­al­ized I need­ed to pre­vent the for­ma­tion of walls. Wor­ri­some walls.

			As I’ve thought through this im­agery of doors, I have been re­mind­ed that Je­sus used the same im­agery. Dif­fer­ent mes­sage, but it was a door all the same.

			
				
					“Be­hold, I stand at the door and knock. If any­one hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.” Rev­e­la­tion 3:20
				

			

			Ad­mit­ted­ly, my sce­nario is very dif­fer­ent than open­ing a door to Je­sus’ of­fer of sal­va­tion; how­ev­er, Je­sus us­es the im­agery of a door that we must open to him. It’s sim­i­lar when fac­ing grief and loss. Open­ing the doors is our re­spon­si­bil­i­ty. There are painful doors that must be opened. For ev­ery coura­geous step I took to open a door, it was as if Je­sus joined me and com­fort­ed me. The door that I opened to him years ago, helped me face these daunt­ing door­ways.

			
				“Je­sus! the name that charms our fears, that bids our sor­rows cease …” Charles Wes­ley, “O for a Thou­sand Tongues to Sing”

			

			Grace met grief. Beau­ty met pain. He is the way, the truth, and the life. Doors must be opened, and wor­ri­some walls must be avoid­ed. He will walk with us through ev­ery door of pain.

			I am so grate­ful he in­vit­ed me to open that first door, the door of sal­va­tion. He now gives me courage to walk through ev­ery painful door so that I avoid wor­ri­some walls.

			
				
					“Je­sus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Fa­ther ex­cept through me.’” John 14:6
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Overwhelming Fear and Intentional Courage

			
			
				
					“My heart is in an­guish with­in me; the ter­rors of death have fall­en up­on me. Fear and trem­bling come up­on me, and hor­ror over­whelms me.” Psalms 55:4–5
				

			

			To put the im­agery of daunt­ing door­ways and wor­ri­some walls in­to oth­er lan­guage, I re­al­ized I was tru­ly fac­ing over­whelm­ing fear—even dread. How­ev­er, I could seek to ask God for the courage I would need. And I could walk in faith. I need­ed to be in­ten­tion­al. Hap­haz­ard or aim­less would not work. Al­ways re­spond­ing would not work. Al­ways on-the-de­fense would not work. I had to be proac­tive.

			I would have to plan to have in­ten­tion­al courage. But my courage must be nest­ed in the re­al­i­ty that I am walk­ing with Christ, lean­ing on him. God is with me. Im­manuel. Psalm 139:7–12 is a won­der­ful re­minder that can be em­braced to pro­duce courage:

			
				
					“Where shall I go from your Spir­it? Or where shall I flee from your pres­ence? If I as­cend to heav­en, you are there! If I make my bed in She­ol, you are there! If I take the wings of the morn­ing and dwell in the ut­ter­most parts of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me. If I say, ‘Sure­ly the dark­ness shall cov­er me, and the light about me be night,’ even the dark­ness is not dark to you; the night is bright as the day, for dark­ness is as light with you.” Psalm 139:7–12
				

			

			There is some­thing re­as­sur­ing about set­ting tem­po­ral cir­cum­stances in an eter­nal per­spec­tive. Se­ri­ous­ly, where can we go where we are not in his watch­ful care? I can­not go down, up, or side­ways and de­part from his pres­ence. In him, dark is light. He is the au­thor of all life, and he makes ev­ery­thing beau­ti­ful and re­as­sur­ing. And he gives me courage.

			Matt Boswell. Matt Pa­pa, Stu­art Tow­nend, and Kei­th Get­ty wrote a song, Sing We the Song of Em­manuel. God sent us his Son to be with us, Im­manuel. His ap­pear­ing up­on earth de­liv­ered our res­cue from sin and sep­a­ra­tion and thus de­liv­ered our joy, peace, and light. They sing:

			
				“Joy and peace for the weary heart. Lift up your heads, for your King has come. Sing for the light over­whelms the dark.”

			

			I have a choice in the face of over­whelm­ing fear. I can suc­cumb to my dis­tress, or I can in­ten­tion­al­ly rest in courage made avail­able by faith and trust in God. I can stand up­on a sure foun­da­tion and press in­to the fear. I’m learn­ing that when fear ac­costs me, courage and en­durance are avail­able like suf­fi­cient grace and new mer­cies. He is faith­ful, but you must step out. Faith with­out a re­sponse—or with­out works—is dead.

			Over­whelm­ing fear must be met with in­ten­tion­al courage.

			
				
					“… fear not, for I am with you; be not dis­mayed, for I am your God; I will strength­en you, I will help you, I will up­hold you with my right­eous right hand.” Isa­iah 41:10
				

			

			
				
					“Be strong, and let your heart take courage, all you who wait for the Lord!” Psalm 31:24
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Receiving God’s Tapestry of Ministry

			
			
				
					“You have grant­ed me life and stead­fast love, and your care has pre­served my spir­it.” Job 10:12
				

			

			One day, the word re­cip­i­ent burst clear­ly in­to my mind. It was an in­stan­ta­neous re­flec­tion and re­al­iza­tion that I had been blessed by an over­whelm­ing out­pour­ing. Of course, God, the Spir­it, is my Com­forter. But, Christ’s Body, the Church, was al­so ral­ly­ing around me.

			I am a re­cip­i­ent of a ta­pes­try of min­istry that is a gift of grace. By faith, I sim­ply re­sist fear. I do have to fight fear. I al­so need to stand firm. I keep re­mind­ing my­self to stay firm­ly plant­ed on the foun­da­tion of my faith in Christ. And then, I humbly open my eyes and my hands to re­ceive the love and sup­port from him and his Bride, the Church.

			
				
					“They are to do good, to be rich in good works, to be gen­er­ous and ready to share, thus stor­ing up trea­sure for them­selves as a good foun­da­tion for the fu­ture, so that they may take hold of that which is tru­ly life. O Tim­o­thy, guard the de­posit en­trust­ed to you …” 1 Tim­o­thy 6:18–20
				

			

			It is said to be bet­ter to give than to re­ceive. But there are pe­ri­ods in life where you must re­ceive. I have been blessed to re­ceive an out­pour­ing of sup­port. I trust that those who have giv­en freely to sup­port me have re­ceived bless­ings, as well.

			
				
					“In all things I have shown you that by work­ing hard in this way we must help the weak and re­mem­ber the words of the Lord Je­sus, how he him­self said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to re­ceive.’” Acts 20:35
				

			

			I know this: I have been a re­cip­i­ent, and it is al­so blessed to re­ceive. I thank God for the Body of Christ. One morn­ing I awoke and went to my back porch. I have a rou­tine where I process, de­com­press, read, pray, cry, and drink cof­fee. On this morn­ing, I came to a time of prayer. I had been teach­ing through The Lord’s Prayer at my church. I be­gan to pray … “Our …”

			And I stopped.

			I couldn’t even get past “Our.” I be­gan to cry again as I re­count­ed God’s good­ness to me through his Body, the Church. The Lord’s Prayer doesn’t be­gin with “My Fa­ther.” It be­gins with “Our Fa­ther.”

			And “Our” is a pow­er­ful word.

			
				“Trau­ma is a per­son­al ex­pe­ri­ence, but re­cov­ery is a com­mu­nal one.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			I camped out on that one word for a long time that morn­ing. I rev­eled in grat­i­tude as I con­tem­plat­ed the gift of com­mu­ni­ty. Don’t miss this sin­gle and pow­er­ful word in Matthew 6:9: “Our …”

			My broth­er’s fam­i­ly gave me a book­mark quot­ing a Ghana­ian proverb: “A tree alone can­not with­stand a storm.” That proverb de­liv­ers lessons both true and un­nec­es­sary. It’s true we are not is­lands to our­selves. We are not alone. And it’s un­nec­es­sary even to try to stand alone. Walk­ing through a bro­ken world re­quires stand­ing to­geth­er.

			I have been sur­round­ed by the love of Christ through his Church, and I am a re­cip­i­ent. A ta­pes­try of min­istry has over­flowed in­to my life dur­ing a dif­fi­cult jour­ney. I have, in­deed, faced loss. How­ev­er, I have not faced loss alone.

			I am a re­cip­i­ent of a ta­pes­try of min­istry.

			
				
					“For I have de­rived much joy and com­fort from your love, my broth­er, be­cause the hearts of the saints have been re­freshed through you.” Phile­mon 1:7
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				The Confusion of Sight

			
			
				
					“… we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are un­seen. For the things that are seen are tran­sient, but the things that are un­seen are eter­nal. 2 Corinthi­ans 4:18
				

			

			At Kim’s fu­ner­al, I read ex­cerpts from Proverbs 31 and made a few com­ments about her. Then, I end­ed my com­ments by say­ing “… By faith and not by sight, I trust you.” Ear­ly on, I un­der­stood sight was not my friend, and it would take in­ten­tion­al­i­ty to hang on by faith.

			
				
					“Now faith is the as­sur­ance of things hoped for, the con­vic­tion of things not seen.” He­brews 11:1
				

			

			Faith ver­sus sight re­al­ly is the piv­otal point of our bat­tle—in tough times but even in good times. Faith ver­sus sight is ground ze­ro for our bat­tle ev­ery day and in ev­ery oth­er cir­cum­stance. But dur­ing un­speak­able loss, sight tends to push hard up­on faith. It’s a mo­ment-by-mo­ment fra­cas with ca­su­al­ties.

			Our job is to stay dogged­ly on point. Ours is not to con­trol or even ask why re­al­ly. How­ev­er, he’s big enough for any ques­tion, even why. Our du­ty, though, is to stay at the task of em­brac­ing ev­ery­thing in faith.

			
				
					“But what does it say? ‘The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart’ (that is, the word of faith that we pro­claim) …” Ro­mans 10:8
				

			

			In their song, “He Will Hold Me Fast,” Kei­th and Kristyn Get­ty sing, “When I fear my faith will fail, Christ will hold me fast.” So, even our abil­i­ty to have faith de­pends up­on him. I’ve cried out Mark 9:24 with the fa­ther of the de­mon-pos­sessed boy. The dis­ci­ples had been un­able to lib­er­ate the boy. The fa­ther press­es and brings his case to Je­sus. Je­sus tells the man to have faith. I love the fa­ther’s re­ply to Je­sus: “Im­me­di­ate­ly the fa­ther of the child cried out and said, ‘I be­lieve; help my un­be­lief!’” I un­der­stand that fa­ther’s heart. I’ve cried the same thing and some­times it on­ly comes out in moans.

			In the con­fu­sion of sight, we need clar­i­ty of faith. And faith is not of our own do­ing.

			
				
					“For by the grace giv­en to me I say to ev­ery­one among you not to think of him­self more high­ly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judg­ment, each ac­cord­ing to the mea­sure of faith that God has as­signed.” Ro­mans 12:3
				

			

			Faith is a gift as­signed to me by God him­self. That’s a mys­tery. My faith is not a mat­ter for pride. I’m not to think high­ly of my­self. I’m to em­ploy sober as­sess­ment know­ing that my mea­sure of faith is a gift from God.

			
				
					“So faith comes from hear­ing, and hear­ing through the word of Christ.” Ro­mans 10:17
				

			

			Whether we be­lieve in faith or not has no bear­ing on the truth what­so­ev­er. Our de­ci­sion bears on­ly on our re­la­tion­ship to the truth and to the One who is Truth. God is on his throne whether we be­lieve it or not.

			It’s true, he takes bad and makes good out of it. There is a res­ur­rec­tion. It’s true al­so that Je­sus is Lord. He re­veals these things to those he can trust. But the truth re­mains for all of us whether we em­brace the truth or not.

			
				“We have to pray with our eyes on God, not on the dif­fi­cul­ties.” Os­wald Cham­bers, Prayer: A Holy Oc­cu­pa­tion

			

			The ques­tion for any of us in good times or bad times is: Am I hear­ing the Word of Christ so that I have faith that comes from hear­ing?

			In the con­fu­sion of sight, it’s im­per­a­tive to hold fast to the clar­i­ty—the firm foun­da­tion—of faith.

			
				
					“The se­cret things be­long to the Lord our God, but the things that are re­vealed be­long to us and to our chil­dren for­ev­er, that we may do all the words of this law.” Deuteron­o­my 29:29
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				O Hole in My Heart

			
			The “firsts” are tough. They’re a mixed bag. The old mem­o­ries spill in up­on you with the re­minder that there are no new mem­o­ries to come with the one lost. It’s fi­nal. Hor­ri­ble.

			
				
					“The peo­ple who walked in dark­ness have seen a great light … For to us a child is born, to us a son is giv­en … and his name shall be called Won­der­ful, Coun­selor, Mighty God, Ev­er­last­ing Fa­ther, Prince of Peace.” Isa­iah 9:2, 6
				

			

			I had heard that Thanks­giv­ing and Christ­mas were among the hard­est firsts. It is ear­ly No­vem­ber as I write this en­try, and I as­sumed I had time to pre­pare. I was wrong. So wrong.

			Ear­li­er I wrote about two dif­fer­ent kinds of mourn­ing. First, there’s planned and in­ten­tion­al mourn­ing; and, sec­ond, there’s spon­ta­neous out-of-the-blue-ready-or-not mourn­ing. One takes dis­ci­pline to em­brace; the oth­er takes re­spon­sive­ness, agili­ty, and re­cov­ery.

			I thought I had time to pre­pare for Thanks­giv­ing and Christ­mas. I thought I had time to brace my­self. I didn’t.

			I have a ques­tion: Whose idea was it to start play­ing Christ­mas mu­sic so ear­ly? Can’t we reg­u­late when we can be­gin dec­o­rat­ing and play­ing mu­sic for hol­i­days?

			Can­did­ly, I’ve nev­er cared when all the cel­e­bra­tion start­ed. I’ve al­ways loved Christ­mas. Af­ter I mar­ried Kim, I loved Christ­mas even more. She knew how to make it spe­cial for our fam­i­ly. She care­ful­ly made mem­o­ries. She was in­ten­tion­al in help­ing us cel­e­brate.

			My job was to be ready with a de­vo­tion­al and to read the Christ­mas sto­ry. It was al­most an as­sign­ment. She had it planned. In­ten­tion­al. Kim nev­er lost sight of why we cel­e­brate Christ­mas. Her fa­vorite Christ­mas car­ol was O Holy Night. She loved the pow­er and grandeur of that dec­la­ra­tion of the im­port of that holy night. In­car­na­tion. God be­came man. Mirac­u­lous. Wor­thy of cel­e­brat­ing. Gifts were im­por­tant—and bib­li­cal. Wise men brought gifts. Giv­ing to each oth­er helps us shine a light on our gen­er­ous, giv­ing God.

			
				
					“For God so loved the world, that he gave his on­ly Son …” John 3:16
				

			

			Kim cel­e­brat­ed the God who gave, the Son who was giv­en, and the wise men who gave us an ex­am­ple of how we could cel­e­brate the in­car­nate Sav­ior. Christ­mas. Cel­e­bra­tion. Sal­va­tion. Fam­i­ly. Uni­ty. Beau­ti­ful—al­ways beau­ti­ful. Kim’s child­like won­der at Christ­mas lights was al­ways a source of plea­sure. I en­joyed Christ­mas through Kim’s eyes. Her touch. Her in­flu­ence. Her imag­i­na­tion.

			But she’s gone, and I am fac­ing loss. I have been told—and I be­lieve—Christ­mas will not be the same. It’s now an­oth­er one of the hor­ri­ble firsts. Don’t get me wrong. The rea­son be­hind this mag­nif­i­cent sea­son has not gone away. But there’s an over­lay of grief that goes with how it’s al­ways been cel­e­brat­ed. It’s in­evitable.

			In No­vem­ber, I got in my car on the last morn­ing of a work trip to head to the air­port. I hadn’t had the ra­dio on at all on that trip. I turned it on and be­gan to search for a chan­nel. I punched the seek but­ton scrolling through sta­tions.

			And then it hap­pened.

			I land­ed on a sta­tion that was al­ready broad­cast­ing Christ­mas mu­sic. Too ear­ly. Blast­ing from my ra­dio was the first Christ­mas song I would hear this sea­son. You guessed it. “O Holy Night:”

			
				“A thrill of hope the weary world re­joic­es for yon­der breaks a new and glo­ri­ous morn. Fall on your knees, O hear the an­gels’ voic­es. O night di­vine, O night when Christ was born.” Adolphe Adam, “O Holy Night”

			

			I be­gan to weep. No warn­ing. I re­al­ize now that even the “firsts” have “firsts.” The first Christ­mas had the first Christ­mas car­ol. And wouldn’t you know it. It had to be Kim’s fa­vorite Christ­mas car­ol. How iron­ic.

			How per­fect.

			It was one of those out-of-the-blue-ready-or-not mo­ments. I wasn’t pre­pared. You’ve heard of peo­ple see­ing their life flash be­fore their eyes. I had my Christ­mas and my Christ­mases flash be­fore my eyes.

			I love Christ­mas. O what a holy night, in­deed. But, this day it’s once again an­oth­er re­minder of my hor­ri­ble loss, a hole in my heart. How­ev­er, I will face my loss with hope be­cause of the in­car­nate Mes­si­ah. I will cel­e­brate. But I will al­so re­mem­ber and mourn my loss through yet an­oth­er of the firsts.

			I wrote one song for Kim. One song. I love this line from my love song:

			
				“A smile ap­pears with­in my heart as I give you this ring. I pledge my life, my love, my all, to show you what it means.”

			

			Peo­ple sing to those they love. Love songs are part of our cul­ture. I wrote one song for Kim. I wish some­one would count how many songs of ado­ra­tion have been writ­ten for the ba­by giv­en to us at Christ­mas. Kim’s fa­vorite stands out.

			
				“Long lay the world in sin and er­ror pin­ing, Till He ap­peared, and the soul felt its worth … Fall on your knees …” Adolphe Adam, “O Holy Night”

			

			What hope Christ­mas gives! What joy is ours be­cause of the birth of our Sav­ior! God came down at Christ­mas. Hope. Joy. Sal­va­tion. Im­manuel. My hor­ri­ble loss, my hole in my heart, must be faced in the con­text of the gift giv­en to us on that holy night.

			
				
					“And the an­gel said to them, ‘Fear not, for be­hold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the peo­ple.’” Luke 2:10
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				The Fullness of Joy in the Emptiness of Loss

			
			
				
					“Count it all joy, my broth­ers, when you meet tri­als of var­i­ous kinds, for you know that the test­ing of your faith pro­duces stead­fast­ness. And let stead­fast­ness have its full ef­fect, that you may be per­fect and com­plete, lack­ing in noth­ing.” James 1:2–4
				

			

			Count­ing tri­als as joy­ful is no walk in the park. It’s no piece of cake to em­brace tri­als even if you know you’ll be lack­ing in noth­ing when you do. Be­ing thank­ful in all things is a com­mand—be­cause it doesn’t come nat­u­ral­ly or eas­i­ly.

			How­ev­er, it’s pos­si­ble—and it’s right. Even as I ex­pe­ri­ence my first Thanks­giv­ing with­out Kim.

			There’s a deep in­escapable empti­ness that comes from loss. It’s re­al. Again, my most sig­nif­i­cant les­son was that you must face loss. You should nev­er sug­ar­coat it. Empti­ness is re­al. There’s pain. There’s dread. There’s lone­li­ness.

			I’ll nev­er for­get a re­treat Kim and I or­ga­nized for a Sun­day School class back in Mable­ton, Geor­gia ear­ly in our mar­riage. Ev­ery year, our class of young cou­ples would plan a re­treat. Kim and I were the class teach­ers, and one year we in­vit­ed a Wycliffe Bible Trans­la­tors mis­sion­ary to speak. He took us deep in­to The Beat­i­tudes.

			His teach­ing stayed with us our whole mar­riage.

			He trans­lat­ed “blessed” as “pro­found­ly hap­py” for the pur­pos­es of his week­end ses­sions. His teach­ing car­ried the idea of the pro­fun­di­ty of blessed­ness. Blessed is not sim­ple, shal­low hap­pi­ness. It’s much deep­er. It’s pro­found! As when peace pass­es un­der­stand­ing. Or com­pa­ra­ble to grace that is suf­fi­cient or when mer­cies are new ev­ery morn­ing. It’s down­right mirac­u­lous. Even in the empti­ness of loss you can be pro­found­ly hap­py, joy­ful. Je­sus said it best:

			
				
					“And he opened his mouth and taught them, say­ing: Blessed are the poor in spir­it, for theirs is the king­dom of heav­en. Blessed are those who mourn … Blessed are the meek … Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for right­eous­ness … Blessed are the mer­ci­ful … the pure in heart … the peace­mak­ers … Blessed are those who are per­se­cut­ed for right­eous­ness’ sake … Blessed are you when oth­ers re­vile you and per­se­cute you and ut­ter all kinds of evil against you false­ly on my ac­count. Re­joice and be glad, for your re­ward is great in heav­en …” Matthew 5:2–12
				

			

			To ex­cerpt a por­tion, we might say, “Pro­found­ly hap­py are those who mourn, for they shall be com­fort­ed.” Or we might go on to read, “Pro­found­ly hap­py are the mer­ci­ful, for they shall re­ceive mer­cy.” His use of pro­found­ly hap­py was sim­ply meant to help self-cen­tered peo­ple re­al­ize sim­ple “feel-good” hap­pi­ness was not the point. The kind of blessed­ness spo­ken of in The Beat­i­tudes was much deep­er. Again, it’s pro­found. We can ex­pe­ri­ence empti­ness brought on by loss and hold on to full­ness of joy at the same time. “Re­joice and be glad,” Je­sus says, “for your re­ward is great in heav­en …” Matthew 5:12.

			This Thanks­giv­ing is emp­ty, yet full. Joy fills loss when you mourn with hope. In the face of loss, it’s nec­es­sary to re­mem­ber our re­ward is great when we get to heav­en. There­fore, there is a full­ness of joy in the empti­ness of loss. I can be thank­ful.

			
				
					“My soul longs, yes, faints for the courts of the Lord; my heart and flesh sing for joy to the liv­ing God.” Psalm 84:2
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Aspirational Response to Loss

			
			
				
					“For now we see in a mir­ror dim­ly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know ful­ly, even as I have been ful­ly known.” 1 Corinthi­ans 13:12
				

			

			I re­mem­ber talk­ing to some­one with­in the first day or two fol­low­ing Kim’s death. It was as if I was pro­cess­ing my shock, numb­ness, and grief ver­bal­ly and on-the-fly. I was mak­ing this up as I went, it seemed. Af­ter say­ing some­thing about know­ing what was ahead of me, I stopped and said, “I know I am talk­ing pret­ty big right now.” I might have been in shock, but I rec­og­nized it at times and won­dered what else I might have said out loud.

			I iden­ti­fied a be­hav­ior I’ll call as­pi­ra­tional re­sponse. I was say­ing things I want­ed to be true of my cur­rent and fu­ture re­spons­es to my grief, but I had not yet tru­ly been test­ed. How­ev­er, I knew what I should say. I was talk­ing big. Call it in­stinct. Call it in­tu­ition. But call it as­pi­ra­tional at best. Call it years of truth poured in­to my life.

			I re­mem­ber learn­ing safe­ty in­struc­tions for en­coun­ter­ing cer­tain wild and dan­ger­ous an­i­mals. Stand tall and ap­pear big. That’s what this as­pi­ra­tional re­sponse to loss felt like.

			Over time, I re­al­ized you have mo­ments when your as­pi­ra­tional re­spons­es match how you feel. Oth­er times, your re­spons­es do not even come close to match­ing how you feel. It’s a rote re­sponse. Go­ing through the mo­tions. How­ev­er, you keep on speak­ing out loud to help coach your­self to­ward the as­pi­ra­tional re­sponse.

			
				“It takes time to get to this place af­ter loss. It takes fail­ing and try­ing again to reroute the tra­jec­to­ry of loss on­to a path that re­stores hope.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			Some may call this “fake it ’til you make it.” That’s not a bad idea. It’s al­most like say­ing be­lieve it un­til you see it. Hav­ing faith is bet­ter than hav­ing sight. By faith, we re­al­ly can set a tra­jec­to­ry—an as­pi­ra­tion—for our re­sponse. Stand taller than this wild an­i­mal un­til you sur­vive it. Dogged faith even in the face of hor­ri­ble sight.

			So, I fig­ured it’s good to as­pire to re­spond in faith. Some­times what you see sim­ply isn’t good, and the feel­ings re­flect the sad­ness, even des­per­a­tion, of the re­al­i­ty. How­ev­er, you know that we see dim­ly now, and you can coach your­self to­ward what you be­lieve to be true in the age to come. An eter­nal point of view is vast­ly dif­fer­ent from a tem­po­ral per­spec­tive. Job un­der­stood this well, and I as­pire to re­spond ap­pro­pri­ate­ly in my loss:

			
				
					“Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head and fell on the ground and wor­shiped. And he said, ‘Naked I came from my moth­er’s womb, and naked shall I re­turn. The Lord gave, and the Lord has tak­en away; blessed be the name of the Lord.’ In all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrong.” Job 1:20–22
				

			

			I as­pire to do as Job did in his tri­als—which were, ad­mit­ted­ly, ex­treme. In all that I face, I pray I do not sin or charge my God with wrong. I can stand in faith and do good be­cause he is good. At least I can as­pire.

			
				
					“Beloved, do not im­i­tate evil but im­i­tate good. Who­ev­er does good is from God; who­ev­er does evil has not seen God.” 3 John 1:11
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		Aspirational Faith Through Loss
“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own un­der­stand­ing. In all your ways ac­knowl­edge him, and he will make straight your paths.” Proverbs 3:5–6

We get to ex­pe­ri­ence the mer­cy and love of God in this life. We reap the fruit of grace now. That’s great. How­ev­er, let’s not in­sult our Cre­ator and Sav­ior with short­sight­ed­ness. His mer­cy, love, and grace go so far be­yond the here-and-now. His gra­cious gifts ex­tend in­to the com­ing age. In fact, the more pow­er­ful re­sult of his gift of sal­va­tion ex­tends far be­yond the tem­po­ral and in­to the eter­nal. Loss brings heav­en clos­er and makes it more re­al than it was just the day be­fore.
I love these lines from the hymn, “Turn Your Eyes Up­on Je­sus:”
“Turn your eyes up­on Je­sus, look full, in his won­der­ful face. And the things of earth will grow strange­ly dim, in the light of your glo­ry and grace.” He­len Howarth Lem­mel, “Turn Your Eyes Up­on Je­sus”

As­pi­ra­tional re­sponse is healthy if it is built up­on the truth of our faith. Yes, en­joy the fruit of his mer­cy, love, and grace in your life to­day. But keep an eye on eter­ni­ty. Lift your eyes from the painful tem­po­ral realm and glo­ry in the eter­nal age to come. It’s re­al. Our Fa­ther will show his im­mea­sur­able rich­es of grace in kind­ness in Je­sus.“But God, be­ing rich in mer­cy, be­cause of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our tres­pass­es, made us alive to­geth­er with Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us up with him and seat­ed us with him in the heav­en­ly places in Christ Je­sus, so that in the com­ing ages he might show the im­mea­sur­able rich­es of his grace in kind­ness to­ward us in Christ Je­sus.” Eph­esians 2:4–7

As­pi­ra­tional re­sponse should be built up­on the sol­id foun­da­tion of the gospel it­self. We preach it to oth­ers. Why not preach it to your­self?
Teenagers of­ten dis­trust ev­ery­thing their par­ents say. They lack the ex­pe­ri­ence, com­mit­ment, or per­spec­tive to trust them. Their par­ents sim­ply don’t know best, they think. In my grief, I felt I was fac­ing a sim­i­lar dilem­ma. God al­lowed my bride to be tak­en. That could be in­ter­pret­ed as rea­son to dis­trust or even to rebel against God, my Fa­ther. How­ev­er, I have the gift of per­spec­tive and faith-filled trust. It is tru­ly a gift of God’s grace to be­lieve. So, in the bat­tle I lean on a trust­wor­thy God. I lean on my God who has de­liv­ered truth to me. I lean, by faith, on a God who loves me and who loves Kim. It might feel like chaos or over­whelm­ing dark­ness, but he can be trust­ed. My sad mi­cro-sto­ry is made beau­ti­ful by the rich macro-sto­ry. At least, I can as­pire to ful­ly en­trust my­self and my cir­cum­stances to him.
I love the as­pi­ra­tional words from Rend Col­lec­tive’s song, “March­ing On:”
“In the chaos, the cri­sis, the trou­bles, the tri­als, the shad­ows, the sor­rows, the long nights, the hard fight. We are the prophets, the voice in the dark­ness, declar­ing the bat­tle is Yours.” Rend Col­lec­tive, “March­ing On”

I must press on. I must march on­ward. Even in chaos or cri­sis, in trou­bles or tri­als, in shad­ows, sor­rows, long nights or hard fights. Es­pe­cial­ly then, I turn my eyes up­on Je­sus and look in­to his face. I rec­og­nize that I must not be a friend of this world, but in­stead, I must be a friend to God.
At the very least, I can as­pire to re­spond in faith in Christ.
“You adul­ter­ous peo­ple! Do you not know that friend­ship with the world is en­mi­ty with God? There­fore, who­ev­er wish­es to be a friend of the world makes him­self an en­e­my of God. Or do you sup­pose it is to no pur­pose that the Scrip­ture says, ‘He yearns jeal­ous­ly over the spir­it that he has made to dwell in us?’” James 4:4–5

“… Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my sal­va­tion and my God.” Psalms‬ ‭43:5‬

Com­ments


	
		
			
				Discovering Christmas Presence

			
			
				
					“Even though I walk through the val­ley of the shad­ow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me …” Psalm 23:4
				

			

			I don’t have a sin­gle light up for this first Christ­mas sea­son with­out Kim. I don’t have any dec­o­ra­tions set out to en­joy. There are on­ly a cou­ple dec­o­ra­tions vis­i­ble, but they were re­ceived as gifts this year from friends and con­sol­ers. Christ­mas is very dif­fer­ent this first year, it’s ob­vi­ous.

			But not for the rea­son you might think.

			
				
					“There­fore the Lord him­self will give you a sign. Be­hold, the vir­gin shall con­ceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Im­manuel.” Isa­iah 7:14
				

			

			I have wept in joy-filled un­der­stand­ing of “Im­manuel, God with us.” I’ll take his pres­ence over any presents this year. Noth­ing this side of eter­ni­ty mat­ters as much this year as it did last year. How­ev­er, things the oth­er side of eter­ni­ty mat­ter so much more.

			Presents? Not so much. Pres­ence? Ab­so­lute­ly!

			
				“Joy to the world, the Lord is come! Let earth re­ceive her King! Let ev’ry heart pre­pare Him room …” Isaac Watts, “Joy to the World”

			

			Joy­ful and jovial are vast­ly dif­fer­ent. Jovial is not bad, but joy­ful is so much deep­er. No sen­ti­men­tal ex­cite­ment here. It’s not joy to the world be­cause you re­ceive a lot of presents. It’s joy to the world be­cause the Lord is present. He has come. He is the gift. His pres­ence is what we long for. His pres­ence is what I need. Fran­cis H. Row­ley gets it right:

			
				“Days of dark­ness still come o’er me, sor­row’s path I of­ten tread; But the Sav­ior still is with me—by His hands I’m safe­ly led.” Fran­cis H. Row­ley, “I Will Sing the Won­drous Sto­ry”

			

			This first Christ­mas is a heavy sea­son for me. It’s un­avoid­able. There’s a weight of sad­ness. I miss Kim’s pres­ence; but I have Christ’s pres­ence. And to quote Dane Or­tlund in Gen­tle and Low­ly, “Je­sus is not the idea of friend­ship, ab­stract­ly; he is an ac­tu­al friend.”

			
				“We can re­joice that we are chil­dren of light and life!” Kim Plumblee, Christ­mas 1981

			

			Je­sus is with me. He can lead me by his hands. Pain and beau­ty meet again. I mourn but not with­out hope. I am a child of light and life. I al­so res­onate with the hymn, “Great Is Thy Faith­ful­ness,” this year. Thomas O. Chisholm pro­claims: “… Thine own dear pres­ence to cheer and to guide …” And as John Flav­el has writ­ten in his book, Fac­ing Grief, “… no com­forts in the world are so de­lec­ta­ble and rav­ish­ing­ly sweet as those that flow im­me­di­ate­ly from the foun­tain.”

			Christ­mas is a mir­a­cle of his pres­ence.

			
				
					“Be­hold, the vir­gin shall con­ceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Im­manuel (which means, God with us).” Matthew 1:23
				

			

			Isa­iah 7:14 has now be­come Matthew 1:23. The prom­ise has be­come a re­al­i­ty. This Christ­mas’ “presents” mean very lit­tle to me, ex­cept that they are a way to cel­e­brate Christ’s birth. This Christ­mas’ “pres­ence” means the world to me. Even though I walk in the shad­ow of Kim’s death, he is with me. Pres­ence. Even if I go to the ends of the earth, he is with me al­ways even to the end of the age.

			
				“… grant that my part in the world’s life to­day may not be to ob­scure the splen­dour of Thy pres­ence but rather to make it more plain­ly vis­i­ble to the eyes of my fel­low man.” John Bail­lie, A Di­ary of Pri­vate Prayer

			

			As you cel­e­brate Christ­mas and the presents you give and re­ceive, I pray you’ll dis­cov­er and cel­e­brate anew Je­sus’ Christ­mas pres­ence.

			
				
					“And be­hold, I am with you al­ways, to the end of the age.” Matthew 28:20
				

			

			
				
					“When you pass through the wa­ters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not over­whelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not con­sume you. … Fear not, for I am with you; I will bring your off­spring from the east, and from the west I will gath­er you.” Isa­iah 43:2, 5
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Fall on Your Knees

			
			
				
					“… Our Fa­ther in heav­en, hal­lowed be your name.” Matthew 6:9
				

			

			The irony of my ex­pe­ri­ence with the Christ­mas song, “O Holy Night,” was not lost on me. The oc­cur­rence was painful and yet beau­ti­ful at the same time. Lat­er that morn­ing at the air­port, I flashed back to my prayer time at the start of my day. I had been in my ho­tel room in Ok­la­homa City ris­ing to pre­pare for my re­turn trip to Rich­mond.

			I had been qui­et­ly read­ing for a while and then came to a time to pray. I had been pray­ing through The Lord’s Prayer. I be­gan with “Our Fa­ther in heav­en,” and then I be­gan to do just as Je­sus in­struct­ed his dis­ci­ples. I be­gan to ac­knowl­edge his name as hal­lowed. I get to join the cho­rus of the mul­ti­tudes al­ready hal­low­ing his name.

			As nor­mal, God’s praise­wor­thy at­tributes flow from my lips. I re­port what­ev­er praise is on my tongue. Holy. Ma­jes­tic. Mighty. Set apart. Wor­thy. Cre­ator. King of Kings. Lord of lords. Kind. Just. Faith­ful. Gra­cious. Lov­ing. Pow­er­ful.

			On this morn­ing, I pro­claimed in prayer his is the name at which ev­ery knee was to bow. Ev­ery knee. I pro­claimed his is the name ev­ery tongue was to con­fess that he is Lord. Ev­ery tongue.

			
				
					“… God has high­ly ex­alt­ed him and be­stowed on him the name that is above ev­ery name, so that at the name of Je­sus ev­ery knee should bow, in heav­en and on earth and un­der the earth, and ev­ery tongue con­fess that Je­sus Christ is Lord …” Philip­pi­ans 2:9–11
				

			

			I slid out of my chair and on­to my knees.

			Then I car­ried on. I con­tin­ued hal­low­ing his name. I be­gan pray­ing for spe­cif­ic needs and did so in keep­ing with his king­dom and his will. I thanked him for his pro­vi­sion, dai­ly bread. I sought for­give­ness and ac­knowl­edged that his for­give­ness is in keep­ing with my own for­give­ness freely giv­en to oth­ers. I begged that he would keep me from temp­ta­tion and de­liv­er me from any evil.

			Then with­in a cou­ple hours, I am driv­ing to the air­port when I ex­pe­ri­enced my first Christ­mas car­ol in my first Christ­mas sea­son with­out Kim. And I abrupt­ly heard her fa­vorite car­ol, “O Holy Night.”

			
				“Fall on your knees …” Adolphe Adam, “O Holy Night”

			

			Call it a co­in­ci­dence if you want. But I was struck by the con­flu­ence of the ex­pe­ri­ence in prayer that morn­ing and the pow­er­ful line from a well-known song, “O Holy Night.” I fell on my knees in wor­ship that morn­ing. I heard “Fall on your knees” lat­er that morn­ing.

			
				
					“To me ev­ery knee shall bow, ev­ery tongue shall swear al­le­giance.” Isa­iah 45:23
				

			

			A re­minder was giv­en to me that while there’s a hole in my heart, I can fall on my knees. I can fall on his mer­cy. I can fall on his good­ness. I can fall on a firm foun­da­tion. He is hal­lowed and my tongue shall swear al­le­giance.

			Fall on your knees and wor­ship him who is wor­shipped. His name is hal­lowed. I choose to join the cho­rus. I choose to stay in the cho­rus. It’s a world­wide cho­rus—or it will be. Ev­ery lan­guage, ev­ery peo­ple, ev­ery tribe, ev­ery na­tion. It be­gan with the shep­herds. It con­tin­ues with us.

			Hal­lowed be his above-ev­ery-oth­er name.

			
				“Come adore the hum­ble king low­ly in the manger. Fall be­fore his majesty, hail the lit­tle Sav­ior. … Fall, oh fall, be­fore the one who in mer­cy left his throne … Bow be­fore, come adore the Name above all names …” Matt Pa­pa and Matt Boswell, “Come Adore the Hum­ble King”

			

			
				
					“And sud­den­ly there was with the an­gel a mul­ti­tude of the heav­en­ly host prais­ing God and say­ing, ‘Glo­ry to God in the high­est, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!’” Luke 2:13–14
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Preach the Gospel to Yourself

			
			
				
					“My soul melts away for sor­row; strength­en me ac­cord­ing to your word!” Psalms 119:28
				

			

			As it turns out, sor­row—or a melt­ing soul—re­sponds quite well to the truth of God’s Word. At times, I found my­self be­ing buried by over­whelm­ing sad­ness. My soul was melt­ing, and I was ex­pe­ri­enc­ing a sor­row that could not be com­pared to any sor­row I’d ev­er ex­pe­ri­enced.

			I need to ex­press grat­i­tude for decades of ser­mons, Bible stud­ies, men­tors, friends, and col­leagues who have in­vest­ed in me over the years. I love the hymn “How Firm a Foun­da­tion.” Foun­da­tions are para­mount. There is, as the song re­minds us, a firm foun­da­tion built for our souls on His ex­cel­lent Word. I am grate­ful for the firm foun­da­tion pro­vid­ed by God in His Word and through his Body. I’m not a stranger to the gospel. I know it, and I be­lieve it.

			But, when a soul melts from deep, unimag­in­able sor­row, what then? Is the gospel sto­ry enough?

			I love the fol­low­ing lyrics in a Rend Col­lec­tive song. They have been in­struc­tive and help­ful for me as I mourn with hope:

			
				“When I stand ac­cused by my re­grets, and the dev­il roars his emp­ty threats, I will preach the gospel to my­self …” Rend Col­lec­tive, “Nailed to the Cross”

			

			If I need to preach the gospel to my­self when I have re­grets or when I’m at­tacked by our en­e­my, I most as­sured­ly need to preach the gospel to my­self when my soul is melt­ing in sor­row.

			
				“No one is more in­flu­en­tial in your life than you are be­cause no one talks to you more than you do.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			
				“In­stead of lis­ten­ing to the sto­ries we tell our­selves, we need to start pur­pose­ly talk­ing to our­selves. Preach­ing to our hearts.” Erik Reed, Un­com­mon Trust

			

			While my im­me­di­ate sto­ry—or my “mi­cro-sto­ry,” as I have been call­ing it—is hor­ri­ble, sor­row­ful, and seem­ing­ly hope­less, I need to re­mem­ber the truths of the Word. I need to coach my­self to stand firm­ly on the firm foun­da­tion of the gospel. I need to preach the gospel to my­self. The meta-nar­ra­tive—or grand nar­ra­tive of Scrip­ture—pro­vides a firm foun­da­tion for tough mi­cro-sto­ries. Call it an an­chor. A foun­da­tion.

			For ex­am­ple, Ro­mans 8:28 pro­vides the gift of con­text dur­ing unimag­in­able loss:

			
				
					“And we know that for those who love God all things work to­geth­er for good, for those who are called ac­cord­ing to his pur­pose.” Ro­mans 8:28
				

			

			This is one of those pas­sages that doesn’t seem log­i­cal to the nat­u­ral ear. It takes a faith per­spec­tive—a gospel con­text—to grasp it in hope. The loss is not good. How­ev­er, our good God takes even the worst loss and will work it to­geth­er for good. I al­most—but not re­al­ly—feel a lit­tle sor­ry for our en­e­my. No mat­ter what he throws at God’s peo­ple, God brings good out of it. That must be very frus­trat­ing for an evil en­e­my; how­ev­er, it’s faith-bol­ster­ing for us. He takes the bad and strength­ens us and con­forms us to the im­age of his Son.

			
				“I have found that, some­times, this re­quires get­ting bossy with my soul.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			Preach the gospel to your­self no mat­ter how many times you’ve heard it be­fore.

			
				
					“For those whom he foreknew he al­so pre­des­tined to be con­formed to the im­age of his Son, in or­der that he might be the first­born among many broth­ers.” Ro­mans 8:29
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Be Ready for the Apathy or Laziness of Grief

			
			
				
					“… a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance … a time to keep si­lence, and a time to speak …” Ec­cle­si­astes 3:4, 7
				

			

			C. S. Lewis called it the lazi­ness of grief in A Grief Ob­served—a jour­nal of sorts about his grief af­ter the loss of his wife in 1960. As an aside, his book is apt­ly ti­tled. He does not re­solve grief; he on­ly ob­serves it. And his was the first book I read a few weeks af­ter Kim’s death. C. S. Lewis said of this weary state, “I loathe the slight­est ef­fort.” I un­der­stand. Psy­chol­o­gists re­fer to this symp­tom or stage as the ap­a­thy of grief. Ap­a­thet­ic lazi­ness de­scends up­on the mourn­er. You just don’t care, or at least you don’t care much.

			For me it pre­sent­ed as lack of in­ter­est and lack of mo­ti­va­tion. It was as if I just didn’t care, at times. Some nor­mal con­ver­sa­tions seemed pet­ty and unim­por­tant. Some re­spon­si­bil­i­ties or du­ties took a back seat—for months! Pro­cras­ti­na­tion be­came a cop­ing tool. I put off some tasks that I should have ac­com­plished eas­i­ly un­der nor­mal cir­cum­stances. How­ev­er, I just could not pro­duce the en­er­gy or even the con­cern to ad­dress the sim­plest of tasks.

			For­tu­nate­ly, I’d done enough read­ing to know it was com­ing, and it was okay. It is part of the jour­ney. My pas­tor asked me over a cup of cof­fee one day how it was be­ing back at work. I said that it was most­ly okay, but I added that I have low mo­ti­va­tion at times. He reached across the ta­ble and tapped my arm and said, “You know that’s okay, right?” I said I knew it was okay. How­ev­er, it didn’t feel okay. It is a both­er­some stage.

			
				“… And though my heart grows weary, I nev­er will de­spair. I know that He is lead­ing through all the stormy blast …” Al­fred H. Ack­ley, “He Lives”

			

			Low mo­ti­va­tion, lazi­ness, ap­a­thy, or lack of in­ter­est. What­ev­er you call this stage, it is very re­al. And it is very help­ful to know it’s nor­mal. It’s even bet­ter to know it’s tem­po­rary. Long and un­want­ed jour­neys are marked by weari­ness. It’s like oth­er as­pects of grief. It’s re­al, it’s per­son­al, it’s a process, and it is tem­po­rary. It’s im­por­tant to low­er ex­pec­ta­tions, and it’s im­por­tant to give your­self grace. It’s im­por­tant to not grow frus­trat­ed.

			It’s a stage that must be en­dured as you face loss. It’s a part of grief that is tem­po­rary but must not be ig­nored or hur­ried. It’s an­oth­er one of those re­al­i­ties that must be pressed in­to in or­der to al­low for com­plete heal­ing. You have to out­last this ap­a­thy. You have to press through the lazi­ness. You have to en­dure.

			
				
					“Weep­ing may tar­ry for the night, but joy comes with the morn­ing.” Psalm 30:5
				

			

			By faith, I know—or at least I hope—it’s tem­po­rary. This ap­a­thy or lazi­ness is on its own sched­ule. Be gen­tle and pa­tient. With me. With your­self.

			
				
					“Be watch­ful, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be strong.” 1 Corinthi­ans 16:13
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Our Father Is in Heaven—The Lord’s Prayer

			
			
				
					“Now Je­sus was pray­ing in a cer­tain place, and when he fin­ished, one of his dis­ci­ples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray …’” Luke 11:1
				

			

			Ap­prox­i­mate­ly five months af­ter Kim’s death, my pas­tor asked if I would teach a sum­mer equip­ping class at our church on The Lord’s Prayer. Af­ter con­sid­er­ing the op­por­tu­ni­ty, I agreed to teach the class.

			I be­gan my prepa­ra­tion by re­view­ing a sec­tion of Scrip­ture I al­ready knew well. Who isn’t fa­mil­iar with Matthew 6 and The Lord’s Prayer? Most of us have it mem­o­rized.

			But some­times fa­mil­iar­i­ty can be an en­e­my to un­der­stand­ing.

			I be­gan by look­ing at the con­text. It was such a good re­minder to hear Je­sus’ words lead­ing up to his teach­ing on prayer. Your Fa­ther is in se­cret. Don’t pile up emp­ty phras­es. In­stead, Je­sus says, pray in the way he is about to mod­el.

			
				
					“Our Fa­ther in heav­en, hal­lowed be your name. Your king­dom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heav­en. Give us this day our dai­ly bread, and for­give us our debts, as we al­so have for­giv­en our debtors. And lead us not in­to temp­ta­tion, but de­liv­er us from evil.” Matthew 6:9–13
				

			

			Now re­mem­ber, I re­viewed this well-known prayer dur­ing a time of grief and mourn­ing. And the ben­e­fit to my soul has been in­cal­cu­la­ble. Je­sus’ mod­el prayer has been a guide to help me. There­fore, in the next few en­tries I will share a few ob­ser­va­tions and ex­pe­ri­ences from my time study­ing and, more im­por­tant­ly, pray­ing The Lord’s Prayer. These are not ground­break­ing in­sights, but they are sim­ply my ex­pe­ri­ences of heal­ing by pray­ing the prayer Je­sus taught his dis­ci­ples.

			
				Our Fa­ther is in Heav­en
			

			One day I was pray­ing The Lord’s Prayer, and I got stuck on the very first word: “Our …”

			I couldn’t get any fur­ther. I was over­come with grat­i­tude that I was pray­ing to a Fa­ther who was not my Fa­ther alone. I am part of a body and a part of a god­ly her­itage. The church has a his­to­ry re­plete with faith­ful­ness. There’s a whole cloud of wit­ness­es stand­ing ready to com­mend God to me, to all of us. Through­out the gen­er­a­tions, they have found him whol­ly trust­wor­thy. We are a tem­po­ral blip on an eter­nal screen. And he is our Fa­ther. He’s the Fa­ther of all.

			He’s al­so in heav­en. And I am on earth. I was re­mind­ed of Ec­cle­si­astes 5:2:

			
				
					“Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to ut­ter a word be­fore God, for God is in heav­en and you are on earth. There­fore let your words be few.” Ec­cle­si­astes 5:2
				

			

			Earth­bound, I am ap­proach­ing my God who is in heav­en. He is wor­thy of re­spect, hon­or, and trust. We come in­to his pres­ence in awe. Such a foun­da­tion of a holy and trust­wor­thy God is a balm in a time of need. Such a foun­da­tion evokes trust dur­ing a time of need. He is our Fa­ther, and he is in heav­en. Kneel in awe as you be­gin to pray The Lord’s Prayer.

			
				
					“Our Fa­ther in heav­en.” Matthew 6:9
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Praised and Accomplished as in Heaven—The Lord’s Prayer

			
			
				
					“Our Fa­ther in heav­en, hal­lowed be your name …” Matthew 6:9
				

			

			Fol­low­ing the open­ing line of the prayer, Je­sus calls for re­spect, awe, and wor­ship.

			
				His Name is Hal­lowed
			

			Nat­u­ral­ly, it fol­lows that wor­ship is drawn out of us in the pres­ence of a heav­en­ly Fa­ther. We stand in awe of him. Lit­er­al­ly, Je­sus is teach­ing his dis­ci­ples to rec­og­nize, ac­knowl­edge, and pro­claim in prayer our Fa­ther’s ho­li­ness. He is es­tab­lished in the heav­ens, and he is holy, set apart, and wor­thy of wor­ship. As John Bail­lie says in A Di­ary of Pri­vate Prayer, “… even my high­est thoughts of Thee are but dim and dis­tant shad­ow­ings of Thy tran­scen­dent glo­ry. … Let my soul re­joice in Thy mys­te­ri­ous great­ness.”

			
				
					“Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like you, ma­jes­tic in ho­li­ness, awe­some in glo­ri­ous deeds, do­ing won­ders?” Ex­o­dus‬ ‭15:11
				

			

			
				
					“And one called to an­oth­er and said: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glo­ry!’” Isa­iah‬ ‭6:3‬
				

			

			In my ex­pe­ri­ence, this sim­ple phrase—“Hal­lowed be your name”—gives birth to the at­tributes of God and the names of God. While I seek to let my words be few, I can­not help but praise him. He is wor­thy. Even in the con­text of loss I am en­thused to wor­ship his name.

			
				
					“Hal­lowed be your name.” Matthew 6:9
				

			

			
				On Earth as it is in Heav­en—His King­dom and His Will
			

			Sub­mis­sion is an un­com­fort­able word in our so­ci­ety—un­less you’re sub­mit­ting to a good king. I love 2 Tim­o­thy 2 where there’s a turn of a phrase or two. If we de­ny Je­sus, it goes, he will de­ny us. But if we are faith­less, he re­mains faith­ful be­cause he can­not de­ny him­self. He can­not go against his own faith­ful na­ture. Sub­mis­sion, as a pos­ture, to such a trust­wor­thy king is ac­tu­al­ly at­trac­tive.

			
				
					“… if we are faith­less, he re­mains faith­ful—for he can­not de­ny him­self.” 2 Tim­o­thy 2:13
				

			

			There­fore, I have no prob­lem pray­ing in keep­ing with his king­dom and in line with his will. Our God is a faith­ful God. His king­dom and his will are good. He is whol­ly faith­ful and wor­thy of our trust. Sub­mis­sion to him is for our good.

			Even in times of pain.

			I love the phrase, “as in heav­en, so on earth.” One trans­la­tion in­ter­prets The Lord’s Prayer in this man­ner. I like it. When it comes to what I want or need in my life—es­pe­cial­ly in such an un­set­tled mo­ment in my jour­ney—I can bold­ly sub­mit my de­sire to his will, as in heav­en so on earth. As his will is ac­com­plished in heav­en, I agree that I want on­ly that in my life or in any­one else’s life for that mat­ter. I press in­to his king­dom and in­to his will.

			
				“ ‘Thy king­dom come,’ of ne­ces­si­ty in­cludes this: ‘the oth­er king­dom go.’ … ‘Thy will be done’ in­cludes by the same in­fer­ence this: ‘the oth­er will be un­done.’” S. D. Gor­don, Qui­et Talks on Prayer

			

			Proac­tive, in­ten­tion­al hu­mil­i­ty pre­pares you to pray right­ly. At this point in my prayer, I bring caus­es, peo­ple, and needs to the feet of a faith­ful and good God, and I sim­ply agree with God in each case. Not my will but his be done. I choose to trust him and ask that he caus­es his king­dom to come and his will to be done for me and for those I love. The best in­ter­ces­sion is brought to him in the con­text of his king­dom and his will.

			As in heav­en, so on earth.

			
				
					“Your king­dom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heav­en.” Matthew 6:10
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Seeking Provision and Forgiveness—The Lord’s Prayer

			
			
				
					“… on earth as it is in heav­en. Give us this day our dai­ly bread …” Matthew 6:10–11
				

			

			Af­ter pray­ing that the king­dom of God would come and that God’s will would be done, Je­sus moves on to ad­dress pro­vi­sion.

			
				Give Us Our Dai­ly Bread
			

			While tech­ni­cal­ly a re­quest, I be­lieve this part of the prayer ac­tu­al­ly pro­vides us with a re­minder that we are de­pen­dent. Paul David Tripp con­tends, “Prayer aban­dons in­de­pen­dence.” This part of Je­sus’ prayer al­so de­liv­ers the mes­sage that he is a giv­ing God, a pro­vid­ing God. He is Je­ho­vah-Jireh, the God who pro­vides. Je­sus re­minds us that we turn to God for any need for pro­vi­sion.

			
				
					“Are not two spar­rows sold for a pen­ny? And not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Fa­ther. But even the hairs of your head are all num­bered. Fear not, there­fore; you are of more val­ue than many spar­rows.” Matthew 10:29–31
				

			

			Pro­vi­sion is nec­es­sary for our phys­i­cal, emo­tion­al, and spir­i­tu­al needs—to name a few. I have found that he pro­vides boun­ti­ful­ly. In grief, he has giv­en suf­fi­cient grace and new mer­cies ev­ery morn­ing. He’s giv­en sur­pass­ing peace and lav­ish love. And he’s com­fort­ed me. On time. As need­ed. Boun­ti­ful­ly.

			He is Je­ho­vah-Jireh.

			This re­quest for dai­ly pro­vi­sion is al­so in­tend­ed to keep us dai­ly con­nect­ed to him. De­pen­dent. Like man­na of old. Be­ware of any ten­den­cy to­ward self-suf­fi­cien­cy.

			
				
					“Give us this day our dai­ly bread.” Matthew 6:11
				

			

			
				For­give Us as we For­give Oth­ers
			

			This next part of The Lord’s Prayer is pure bril­liance. Je­sus teach­es his dis­ci­ples to ask for for­give­ness, but he ties the very for­give­ness they seek to the way they for­give oth­ers. In Matthew 18, Je­sus told the para­ble of the un­for­giv­ing ser­vant in re­sponse to a ques­tion posed by Pe­ter. He want­ed to know how many times he should for­give his broth­er when he sinned against him mul­ti­ple times.

			Je­sus doesn’t mince words.

			Af­ter say­ing he should for­give not sev­en times but sev­en times sev­en­ty, he shares the para­ble of the un­for­giv­ing ser­vant. If you strug­gle with for­give­ness, read Matthew 18:23–35. It will rev­o­lu­tion­ize your giv­ing and re­ceiv­ing of for­give­ness.

			
				
					“Be kind to one an­oth­er, ten­der­heart­ed, for­giv­ing one an­oth­er, as God in Christ for­gave you.” Eph­esians 4:32
				

			

			We should be for­givers be­cause we’ve been for­giv­en. For­giv­en peo­ple for­give oth­ers freely. At least this is what you’d ex­pect of those who’ve been for­giv­en. We are to for­give one an­oth­er in the same way God in Christ for­gave us. Some of us need to read this para­graph again. Life is too short to ig­nore the les­son from this part of The Lord’s Prayer. The phrase “as we al­so” is too eas­i­ly over­looked. If you jus­ti­fy any lev­el of with­hold­ing for­give­ness or any lev­el of hold­ing grudges, you need to think about this sim­ple les­son. Je­sus teach­es us to seek for­give­ness in the same way we for­give oth­ers.

			Pure bril­liance.

			The in­struc­tion de­liv­ered in this prayer re­al­ly does pro­vide a healthy prayer guide, and it is a balm in a time of need. Grief brings anger and im­pacts re­la­tion­ships. For­give in hu­mil­i­ty. As Dane Or­tlund says in Gen­tle and Low­ly, “… re­lease your debtor and breathe again.”

			For­give quick­ly. For­give of­ten. For­give freely. As Christ has for­giv­en you. Or to quote Je­sus, “… for­give us … as we al­so have for­giv­en …”

			
				
					“… for­give us our debts as we al­so have for­giv­en our debtors.” Matthew 6:12
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Avoiding Temptation and Evil—The Lord’s Prayer

			
			
				
					“… for­give us our debts as we for­give our debtors. And lead us not in­to temp­ta­tion …” Matthew 6:12–13
				

			

			Je­sus moves from the top­ic of seek­ing pro­vi­sion and for­give­ness—and our of­fer­ing for­give­ness to oth­ers—to the need for guid­ance and pro­tec­tion from temp­ta­tion.

			
				Lead Us Away From Temp­ta­tion
			

			I re­mem­ber a thought that in­vad­ed my mind one day: I’m go­ing to have to prac­tice what I’ve preached! I have shared with young men to “… flee youth­ful lusts.” I’ve preached and tout­ed this ad­mo­ni­tion from the com­fort of my own mar­riage. How con­ve­nient. The prover­bial shoe is on the oth­er foot now. The ad­mo­ni­tion to avoid temp­ta­tion and to flee lust re­mains valid. Even more so.

			
				
					“Watch and pray that you may not en­ter in­to temp­ta­tion. The spir­it in­deed is will­ing, but the flesh is weak.” Mark 14:38
				

			

			We are to be on high alert—al­ways. Watch and pray. Re­sist temp­ta­tion. Rec­og­nize that your flesh is weak and vul­ner­a­ble. No mat­ter how will­ing the spir­it may be, the flesh is weak.

			
				
					“No temp­ta­tion has over­tak­en you that is not com­mon to man. God is faith­ful, and he will not let you be tempt­ed be­yond your abil­i­ty, but with the temp­ta­tion he will al­so pro­vide the way of es­cape, that you may be able to en­dure it.” 1 Corinthi­ans 10:13
				

			

			We can stand against temp­ta­tion. Again, we may not be faith­ful, but he is faith­ful. No mat­ter the temp­ta­tion, we can find the way of es­cape. I need a guide to walk me through the un­knowns in my time of need. I need his hand to guide me. I need his eye to guide me. I need him, and his prayer, as a balm and a guide to keep me from temp­ta­tion.

			
				
					“And lead us not in­to temp­ta­tion …” Matthew 6:13
				

			

			
				De­liv­er Us From Evil
			

			Worse than sim­ple temp­ta­tion, we have an en­e­my who seeks to de­vour us. Like a li­on. We must pray to be de­liv­ered from evil and the de­ceiv­er of our souls. Our ad­ver­sary is af­ter us. We must be sober-mind­ed and watch­ful.

			
				
					“Be sober-mind­ed; be watch­ful. Your ad­ver­sary the dev­il prowls around like a roar­ing li­on, seek­ing some­one to de­vour.” 1 Pe­ter 5:8
				

			

			
				
					“He is like a li­on ea­ger to tear, as a young li­on lurk­ing in am­bush.” ‭‭Psalms‬ ‭17:12
				

			

			Put all of this back in the con­text of The Lord’s Prayer. We have wor­shipped our Fa­ther in heav­en. We’ve agreed with him that we de­sire his king­dom and his will. We ask him to give to us ac­cord­ing to our dai­ly needs. We ask for for­give­ness as for­givers. We ask him not to lead us to­ward temp­ta­tion. And fi­nal­ly, we need him to fight on our be­half.

			
				
					“… but de­liv­er us from evil.” Matthew 6:13
				

			

			The Lord’s Prayer has been a bless­ing to prop me up in prayer. Ear­ly on, I was par­a­lyzed in so many ways. I couldn’t put a sen­tence to­geth­er in prayer. I moaned or groaned out some of my prayers. Of course, af­ter the ini­tial shock and numb­ness abat­ed, I was able to pray. But this prayer, The Lord’s Prayer, be­came a coun­selor, a friend, a com­pan­ion on an un­want­ed jour­ney as I faced my loss. The Lord’s Prayer act­ed as a balm and a guide in my time of need.

			This prayer is proof that God is not seek­ing wordi­ness. He is seek­ing rhythms of re­la­tion­ship. He is to be wor­shipped. He de­serves our sub­mis­sion and trust in his king­dom and will. He is to be trust­ed for pro­vi­sion. He for­gives if we ask and if we are for­giv­ing. And he pro­tects us.

			He hears. He ac­cepts. O how I have loved The Lord’s Prayeras I have faced loss on my un­want­ed jour­ney. This prayer dis­ci­pline has pro­vid­ed hope as I have mourned.

			
				
					“The Lord has heard my plea; the Lord ac­cepts my prayer.” Psalm 6:9
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				How a Smoldering Fire Reignited

			
			
				“When I’m with you my spir­it soars …” Rend Col­lec­tive, “I Will Be Undig­ni­fied”

			

			One of my first work-re­lat­ed events af­ter Kim’s death was in Ohio. I was to speak three times on Sat­ur­day and once on Sun­day. Just be­fore go­ing, the pas­tor asked if I could add an­oth­er time slot on Sun­day. He want­ed me to share with groups from high school to young cou­ples who might one day con­sid­er a mis­sion call­ing.

			Hon­est­ly, I was tired and weak, and the prospect of adding an­oth­er speak­ing slot be­fore the morn­ing wor­ship time was not en­tic­ing to me. How­ev­er, I agreed to do it.

			And I am so glad I did.

			Nor­mal­ly, I preach a mes­sage or pro­vide some sort of mo­bi­liza­tion or mis­sion train­ing. It’s been a long time since I told our sto­ries from our pil­grim­age with our mis­sion call­ing and ca­reer. Hur­ried­ly, I put a few sto­ries to­geth­er—our call to mis­sion, sto­ries from our work in South Africa, sto­ries from Zim­bab­we, and sto­ries from our var­i­ous lead­er­ship roles. It turned out to be ther­a­peu­tic. And more. God-or­dained.

			Af­ter telling our sto­ry from the past twen­ty-sev­en years, I was re­mind­ed of some­thing keen­ly im­por­tant: Kim and I had been co-la­bor­ers. This mis­sion call­ing was our call­ing. It was not sim­ply my call­ing or her call­ing. I was tired, griev­ing, and weak, but I had a glimpse of a re­newed spir­it that just might be out there on the hori­zon. I was sens­ing a re­birth of pur­pose­ful ser­vice. Kim would have me con­tin­ue and press on. A fire smol­dered.

			
				“… we should emerge from [trou­ble] ready for bet­ter ser­vice and for greater use­ful­ness than ev­er be­fore.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Lat­er at a re­treat in North Car­oli­na, I ex­pe­ri­enced wor­ship in ways I’d nev­er ex­pe­ri­enced. First of all, I hear as­pects of songs and hymns that pre­vi­ous­ly I did not no­tice. Sure, I heard the words, but they didn’t have the deep mean­ing I hear now. On this oc­ca­sion, I re­al­ized that when I’m wor­ship­ing, I’m do­ing the ex­act same thing Kim is do­ing. And I’m do­ing it at the same time. Wor­ship is dif­fer­ent now. A fire was reignit­ing.

			
				
					“Then they cried to the Lord in their trou­ble, and he de­liv­ered them … He sent out his word and healed them and de­liv­ered them … Let them thank the Lord for his stead­fast love, for his won­drous works to the chil­dren of man!” Psalms 107:19–21
				

			

			Wor­ship was re­turn­ing to my heart. Not a wor­ship for what had hap­pened but for the God who re­mained in con­trol of my life and pro­vid­ed a foun­da­tion in my storm. One Sun­day dur­ing wor­ship, I was re­mind­ed of this while singing “Je­sus is Bet­ter.” This song is won­der­ful and heal­ing for a soul in mourn­ing.

			
				“In all my sor­rows, Je­sus is bet­ter—make my heart be­lieve. In all my vic­to­ries … Than any com­fort … More than all rich­es … Our souls declar­ing … Our song eter­nal, Je­sus is bet­ter—make my heart be­lieve …” Aaron Ivey and Brett Land, “Je­sus is Bet­ter”

			

			Ser­vice and wor­ship have been re­newed. Al­so, love for oth­ers has re­turned with a force. Love is and must be dif­fer­ent from here on out.

			I’ve sensed a re­newed love for my chil­dren, their spous­es, and my grand­chil­dren. I feel I’ve been giv­en a re­minder that I have a lit­tle more time, and I am to in­vest by lov­ing.

			
				“Ev­ery­thing bro­ken will be whole again. And this will be the cel­e­bra­tion all of cre­ation longs for. And while we’re wait­ing for that day to come, we’ve got a lit­tle more time to love …” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “A Lit­tle More Time to Love”

			

			Dur­ing this un­want­ed jour­ney, I have ex­pe­ri­enced a re­newed ur­gen­cy to en­gage in ser­vice, wor­ship, and love. I must not waste the high price I have paid. A fire is smol­der­ing and reignit­ing, and it prom­ises to flame up once again.

			
				
					“Hav­ing pu­ri­fied your souls by your obe­di­ence to the truth for a sin­cere broth­er­ly love, love one an­oth­er earnest­ly from a pure heart, since you have been born again, not of per­ish­able seed but of im­per­ish­able, through the liv­ing and abid­ing word of God …” 1 Pe­ter 1:22–23
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Warning: “Timehop” Is Going to Gut Punch You When You Least Expect It

			
			
				The Un­in­tend­ed An­guish­ing As­pect of Au­to­mat­ed Al­go­rithms
			

			As I ap­proach the sec­ond an­niver­sary of Kim’s death I de­cid­ed a spe­cial blog en­try was in or­der. An­niver­saries and spe­cial days are hard. The firsts are ob­vi­ous­ly dif­fi­cult. To­day, I write about a new dy­nam­ic to grief in our tech­no­log­i­cal era.

			Al­go­rithms can cause an­guish. Let me ex­plain.

			First, a def­i­ni­tion is in or­der. An al­go­rithm is a process that is fol­lowed by a com­put­er as de­signed by a pro­gram­mer. It’s a set of rules that de­ter­mines cal­cu­la­tions or oth­er op­er­a­tions de­signed to solve prob­lems. Al­go­rithms help with re­peat com­mu­ni­ca­tions and, in fact, learn your habits, learn about your life, rec­og­nize oth­er ac­tiv­i­ties, and make sug­ges­tions for you. How nice, right?

			Sec­ond, these al­go­rithms have been au­to­mat­ed. Re­port­ed­ly, they re­place te­dious and ir­re­pro­ducible man­u­al work. Fur­ther, they re­place man­u­al pa­ram­e­ters that are prone to er­rors. The hope is that they lead to per­for­mance that is state-of-the-art. But there’s a prob­lem. The au­to­mat­ed al­go­rithms fall prey to sub­tle pit­falls. These pit­falls can ren­der the process and cal­cu­la­tion to­tal­ly in­ef­fec­tive. Based on old or ex­ist­ing da­ta, al­go­rithms are prone to ac­tions that are ob­so­lete. New ac­tiv­i­ty based on old da­ta.

			How about an ex­am­ple from my jour­ney?

			I re­ceived an email from Right­Now Me­dia around the first an­niver­sary of my loss. The tim­ing was pure­ly co­in­ci­den­tal, but the sub­ject line was, “D. Ray, are you in­vest­ing in your mar­riage?” It def­i­nite­ly got my at­ten­tion. It was a shock, for sure. Worse, the email went on to tell me “… it’s nev­er too late to in­vest time in your mar­riage.”

			Well, I beg to dif­fer.

			
				
					“Hus­bands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave him­self up for her …” Eph­esians 5:25
				

			

			Oh, how I wish I could con­tin­ue to in­vest in my mar­riage. If you’re mar­ried, here’s a good place to start. Love your wife, men, like Je­sus loved the church. Don’t waste time.

			My en­coun­ters born of al­go­rithms have been nu­mer­ous. In fact, some­thing I took for grant­ed be­fore my loss shocks me on a week­ly ba­sis. A few ex­am­ples should help you un­der­stand.

			Face­book has a fea­ture to re­mind you of things you did on spe­cif­ic dates in the past. A mem­o­ry is high­light­ed, and when you open Face­book it can be a shock. At first these al­go­rith­mic de­liv­er­ies are painful, alarm­ing.

			My Pho­to Stream on my Ap­ple iPhone con­stant­ly iden­ti­fies and high­lights pho­tos from pre­vi­ous dates. It brings them to the top for my view­ing plea­sure. It al­so col­lects pho­tos of a per­son and puts those pho­tos to­geth­er for you.

			Kim and I played Words with Friends to­geth­er. Some­time af­ter her death I re­ceived an au­to­mat­ed alert: “They timed out,” re­fer­ring to my op­po­nent, my wife. Re­al­ly? Timed out? So painful!

			I re­ceived an email from Shut­ter­fly, the com­pa­ny that pro­duces beau­ti­ful mem­o­ry books. When the email opened, it de­liv­ered a pic­ture of Kim and my sweet grand­daugh­ter among oth­er pic­tures from past projects. It was a cou­ple days be­fore Moth­er’s Day. It’s a jolt, a surge of pain.

			My kids have used Time­hop which self-de­scribes their pur­pose as help­ing peo­ple find new ways to con­nect with each oth­er around past ex­pe­ri­ences. That’s fine un­til you don’t have each oth­er any­more and you sim­ply get re­minders of how it used to be. Time­hop al­so states that they are rein­vent­ing rem­i­nisc­ing for the dig­i­tal era.

			I con­tend that au­to­mat­ed al­go­rithms have rein­vent­ed grief for the dig­i­tal era.

			It’s not all bad. In fact, these al­go­rithms helped me in my en­deav­or to face my loss. Re­al­ly, they forced me. And the day came when al­go­rith­mic re­mem­brances be­came pos­i­tive again. Af­ter the shock and ini­tial grief passed, I be­gan to like the re­minders. As my friend, Joe Hall, says, “You learn to love the taste of bit­ter­sweet.” Af­ter all, grief’s pur­pose is not to get you to for­get the loved one you’ve lost.

			For now, how­ev­er, it’s good to rec­og­nize there is an un­in­tend­ed an­guish that comes from au­to­mat­ed al­go­rithms. It’s a new dy­nam­ic to grief in the dig­i­tal age.

			
				
					“Weep­ing may tar­ry for the night, but joy comes with the morn­ing.” Psalm 30:5
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Fiercely Focus on Facing the Firsts

			
			
				
					“So she called the name of the Lord who spoke to her, ‘You are a God of see­ing,’ for she said, ‘Tru­ly here I have seen him who looks af­ter me.’” Gen­e­sis 16:13
				

			

			God sees me, and I am not alone on my un­want­ed jour­ney. He is with me. Bet­ter said, I must stay close to him ev­ery step of the jour­ney. Who else do I have? Sure, I have faith­ful friends and fam­i­ly, but I have learned they alone can­not car­ry my bur­dens. Long un­want­ed jour­neys have many twists, turns, and stops along the path­way.

			I of­ten feel like Pe­ter did in John 6:

			
				
					“… Je­sus said to the twelve, ‘Do you want to go away as well?’ Si­mon Pe­ter an­swered him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eter­nal life …’” John 6:67–68
				

			

			To whom shall we go? On un­want­ed jour­neys you have no choice whether to go or not. The jour­ney is giv­en to you. How­ev­er, you do have a choice to whom you will go and with whom you will go. As I have trav­eled my jour­ney, God has walked with me as I have made many stops along the way.

			I have learned it to be very im­por­tant how you em­brace the firsts. You have to fierce­ly fo­cus your at­ten­tion up­on your jour­ney. To whom shall I go? Of course, we go to God. But we al­so go with oth­ers. I need­ed to be in­ten­tion­al about the firsts I would face. To God. With oth­ers. Fierce­ly in­ten­tion­al.

			I vis­it­ed Trevor for his birth­day in March. I cel­e­brat­ed East­er with Paul’s fam­i­ly. I was with my chil­dren and grand­chil­dren over Moth­er’s Day—a trip Kim had planned late the year be­fore she died. Prov­i­den­tial. I drove down again to North Car­oli­na to spend Kim’s birth­day in June with Paul’s fam­i­ly. I was with Kim’s par­ents on Fa­ther’s Day.

			My Ju­ly an­niver­sary trip to Maine was the most sig­nif­i­cant of the firsts, and I chose to do that one alone—or bet­ter said, alone with God. And God was there, too, on each and ev­ery stop. I thought I was go­ing to Maine to re­mem­ber and cel­e­brate the past. I thought I was on a pil­grim­age to hon­or my mar­riage. God was woo­ing me to get away to con­sid­er the present and fu­ture, as well. God was seek­ing a meet­ing for me—a re­treat—to see if I would re­al­ize that in loss, he is enough for me in my present and fu­ture.

			I vis­it­ed Emi­ly for her birth­day in Oc­to­ber. Then, Trevor and I drove to North Car­oli­na to cel­e­brate my birth­day and Paul’s. Paul and his boys, Trevor, and I went to Ken­ne­saw, Geor­gia to be with Kim’s par­ents for Thanks­giv­ing. Trevor and I flew for Christ­mas—al­ways a big hol­i­day in Kim’s house—to spend it in Con­roe, Texas with Emi­ly’s fam­i­ly. Trevor in­sist­ed on spend­ing New Year’s Day with me.

			And then came Feb­ru­ary 18, 2020—the one-year an­niver­sary of Kim’s death. Michael and Emi­ly flew in, Trevor drove down, and Paul and Bren­nan drove up to be to­geth­er and to help me go through some of Kim’s per­son­al be­long­ings. A bru­tal but un­avoid­able first.

			Fac­ing the firsts turned out to be more about find­ing that he is enough than griev­ing the loss. Both, of course. I’m not di­min­ish­ing the pain, be­lieve me. But in deal­ing with the firsts, God changed the nar­ra­tive to re­mind me that he has plans and new mem­o­ries for my life.

			El Roi—God sees me. Im­manuel—God is with me. If you’re fac­ing loss, fierce­ly mark the firsts by run­ning to God and with oth­ers who love you.

			
				
					“For I know the plans I have for you, de­clares the Lord, plans for wel­fare and not for evil, to give you a fu­ture and a hope. Then you will call up­on me and come and pray to me, and I will hear you. You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart.” Jeremi­ah 29:11–13
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Expect to Deal with Brutal Details

			
			
				“God you know how much I wish I could just hear you say the words and an­swer all the ques­tions ev­ery­body’s ask­ing.” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “Sound of Your Voice”

			

			Con­fu­sion ac­com­pa­nies loss. Matt Boswell and Matt Pa­pa have a song in­spired by Psalm 42, “Lord From Sor­rows Deep I Call.” They sing, “Storms with­in my trou­bled soul, ques­tions with­out an­swers, on my faith these bil­lows roll …” They un­der­stand this con­fu­sion. New re­al­i­ties pour in up­on you. It will take time to un­rav­el them.

			A friend and men­tor, Tom El­liff, called me one day and helped me to put my bru­tal re­al­i­ty in­to words. He said, “When Jean­nie died, I came to re­al­ize I’m no longer any­one’s main per­son, and I do not have a main per­son.” There are bru­tal and jolt­ing re­al­i­ties and de­tails that are one-hun­dred-and-eighty de­grees from the day be­fore Kim died.

			How­ev­er, fac­ing loss and en­gag­ing in grief work—es­pe­cial­ly in the con­fu­sion—helps be­gin to make some sense of these new re­al­i­ties. An­swers will come for ques­tions you and ev­ery­one else are ask­ing.

			
				
					“Through him we have al­so ob­tained ac­cess by faith in­to this grace in which we stand, and we re­joice in hope of the glo­ry of God.” Ro­mans 5:2
				

			

			Un­for­tu­nate­ly, how­ev­er, there are some bru­tal de­tails that can­not wait. They must be un­der­stood, faced, and ad­dressed quick­ly. Im­me­di­ate­ly. I had to force my­self to face some bru­tal de­tails be­fore the con­fu­sion even be­gan to clear.

			Think­ing about a fu­ner­al is bru­tal. I’ve said be­fore how con­fus­ing it is to stand in a room full of cas­kets. You can’t re­al­ly think at all. And then there are some of the le­gal and lo­gis­ti­cal de­tails. There’s a sense that a fi­nan­cial avalanche is pour­ing in up­on you, as well. A death cer­tifi­cate is re­quired. Chang­ing a check­ing ac­count is so fi­nal. Can­cel­ing cred­it and deb­it cards is so de­ci­sive. How­ev­er, these bru­tal de­tails must be ad­dressed; they can­not wait. Fi­nan­cial changes must be han­dled im­me­di­ate­ly. Have you ev­er doubt­ed that evil ex­ists? How bru­tal is it that scoundrels lie in wait to steal iden­ti­ties in and around death? Bru­tal, in­deed.

			And then there was our de­ci­sion to ask for an au­top­sy. At least in our ex­pe­ri­ence, we need­ed an au­top­sy to help us in sev­er­al ways. We want­ed to know what hap­pened for the sake of my chil­dren and their fu­ture health his­to­ries. We just had no idea what could have tak­en the life of my wife. Of course, we al­so want­ed to un­der­stand. In our case, Kim’s death was sud­den, un­ex­pect­ed, and down­right con­fus­ing. But, what a bru­tal de­ci­sion. There’s no deny­ing how very dif­fi­cult it is to make such a de­ci­sion. And it’s a de­ci­sion that can­not wait. I’ll nev­er for­get that af­ter­noon when I knew that the au­top­sy ser­vice had be­gun the au­top­sy. Bru­tal. And crush­ing.

			Nine weeks lat­er, I was alone at home when the au­top­sy re­port came in the mail. No man should ev­er have to read the au­top­sy of his wife. With great dif­fi­cul­ty, I had to fol­low up with sev­er­al doc­tors to try to un­der­stand what had hap­pened. I need­ed help in­ter­pret­ing the re­port. My chil­dren need­ed to know. Kim’s par­ents need­ed to know. I need­ed to know. Af­ter nu­mer­ous con­ver­sa­tions with doc­tors, and even the doc­tor who per­formed the au­top­sy, I’ve come to a place of peace. Ac­cep­tance. I can­not change what hap­pened. How­ev­er, I had faced an­oth­er bru­tal de­tail.

			No mat­ter the cir­cum­stances fol­low­ing the death of a loved one, there are bru­tal de­tails to ad­dress. These bru­tal de­ci­sions are not re­specters of per­sons. Ex­pect them. Death has a lev­el­ing ef­fect, and it de­liv­ers bru­tal re­al­i­ties and de­tails to face, and some must be faced im­me­di­ate­ly.

			
				
					“I could strength­en you with my mouth, and the so­lace of my lips would as­suage your pain.” Job 16:5
				

			

			
				
					“My soul melts away for sor­row; strength­en me ac­cord­ing to your word!” Psalm 119:28
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Mourning an Altered Future

			
			
				
					“There­fore do not be anx­ious about to­mor­row, for to­mor­row will be anx­ious for it­self. Suf­fi­cient for the day is its own trou­ble.” Matthew 6:34
				

			

			Kim died on a Mon­day morn­ing. The very next morn­ing, Tues­day morn­ing, we had plans that nev­er came about. I had pur­chased two tick­ets to a Michael Bublé con­cert in Wash­ing­ton DC. I had a ho­tel booked, and I had planned for our din­ner, as well. Nan­dos Peri Peri. Our fa­vorite South African Por­tuguese chick­en. Try it. It’s a fam­i­ly fa­vorite.

			But I di­gress.

			We were both look­ing for­ward to our date. I have text mes­sages from that fate­ful Mon­day morn­ing be­tween us to prove it. We had been plan­ning the date to­geth­er, and now we were con­sid­er­ing some last minute changes due to im­pend­ing snow.

			If the plans for the day af­ter Kim’s death had been so dras­ti­cal­ly changed, I had no idea what await­ed me. My fu­ture has been fate­ful­ly al­tered.

			
				
					“Do not boast about to­mor­row, for you do not know what a day may bring.” Proverbs 27:1
				

			

			I was now mourn­ing an al­tered fu­ture. So much for count­ing eggs be­fore they’re hatched.

			Mourn­ing and grief have many di­men­sions. As time moved for­ward, I learned one sig­nif­i­cant as­pect to my grief was my un­avoid­able, al­tered fu­ture. Ev­ery­thing had changed, it seemed. Grant­ed, this is a self­ish di­men­sion to grief, but it’s a sig­nif­i­cant re­al­i­ty that must be faced. Ev­ery­thing in my fu­ture is al­tered.

			A date night for a con­cert in Wash­ing­ton D.C. was on­ly the tip of the ice­berg.

			Ev­ery plan in my fu­ture in­clud­ed Kim. There­fore, ev­ery plan in my new fu­ture had been abrupt­ly al­tered. Dis­rupt­ed. Dis­tort­ed.

			
				“Loss takes what we might do and turns it in­to what we can nev­er do.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss

			

			This would take some get­ting used to. Les­son learned: Don’t boast about to­mor­row.

			We’re warned about boast­ing about our to­mor­rows. We tell each oth­er to be care­ful about count­ing eggs be­fore they’ve hatched. We do not know what to­mor­row brings. It’s time to re­pent from boast­ing about our to­mor­rows. Eter­ni­ty is im­por­tant. Our lives are but a mist—a blip on the screen. Or as Ger­hardt Ter Stee­gen has said, “How great is God! how small am I! A mote in the il­lim­itable sky …”

			But right now, that blip seems to have a fore­bod­ing fu­ture. Al­tered and un­de­fined.

			It’s un­der­stand­able to mourn an al­tered fu­ture. Loss forces you to do so. How­ev­er, boast­ing about your to­mor­rows is ar­ro­gant. Boast­ing about to­mor­rows is even evil, ac­cord­ing to James. My life took a de­tour on Feb­ru­ary 18, 2019, and I’ve learned my les­son. While mourn­ing my al­tered fu­ture, I refuse to boast about to­mor­row. Life is good, but it’s on­ly a mist. A blip on a screen. A mote—or a speck—in the il­lim­itable sky.

			While I have an al­tered fu­ture that I mourn, I trust the one who holds my new nor­mal, my new fu­ture in his hands.

			
				
					“Come now, you who say, ‘To­day or to­mor­row we will go in­to such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a prof­it’—yet you do not know what to­mor­row will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that ap­pears for a lit­tle time and then van­ish­es. In­stead you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.’ As it is, you boast in your ar­ro­gance. All such boast­ing is evil.” James 4:13–16
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Lowness, Heaviness, and Acceptance—The Illegal Squatter

			
			
				
					“It is he who re­mem­bered us in our low es­tate, for his stead­fast love en­dures for­ev­er …” Psalm 136:23
				

			

			Over six months in­to my grief, a sense of per­va­sive low­ness came over me. Ear­ly on, these feel­ings came in waves, and like waves they even­tu­al­ly re­treat­ed. They sub­sid­ed. Lat­er, how­ev­er, the low­ness came in like a tide of heav­i­ness. Low­ness came for a longer stay. Heav­i­ness per­sist­ed. It did not so eas­i­ly sub­side. It’s as if my new re­al­i­ty was set­tling in and be­com­ing just that—my new re­al­i­ty.

			I didn’t like it.

			Some­thing hap­pened dur­ing my time of low­ness, and I think there’s a con­nec­tion. My cry­ing end­ed its ev­ery-sin­gle-day as­sault. I cried ev­ery day for al­most sev­en months. Some peo­ple cry for a longer pe­ri­od, and some peo­ple cry for a short­er pe­ri­od. I didn’t know that, but I’ve learned that grief is as in­di­vid­u­al as each per­son is unique. The length of time the cry­ing en­dures is not the point.

			But now the tears seemed to sub­side. At least the ev­ery­day on­slaught. It’s as if the low­ness car­ried with it an ac­cep­tance of my new re­al­i­ty. It was set­tling in, mak­ing it­self at home. Un­in­vit­ed. Ac­cep­tance be­came an il­le­gal squat­ter.

			
				“The dis­ap­pear­ance of the grief is not fol­lowed by hap­pi­ness. It is fol­lowed by empti­ness.” Shel­don Vanauken, A Se­vere Mer­cy

			

			The cry­ing didn’t end be­cause I was hap­py. It seemed as if it end­ed be­cause I was com­ing to grips with what had hap­pened. Even if I didn’t want to ac­cept it, I was ac­cept­ing it. I had no choice.

			
				
					“I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and ev­ery cir­cum­stance, I have learned the se­cret of fac­ing plen­ty and hunger, abun­dance and need.” Philip­pi­ans 4:12
				

			

			I had to coach my­self through the ceas­ing of my tears. Tears had be­come my friends. A dai­ly com­pan­ion in my jour­ney. A physi­cian to aid me in my heal­ing. A drain for the pres­sure brought on by grief. And now, with­out warn­ing, the tears were pulling away. I had to tell my­self that this was al­right. The re­duc­tion in the fre­quen­cy of tears did not mean that I didn’t care any­more. This was a step to­ward heal­ing. The wound had be­gun to close and heal over.

			
				“Our griefs set lessons for us to learn, and we should dili­gent­ly seek to get in­to our life what­ev­er it is that our Mas­ter would teach us.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			It was if I had my first taste of wist­ful peace, but it first showed up as low­ness and heav­i­ness. I had been told peace would come again. Ac­cep­tance of loss is a part of the grief process. There is progress even on a long and un­want­ed jour­ney. The path is through tears, and then, low­ness and heav­i­ness. Weighty. Drudgery.

			This thick path­way, this un­want­ed jour­ney, leads to ac­cep­tance and even­tu­al­ly to wist­ful peace. If you’re fac­ing loss, press on by faith through the heav­i­ness and low­ness.

			
				
					“Weep­ing may tar­ry for the night, but joy comes with the morn­ing.” Psalm 30:5
				

			

			
				
					“Let the low­ly broth­er boast in his ex­al­ta­tion …” James 1:9
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				The Day the Tears Didn’t Show Up

			
			
				
					“My eye has grown dim from vex­a­tion, and all my mem­bers are like a shad­ow.” Job 17:7
				

			

			They say grief is per­son­al. No one can tell you how you should grieve. Sure, there are phas­es that you face to one de­gree or an­oth­er. And they are not lin­ear. In fact, the phas­es are cycli­cal. It’s just not clean or tidy. Messy. Fur­ther, the in­ten­si­ty and du­ra­tion of grief are in­tense­ly per­son­al. You have to learn to as­sess how you are and re­spond.

			So, again, it was with sur­prise—and dis­ap­point­ment—one day when I had my first re­prieve from tears. As I have writ­ten, I had shed tears ev­ery day for al­most sev­en months. A new, un­prece­dent­ed ex­pe­ri­ence in my life. Again, tears had be­come my friends. They ral­lied around me to help me process and face my loss. In oth­er ways, they as­sault­ed me ev­ery day whether I want­ed them or not. Some­times I planned for the at­tack. Oth­er times I was blind­sid­ed. Tears just showed up.

			
				
					“You have fed them with the bread of tears and giv­en them tears to drink in full mea­sure.” Psalm 80:5
				

			

			But on this day, my tears did not knock on my door. I was sur­prised by their de­lay. Dis­ap­point­ed by their ab­sence, their dis­ap­pear­ance. Was some­thing wrong? Was some­thing right? I didn’t pan­ic, but I was con­fused and want­ed an­swers.

			How­ev­er, I learned my tears weren’t gone for good. It was just that the repet­i­tive na­ture of my tear­ful­ness was di­min­ish­ing. At first, I sim­ply skipped a day. I re­al­ized, as I stat­ed ear­li­er, I was emo­tion­al­ly tak­ing a step to­ward ac­cep­tance, my il­le­gal squat­ter. Pre­vi­ous­ly, I had ac­cept­ed this new un­want­ed jour­ney in my mind. How could I de­ny it? I now re­al­ize emo­tion­al ac­cep­tance is deep­er. It takes longer, and it has its own sched­ule. It took al­most sev­en months of drain­ing the grief to get to a step to­ward emo­tion­al ac­cep­tance. But when it came, I wasn’t re­al­ly ready for it.

			
				“We can­not but feel the pangs of grief—God will nev­er blame us for our tears, but in our deep­est af­flic­tions our faith should not fail, and the songs of joy should not be choked.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Hon­est­ly, the day the tears didn’t show up both­ered me. I just wasn’t ready for it. Tears were new com­pan­ions, now ab­sent. Heal­ing was on the hori­zon.

			Grief brings strange com­pan­ions. Pain. Loss. Tears. Heal­ing. Re­cov­ery. Joy.

			
				“That was al­ways the way of grief: laugh­ter and tears, joy and sor­row.” Shel­don Vanauken, A Se­vere Mer­cy

			

			Strange. Sur­pris­ing.

			The day the tears didn’t show up was a mixed bag. It was sad. It was glad. It was con­fus­ing. But it came. I didn’t like that day. But I al­so liked that day. Hope. Re­cov­ery. Heal­ing.

			Pain and joy came to­geth­er the day the tears didn’t show up, a si­mul­ta­ne­ous col­li­sion.

			
				“… some of God’s truths are knocked in­to us by hard blows, and some lessons are spelled out through eyes cleansed with tears.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			
				
					“Be gra­cious to me, O Lord, for I am lan­guish­ing; heal me, O Lord, for my bones are trou­bled.” Psalm 6:2
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Kim’s Faith During Loss

			
			When it comes to loss, los­ing Kim was not my first ex­pe­ri­ence. It is by far the most dif­fi­cult loss I have faced, but I have been through a few ex­pe­ri­ences of loss. Kim and I lost her broth­er, Scott. Lat­er, we lost our first grand­daugh­ter a mere two weeks be­fore her ex­pect­ed de­liv­ery. Los­ing lit­tle Scar­lett Ray was heartrend­ing. We need­ed to stand like “oaks of right­eous­ness.”

			And Kim did stand firm. She ex­pressed faith dur­ing our loss.

			
				
					“The Spir­it of the Lord GOD is up­on me, be­cause the LORD has anoint­ed me to bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the bro­ken­heart­ed, to pro­claim lib­er­ty to the cap­tives, and the open­ing of the prison to those who are bound; to pro­claim the year of the LORD’s fa­vor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to com­fort all who mourn; to grant to those who mourn in Zion—to give them a beau­ti­ful head­dress in­stead of ash­es, the oil of glad­ness in­stead of mourn­ing, the gar­ment of praise in­stead of a faint spir­it; that they may be called oaks of right­eous­ness, the plant­ing of the LORD, that he may be glo­ri­fied.” Isa­iah 61:1–3
				

			

			Dur­ing loss, ev­ery­one plays their part in com­fort­ing one an­oth­er. It’s or­gan­ic and re­la­tion­al. When our fam­i­ly lost Scar­lett Ray, Kim was bro­ken. We were all bro­ken. I’m re­mind­ed of the verse in Ec­cle­si­astes 3 when I think of how we served and com­fort­ed one an­oth­er.

			
				
					“Two are bet­ter than one, be­cause they have a good re­ward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up his fel­low. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not an­oth­er to lift him up! Again, if two lie to­geth­er, they keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone? And though a man might pre­vail against one who is alone, two will with­stand him—a three­fold cord is not quick­ly bro­ken.” Ec­cle­si­astes 3:9–12
				

			

			Kim def­i­nite­ly played her part. God’s Word en­cour­aged her, and she shared from Isa­iah 61:1–3—the pas­sage above—with all of us. Truth such as this pas­sage shared in the mid­dle of a painful ex­pe­ri­ence un­der­girds suf­fer­ers. Re­mem­ber, ev­ery ex­pe­ri­ence of loss is a re­ver­ber­a­tion of the ul­ti­mate bro­ken­ness of the world. Like­wise, ul­ti­mate res­cue, re­demp­tion, and rec­on­cil­i­a­tion echoes in­to ev­ery loss with hope. Phras­es such as “bind up the bro­ken­heart­ed” and “com­fort all who mourn” met our fam­i­ly with the min­istry we need­ed in a dif­fi­cult time. One phrase came alive for us and de­liv­ered a sliv­er of hope. We longed for “a beau­ti­ful head­dress” and “oil of glad­ness.”

			
				
					“… to give them a beau­ti­ful head­dress in­stead of ash­es, the oil of glad­ness in­stead of mourn­ing …” Isa­iah 61:3
				

			

			We were over­come with grief, but he promised glad­ness would re­turn. The gospel takes the long view, and that’s es­pe­cial­ly im­por­tant when the short-term view is dif­fi­cult. We em­braced his Word, and we held on tight. It’s amaz­ing how the truth of God’s prom­ises can act as a bas­tion against the on­slaught.

			
				“… God’s com­fort comes to his peo­ple—not in the lift­ing off of their weight of sor­row or pain, but in strength­en­ing them for vic­to­ri­ous en­durance.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			And God used Kim to en­cour­age us then. To­day, I’m re­mind­ed of her min­istry to us then. And her trust in God’s Word en­cour­ages me now. Kim walked by faith through the heart­break­ing loss of lit­tle Scar­lett. And Kim was right. God helped us all re­cov­er, and he has blessed Emi­ly and Michael with sweet mem­o­ries of Scar­lett and three beau­ti­ful chil­dren lat­er.

			God has giv­en us a beau­ti­ful head­dress in­stead of ash­es, the oil of glad­ness in­stead of mourn­ing. Peace and stead­fast love have been our com­pan­ions. And we’ve al­so been blessed with new bless­ings in our fam­i­ly. Vi­o­lett. Beck­ett. Oliv­er. Owen. Cam­den. Grayson. These are just a few ob­vi­ous gifts of glad­ness. Need I say more?

			Kim’s faith strength­ened me then, and her ex­am­ple of faith strength­ens me now. And I’m watch­ing, once again, for a beau­ti­ful head­dress and oil of glad­ness.

			
				
					“The Lord re­deems the life of his ser­vants; none of those who take refuge in him will be con­demned.” Psalm 34:22
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Can You Prepare for Loss?

			
			
				
					“For which of you, de­sir­ing to build a tow­er, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to com­plete it?” Luke 14:28
				

			

			A few months in­to grief, I planned to go to Durham to vis­it Paul’s fam­i­ly. My vis­it would co­in­cide with a month­ly ac­count­abil­i­ty group of younger Chris­tian busi­ness­men from a cross-sec­tion of church­es in the area. Paul, my son, is a part of this group, and he asked me if I’d like to go with him lat­er in the month when I vis­it­ed. I hearti­ly said I would love to go with him. Lat­er, af­ter he had cof­fee with the lead­er, he asked if I’d be will­ing to talk with the guys about fac­ing loss. I agreed.

			In ad­vance, they posed a ques­tion they want­ed to dis­cuss: “Can you pre­pare for loss?” They asked, “Is there any way you can pre­pare for a trag­ic loss such as you’ve ex­pe­ri­enced?” I be­gan to think about the ques­tion be­fore I at­tend­ed the meet­ing. I had an an­swer for them.

			Yes and no.

			There’s no way to plan for what may hap­pen one day. Sud­den loss. Loss af­ter a long ill­ness. A car ac­ci­dent. Mur­der. Or nat­u­ral death at the end of a good, long life. No one knows, and so, you can­not pre­pare for your spe­cif­ic loss.

			But as I thought about it, you can pre­pare for loss. Suf­fice it to say that my par­ents, lead­ers in my life, and the way I choose to live my life have pre­pared me to face loss. My be­lief in Christ serves as a foun­da­tion and thus has pre­pared me. When loss in­vad­ed, I land­ed on a pre­vi­ous­ly built foun­da­tion.

			
				“… how we pre­pare be­fore we come in­to a cri­sis has sig­nif­i­cant im­pact on how we go through it.” Lau­rie Wilcox, My Worst Year, My Best Year

			

			
				“Those who take time to in­creas­ing­ly come to know and trust God as he tru­ly is, are lay­ing the foun­da­tion of a life with­out lack.” Dal­las Willard, Life With­out Lack

			

			Fur­ther, I pre­pared by suf­fer­ing with Kim through the loss of her broth­er, David Scott Plumblee. I learned how to walk with some­one who was mourn­ing, and I learned how to mourn my­self. His ill­ness was a long and dif­fi­cult jour­ney. Heav­en grew a lit­tle sweet­er and a lot more re­al dur­ing our loss of Scott.

			I al­so pre­pared by griev­ing the loss of Scar­lett Ray Join­er, our first grand­child. When we lost Scar­lett, it was a sud­den and heart­break­ing loss. Sur­prise and shock over­take you and your thoughts seek to make sense of the var­ied di­men­sions or dy­nam­ics. I knew my daugh­ter was un­der as­sault emo­tion­al­ly, phys­i­cal­ly, and spir­i­tu­al­ly. Kim and I were cast in­to our own de­spair. Add to that the need to make trav­el ar­range­ments. Or bet­ter said, we had to change our al­ready-sched­uled flights for two weeks away to go hold our first grand­daugh­ter. I had to mourn this loss al­so with Michael, my son-in-law. Then, I had to com­mu­ni­cate with my sons, Paul and Trevor, through­out the ex­pe­ri­ence. We cried on the phone to­geth­er.

			Ex­pe­ri­ence is a great teach­er. These re­al ex­pe­ri­ences of loss help to pre­pare you for the next loss.

			So it turns out, you can pre­pare for loss. Ul­ti­mate­ly, as you pre­pare for life, you are al­so pre­par­ing for death and loss. How you live your life mat­ters. Walk­ing by faith is im­por­tant. Stand firm on a sol­id foun­da­tion in life, and it will car­ry over in­to the pain when, in­evitably, you are forced to face loss.

			
				
					“Ac­cord­ing to the grace of God giv­en to me, like a skilled mas­ter builder I laid a foun­da­tion, and some­one else is build­ing up­on it. Let each one take care how he builds up­on it.” 1 Corinthi­ans 3:10
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Life Is a Series of Preparatory Goodbyes

			
			Dur­ing my loss, I re­al­ized that life is a se­ries of many tem­po­rary good­byes. Those ex­pe­ri­ences pre­pare us for a more per­ma­nent, last­ing good­bye. Think with me about all the tem­po­rary good­byes we en­dure. Some­times, those good­byes are trau­mat­ic.

			
				
					“And there was much weep­ing on the part of all; they em­braced Paul and kissed him, be­ing sor­row­ful most of all be­cause of the word he had spo­ken, that they would not see his face again.” Acts 20:37–38
				

			

			For ex­am­ple, a new­born cries un­con­trol­lably when sep­a­rat­ed from the moth­er’s arms. Then while still very young, and a babysit­ter would come in the door, a ba­by knows the par­ents were say­ing good­bye. Even though it’s on­ly a cou­ple of hours, a tod­dler doesn’t know that and pan­ics. There are al­so those week­ly ex­pe­ri­ences of be­ing dropped off at the nurs­ery at church. These are just short sep­a­ra­tions, hours at the most.

			
				“The on­ly re­lief I can find is in the cer­tain­ty that this life is not the end, but sim­ply the prepara­to­ry school for the re­al and the end­less life that is be­yond.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			Then there are the times when par­ents go off for a week­end to get away. Or Mom or Dad goes on a busi­ness trip. Mom goes for a wom­en’s re­treat. Dad goes away for a men’s re­treat. Then when old­er, a child says good­bye when go­ing off to school ev­ery day be­tween first and twelfth grades. And then a young adult goes off to col­lege. The good­byes get more dif­fi­cult, and the pe­ri­ods of sep­a­ra­tion are more en­dur­ing. Then there’s that ques­tion: “Who gives this wom­an?” And then that Scrip­tural in­struc­tion in Gen­e­sis 2:24 where a man is said to leave his fa­ther and moth­er. Good­byes are ex­changed for even longer pe­ri­ods of time.

			Then, chil­dren are born, and the cy­cle of good­byes be­gins, once again. The se­ries of good­byes comes full cir­cle in this train­ing, this prepa­ra­tion in learn­ing to say good­bye.

			Life is a se­ries of prepara­to­ry good­byes.

			
				“The sor­est mis­for­tune that could come to any­one would be nev­er to die.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			How do you pre­pare for these good­byes? Be­yond these prepara­to­ry ex­pe­ri­ences, the great­est ground­ing is to be in re­la­tion­ship with God him­self. His Spir­it is our con­stant Com­forter. Com­pan­ion. His Word is our firm foun­da­tion. His Son’s birth, life, death, buri­al, and res­ur­rec­tion pro­vide hope in life’s good and bad sit­u­a­tions, in each of the good­byes. De­pend­able. Con­sis­tent.

			Es­pe­cial­ly for the hard­est ones.

			The gospel is the pow­er of God. He and his work on the Cross are the rea­son we can mourn, or say good­bye, with hope. We can mourn with hope through the good­byes. Why? Be­cause res­ur­rec­tion looms large in the face of all our good­byes. There is a greet­ing in eter­ni­ty await­ing us with no more good­byes.

			No more good­byes.

			Re­mind your­self, through ev­ery sep­a­ra­tion, there is a bet­ter sto­ry be­yond the seen and tem­po­ral good­byes in your cur­rent sto­ry.

			Life is a se­ries of good­byes that leads to an eter­nal wel­come.

			
				
					“Ev­ery­one then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock.” Matthew 7:24
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Welcoming Renewed Empathy and Sympathy for Others

			
			You nev­er know what jour­ney oth­er peo­ple are trav­el­ing; there­fore, be kind. It’s bib­li­cal to be car­ing and at­ten­tive to oth­ers.

			
				
					“Be ye kind …” Eph­esians 5:32
				

			

			As a re­sult of loss, I’ve learned to be more ob­ser­vant. I have a new radar, thanks to grief. I have el­e­vat­ed lev­els of em­pa­thy and sym­pa­thy in my sys­tem. It was forced on me.

			But I like it.

			There’s a re­sponse to grief in the Chris­tian com­mu­ni­ty that if stat­ed abrupt­ly might come out as, “Have faith. Be strong. You know the end of the sto­ry. All is well.” An­oth­er way to say it might be, “Keep a stiff up­per lip.” But know­ing truth—the end of the sto­ry—and hav­ing em­pa­thy and sym­pa­thy are not mu­tu­al­ly ex­clu­sive.

			Case in point: Je­sus him­self. He wept over Lazarus.

			
				
					“Je­sus wept.” John 11:3
				

			

			Take note of Je­sus emot­ing over his friend, Lazarus. He hates death. Je­sus hates death so much he came to over­come it with res­ur­rec­tion. A com­plete vic­to­ry. But here’s the amaz­ing thing to me. Je­sus cried, bro­ken over Lazarus, and he knew ev­ery­thing was about to be changed, re­solved. He knew he was about to bring Lazarus back to life. And yet, he still wept over the loss. He was over­come with his own loss and the loss ex­pe­ri­enced by Mary and Martha. He was feel­ing the loss brought in­to the world by sin. Loss touch­es Je­sus’ heart even though he has over­come it. For­ev­er.

			It’s okay—even good—that I cry over my own loss, and it’s al­so good that I cry with oth­ers. Let grief do its work to re­new em­pa­thy and sym­pa­thy in your life.

			
				“Peo­ple who suf­fer want peo­ple who have suf­fered to tell them there is hope.” Steve Saint, Suf­fer­ing and the Sovereign­ty of God

			

			Steven Cur­tis Chap­man re­leased a whole al­bum about grief, mourn­ing, and hope af­ter the trag­ic loss of their daugh­ter. One morn­ing on a walk I was struck by his song, A Lit­tle More Time to Love. In my own loss and grief, I re­al­ized I had a lit­tle more time to love. I had a lit­tle more time to in­vest. I was left to serve and in­flu­ence. I have a lit­tle more time to em­ploy em­pa­thy and sym­pa­thy. I was left be­cause, like Paul, it’s bet­ter that I re­main. For now. There is a ques­tion I need to face: Will I fan the flame of re­newed em­pa­thy and sym­pa­thy?

			Chap­man says it so well:

			
				“There’s a day that is com­ing, a day that nev­er will end. There in the light of His glo­ry, ev­ery­thing bro­ken will be whole again. And this will be the cel­e­bra­tion, all of cre­ation longs for. And while we’re wait­ing for that day to come, we’ve got a lit­tle more time to love. Just a lit­tle more time to love, we’ve got just a lit­tle more time to love.” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “A Lit­tle More Time to Love”

			

			While we grieve over loss, we do not grieve with­out hope. We do not grieve with­out pur­pose. We’ve got a lit­tle more time to love. Fac­ing loss can pro­duce great fruit. If my wait­ing be­fore God in hu­mil­i­ty pro­duces em­pa­thy and sym­pa­thy for oth­ers, I must put them to work.

			Loss gives birth to em­pa­thy and sym­pa­thy for oth­ers.

			
				
					“I wait­ed pa­tient­ly for the Lord; he in­clined to me and heard my cry. He drew me up from the pit of de­struc­tion, out of the miry bog, and set my feet up­on a rock, mak­ing my steps se­cure. He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God. Many will see and fear and put their trust in the Lord.” Psalms 40:1–3
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				Understanding During Loss Is Not a Prerequisite for Worship

			
			
				
					“… How un­search­able are his judg­ments and how in­scrutable his ways!” Ro­mans 11:33
				

			

			Dur­ing loss, a spot­light is shined up­on God and his ways. That is, if you’re look­ing. Yet, there is so much I sim­ply do not un­der­stand about our loss or God’s ways. As Gor­don Fort said at Kim’s fu­ner­al, “This is a mys­tery.”

			I’m okay with the mys­tery now.

			
				“God moves in a mys­te­ri­ous way his won­ders to per­form … Judge not the Lord by fee­ble sense, but trust him for his grace; be­hind a frown­ing prov­i­dence he hides a smil­ing face. … God is his own in­ter­preter, and he will make it plain.” William Cow­per, “God Moves in a Mys­te­ri­ous Way”

			

			We can ask the “Why” ques­tion all day. But un­der­stand­ing ev­ery­thing is not a pre­req­ui­site to wor­ship. In fact, un­der­stand­ing ev­ery­thing brings God down to a lev­el that is not wor­thy of wor­ship. Does that make sense? Any God we can ful­ly un­der­stand, quan­ti­fy, ex­plain, and put in our box­es is not much of a God.

			His judg­ments are, in­deed, un­search­able. It doesn’t mean we don’t seek him. We do. But search­ing his judg­ments is a life­long jour­ney.

			
				
					“You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart.” Jeremi­ah 29:13
				

			

			Note we will seek and find him when we seek with our whole heart. Seek­ing af­ter him is dif­fer­ent than seek­ing out his judg­ments. Wor­ship is not con­tin­gent on un­der­stand­ing his de­ci­sions. Wor­ship doesn’t in­clude an “if-and-then” clause—if I un­der­stand, then I will wor­ship. No! Wor­ship is not con­di­tioned up­on his wis­dom lin­ing up with my de­sires, wish­es, pref­er­ences, or hopes. His judg­ments are un­search­able, but he is search­able.

			And he can be found.

			
				
					“But seek first the king­dom of God and his right­eous­ness, and all these things will be added to you. There­fore do not be anx­ious about to­mor­row, for to­mor­row will be anx­ious for it­self. Suf­fi­cient for the day is its own trou­ble.” Matthew 6:33–34
				

			

			It’s in­ter­est­ing that we don’t have more days filled with trou­ble than we do. We live in a bro­ken and fall­en world. I know of a few days in my life with trou­ble suf­fi­cient for the day. Through it all, we are giv­en grace suf­fi­cient to lift our eyes to seek God’s king­dom and right­eous­ness. No need to be anx­ious.

			No need to anx­ious­ly wor­ry about his ways. His ways are, af­ter all, in­scrutable. They are mys­te­ri­ous and un­fath­omable. He is know­able yet his ways are un­know­able ful­ly. He’s be­yond de­scrip­tion. And yet, we seek.

			
				
					“You have mul­ti­plied … your won­drous deeds and your thoughts to­ward us … I will pro­claim and tell of them, yet they are more than can be told.” Psalm‬ ‭40:5
				

			

			Mark Al­trogge wrote the song, “I Stand in Awe.” Ev­ery time I hear it or sing it, I hear it with a South African ac­cent. I be­lieve that is the first place I heard and sang that song. Al­trogge cap­tures this thought well that we wor­ship Some­one we do not ful­ly un­der­stand:

			
				“You are beau­ti­ful be­yond de­scrip­tion, too mar­velous for words. Too won­der­ful for com­pre­hen­sion, like noth­ing ev­er seen or heard. Who can grasp Your in­fi­nite wis­dom? Who can fath­om the depth of Your love? You are beau­ti­ful be­yond de­scrip­tion, majesty, en­throned above. And I stand, I stand in awe of You; I stand, I stand in awe of You. Holy God, to whom all praise is due, I stand in awe of You.” Mark Al­trogge, “I Stand in Awe”

			

			Un­der­stand­ing is not a pre­req­ui­site to lift­ing our hearts and voic­es in wor­ship. In fact, not ful­ly un­der­stand­ing should in­spire us to bow and trem­ble in si­lence be­fore him. As Ligon Dun­can has penned, “Our wor­ship is ul­ti­mate­ly root­ed in his char­ac­ter, not our cir­cum­stances … We must nev­er in­ter­pret God’s char­ac­ter by our cir­cum­stances. We must in­stead in­ter­pret our cir­cum­stances by God’s char­ac­ter.”

			
				
					“Wor­ship the Lord in the splen­dor of ho­li­ness; trem­ble be­fore him, all the earth!” Psalm 96:9
				

			

			
				
					“… pon­der in your own hearts on your beds, and be silent.” Psalm 4:4
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Recognizing True and Deep Value

			
			
				
					“But for Adam there was not found a helper fit for him. … Then the man said, ‘This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Wom­an, be­cause she was tak­en out of Man.’ There­fore a man shall leave his fa­ther and his moth­er and hold fast to his wife, and they shall be­come one flesh.” Gen­e­sis 2:20, 23–24
				

			

			Kim was a gen­uine ser­vant. She did so much for oth­ers. And for me. The du­ties she or any per­son can do for an­oth­er—cook, clean, wash, or serve in any way—can slow­ly but sure­ly be re­placed. You can learn to do new chores for your­self. You re­al­ly can learn. It’s not fun or con­ve­nient, but it can be done. In fact, I wrote this jour­nal en­try on a per­son­al re­treat in a cab­in where I had just made toast and eggs for my own break­fast.

			Even I can learn to em­brace new du­ties.

			How­ev­er, what I’ve learned is that the things that Kim did for me are not what I miss the most. I miss her. I miss her com­pan­ion­ship. I miss walk­ing through life with her by my side. I miss de­brief­ing the day to­geth­er.

			I miss her pres­ence and not her du­ties done for me.

			
				
					“… ‘and the two shall be­come one flesh.’ So they are no longer two but one flesh.” Mark 10:8
				

			

			Fac­ing loss can re­veal true and deep val­ue. One­ness. Com­pan­ion­ship. Friend­ship. Walk­ing to­geth­er. Not things. Not du­ties done. Again, I miss her pres­ence.

			There’s an im­por­tant les­son here. I re­al­ized it’s very tempt­ing to look at what God has done for us in Je­sus in the same way as when we look at what an­oth­er per­son does for us. And it’s true God has done mar­velous things for us. Just look around and see the cre­at­ed won­der. It’s all a beau­ti­ful gift. Look in­to his Word and find mar­velous truths of re­demp­tion and sal­va­tion. He has done so much for us. Ul­ti­mate gifts of grace. Look for his day-by-day pro­vi­sion. “Give us this day our dai­ly bread” in The Lord’s Prayer is more a grate­ful dec­la­ra­tion than a re­quest for me. It’s an ac­knowl­edg­ment. He does give us what we need for each day. I’ve learned on my un­want­ed jour­ney that he faith­ful­ly sup­plies. He has done so much for us. His giv­ing is praise­wor­thy, and grate­ful­ness should flow from our lips. He tru­ly has done great things.

			But greater than all the things he has done for us is this cen­tral truth: He has giv­en us him­self. Not just his mar­velous deeds. Je­sus be­came flesh and dwelt among us. Dwelt. Then he sent us his Spir­it to in­dwell us. He is our con­stant com­pan­ion. The hymn writ­er pro­claims, “What a Friend we have in Je­sus.” And it’s true. He’s a mo­ment-by-mo­ment friend.

			Com­pan­ion­ship. Not du­ties done.

			His friend­ship prom­ises true and deep val­ue. His com­pan­ion­ship is be­yond any oth­er gifts that come from his hand.

			
				
					“And the Word be­came flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glo­ry, glo­ry as of the on­ly Son from the Fa­ther, full of grace and truth.” John 1:14
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Deeds Over Relationship Is Lawlessness

			
			
				
					“But what­ev­er gain I had, I count­ed as loss for the sake of Christ. In­deed, I count ev­ery­thing as loss be­cause of the sur­pass­ing worth of know­ing Christ Je­sus my Lord.” Philip­pi­ans 3:7–8
				

			

			Be care­ful that you don’t view your life as trans­ac­tion­al. What can my wife or my hus­band do for me? What can God do for me to­day? What can my church do for me? What do I do for them?

			Life is not deeds de­void of re­la­tion­ship.

			I vis­it­ed a col­league’s son’s church while on a re­treat in North Car­oli­na. Chris Dil­lon, lead pas­tor, warned each of us against a “ge­nie-in-a-bot­tle” Je­sus. He cau­tioned us against a “tooth-fairy” Je­sus. He stat­ed frankly and cor­rect­ly, “We come to Je­sus to get Je­sus. He is our high­est trea­sure.” He gives him­self not sole­ly his gifts.

			Chris, who was just be­gin­ning a se­ries on the para­bles of Je­sus, was preach­ing about the “sow­er and the dirt” as he called it. When he got to the third soil, we read the fol­low­ing pas­sage:

			
				
					“As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the de­ceit­ful­ness of rich­es choke the word, and it proves un­fruit­ful.” Matthew 13:22
				

			

			Be­ware of cares and rich­es. They are de­cep­tive. Are we tempt­ed to come to Je­sus for what he does and not who he is? Are we tempt­ed to fo­cus on the cares of the world and the de­ceit­ful­ness of rich­es? Do I choose Je­sus for what he does for me? Do I come to him for things? For stuff?

			Deep­er still, do I ex­pect him to em­brace me for what I do for him? We do not come to him for what he does for us nor should we ex­pect to be ac­cept­ed by him for what we do.

			This is es­pe­cial­ly im­por­tant when fac­ing loss.

			
				
					“On that day many will say to me, ’Lord, Lord, did we not proph­esy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’” Matthew 7:22
				

			

			In­deed, it’s not what we do for him. Even mighty deeds. There are no works we could ev­er do that would qual­i­fy us to be re­deemed in his sight. Even cast­ing out demons. This line of think­ing is an af­front to the gospel. It’s an af­front to the Son of God who gave his life to re­deem us. He gave his life to us and not just his deeds done for us.

			
				
					“And then will I de­clare to them, ‘I nev­er knew you; de­part from me, you work­ers of law­less­ness.’” Matthew 7:23
				

			

			His is a se­ri­ous dec­la­ra­tion: Deeds over re­la­tion­ship is law­less­ness. If I come to Je­sus based on works and not re­la­tion­ship, I come emp­ty-hand­ed in his econ­o­my. He died to bring us in­to a re­la­tion­ship with him­self. True com­pan­ion­ship. God came to walk with us not for us.

			
				
					“… and they shall call his name Im­manuel (which means, God with us).” Matthew 1:23
				

			

			God with us. Re­la­tion­ship. Com­pan­ion­ship. With us.

			Not a ge­nie or a tooth fairy. Not sim­ply for us. He is not our em­ploy­ee nor our ser­vant. Even in the face of loss.

			And this makes sense. Re­la­tion­ship, as a high­er val­ue, is true in the blessed mar­riage I en­joyed, and it’smore true and still deep­er in my re­la­tion­ship with Je­sus. Je­sus told us that the greater, deep­er, and truer val­ue is in know­ing him.

			Deeds over re­la­tion­ship is law­less­ness.

			
				
					“This mys­tery is pro­found, and I am say­ing that it refers to Christ and the church.” Matthew 5:32
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Why Grace Is Preferable Over Fairness

			
			
				
					“Or who has giv­en a gift to him that he might be re­paid?” Ro­mans 11:35
				

			

			It makes per­fect sense to wres­tle with the ran­dom­ness of loss—no rhyme or rea­son. “Ev­ery­thing hap­pens for a rea­son,” it is said. But, I’m not so sure. Ro­mans 8:28 teach­es that God caus­es all things to work to­geth­er for good—with an im­por­tant caveat. How­ev­er, Paul doesn’t present God as some causal ar­chi­tect, or­ches­trat­ing ev­ery good and bad thing to hap­pen. In­stead, God is pre­sent­ed as some­one who caus­es all things—whether good or bad—to work to­geth­er for good. Dif­fi­cult cir­cum­stances can tests us, yes, but God doesn’t tempt us (James 1:13).

			I un­der­stand God’s om­nipo­tence, om­nipres­ence, and om­ni­science, but not one of those truths means he is om­ni-causal. I thought I made that word up un­til I searched on­line. Om­ni-causal­i­ty is a teach­ing that God is the im­pe­tus or cause be­hind ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery­thing. But his pow­er, pres­ence, and knowl­edge do not mean that he is caus­ing ev­ery­thing as if we are ro­bots in some game God is play­ing.

			James teach­es us that we are with­out ex­cuse due to evil with­in us. Some­times bad things hap­pen be­cause we or the world are evil. James says, “… each per­son is tempt­ed when he is lured and en­ticed by his own de­sire” (James 1:14). We can­not blame evil on God. Evil, and the sub­se­quent pain it brought, is a re­sult of the Fall. Evil is in the world, and evil is in us. God does not cause all things in ev­ery way. But I’m in over my head now with this sort of the­o­log­i­cal wrestling.

			When you face loss, im­por­tant and weighty the­o­log­i­cal is­sues come to the fore­front. Ques­tions swirl in your mind. And sim­ple or as­sertive­ly de­liv­ered ex­pla­na­tions frankly do not suf­fice. Pain is not as­suaged by in­for­ma­tion.

			There­fore, stand in rev­er­ent hu­mil­i­ty be­fore God. Bring no ac­cu­sa­tion be­fore him.

			Peo­ple of­ten ar­gue that God is ei­ther unlov­ing or pow­er­less when bad things hap­pen. The ar­gu­ment goes that if he is pow­er­ful enough to stop some­thing but doesn’t, it just proves he isn’t lov­ing as he claims. He didn’t in­ter­vene be­cause he didn’t care. Or if he can’t stop suf­fer­ing, he isn’t pow­er­ful as he claims. He cared and want­ed to stop the tragedy, but he just couldn’t win the day. At least not this time.

			But, it’s just not that sim­ple.

			God cre­at­ed the world good. Sin messed ev­ery­thing up. Some things are just bad. God is sov­er­eign, yes, but bro­ken­ness is a re­sult of the Fall. Sin en­tered and messed ev­ery­thing up. Ran­dom loss, how­ev­er, can be em­braced with the knowl­edge that God will re­deem it for good. Mys­te­ri­ous but true.

			So, maybe God is om­ni-re­demp­tive. I def­i­nite­ly made that word up.

			In my grief, I rec­og­nized God is om­ni-re­demp­tive over om­ni-causal. I chose grace over fair­ness. By om­ni-re­demp­tive I mean he can bring re­demp­tion out of any cir­cum­stance. He’s that good. He’s sov­er­eign over all. So, all things work to­geth­er for good.

			Ad­mit­ted­ly, maybe I’m a sim­ple­ton. But in a fair world, I did not de­serve Kim Plumblee’s love. In a fair world, no one de­serves sal­va­tion. We de­serve eter­nal sep­a­ra­tion and pun­ish­ment. Be­fore I make an ar­gu­ment on the ba­sis of fair­ness, I need to fol­low my line of rea­son­ing to its un­de­sir­able con­clu­sion. I have no legs to stand on if I claim that my loss was un­fair. I do not want fair­ness, and I will not ac­cuse God of be­ing un­fair. What I do know is he is able to re­deem ev­ery good and bad thing for his glo­ry and my good.

			I trust his grace over fair­ness.

			
				
					“ ’For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his coun­selor?’” Ro­mans 11:34
				

			

			I bring noth­ing to God; I am a debtor. I am in need. I am de­fense­less apart from the gift of re­demp­tion. To choose fair­ness over grace would be lu­di­crous.

			For now, I res­onate with the dis­ci­ples who were con­fused when Je­sus was speak­ing in fig­ures of speech. Fi­nal­ly, he had to ex­plain and “His dis­ci­ples said, ‘Ah, now you are speak­ing plain­ly and not us­ing fig­u­ra­tive speech! Now we know that you know all things and do not need any­one to ques­tion you …’”‭‭ (John‬ ‭16:29–30‬).

			I agree, al­so, with Job that these are things too won­der­ful for me. My rea­son­ing hides coun­sel. My ut­ter­ances are with­out un­der­stand­ing. His ways are too won­der­ful. If I make a stand on fair­ness, I need to join Job and re­pent in dust and ash­es (Job 42:1–6).

			I write this ram­bling per­spec­tive with hu­mil­i­ty and rev­er­ence. And from the depths of grief on a foun­da­tion of faith. I sim­ply do not ful­ly un­der­stand his sovereign­ty. Like Moses, I take my shoes off on holy ground. It is too won­der­ful for me. Yet, I em­brace it by faith.

			But for now, I choose grace over fair­ness.

			
				
					“… now my eye sees you; there­fore I de­spise my­self, and re­pent in dust and ash­es.” Job 42:6
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				One Example of Selfless, Spirit-Filled Love

			
			
				
					“… God’s love has been poured in­to our hearts through the Holy Spir­it who has been giv­en to us.” Ro­mans 5:5
				

			

			I loved Kim Davis, but I couldn’t help my­self. She drew love out of me. She lived lov­ing­ly be­cause she was nat­u­ral­ly a lov­ing and nur­tur­ing wom­an. She was a ser­vant. How­ev­er, her love was deep­er and much more pro­found than sim­ply nat­u­ral love.

			And so is your love and my love if born of the Spir­it.

			Kim came to faith in Christ, and I was one ben­e­fi­cia­ry of the work Christ did in her. I am a man who lived with a wom­an who had fruit born of the love of God. She loved as Christ loved. She self­less­ly served me, my chil­dren, and so many oth­ers. God’s love was poured in­to her heart through the Spir­it who had been giv­en to her. And she spilled that love out on­to so many peo­ple.

			
				
					“And above all these put on love, which binds ev­ery­thing to­geth­er in per­fect har­mo­ny.” Colos­sians 3:14
				

			

			A week or so fol­low­ing her fu­ner­al, one of my chil­dren said, “We knew she took care of us; we didn’t know she took care of so many oth­er peo­ple.” We were all blessed by the tes­ti­monies we heard.

			
				
					“Love does no wrong to a neigh­bor; there­fore love is the ful­fill­ing of the law.” Ro­mans 13:10
				

			

			I can at­test that Kim nev­er took her­self very se­ri­ous­ly. I mean, in her es­ti­ma­tion, she was unim­por­tant and not a big deal. She seemed to think lit­tle of her­self, and she thought a lot about oth­er peo­ple. She found pur­pose in serv­ing. And love poured out of her.

			And I lived with her. What a priv­i­lege.

			
				
					“Give thanks to the God of heav­en, for his stead­fast love en­dures for­ev­er.” Psalm 136:26
				

			

			
				
					“There­fore be im­i­ta­tors of God, as beloved chil­dren. And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave him­self up for us, a fra­grant of­fer­ing and sac­ri­fice to God.” Eph­esians 5:1–2
				

			

			Now for my les­son learned: Kim wasn’t a big deal. She was sim­ply a re­cip­i­ent of God’s love. She did take one thing very se­ri­ous­ly. She de­sired to be a chan­nel of bless­ing, a ves­sel. She want­ed God’s love to flow unim­ped­ed in­to and through her life. She chose self­less­ness to bless oth­ers. She chose to love. Sev­er­al friends and fam­i­ly mem­bers have said that Kim loved fierce­ly.

			But you and I have the same op­por­tu­ni­ty if we have the same faith giv­en to Kim as a gift. We sim­ply have to ex­ert ef­fort to build on the gift we’ve been giv­en.

			
				
					“… make ev­ery ef­fort to sup­ple­ment your faith with virtue, and … knowl­edge, and … self-con­trol, and … stead­fast­ness, and … god­li­ness, and … broth­er­ly af­fec­tion, and … love. For if these qual­i­ties are yours and are in­creas­ing, they keep you from be­ing in­ef­fec­tive or un­fruit­ful in the knowl­edge of our Lord Je­sus Christ. For who­ev­er lacks these qual­i­ties is so near­sight­ed that he is blind, hav­ing for­got­ten that he was cleansed from his for­mer sins.” 2 Pe­ter 1:5–9
				

			

			I don’t want to be so near­sight­ed that I am blind. I don’t want to be in­ef­fec­tive or un­fruit­ful. I don’t want to for­get the gift of cleans­ing from my for­mer sins. I want to sup­ple­ment my faith with all these qual­i­ties, es­pe­cial­ly “… broth­er­ly af­fec­tion with love.”

			In fact, the fruit of the Spir­it is love, among oth­er things. Love is a fruit that is born of the Spir­it’s in­dwelling. I want to be a chan­nel of that same love just like Kim was a chan­nel. Her self­less, Spir­it-filled love stands as one ex­am­ple to be mim­icked by any Christ-fol­low­er.

			Lord, let your love flow unim­ped­ed in­to and through us, al­so.

			
				
					“But the fruit of the Spir­it is love, joy, peace, pa­tience, kind­ness, good­ness, faith­ful­ness, gen­tle­ness, self-con­trol; against such things there is no law. Gala­tians 5:23–24
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Stripping Away the Idol of Identity

			
			
				
					“For God alone, O my soul, wait in si­lence, for my hope is from him.” Psalm 62:5
				

			

			I am now sin­gle. That was ex­cru­ci­at­ing to say af­ter over thir­ty-five years. Worse, I’m a wid­ow­er. I was Kim’s hus­band. I was a mar­ried man. No more. A huge part of my iden­ti­ty has been changed in an in­stant. One mo­ment, I’m a bliss­ful­ly mar­ried man. The next mo­ment, I’m a sin­gle man, and thir­ty-five years of iden­ti­ty is al­tered.

			I came face-to-face with the idol­a­try of iden­ti­ty.

			
				
					“There­fore, my beloved, flee from idol­a­try.” 1 Corinthi­ans 10:14
				

			

			I wrote this en­try some eigh­teen months ago. I had no idea my dad would join me on this un­want­ed jour­ney the very week I re­leased this en­try from my jour­nal. Fall­out from the fall con­tin­ues its march. This week, af­ter near­ly six­ty-four years of bliss­ful—and I do mean bliss­ful—mar­riage, he lost his wife, my moth­er.

			How easy it is for me—or any of us—to put hope in any oth­er iden­ti­ty. Our jobs, our chil­dren, our fam­i­ly, our de­grees, or our tal­ents can be giv­en more im­por­tance than is ap­pro­pri­ate. A girl­friend, a boyfriend, or a spouse can take the place of God. Yes, any­thing or any­one can be­come an idol.

			
				
					“For all the gods of the peo­ples are worth­less idols, but the Lord made the heav­ens.” Psalm 96:5
				

			

			
				
					“When you cry out, let your col­lec­tion of idols de­liv­er you! The wind will car­ry them all off, a breath will take them away.” Isa­iah 57:13
				

			

			Like idols of old, any­thing that we em­brace as a sub­sti­tute for God in our lives will dis­ap­point us. Our hope should be in God and in God alone. He alone is wor­thy of such hon­or and trust from us. Fur­ther, this ten­sion is about wor­ship. Do I wor­ship the crea­ture? R. C. Sproul has right­ly warned us: “To wor­ship the crea­ture in­stead of the Cre­ator is the essence of idol­a­try.”

			
				
					“And now, O Lord, for what do I wait? My hope is in you.” Psalm 39:7
				

			

			Our hope is in God; it is not in any oth­er would-be idol. Noth­ing in our lives is wor­thy of be­ing el­e­vat­ed to such a lev­el of wor­ship. I must refuse to be de­ceived, tricked, or tempt­ed. Any­thing or any­one tak­ing the place on the throne of God is an idol. We are to have no im­age ahead of God in our hearts.

			
				
					“You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the Lord your God am a jeal­ous God …” Ex­o­dus 20:5
				

			

			God is a jeal­ous God, and he will not al­low any god be­fore him in our hearts. No oth­er idol can be sub­sti­tut­ed for the worth of our God.

			There are no oth­er mes­si­ahs of­fer­ing re­demp­tion but our God. No good things—job, spouse, chil­dren, gifts, skills, or pos­ses­sions—can take that hon­ored place in our lives. We place our faith in Christ, not in any oth­er gift in our lives.

			
				
					“… for in Christ Je­sus you are all sons of God, through faith.” Gala­tians 3:26
				

			

			I am a child of God. I am a cre­ation of God. My iden­ti­ty is in him. My iden­ti­ty is not in any oth­er as­pect of my tem­po­ral life.

			I must strip away the idol of iden­ti­ty.

			
				“Lit­tle chil­dren, keep your­selves from idols.” 1 John‬ ‭5‬:‭21‬

			

			
				
					“But now in Christ Je­sus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.” Eph­esians 2:13
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Lamenting Unfinished Sentences

			
			
				
					“… be­ing sor­row­ful most of all be­cause of the word he had spo­ken, that they would not see his face again.” Acts 20:38
				

			

			
				“… death is no re­specter of love.” Shel­don Vanauken, A Se­vere Mer­cy

			

			There were con­ver­sa­tions yet to have. We sim­ply weren’t fin­ished talk­ing. Get­ting to know some­one so deeply, be­com­ing one, pro­duces great joy and mean­ing. Es­pe­cial­ly as love ma­tures. The oth­er side of get­ting to know some­one is to be­come known deeply—and still to be loved deeply. No con­di­tions. Grace. Ac­cep­tance. One­ness.

			One­ness is re­al, and sep­a­ra­tion is heart­break­ing.

			
				“Loss cre­ates a bar­ren present, as if one were sail­ing on a vast sea of noth­ing­ness. Those who suf­fer loss live sus­pend­ed be­tween the past for which they long and a fu­ture for which they hope.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss

			

			Yes, there were con­ver­sa­tions yet to en­joy. Some­times, in a con­ver­sa­tion, I could fin­ish Kim’s sen­tences. And she could fin­ish mine. There were times af­ter a long pe­ri­od of si­lence that Kim would say some­thing like, “You know what?” And I would an­swer “Yes …” and I would say some­thing to her that she was about to say to me. She would look at me, her mouth would drop open, and she would em­phat­i­cal­ly ask, “How did you know I was go­ing to say that?”

			Kim was gob­s­macked.

			I’ve been wait­ing to use the word gob­s­macked for a long time. Kim loved the word gob­s­macked. I have been look­ing for a good op­por­tu­ni­ty to use gob­s­macked some­where in a sen­tence in one of my en­tries. While the lit­er­al mean­ing is to be ut­ter­ly as­tound­ed or as­ton­ished, the word gob­s­macked just makes the point with gus­to. It’s a word with no ex­cla­ma­tion point need­ed.

			For me to know what Kim was think­ing or about to say shouldn’t have sur­prised her. It shouldn’t sur­prise any of us ei­ther. We spent the ma­jor­i­ty of our lives walk­ing to­geth­er. We loved each oth­er. We in­vest­ed in each oth­er. We spent time with each oth­er. We knew each oth­er deeply. We were one.

			
				
					“Then the man said, ‘This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Wom­an, be­cause she was tak­en out of Man.’ There­fore a man shall leave his fa­ther and his moth­er and hold fast to his wife, and they shall be­come one flesh.” Gen­e­sis 2:23–24
				

			

			God’s de­sign for one­ness in mar­riage is so mul­ti­fac­eted and mul­ti­di­men­sion­al. It is so much more than sim­ple phys­i­cal one­ness. Most cer­tain­ly, there is the God-giv­en gift of phys­i­cal one­ness. How­ev­er, there’s al­so emo­tion­al one­ness. There is one­ness spir­i­tu­al­ly. There’s one­ness in life pur­pose. Over the years you be­gin to en­joy the same things. It’s not uni­for­mi­ty; it’s grow­ing to­geth­er in one­ness.

			You even fin­ish each oth­er’s sen­tences un­til they are gone and you can’t any­more. I lament un­fin­ished sen­tences.

			
				“Your mind fluc­tu­ates from be­ing blank to think­ing again and again about the one you lost.” H. Nor­man Wright, Ex­pe­ri­enc­ing Grief

			

			I miss Kim fin­ish­ing my sen­tences. I miss sur­pris­ing her by fin­ish­ing her sen­tences or even know­ing what she’s think­ing be­fore she even hints at it. One­ness is like that. What a gift of grace from God!

			I liked it when Kim was gob­s­macked.

			No one’s count­ing, but I just used the word gob­s­macked sev­en times in one en­try. Kim would be gob­s­macked. Eight times.

			
				
					“He who loves his wife loves him­self.” Eph­esians 5:28
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Proving the Discipline of Faith

			
			
				
					“But I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have be­lieved, and I am con­vinced that he is able to guard un­til that day what has been en­trust­ed to me.” 2 Tim­o­thy 1:12
				

			

			I have learned that faith is a gift; and yet, it is al­so a dis­ci­pline.

			First, faith is a gift. We are il­lu­mined by Scrip­ture that faith comes by hear­ing and hear­ing by the Word of God. We are in­struct­ed to have sober judg­ment and not to think too high­ly of our­selves be­cause grace and faith are gifts, and—as Ro­mans 12:3 re­minds us—we re­ceive “… each ac­cord­ing to the mea­sure of faith that God has as­signed.”

			God has as­signed even my faith to me. It is a gift giv­en to me. I’ve re­ceived it apart from works.

			
				
					“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own do­ing; it is the gift of God …” Eph­esians 2:8
				

			

			But, again, I have al­so learned that faith is a dis­ci­pline. I have had to ex­er­cise my faith. I have to prac­tice my faith. In a sense, I have to prove my faith. Faith’s op­po­site is sight. Some­times sight is okay, but some­times it is re­al­ly not okay.

			Im­me­di­ate­ly, on Feb­ru­ary 18, 2019, sight be­came an ad­ver­sary in my life. Ev­ery­thing in my life’s line-of-sight was hor­ri­bly unimag­in­able. Un­de­sir­able. Sight was not my friend. I re­coiled at what I saw. Sight, in an in­stant, be­came my en­e­my.

			
				“We may al­low our mind to dwell on­ly on ma­te­ri­al things, and keep our eyes on the nar­row patch of earth on which we walk in our dai­ly rounds. Or we may per­sist in lift­ing our thoughts to things that are un­seen and eter­nal.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Like a par­ent forces a child to lock eyes by cup­ping their lit­tle face, I had to sub­mit to God to al­low him to hold my face, turn it away from the “sight” in­vad­ing or flood­ing my “eyes,” and point me to faith’s proac­tive, dis­ci­plined en­gage­ment in the mid­dle of my un­want­ed cir­cum­stances. In a sense, I was at war. It was an un­seen war, but it was waged in my thoughts, emo­tions, and choic­es.

			So many as­pects to our be­liefs are the­o­ret­i­cal. No less true. But of­ten­times the­o­ret­i­cal. It’s why we prac­tice our faith. By prac­tic­ing the dis­ci­pline of faith, we are in spir­i­tu­al shape. We are ready and equipped to prove our faith in a mo­ment’s no­tice. We are sub­ject to the ef­fects of the fall, and faith is a ne­ces­si­ty. We may be clever and ad­vanced, but we are pow­er­less to change the im­pact of the bro­ken­ness de­liv­ered by the fall.

			
				“Man will nev­er by his sci­en­tif­ic skill erase from earth the fruits of his trans­gres­sion.” Vance Havn­er, Though I Walk Through the Val­ley

			

			With ev­ery tragedy or loss I hear about, I am re­mind­ed that fall­out from the fall con­tin­ues its march on­ward. From my ex­pe­ri­ence, the need for the readi­ness of our faith is cru­cial­ly im­por­tant when the gift of faith tran­si­tions to the dis­ci­pline of faith. We must re­mem­ber that the repet­i­tive march of loss born of bro­ken­ness is a march with num­bered days. Tem­po­ral. So, we walk by dis­ci­plined faith.

			We each have to re­ceive the gift of faith, but we have to ex­er­cise and prove the dis­ci­pline of faith.

			
				
					“What good is it, my broth­ers, if some­one says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him?” James 2:14
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Watch for God’s Sufficient Grace

			
			
				
					“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own do­ing; it is the gift of God, not a re­sult of works, so that no one may boast.” Eph­esians 2:8–9
				

			

			I be­lieved in and rest­ed in the grace of God be­fore Kim’s death. I am no dif­fer­ent from any­one else; I need­ed grace. Grace, by def­i­ni­tion, is re­ceiv­ing what you don’t de­serve. It’s one thing to re­ceive mer­cy—not get­ting what you de­serve; it’s al­to­geth­er dif­fer­ent, to re­ceive grace. Mer­cy would be enough for me. Avoid­ing eter­nal pun­ish­ment is good. But God, in his gra­cious­ness, de­liv­ers us in­to the king­dom of his Son. We are rec­on­ciled and giv­en sal­va­tion by God.

			Grace, while amaz­ing, is of­fen­sive to many be­cause grace as­sumes our de­prav­i­ty. We are sin­ful, of­fen­sive to a holy God. Fur­ther, we are whol­ly un­able to res­cue our­selves. We bring noth­ing to bear that might make us de­serv­ing of sal­va­tion. We are spir­i­tu­al­ly im­po­tent. Al­so, grace is the re­sult of a high price paid by Je­sus. Our sin is so of­fen­sive and our con­di­tion is so help­less, our re­demp­tion had to be pro­vid­ed by the death of Je­sus. Grace is, in­deed, amaz­ing.

			Un­de­served but lav­ish­ly pro­vid­ed.

			
				
					“He has de­liv­ered us from the do­main of dark­ness and trans­ferred us to the king­dom of his beloved Son …” Colos­sians 1:13
				

			

			The gift of grace is im­por­tant in or­der to un­der­stand the na­ture and good­ness of God. His grace de­liv­ers gifts to us which we do not de­serve. Sal­va­tion. Free­dom from the pow­er of sin. Eter­ni­ty with Christ. Re­demp­tion. Trans­fer­ence in­to the king­dom of his Son.

			
				“We have been changed by his grace, are be­ing changed by his grace, and will be changed by his grace.” Tim Lane and Paul David Tripp, How Peo­ple Change

			

			Be­yond grace that changes us—past and fu­ture—there’s an­oth­er im­por­tant as­pect to this gift of grace in our present mo­ments. In his de­vo­tion­al book, New Morn­ing Mer­cies, Paul David Tripp states, “Fu­ture grace al­ways car­ries with it the prom­ise of present grace.” Grace is need­ed in the face of dif­fi­cul­ty. Some days are sim­ply worse than oth­ers. Paul had a thorn in the flesh. On one hand the thorn was a mes­sen­ger to in­struct and train Paul. It was sent or al­lowed to keep Paul from temp­ta­tion from be­com­ing con­ceit­ed, ar­ro­gant. Self-suf­fi­cient. He even plead­ed that the thorn might be re­moved from him.

			
				
					“But he said to me, ‘My grace is suf­fi­cient for you, for my pow­er is made per­fect in weak­ness.’ There­fore I will boast all the more glad­ly of my weak­ness­es, so that the pow­er of Christ may rest up­on me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am con­tent with weak­ness­es, in­sults, hard­ships, per­se­cu­tions, and calami­ties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 2 Corinthi­ans 12:9–10
				

			

			No­tice again, the thorn wasn’t re­moved. Re­lief from pain was not giv­en. In­stead, con­tent­ment was added to Paul’s chaos. It came through grace, suf­fi­cient grace. Pow­er in weak­ness. Mo­ment-by-mo­ment pro­vi­sion. Mar­velous grace. As Ju­lia H. John­ston so mas­ter­ful­ly cap­tured in her hymn, “Grace Greater Than Our Sin,” “Grace that is greater–yes, grace un­told–points to the Refuge, the mighty Cross. Mar­velous, in­fi­nite, match­less grace, freely be­stowed on all who be­lieve!” Grace is a refuge in mo­ments of our lives. Grace is a con­stant gift—re­gard­less of how good or how dif­fi­cult your life is at the mo­ment. Suf­fi­cient for all times.

			
				“What gift of grace is Je­sus my re­deemer, There is no more for heav­en now to give …” Jere­my Camp, “Christ in Me”

			

			Here’s my tes­ti­mo­ny: His grace is suf­fi­cient. His grace pro­vides pow­er in weak­ness. Yes, it’s a mys­tery. It’s para­dox­i­cal. I’d go so far as to say it’s even weird, dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand. Paul can be con­tent with weak­ness, at­tacks, and even tragedy.

			And we can too.

			His grace re­al­ly is suf­fi­cient in the mo­ment-by-mo­ment ex­pe­ri­ences of life.

			
				
					“… and the grace of our Lord over­flowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Je­sus.” 1 Tim­o­thy 1:14
				

			

			
				
					“Let us then with con­fi­dence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may re­ceive mer­cy and find grace to help in time of need.” He­brews 4:16
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Open Your Eyes to Every Morning Mercies

			
			I be­lieved and rest­ed in the mer­cy of God be­fore Kim’s death. Make no mis­take—be­fore a holy God, I stand in need of mer­cy like ev­ery oth­er per­son. Mer­cy, by def­i­ni­tion, is not re­ceiv­ing what you de­serve. Mer­cy is pun­ish­ment with­held, a gift from a just God.

			
				
					“What shall we say then? Is there in­jus­tice on God’s part? By no means! For he says to Moses, ‘I will have mer­cy on whom I have mer­cy, and I will have com­pas­sion on whom I have com­pas­sion.’” Ro­mans 9:14–15
				

			

			Let’s be can­did. You and I de­serve to ab­sorb the con­se­quences of our sin. Ac­cord­ing to the Bible, we de­serve eter­nal sep­a­ra­tion from God. Sin en­tered our world and in­fect­ed ev­ery hu­man. It takes a min­i­mal amount of self-aware­ness to ac­knowl­edge this ob­vi­ous re­al­i­ty.

			I laugh as I write this be­cause I am watch­ing two of my chil­dren raise their chil­dren. Five beau­ti­ful grand­chil­dren. As I write, they are all five years of age and un­der. Let’s just say, I don’t have to con­vince two of my chil­dren of orig­i­nal sin or the fall of man. I don’t have to even make the case. My adorable grand­sons and grand­daugh­ter were born in­to sin.

			Adorable. Pre­cious. But in­fect­ed by sin. In need of mer­cy. Praise God be­cause we know mer­cy tri­umphs over judg­ment (James‬ ‭2:13). That truth is lib­er­at­ing.

			
				“Holy, holy, holy! Mer­ci­ful and mighty!” Regi­nald Heber, “Holy, Holy, Holy”

			

			The need for mer­cy to shield a sin­ner from the eter­nal judg­ment and sep­a­ra­tion he de­serves is an im­por­tant truth to un­der­stand and em­brace. God’s mer­cy res­cues us from re­ceiv­ing what we de­serve.

			
				“There is no sin or mis­ery but God has a mer­cy for it. He has a mul­ti­tude of mer­cies of ev­ery kind.” Thomas Good­win, The Heart of Christ

			

			How­ev­er, there’s an­oth­er as­pect to mer­cy. In a fall­en world, we face many dif­fi­cul­ties. Some days are worse than oth­ers. There’s per­se­cu­tion. There’s mis­treat­ment. There’s loss. There are var­i­ous kinds of dif­fi­cul­ty. This is a hard world to face at times. Bro­ken­ness can cause a mess. And so, God prom­ises to show up ev­ery morn­ing with new mer­cies. Re­prieve. Re­lease. Re­new­al. Re­set. New ev­ery morn­ing. Nev­er come to an end.

			
				
					“Re­mem­ber my af­flic­tion and my wan­der­ings, the worm­wood and the gall! My soul con­tin­u­al­ly re­mem­bers it and is bowed down with­in me. But this I call to mind, and there­fore I have hope: The stead­fast love of the Lord nev­er ceas­es; his mer­cies nev­er come to an end; they are new ev­ery morn­ing; great is your faith­ful­ness.” Leviti­cus 3:19–23
				

			

			Waves of mer­cy show up on the shore of re­al need ev­ery sin­gle morn­ing. No ex­cep­tion. Mer­cy is like man­na. You don’t need yes­ter­day’s mer­cy to­mor­row. Be­cause of his en­dur­ing love, he sup­plies new mer­cy for a new day. Like clock­work. Put it at the top of your ev­ery-sin­gle-day-of-ev­ery-sin­gle-month-of-ev­ery-sin­gle-year cal­en­dar.

			
				“… in a world where ev­ery­thing is in some state of de­cay, God’s mer­cies nev­er grow old. … Form­fit­ted for the chal­lenges, dis­ap­point­ments, suf­fer­ings, temp­ta­tions, and strug­gles with sin with­in and with­out are the mer­cies of our Lord.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			Here’s my tes­ti­mo­ny: His stead­fast love does not cease. Ev­er. His mer­cies do not end and re­al­ly are new ev­ery morn­ing. Great is his faith­ful­ness to me. Great is his faith­ful­ness to you, too.

			New mer­cies re­al­ly are new ev­ery morn­ing. So, open your eyes.

			
				
					“But God, be­ing rich in mer­cy, be­cause of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our tres­pass­es, made us alive to­geth­er with Christ …” Eph­esians 2:4–5
				

			

			
				“The clouds ye so much dread are big with mer­cy, and shall break in bless­ings on your head.” William Cow­per, “God Moves in a Mys­te­ri­ous Way”

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Rest in Christ’s Surpassing Peace

			
			
				
					“Stead­fast love and faith­ful­ness meet; right­eous­ness and peace kiss each oth­er.” Psalm 85:10
				

			

			I be­lieved in the peace of God be­fore Kim’s death. I am a ben­e­fi­cia­ry of peace that is birthed by mer­cy and grace. Peace re­sults when I avoid what I de­serve—ex­pe­ri­enc­ing mer­cy in­stead—and I re­ceive what I don’t de­serve—ex­pe­ri­enc­ing grace in­stead. Come to grips with and un­der­stand mer­cy and grace and you ex­pe­ri­ence peace. Sim­ple and pro­found.

			
				
					“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be trou­bled, nei­ther let them be afraid.” John 14:27
				

			

			Peace is a gift giv­en to guilty sin­ners who ex­pe­ri­ence mer­cy and grace. Guilt is over­come by peace. But again, eter­nal or per­va­sive peace is foun­da­tion­al and is de­liv­ered up­on sal­va­tion. It’s a once-and-for-all-time gift.

			How­ev­er, there is an­oth­er dy­nam­ic to peace, a dai­ly peace. We live in a fall­en world. There are tough days. There are ill­ness­es. There are per­se­cu­tions. And there’s a peace-in-the-storm kind of peace for ev­ery day. It ris­es as a fortress around your bro­ken heart. That kind of peace pass­es per­cep­tiv­i­ty. It sur­pass­es your un­der­stand­ing. Mirac­u­lous.

			
				
					“And the peace of God, which sur­pass­es all un­der­stand­ing, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Je­sus.” Philip­pi­ans 4:7
				

			

			
				
					“But the meek shall in­her­it the land and de­light them­selves in abun­dant peace.” Psalms‬ ‭37:11‬
				

			

			That kind of peace stands as a guard over your heart and mind. Waves may crash in up­on you. Death of a loved one. Loss of a job. In­jury. Di­ag­no­sis. Ac­ci­dent. De­spair ris­es be­fore you and some­how—a mir­a­cle of God’s mer­cy and grace—peace en­camps around your heart. You sim­ply have to press in­to the prof­fered peace. In his book, Though I Walk Through the Val­ley, Vance Havn­er writes, “God has pro­vid­ed a gar­ri­son for his peo­ple to pro­tect heart and mind.” It is beau­ti­ful and be­yond com­pre­hen­sion.

			
				
					“All your chil­dren shall be taught by the Lord, and great shall be the peace of your chil­dren.” Isa­iah 54:13
				

			

			R. C. Sproul has said, “He is both the Prince of Peace and he is our peace. … Our peace with God is not frag­ile; it is sta­ble.” Amaz­ing­ly, God does not pro­vide from afar. He is up close and in­ti­mate. He is gen­tle and low­ly in heart. Take his yoke and you ex­pe­ri­ence rest, peace. Peace he gives is both gen­tle and pow­er­ful. Eliz­a­beth El­liot calls it a “strange, in­ex­pli­ca­ble peace …”

			
				“Hail! All hail! The peace­ful coun­try of eter­nal calm … There the Lord my Shep­herd leads me, where­soe’er He will; In the fresh green pas­tures feeds me, by the wa­ters still.” Ger­hardt Ter Stee­gen, Hymns of Ter Stee­gen and Oth­ers

			

			Sproul has fur­ther writ­ten, “It is a holy peace, a peace that is ‘oth­er’ than rou­tine earth­ly peace … peace has been es­tab­lished.” Peace for eter­ni­ty and peace for to­day.

			Here’s my tes­ti­mo­ny: Je­sus re­al­ly does give the kind of peace that sur­pass­es un­der­stand­ing.

			
				
					“Come to me, all who la­bor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke up­on you, and learn from me, for I am gen­tle and low­ly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my bur­den is light.” Matthew 11:28–30
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Enjoy God’s Lavish Steadfast Love

			
			
				
					“But I have trust­ed in your stead­fast love; my heart shall re­joice in your sal­va­tion.” Psalms‬ ‭13:5‬
				

			

			I be­lieved in and rest­ed in the love of God be­fore Kim’s death. We all need love. Love is not on­ly some­thing God gives; but “… God is love …” him­self (1 John 4:8). Love is a gift freely giv­en. Love is the rea­son giv­en for Je­sus be­ing sent to us by God, his Fa­ther.

			
				
					“For God so loved the world, that he gave his on­ly Son, that who­ev­er be­lieves in him should not per­ish but have eter­nal life.” John 3:16
				

			

			
				
					“… but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sin­ners, Christ died for us.” Ro­mans 5:8
				

			

			Not just loved—so loved. Sal­va­tion was of­fered out of God’s ex­trav­a­gant love for the world he cre­at­ed. While we were sin­ners. If you be­lieve in God, you avoid per­ish­ing, and you have eter­nal life. Sal­va­tion born of the love of God is ours as a gift, and it is proven by his grace, mer­cy, and peace. Re­demp­tive love changes ev­ery­thing. It is lav­ished up­on us, and it is stead­fast. Agape love. It’s based on the Giv­er’s love and not the love­li­ness of the re­cip­i­ent.

			
				“… Re­deem­ing love has been my theme and shall be till I die …” William Cow­per, “There is a Foun­tain”

			

			The love of God is rec­og­nized and un­der­stood at sal­va­tion, but God’s love is al­so ex­pe­ri­enced day-by-day. It most as­sured­ly should be our theme un­til we die. Like grace, mer­cy, and peace, we need his love. And we have his un­end­ing love. Stead­fast. I re­peat: stead­fast. Over and over. Stead­fast. Stead­fast love is an oft-re­peat­ed de­scrip­tion through­out the Bible. There’s a rea­son for that re­peat­ed dec­la­ra­tion. We need to hear it.

			
				
					“You have grant­ed me life and stead­fast love, and your care has pre­served my spir­it.” Job 10:12
				

			

			
				
					“I have loved you with an ev­er­last­ing love …” Jeremi­ah‬ ‭31:3
				

			

			
				
					“Your stead­fast love, O Lord, ex­tends to the heav­ens, your faith­ful­ness to the clouds.” Psalm 36:5
				

			

			
				
					“… for his stead­fast love en­dures for­ev­er.” Psalm 136 (26 times!)
				

			

			You get the idea—lav­ished. Stead­fast. I love Psalm 136 be­cause in cre­ative ge­nius our com­mu­ni­cat­ing God de­liv­ers the same mes­sage twen­ty-six times in twen­ty-six vers­es. Not to men­tion all the oth­er places it’s re­peat­ed through­out The Psalms. His lav­ished stead­fast love en­dures for­ev­er.

			
				“… [his] love for these thou­sands of years en­fold­ed the sin­ful race of men.” A. W. Toz­er, The Pur­suit of God

			

			En­dures. For­ev­er. In fact, stead­fast love means that his love is firm­ly fixed in place and is, in fact, im­mov­able. And lav­ished adds lux­u­ri­ous, op­u­lent­ly rich, and elab­o­rate to the def­i­ni­tion. Op­u­lent and im­mov­able love.

			
				“The felt love of Christ re­al­ly is what brings rest, whole­ness, flour­ish­ing, shalom …” Dane Or­t­land, Gen­tle and Low­ly

			

			If you al­low it, loss shines a light on God’s love. Be­cause you need it more. You rec­og­nize it more. The pain of loss strips any self-suf­fi­cien­cy away and you fall with your full weight of need on God’s love. If you choose to trust. He does not dis­ap­point. Loss shows just how lav­ish and stead­fast his love is to us.

			
				“We thank Thee, Lord, for weary days when desert springs were dry, and first we knew what depth of need Thy love could sat­is­fy.” Frances Be­van, Hymns of Ter Stee­gan and Oth­ers

			

			Here’s my tes­ti­mo­ny: God’s love has been lav­ished up­on me. Elab­o­rate. Lux­u­ri­ous. His love is stead­fast. Firm­ly in place. Im­mov­able. I am loved and so are you.

			
				
					“See what kind of love the Fa­ther has giv­en to us, that we should be called chil­dren of God …” 1 John 3:1
				

			

			
				
					“May the Lord di­rect your hearts to the love of God and to the stead­fast­ness of Christ.” 2 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 3:5
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Mourn with Unhindered Hope

			
			
				
					“Though he slay me, I will hope in him …” Job 13:15
				

			

			
				
					“But I will hope con­tin­u­al­ly and will praise you yet more and more.” Psalm 71:14
				

			

			I had hope be­fore Kim’s death. I know about hope. In the con­text of loss and lament, how­ev­er, your hope is test­ed. There is an el­e­ment of trust and hope in­her­ent in the very fact that you turn to God.

			A re­cur­ring theme in loss and lament is the re­al­iza­tion that you have no one else wor­thy to whom you can turn. You need un­hin­dered hope. Con­tin­u­ous. More and more. We are chal­lenged to “… show the same earnest­ness to have the full as­sur­ance of hope un­til the end …” in He­brews 6:11. Un­hin­dered. Un­til the end. Sim­i­lar­ly, in He­brews 10:23, we are in­struct­ed, “Let us hold fast the con­fes­sion of our hope with­out wa­ver­ing, for he who promised is faith­ful.” Un­wa­ver­ing.

			
				
					“Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you in tur­moil with­in me? Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my sal­va­tion and my God.” Psalm 42:11
				

			

			I love the psalms of lament. So help­ful. It’s good to cry out from a cast down place of tur­moil but not with­out hope. In 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 4:13 we read that we don’t have to “… grieve as oth­ers do who have no hope.” We have hope. This in no way di­min­ish­es the over­whelm­ing na­ture of grief and loss. But we have a place to hide out in hope.

			
				
					“You are my hid­ing place and my shield; I hope in your word.” Psalm 119:114
				

			

			His new mer­cy, suf­fi­cient grace, sur­pass­ing peace, and stead­fast love lay the foun­da­tion for un­hin­dered hope. Jeremi­ah 29:11 re­minds us, “For I know the plans I have for you, de­clares the Lord, plans for wel­fare and not for evil, to give you a fu­ture and a hope.” The un­hin­dered and un­wa­ver­ing hope he gives is both deep and pow­er­ful. This hope will be re­al­ized when all things are made new. The pin­na­cle of his­to­ry will prove our hope. Or at our death.

			Case in point: Kim’s hope is now re­al­ized. Mine is look­ing for­ward.

			
				
					“We al­ways thank God, the Fa­ther of our Lord Je­sus Christ, when we pray for you, since we heard of your faith in Christ Je­sus and of the love that you have for all the saints, be­cause of the hope laid up for you in heav­en …” Colos­sians 1:3–5
				

			

			So, hope is for us now, too. Not just a one-day hope. We are to live in hope even though it is yet to be re­al­ized. Em­brac­ing hope changes the way you live to­day. Ours is not some shal­low here-and-now hope. Our tem­po­ral hope can be just as deep and pow­er­ful as our eter­nal hope.

			
				“Loss will al­ways leave us with lin­ger­ing re­minders of what was and what will nev­er be, but it doesn’t have to leave us with­out hope. Hope is the min­gling of joy and sor­row be­cause hope is Je­sus. God and man. Per­fec­tion and pain.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			Paul wrote the Colos­sians and iden­ti­fied the hope that was laid up in heav­en as the rea­son for their man­ner of life now. He thanked God and prayed for them be­cause they had a sin­cere faith in Christ and love for his peo­ple. Hope helps us live god­ly lives now. He goes on to ad­mon­ish them in Colos­sians 1:23 not to shift “… from the hope of the gospel that you heard …” In­stead, they are to con­tin­ue in faith. They are to be sta­ble and stead­fast. The gospel in­spires hope, and we live changed lives.

			
				“When I can­not stand I’ll fall on You. Je­sus, You’re my hope and stay …” Matt Ma­her, “Lord, I Need You”

			

			I need sta­bil­i­ty and stead­fast­ness in the midst of my storm. We all do. Be­cause of hope in the gospel, we have that foun­da­tion, and we are equipped to stand firm.

			Here’s my tes­ti­mo­ny: The gospel in­spires un­hin­dered hope in me, even as I face loss.

			
				
					“But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with pa­tience.” Ro­mans 8:25
				

			

			
				
					“If in Christ we have hope in this life on­ly, we are of all peo­ple most to be pitied.” 1 Corinthi­ans 15:19
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Receive and Give Contagious Comfort

			
			
				
					“Are the com­forts of God too small for you, or the word that deals gen­tly with you?” Job 15:11
				

			

			I be­lieved in and rest­ed in the com­fort of God be­fore Kim’s death. Ev­ery­one, in­clud­ing me, needs com­fort. Com­fort is a gift at sal­va­tion. How­ev­er, Com­fort is a Per­son. God’s pres­ence is with us through the gift of the Spir­it. And Com­fort is built up­on his grace, mer­cy, peace, love, and hope. Com­fort came to us when we were far off from God. It was God’s do­ing; it was not our do­ing.

			I love David Powli­son’s de­scrip­tion of com­fort: “… God’s trans­for­ma­tive com­pas­sion, the per­fect union of kind­ness and can­dor.” Can­dor is im­por­tant be­cause you must not di­min­ish loss. Fur­ther, you need to rec­og­nize you do not de­serve such a gift. Bro­ken­ness, loss, and guilt cre­ate a con­text to rec­og­nize the beau­ty of the gift of com­fort. And as Tim Chal­lies has said in his book, Sea­sons of Sor­row, “… com­fort is close­ly re­lat­ed to sub­mis­sion.”

			God’s kind­ness is more pro­found­ly rec­og­nized in the con­text of fac­ing pro­found loss.

			
				
					“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be com­fort­ed.” Matthew 5:4
				

			

			Ul­ti­mate com­fort comes af­ter we are bro­ken and mourn over our sin. Com­fort is an un­like­ly gift for the per­son who comes un­der con­vic­tion, re­pents of their sin, and trusts in Christ’s blood to re­deem them. Com­fort. In hu­mil­i­ty, we don’t ex­pect it. How­ev­er, in his ex­trav­a­gance, he lav­ish­es com­fort up­on his cre­ation.

			
				
					“And I will ask the Fa­ther, and he will give you an­oth­er Helper, to be with you for­ev­er, even the Spir­it of truth, whom the world can­not re­ceive, be­cause it nei­ther sees him nor knows him. You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you.” John 14:16–17
				

			

			So, the Spir­it—our Helper or Com­forter—is a gift giv­en at sal­va­tion. It’s a gift that is re­served for those who be­lieve. He is our con­stant com­pan­ion—for­ev­er, says John. Com­fort is de­liv­ered once and for all.

			How­ev­er, on that foun­da­tion, grace, mer­cy, peace, love, and hope pro­vide mo­ment-by-mo­ment com­fort in ev­ery sit­u­a­tion. We are not im­mune to pain, dif­fi­cul­ty, sick­ness, or loss. Com­fort, in af­flic­tion, is avail­able be­cause of the trust­wor­thi­ness of our prom­ise-giv­ing and prom­ise-keep­ing God. Yes, he is with us through his Spir­it, the Com­forter. Com­fort re­ceived and ex­pe­ri­enced is a re­sult of over­whelm­ing grace, mer­cy, peace, love, and hope. Tim Keller calls it “in­com­pa­ra­ble com­fort.”

			
				
					“This is my com­fort in my af­flic­tion, that your prom­ise gives me life.” Psalm 119:50
				

			

			Be­cause of the mer­cies of God, we are com­fort­ed in our af­flic­tion. And in God’s sov­er­eign de­sign, our com­fort is not on­ly for us. We are to com­fort oth­ers with our com­fort. Com­fort is to be con­ta­gious. We are to rein­vest the com­fort we’ve re­ceived. In their book, Suf­fer Strong, Kather­ine and Jay Wolf write, “For a God who wastes noth­ing and with­holds no good thing, it’s fit­ting that he cre­ates a per­pet­u­al cir­cuit of hope and com­fort through us as liv­ing con­duits.” Once you re­ceive com­fort, you start in­fect­ing oth­ers with com­fort.

			
				“… the in­ten­tion of our heav­en­ly Fa­ther, when he finds us in sor­row and min­is­ters com­fort to us, is not mere­ly to get us through the tri­al, to strength­en us to en­dure for our­selves the pain or loss, but al­so to pre­pare us for be­ing com­forters of oth­ers.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Our af­flic­tion and the com­fort we re­ceive open our eyes to oth­ers who are af­flict­ed. We com­fort them with the over­flow of our own com­fort. In oth­er words, our com­fort is in­tend­ed to be con­ta­gious. We share in on­ly a taste of the suf­fer­ings of Christ; but we share in abun­dant com­fort.

			Here’s my tes­ti­mo­ny: The Com­forter re­al­ly does de­liv­er abun­dant and con­ta­gious com­fort.

			
				“There is com­pen­sa­tion for our suf­fer­ing if we are en­abled to com­fort oth­ers with our own com­fort.” Vance Havn­er, Though I Walk Through the Val­ley

			

			
				
					“Blessed be the God and Fa­ther of our Lord Je­sus Christ, the Fa­ther of mer­cies and God of all com­fort, who com­forts us in all our af­flic­tion, so that we may be able to com­fort those who are in any af­flic­tion, with the com­fort with which we our­selves are com­fort­ed by God. For as we share abun­dant­ly in Christ’s suf­fer­ings, so through Christ we share abun­dant­ly in com­fort too.” 2 Corinthi­ans 1:4–6
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				We Kept Our Vows

			
			I praise God for his kind­ness and good­ness to us, his cre­ation. His ways are not cum­ber­some. His ways are good.

			
				
					“For this is the love of God, that we keep his com­mand­ments. And his com­mand­ments are not bur­den­some.” 1 John 5:3
				

			

			So many peo­ple see God’s laws, statutes, com­mands, and in­struc­tions as con­strict­ing and bur­den­some. How­ev­er, his ways are for our good. His guid­ance is in­tend­ed as a bless­ing. He cre­at­ed me and then gives his guid­ance and pres­ence to know his way to “… press on to make it my own, be­cause Christ Je­sus has made me his own” (Philip­pi­ans 3:12). He seeks to guide us to be what he cre­at­ed us to be. His com­mands are not bur­den­some to us, but a lov­ing ex­pres­sion of God’s best for us.

			
				“God’s call to obey is it­self a grace. In this call, he is ac­tive­ly res­cu­ing you from you.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			I know it’s much more com­pli­cat­ed, but some see God’s com­mand to keep faith in mar­riage as a bur­den. Some hate the dis­ci­pline re­quired. Some de­spise the re­proof. Some do not lis­ten to the voice of their teach­ers or in­struc­tors. I’m grate­ful to my par­ents, Jim and Jan Davis, for be­ing teach­ers in my life. They taught me that the com­mand is a grace, and it is not cum­ber­some.

			
				
					“… and you say, ‘How I hat­ed dis­ci­pline, and my heart de­spised re­proof! I did not lis­ten to the voice of my teach­ers or in­cline my ear to my in­struc­tors.’” Proverbs 5:12–13
				

			

			With­in the first week of my loss, I turned to some­one and said, “Kim and I kept our vows. It can be done.” A thou­sand ran­dom thoughts crossed my mind dur­ing ear­ly days of grief. Yet, I re­mem­ber the clar­i­ty of this mo­ment. I was over­whelmed with grat­i­tude to my wife for her faith­ful­ness and to my God for his kind in­ten­tions. He com­mands us to be faith­ful in mar­riage. Kim and I trust­ed him, com­mit­ted to each oth­er, and re­mained faith­ful through our thir­ty-five-and-a-half-years of mar­riage. We did it. We kept our vows.

			And it was not bur­den­some.

			His com­mand blessed our life to­geth­er. We be­lieved him; we ben­e­fit­ed from his statutes. Some may say we got lucky. They may say it was easy be­cause we were a good match. I’m con­vinced we made it and had a good mar­riage be­cause we be­lieved his com­mand, sub­mit­ted to it, and en­joyed the ben­e­fits of walk­ing in obe­di­ence. We made it be­cause of his com­mand. It was for our good to be faith­ful.

			
				
					“Trust in the Lord, and do good; dwell in the land and be­friend faith­ful­ness.” Psalms 37:3
				

			

			We promised on Ju­ly 30, 1983 be­fore fam­i­ly, friends, and God to join our lives un­til death part­ed us. I need to pause to thank my in-laws, Har­ry and Ka­tre­na Plumblee, for shar­ing the bless­ing of their daugh­ter with me. As painful as los­ing her has been, Kim and I stand as one ex­am­ple among so many oth­ers that it can be done. Her death has put an ex­cla­ma­tion point on our vows and thus on our mar­riage com­mit­ment.

			
				
					“So they are no longer two but one flesh. What there­fore God has joined to­geth­er, let not man sep­a­rate.” Matthew 19:6
				

			

			Let me say it again. Death placed the punc­tu­a­tion mark on the end of our mar­riage. Keep­ing faith in mar­riage can be done. This ex­cla­ma­tion point fur­ther re­minds us that it is good when we em­brace God’s ways or when we agree with him and his de­sign. Call it sub­mis­sion or sur­ren­der if you want, but it is not bur­den­some or cum­ber­some. His ways are for our good. As David says in Psalm 19:11, “… in keep­ing [God’s law, tes­ti­mo­ny, pre­cepts, com­mand­ments] there is great re­ward.”

			We be­lieved God and kept our vows.

			
				
					“ ’there­fore a man shall leave his fa­ther and moth­er and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall be­come one flesh.’ This mys­tery is pro­found, and I am say­ing that it refers to Christ and the church.” Matthew 5:31–32
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				How I Discovered the Therapy of Gratitude

			
			I was over­whelmed with an out­pour­ing of kind­ness, con­cern, and care fol­low­ing my loss. Peo­ple were so good to me.

			
				
					“And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which in­deed you were called in one body. And be thank­ful.” Colos­sians 3:15
				

			

			The house­hold of faith, be­liev­ers, ral­lied around me. As one friend told me, “This was a gut punch for all of us.” My loss af­fect­ed so many. They cared. And so many re­spond­ed in a mul­ti­tude of kind­ness­es and gen­erosi­ties.

			Think­ing back over those months, I re­ceived so much in the way of tan­gi­ble sup­port. I was pro­vid­ed meals ga­lore. Flow­ers were giv­en for the vis­i­ta­tion and fu­ner­al. I was even giv­en mon­ey. I was giv­en gift cards. I was no­ti­fied that Bibles had been do­nat­ed in Kim’s mem­o­ry. And a lot of mon­ey was giv­en in Kim’s mem­o­ry to the In­ter­na­tion­al Mis­sion Board’s Lot­tie Moon Christ­mas Of­fer­ing that sup­ports our mis­sion­ar­ies around the world. I was blessed, and I am grate­ful to God and to be­liev­ers who re­spond­ed to him. As of this post­ing, al­most $20,000 has been giv­en in Kim’s mem­o­ry to sup­port mis­sion­ar­ies in­volved in the mis­sion­ary task.

			
				
					“The one who of­fers thanks­giv­ing as his sac­ri­fice glo­ri­fies me …” Psalms‬ ‭50:23
				

			

			I was told nu­mer­ous times when I tried to take down a name and ad­dress that I shouldn’t wor­ry about writ­ing a thank you card. In our house­hold, it was Kim who re­li­gious­ly wrote thank you notes. She was grate­ful and seemed to op­er­ate out of a con­vic­tion to show her grat­i­tude. The more I think about it, she was sim­ply a grate­ful per­son be­cause she was hum­ble.

			
				
					“Love one an­oth­er with broth­er­ly af­fec­tion. Out­do one an­oth­er in show­ing hon­or.” Ro­mans 12:10
				

			

			I re­mem­ber de­cid­ing I need­ed to write a thank you note to ev­ery­one who gave some­thing or did some­thing. If you did some­thing and I didn’t write, it was an over­sight. It was near­ly im­pos­si­ble keep­ing track of givers who gave gifts while I was in shock. Ad­di­tion­al­ly, as I learned lat­er, even more mon­e­tary gifts to IMB con­tin­ued to come in long af­ter Kim’s death. I de­cid­ed not to re­spond to the hun­dreds of sym­pa­thy cards. Maybe a thou­sand. How­ev­er, I wrote over two hun­dred thank you notes. It took me sev­er­al months. But I did it for sev­er­al rea­sons:

			
					
					First, I was tru­ly grate­ful. I was over­whelmed at the gen­eros­i­ty poured out by sup­port­ers and com­forters.

				

					
					Sec­ond, I want­ed to hon­or Kim by ex­press­ing my grat­i­tude the way she had al­ways done. She would have want­ed me to write notes to ev­ery sin­gle per­son.

				

					
					Third, I rec­og­nized a heal­ing el­e­ment to shar­ing my grat­i­tude. My cards be­came ther­a­peu­tic thank you notes. The dis­ci­pline of cap­tur­ing the ta­pes­try of kind­ness and ex­press­ing my grate­ful­ness be­came a cathar­tic en­deav­or.

				

			

			I learned that ex­press­ing grat­i­tude was an ap­pro­pri­ate re­sponse to the out­pour­ing I re­ceived. It was al­so one way to hon­or my wife, and ex­press­ing grat­i­tude aid­ed me in my heal­ing. Grat­i­tude was medic­i­nal.

			If you’re read­ing this and join­ing me on my jour­ney, I’d like to say, “Thank you.” It’s ther­a­peu­tic to say so.

			
				
					“Re­joice al­ways, pray with­out ceas­ing, give thanks in all cir­cum­stances; for this is the will of God in Christ Je­sus for you.” 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 5:16–18
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				The Marks Kim Left

			
			Kim left marks in her last mo­ments that are dif­fi­cult for me. As I write in my per­son­al jour­nal, it’s been nine months since we lost her (as of pub­lish date of this en­try, it’s been thir­ty months). You’d think I would re­move these vis­i­ble marks, these re­minders, from my line-of-sight. But I haven’t done so.

			When Kim was over­come that trag­ic morn­ing, she gripped the show­er cur­tain be­fore she fell. One show­er ring broke. Leigh Ann ex­plained to me how she found Kim. As she did, Leigh Ann placed the bro­ken ring she found in my hand. I kept it.

			It was sev­er­al weeks lat­er that I no­ticed some­thing else. I looked up at the show­er cur­tain, and there were stretch marks and even a few slight rips. Kim’s small stature slight­ly tore the cur­tain as she col­lapsed.

			Over the months, I glanced at the show­er cur­tain to re­mind my­self this jour­ney is re­al. You need re­minders—be­lieve it or not—to keep fo­cus­ing your­self on your cir­cum­stances. Your new nor­mal. It re­minds me that her demise is re­al. I am fac­ing loss on a long and un­want­ed jour­ney. Those marks Kim left that morn­ing are still vis­i­ble. [Note: Don’t wor­ry, I re­placed the show­er cur­tain a long time ago. And I’ve even vac­u­umed, swept, and cooked.]

			One morn­ing, a thought crossed my mind: “Those are the last marks Kim left.”

			The show­er cur­tain al­most stood as a memo­ri­al. A re­minder. An ini­tia­tor of pain. Some­times I cringe. Some­times my eyes tear up. From the show­er cur­tain I glance at the floor where she was found. I re­hearse in my mind what seemed to have hap­pened. I don’t even try, but I can’t stop it from re­play­ing in my mind.

			
				
					“I ap­peal to you there­fore, broth­ers, by the mer­cies of God, to present your bod­ies as a liv­ing sac­ri­fice, holy and ac­cept­able to God, which is your spir­i­tu­al wor­ship.” Ro­mans 12:1
				

			

			On this par­tic­u­lar morn­ing, the re­minder of pain is al­so a chal­lenge for the fu­ture. Re­mem­ber­ing the past can in­spire fu­ture faith­ful­ness. The marks she left that morn­ing gave rise to thoughts of the many, many marks Kim left ev­ery­where she went—from Geor­gia to South­ern Africa to Vir­ginia. She served. She im­pact­ed peo­ple. She men­tored. She chal­lenged oth­ers. She in­spired her read­ers. She baked and cooked to serve peo­ple in need.

			She left marks.

			What marks will I leave be­hind? What marks will you leave be­hind? We still have to­day. Will we point peo­ple to his good name?

			I’ve heard many peo­ple, in­clud­ing my own chil­dren, say they feel like they’ve not im­pact­ed or left marks like Kim has left. I un­der­stand that sen­ti­ment. But we all im­pact oth­ers. We all play our part. This is a re­minder to be more in­ten­tion­al and re­spon­sive to needs and op­por­tu­ni­ties. We have to­day.

			So, let’s all hum­ble our­selves and rec­og­nize that those who go be­fore us leave marks for us. Kim left an ex­am­ple for us. She would not point to her­self, but she would point to the Christ she served. She would point to the worth­while in­vest­ment in the lives of peo­ple. Her hus­band. Her chil­dren. Her grand­chil­dren. Her par­ents and fam­i­ly. Her friends. And the many peo­ple who have read her writ­ten works who nev­er even had the priv­i­lege to meet her.

			To­day, I’m chal­lenged to leave marks on this world.

			
				
					“I know your works, your love and faith and ser­vice and pa­tient en­durance, and that your lat­ter works ex­ceed the first.” Rev­e­la­tion 2:19
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				Five Topics to Address in the Turbulence of Loss

			
			In a fall­en world, tragedy strikes all of us. How we face loss is vi­tal­ly im­por­tant. While loss is uni­ver­sal, re­spond­ing well to loss is hap­haz­ard, at best. It takes in­ten­tion­al­i­ty.

			
				
					“The wise per­son has his eyes in his head, but the fool walks in dark­ness. And yet I per­ceived that the same event hap­pens to all of them.” Ec­cle­si­astes 2:14
				

			

			I’ve learned it mat­ters how you em­brace your jour­ney of grief. While I do not claim to have done ev­ery­thing right, I learned some lessons from my ex­pe­ri­ence that proved help­ful. Some lessons were learned the hard way, and some lessons were learned by lis­ten­ing to trust­ed coun­selors.

			Here are five in­ten­tion­al top­ics I had to ad­dress. These are is­sues I had to think about that you don’t re­al­ize un­til you’re in the fray.

			
					
					Ear­ly Days and Weeks: I took five weeks away from work. I would have nev­er thought, in ad­vance, I could stay away that long. How­ev­er, I need­ed all of it and could have tak­en more time. Don’t be sur­prised by how much time you need.

				

					
					Dai­ly Sched­ule: I had to think about my dai­ly sched­ule. I was in­ten­tion­al. I blocked the morn­ing for mourn­ing. I start­ed my day slow­ly and gen­tly. I took time to read about grief, read de­vo­tion­al­ly, read my Bible, pray, and ex­er­cise. Then, the re­main­der of my day was as nor­mal as it could be af­ter loss.

				

					
					Im­por­tant Dates: Birth­days, an­niver­saries, and hol­i­days are im­por­tant. It takes plan­ning to pre­pare for these dates. I chose to be with all three chil­dren on or around their birth­days the first year. My whole fam­i­ly came to­geth­er on Moth­er’s Day. Of course, it was al­ready planned by Kim, a prov­i­den­tial gift. I was with Kim’s par­ents for Fa­ther’s Day. I chose to be with my sons on my birth­day. I spent Thanks­giv­ing with my sons, Paul and Trevor, and Kim’s par­ents. I was with my daugh­ter, Emi­ly, and my son, Trevor, for Christ­mas. My an­niver­sary was the most sig­nif­i­cant de­ci­sion I made. I went away alone to cel­e­brate and hon­or my mar­riage and mourn my loss. It was a spir­i­tu­al high com­plete with what I be­lieve are mir­a­cles of God’s pres­ence to re­mind me he is El Roi, the God who sees me.

				

					
					Cloth­ing and Be­long­ings: Pic­tures of Kim are ev­ery­where. A coun­ter­top held her hair prod­ucts, com­plete with a curl­ing iron and a straight­en­er. Her clos­et was filled with her cloth­ing and shoes. I chose not to hur­ry to move or dis­pose of any of these per­son­al be­long­ings. I left them where they were left by Kim. I was told I would know when to re­move her cloth­ing. Left in place, it re­mind­ed me of what I had lost. If re­moved, I’d have a half-emp­ty clos­et which would al­so re­mind me of my loss. It’s bet­ter not to hur­ry and sim­ply in­vest in fac­ing the loss. I was ready emo­tion­al­ly to deal with Kim’s per­son­al be­long­ings by the ninth or tenth month. How­ev­er, we were clos­ing in on Christ­mas, and I de­cid­ed to wait un­til Feb­ru­ary when all my kids were com­ing back to mark the one-year an­niver­sary of her death. Ad­di­tion­al­ly, there are de­ci­sions to make about our home. In my case, I didn’t rush that one ei­ther. I’m tak­ing my time.

				

					
					Dis­ci­plined Think­ing: This may or may not make as much sense, but you must be in­ten­tion­al about dis­ci­plin­ing your thought-life. It’s easy to fol­low a path to­ward de­spair. You are in a bat­tle. The on­slaught must be em­braced and bat­tled. It must be faced. It must not be ig­nored or di­min­ished. It must be rec­og­nized for the loss that it is, but it must be met with dis­ci­plined, bib­li­cal, and god­ly think­ing. While a dif­fer­ent con­text, the ad­mo­ni­tion in 2 Corinthi­ans 10:5 to “… take ev­ery thought cap­tive …” ap­plies here, as well.

				

			

			In­ten­tion­al­i­ty in the top­ics you ad­dress dur­ing a pe­ri­od of griev­ing and mourn­ing help you nav­i­gate the dif­fi­cult jour­ney. Walk­ing in a healthy man­ner will pay div­i­dends, en­abling you to hon­or your loved one, your God, your fam­i­ly, and your­self. Be in­ten­tion­al. Build a foun­da­tion for a healthy pe­ri­od of grief and re­cov­ery. I’m so glad I have been in­ten­tion­al, and I’m so glad my fam­i­ly has wel­comed the time to­geth­er as we have weath­ered the tur­bu­lence of loss by tak­ing steps to­geth­er.

			
				
					“For which of you, de­sir­ing to build a tow­er, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to com­plete it?” Luke 14:28
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				Refreshing and Life-Giving Daily Good News

			
			
				
					“… we know that for those who love God all things work to­geth­er for good, for those who are called ac­cord­ing to his pur­pose.” Ro­mans 8:28
				

			

			Ro­mans 8:28 is life-shap­ing for us if we’re in­ten­tion­al about it. If we be­lieve and act on it. I was fin­ish­ing a re­treat over my first an­niver­sary fol­low­ing my loss. My son, Paul, sent me a link to a mes­sage by his pas­tor, J.D. Greear, on this pas­sage. I lis­tened. J.D. Greear stat­ed, “The good that he is work­ing all things to­ward is not so much about giv­ing you bet­ter cir­cum­stances as it is mak­ing you a bet­ter you—a you who is more like Je­sus.”

			Ro­mans 8:28 is es­pe­cial­ly poignant in the con­text of Ro­mans 8:29. Ev­ery­thing works to­geth­er whether good or dif­fi­cult to con­form me to his im­age. It’s not about get­ting good out of bad. It’s about be­com­ing like Christ.

			Read those last two sen­tences again.

			
				“When you’re in the midst of some kind of pain or bore­dom, in­stead of ask­ing God to get you out of the trou­ble, you should al­so be ask­ing God what you should get out of the trou­ble.” J.D. Greear

			

			When my mi­cro-sto­ry is marked by sad loss, I can lift my eyes in gospel con­fi­dence and re­mem­ber the macro-sto­ry, the grand nar­ra­tive. The eter­nal sto­ry of re­demp­tion is on track. He is on his throne, and as a child of God, my eter­ni­ty is se­cure. Kim’s eter­ni­ty is se­cure—faith turned to sight. My mi­cro-sto­ry is tem­po­ral­ly trag­ic, but my macro-sto­ry is still eter­nal­ly beau­ti­ful. I am able to choose to grow and ma­ture in my mi­cro-sto­ry. In faith, I know that eter­nal re­demp­tion trumps tem­po­ral loss re­gard­less of how trag­ic, sad, hor­ri­ble, or painful.

			In sig­nif­i­cant pe­ri­ods of mourn­ing, I have been en­cour­aged by the mu­sic of Steven Cur­tis Chap­man. This ex­cerpt speaks to the life-shap­ing truths found in Ro­mans 8:28:

			
				“We know the world got broke when it took the fall; And here we are liv­ing in the mid­dle of it all long­ing, wait­ing for the day when ev­ery­thing’s re­stored. But the best of the beau­ty that we get to see while we’re liv­ing down here in this yet-to-be is to watch God take the most bro­ken things and to hear Him say, ‘When I get through, you’re gonna be amazed!’ ‘Cause I’m gonna turn it in­to some­thing dif­fer­ent. I’m gonna turn it in­to some­thing good.” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “Some­thing Beau­ti­ful”

			

			Be ex­treme­ly care­ful at this point. We need to put this whole “good-out-of-bad” dis­cus­sion in­to con­text. I want God to work ev­ery­thing out for good, as he prom­ises. But I have to be care­ful that I don’t de­fine what “good” means from a self-cen­tered per­spec­tive. That’s eas­i­er said than done in the throes of grief.

			What is the cen­tral ques­tion I have to wres­tle with in light of the loss of the love of my life? Here it is: Is Je­sus enough? Is his gospel enough? Or am I look­ing for some­thing in ad­di­tion to him? Am I look­ing for a re­ver­sal, an earth­ly restora­tion of things be­fore my loss? Or am I look­ing for him?

			
				
					“Give us this day our dai­ly bread …” Matthew 6:11
				

			

			Am I look­ing to him as my provider of my dai­ly bread? Dai­ly bread takes on many forms. Of course, we look to his hands for pro­vi­sion. But what if he is our pro­vi­sion? What if he gives us him­self? What if the Bread of Life is my dai­ly bread? Again, this ques­tion looms large for me—Is he enough?

			Is he my dai­ly good news?

			
				
					“… I would re­mind you, broth­ers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you re­ceived, in which you stand, and by which you are be­ing saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you—un­less you be­lieved in vain.” 1 Corinthi­ans‬ ‭15:1–2
				

			

			I have learned you must preach the gospel, es­pe­cial­ly to your­self. Re­mind your­self of his deeds he has done. Re­hearse his life. Hold fast to him in his death. Come to grips with his buri­al. Cel­e­brate his res­ur­rec­tion. Pon­der his won­drous works. Med­i­tate on his mighty deeds. Stand firm on the truth of the gospel. Ful­ly take in—and di­gest—the Bread of Life; his very pres­ence in and with you.

			Preach this gospel—the re­fresh­ing dai­ly good news—to your­self. Life-giv­ing.

			
				
					“I will re­mem­ber the deeds of the Lord; yes, I will re­mem­ber your won­ders of old. I will pon­der all your work and med­i­tate on your mighty deeds. Your way, O God, is holy. What god is great like our God? You are the God who works won­ders; you have made known your might among the peo­ples.” Psalms 77:11–14
				

			

			
				“Thy Cross is lift­ed o’er us—We jour­ney in its light …” Ernest W. Shurtl­eff, “Lead On, O King Eter­nal”
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				How Shiny Objects Seek Your Heart

			
			You and I know, in a cere­bral man­ner, the ad­mo­ni­tion to be wary of earth­ly trea­sures. How­ev­er, we don’t al­ways live it with clar­i­ty in the day-by-day stuff of life. Al­ready-but-not-yet dis­cern­ment, tem­po­ral-against-eter­nal dis­tinc­tions, and sight-ver­sus-faith eyes are for the wise of heart. Liv­ing in the world but not of the world is a de­lib­er­ate choice (John 17:11, 14).

			
				
					“Do not lay up for your­selves trea­sures on earth, where moth and rust de­stroy and where thieves break in and steal …” Matthew 6:19
				

			

			Our eyes are di­vert­ed by shiny ob­jects—call them gold­en fan­cies. Our pas­sions are drawn to our pre­ferred in­ter­ests—call them gold­en dreams. Our en­er­gy is giv­en to the tem­po­ral.

			It all rots and rusts. Thieves can break in and steal your things. We should not let our things have our hearts.

			This is not to say we don’t give ap­pro­pri­ate val­ue to and care for our pos­ses­sions. A house is a gift, and it must be cared for to some de­gree. This is not an ad­mo­ni­tion to run from pos­ses­sions. Go­ing to ex­tremes is not the an­swer. How­ev­er, this ad­mo­ni­tion is a warn­ing for bal­ance and per­spec­tive.

			
				“Many men and wom­en look at the shine and glit­ter­ing of pros­per­i­ty, but they lit­tle think of the bur­den …” Jeremi­ah Bur­roughs, The Rare Jew­el of Chris­tian Con­tent­ment

			

			Do not lay up for your­selves trea­sures on earth. Earth­ly trea­sures are tem­po­ral but tempt­ing. They are de­sir­able but dis­ap­point­ing. Moths, rust, and thieves are tar­get­ing your things to get to your heart. Hold your things loose­ly in your hands. En­joy them, but don’t let them own you.

			
				
					“… but lay up for your­selves trea­sures in heav­en, where nei­ther moth nor rust de­stroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.” Matthew 6:20
				

			

			A bet­ter in­vest­ment is to put your en­er­gy and de­sires to­ward eter­nal trea­sures. We pray “… Your king­dom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heav­en” (Matthew 6:10). But do we tru­ly in­vest in his king­dom so that his will is done? Or could it be we are lay­ing up trea­sures on earth? Do we live as if it is my king­dom come? Again, let per­spec­tive and bal­ance be ap­plied.

			
				“Je­sus calls us from the wor­ship of the vain world’s gold­en store, from each idol that would keep us, say­ing, ‘Chris­tian, love me more.’” Ce­cil Frances Alexan­der, “Je­sus Calls Us, O’er the Tu­mult”

			

			We need to in­ten­tion­al­ly lay up trea­sures from God’s Spir­it—love, joy, peace, pa­tience, kind­ness, good­ness, faith­ful­ness, gen­tle­ness, self-con­trol (Gala­tians 5:22–23)—in heav­en. We need to in­vest in peo­ple. We need to pour our en­er­gies in­to the peo­ples from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). We need to look up­on the dis­tressed and down­cast with com­pas­sion (Matthew 9:36).

			Lay up for your­selves trea­sures in heav­en. Heav­en­ly trea­sures are eter­nal and hon­or­able. They re­quire vi­sion, dis­ci­pline, and hope born of spir­i­tu­al prom­ises.

			
				
					“For where your trea­sure is, there your heart will be al­so.” Matthew 6:21
				

			

			If your eye is drawn to an earth­ly trea­sure, your heart is quick to fol­low. Your heart sets it pas­sions on the tem­po­ral. It’s un­avoid­able. If you trea­sure earth­ly stuff, your heart trea­sures earth­ly stuff. If you trea­sure heav­en­ly gain, your heart will trea­sure heav­en­ly gain.

			
				“We are al­ways liv­ing the quest for some­thing. We are al­ways in pur­suit of some vi­sion, some de­sire, or some dream.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			When you see gold­en fan­cies or have gold­en dreams, turn away quick­ly. Seek dili­gent­ly to main­tain per­spec­tive. Keep earth­ly trea­sures in their place. El­e­vate heav­en­ly trea­sures to their right­ful place. Eter­nal sto­ries trump tem­po­ral sto­ries—both the ex­u­ber­ant and the trag­ic. Tell a more won­der­ful sto­ry to your­self and to oth­ers.

			
				“I love to tell the sto­ry—more won­der­ful it seems, than all the gold­en fan­cies of all our gold­en dreams; I love to tell the sto­ry—it did so much for me, and that is just the rea­son I tell it now to thee.” A. Kather­ine Han­key, “I Love to Tell the Sto­ry”

			

			If you’re dis­tract­ed by gold­en fan­cies or gold­en dreams, you need to un­der­stand your heart is a bat­tle­ground. I see so much more clear­ly in the light that comes from the shad­ow of death.

			
				
					“And he is be­fore all things, and in him all things hold to­geth­er. … For in him all the full­ness of God was pleased to dwell …” Colos­sians 1:11, 19
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Resting on the Clarity of Faith

			
			
				
					“Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you be­lieve in him and re­joice with joy that is in­ex­press­ible and filled with glo­ry, ob­tain­ing the out­come of your faith, the sal­va­tion of your souls.” 1 Pe­ter 1:8–9
				

			

			The wise at heart makes the de­ci­sion to rest, trust, and em­brace the truth. It’s that sim­ple. Pre­cious and wise truths are en­trust­ed to us—they are un­mer­it­ed gifts. Some may re­fer to be­lief or faith as a crutch. An un­true crutch is of no val­ue eter­nal­ly. But if the truth is, in­deed, true then a crutch is not a crutch at all. In­stead, it’s a wise de­ci­sion to lean in­to, press in­to, and bank your life up­on what is true. Truth not on­ly es­tab­lish­es a good foun­da­tion; it es­tab­lish­es the foun­da­tion. Why de­mean, be­lit­tle, or de­val­ue our foun­da­tion and call it a crutch? If truth is a false crutch, then the cross is cru­el­ty to those of us who would be­lieve and bank our lives up­on it.

			
				
					“For it stands in Scrip­ture: ‘Be­hold, I am lay­ing in Zion a stone, a cor­ner­stone cho­sen and pre­cious, and who­ev­er be­lieves in him will not be put to shame.’” 1 Pe­ter 2:6
				

			

			It’s whol­ly right to lean in­to and stand up­on our firm foun­da­tion. Oth­er­wise, we are like pre-re­deemed Paul. Kick­ing against that truth. He had lived in re­bel­lion and is now, as a new be­liev­er, telling King Agrip­pa what took place on the road to Dam­as­cus. He ex­plained that Christ en­coun­tered him, and he was sur­round­ed by a bright light. Paul said he fell to the ground and “… heard a voice say­ing … ‘Saul, Saul, why are you per­se­cut­ing me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads’” (Acts 26:14).

			What in­trigues me is the les­son Paul is faith­ful­ly pass­ing on to King Agrip­pa. When you’re en­coun­tered by God, don’t kick against him or his mes­sage. Hon­est­ly, it’s just not very smart. Again, call it a crutch if you want, but a true crutch is wise to em­brace. In fact, it is ig­no­rance to kick against truth.

			Paul’s mes­sage to King Agrip­pa is ap­pli­ca­ble to me to­day.

			I re­cent­ly re­vis­it­ed an old hymn I had not thought about in a while. And it per­fect­ly de­scribes this truth re­gard­ing the crutch of faith.

			
				“My faith has found a rest­ing place, Not in de­vice nor creed; I trust the Ev­er-liv­ing One, His wounds for me shall plead. I need no oth­er ar­gu­ment, I need no oth­er plea; It is enough that Je­sus died, And that He died for me.” Eliza E. He­witt, “My Faith Has Found a Rest­ing Place”

			

			My abil­i­ty to have faith is not the is­sue. My faith has found a place it can ful­ly lean in­to and ful­ly rest in with­out any shad­ow of doubt. I need no oth­er ar­gu­ment. I need no oth­er plea. It is enough that Je­sus died for me.

			Is he enough? Is he enough any­time in my life but es­pe­cial­ly when loss has been thrust in­to my world? In their song, “Weep with Me,” Rend Col­lec­tive re­minds us that, “What was true in the light, is still true in the dark …” What is on­ly known by sight and ex­pe­ri­ence must be placed be­neath what is known by faith.

			Faith is clear; sight is con­fus­ing. What’s true in the light of Scrip­ture is true in the dark of loss. Re­lax and rest in the clar­i­ty of the faith en­trust­ed to us once for all.

			
				
					“Blessed be the God and Fa­ther of our Lord Je­sus Christ! Ac­cord­ing to his great mer­cy, he has caused us to be born again to a liv­ing hope through the res­ur­rec­tion of Je­sus Christ from the dead, to an in­her­i­tance that is im­per­ish­able, un­de­filed, and un­fad­ing, kept in heav­en for you, who by God’s pow­er are be­ing guard­ed through faith for a sal­va­tion ready to be re­vealed in the last time.” 1 Pe­ter 1:3–5
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Weighed and Found Wanting

			
			I some­times feel like the hand­writ­ing is on the wall for me. In ev­ery read­ing of this sto­ry in the book of Daniel across my six­ty years, I had nev­er once iden­ti­fied with the king. Al­ways with Daniel. But loss takes you to depths of self-anal­y­sis nev­er be­fore ex­pe­ri­enced.

			
				
					“… the fin­gers of a hu­man hand ap­peared and wrote on the plas­ter of the wall of the king’s palace, op­po­site the lamp­stand.” Daniel 5:5
				

			

			King Bels­haz­zar, in Daniel 5, was throw­ing a par­ty. At some point, a hu­man hand ap­peared and wrote on a plas­ter wall. This got the king’s at­ten­tion, alarm­ing­ly so, and he be­came flus­tered—thrown off bal­ance. The hand it­self is what both­ered him, not even the mes­sage. He couldn’t read the mes­sage. Yet.

			
				
					“Then the king’s col­or changed, and his thoughts alarmed him; his limbs gave way, and his knees knocked to­geth­er.” Daniel 5:6
				

			

			I think I know how King Bels­haz­zar must have felt.

			My col­or changed, my thoughts alarmed me, my limbs lit­er­al­ly gave way, and my knees knocked to­geth­er in the days, weeks, and months fol­low­ing Kim’s death. Her death was ob­vi­ous­ly shock­ing and alarm­ing, maybe even like a hand float­ing in the air was for King Bels­haz­zar.

			We should al­ways hum­ble our­selves in times of dif­fi­cul­ty. We should al­ways seek to learn the lessons God may be teach­ing us. I iden­ti­fy with the king.

			For Bels­haz­zar, the hand wrote a mes­sage that had yet to be in­ter­pret­ed. He was fear­ful of the hand. His fear was war­rant­ed. Stand­ing in God’s pres­ence is a fear-in­duc­ing and awe-in­spir­ing ex­pe­ri­ence.

			Af­ter failed in­ter­pre­ta­tive at­tempts by en­chanters, Chaldeans, and as­trologers, fi­nal­ly the queen ap­proached the king, re­spect­ful­ly, with some ad­vice. She re­mem­bered the king’s fa­ther, King Neb­uchad­nez­zar, and his chief over his ma­gi­cians, en­chanters, Chaldeans, and as­trologers. His name was Daniel. Daniel, ac­cord­ing to the queen, had an ex­cel­lent spir­it. He had knowl­edge, an un­der­stand­ing to in­ter­pret dreams, ex­plain rid­dles, and solve prob­lems. He could be trust­ed to read what the alarm­ing hand had writ­ten on the plas­ter wall. No won­der I iden­ti­fied with Daniel to this point.

			So, Daniel was sum­moned.

			When he was brought be­fore the king, he was of­fered a pur­ple robe and gold if he could in­ter­pret the writ­ing. He told the king to keep the gifts, but then he pro­ceed­ed to de­liv­er a con­fronta­tion­al, con­vict­ing mes­sage writ­ten by the hand on the wall. The king, Daniel said in Daniel 5:23, had “… lift­ed up [him­self] against the Lord of heav­en.” The in­ter­pre­ta­tion end­ed in Daniel 5:27 with “… you have been weighed in the bal­ances and found want­ing …” Test­ed. In­ad­e­quate. Want­ing. Turns out the mes­sage was more alarm­ing than the float­ing hand it­self.

			
				“Sor­row makes deep scars; it writes its record in­ef­face­ably on the heart which suf­fers.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			I of­ten felt like I was be­ing test­ed, weighed in the bal­ances. I felt as if I had been found to be want­ing. Not enough. Fee­ble. Weak. In­ad­e­quate. Un­wor­thy to stand be­fore God.

			And I am.

			I am in­ad­e­quate and sin­ful. Needy. Want­ing. But that’s the point. I need a Sav­ior. I need grace. You and I need to be made in­to new cre­ations. We are weighed and found want­ing. How­ev­er, in Christ, we are no more to be weighed and found want­ing. Cleansed by Christ’s blood. By his sac­ri­fice. Re­deemed. Rec­on­ciled. Made ac­cept­able by Christ him­self. The old is gone. We are made new.

			
				
					“There­fore, if any­one is in Christ, he is a new cre­ation. The old has passed away; be­hold, the new has come.” 2 Corinthi­ans 5:17
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Trusted and Found Faithful

			
			
				
					“When you pass through the wa­ters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not over­whelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not con­sume you.” Isa­iah 43:2
				

			

			While King Bels­haz­zar (in Daniel 5) and I have been weighed and found want­ing, my God has been trust­ed and found faith­ful. My jour­ney has re­vealed his faith­ful­ness to me. And yet, his char­ac­ter pre­cedes my dis­cov­ery of his faith­ful and trust­ed at­tributes.

			I have had to press in­to God, and I’ve fall­en hard up­on God. I’ve had to stand firm on a foun­da­tion not of my own build­ing. I’ve been de­pen­dent, as if we haven’t al­ways been de­pen­dent. I’ve had to press in­to and un­der his wings. I’ve not been able to trust my­self, and so I’ve cried out to him to lead me and guide me. I’ve crum­bled in his pres­ence out of grat­i­tude for his majesty and pow­er.

			I’ve wor­shipped him for his trust­wor­thi­ness and faith­ful­ness.

			
				
					“Blessed is the man who makes the Lord his trust …” Psalm 40:4
				

			

			I am blessed.

			As I harken back to that fate­ful morn­ing fol­low­ing Kim’s death, I re­call when I raised my hands and cried, “I trust you, I trust you, I trust you.” It was an as­pi­ra­tional procla­ma­tion. It was a des­per­ate, al­beit hope­ful, re­sponse to loss. While my faith was shak­en, I sought to trust him.

			
				
					“… if we are faith­less, he re­mains faith­ful …” 2 Tim­o­thy 2:13
				

			

			He has been found faith­ful. This is my tes­ti­mo­ny.

			
				“When a be­liev­er comes face to face with death, God is ei­ther enough or he is not.” Ron­nie Fox, Be­yond My Strength

			

			Here’s my ques­tion: Why are we so ret­i­cent to trust him af­ter all we’ve seen and all we’ve ex­pe­ri­enced from his hand? Why are we not more trust­ing? Why are we slow to trust? Why are we not ab­so­lute­ly con­vinced, es­pe­cial­ly dur­ing loss, of his faith­ful­ness?

			Here’s my an­swer: It’s okay. We’re bro­ken peo­ple in a bro­ken world. I’m not say­ing it’s good, I’m say­ing it is best to be hon­est and ac­knowl­edge our start­ing place. But he did not leave us there. He recre­at­ed us. We are bro­ken, wound­ed, and shak­en in our be­lief—es­pe­cial­ly in dif­fi­cul­ties. We are ves­sels. Dis­hon­or­able and dirty ves­sels in need of cleans­ing.

			
				
					“… if any­one cleans­es him­self from what is dis­hon­or­able, he will be a ves­sel for hon­or­able use, set apart as holy, use­ful to the mas­ter of the house, ready for ev­ery good work.” 2 Tim­o­thy 2:21
				

			

			We wa­ver be­cause we are bro­ken. We are weak. We mis­tak­en­ly fo­cus on our own strength to trust. We look at that which is seen and not the un­seen. We are con­sumed by sight and not by faith.

			Again, we are weighed and found want­ing. But he is trust­ed and found faith­ful.

			We need to hum­ble our­selves and present our­selves to be cleansed in or­der to be use­ful ves­sels. Trust­ing is dif­fi­cult; it re­al­ly is dif­fi­cult. How­ev­er, this says more about our bro­ken­ness than it says about God’s wor­thi­ness. If we strug­gle with our be­lief in his trust­wor­thi­ness and faith­ful­ness, we need to be cleansed and re­paired. We need to lift our eyes off of our dif­fi­cul­ties and off of our­selves. We need to re­lent­less­ly fo­cus on him and his good­ness. He is wor­thy of our trust. But, trust­ing is a jour­ney and not a mo­ment.

			
				“Now don’t make the mis­take of think­ing that trust is some­thing you de­cide once and for all as you are walk­ing through pain … Life isn’t that sim­ple. Grief is not that tame.” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy

			

			Re­gard­less of whether we muster up the trust and per­sist, he is faith­ful. As I have faced loss, I have found him faith­ful as I trust him.

			
				
					“Let us hold fast the con­fes­sion of our hope with­out wa­ver­ing, for he who promised is faith­ful.” He­brews 10:23
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Unconscious Advance Through Lament

			
			
				
					“But I have trust­ed in your stead­fast love; my heart shall re­joice in your sal­va­tion. I will sing to the Lord …” Psalm 13:5–6
				

			

			I’ve been read­ing a book that was high­ly rec­om­mend­ed to me by Jeff Long, a pas­tor and friend in North Car­oli­na. And I high­ly rec­om­mend the book to you, too. Mark Vroe­gop writes about lament in Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy. He helps the read­er press in­to bib­li­cal lament. I like what he says when he writes, “To cry is hu­man, but to lament is Chris­tian.” So help­ful.

			In brief, he iden­ti­fies a bib­li­cal process that is re­peat­ed through­out The Psalms. First, a griev­ing or suf­fer­ing per­son turns to God. Sec­ond, com­plaint is reg­is­tered be­fore God. Third, the mourn­er bold­ly asks and makes a re­quest to God. Fi­nal­ly, trust is pro­nounced, pro­claimed, and pressed in­to in or­der to round out bib­li­cal lament. All four parts—turn, com­plain, ask, and trust—are nec­es­sary to be true lament.

			Here’s one ob­ser­va­tion. In the thick of grief, progress is seem­ing­ly nonex­is­tent or slow at best. Dai­ly, week­ly, and month­ly, this re­peat­ed process of ac­knowl­edg­ing the un­de­ni­able pain and turn­ing to God fol­lowed by com­plain­ing to the Fa­ther, ask­ing bold­ly for his pro­vi­sion, and turn­ing in faith to trust him gives birth to progress. It’s slow and im­pos­si­ble to dis­cern, but it’s there all the same.

			
				“Wait­ing, even in dark­ness, is un­con­scious ad­vance, be­cause it is God you have to do with, and he is work­ing in you.” An­drew Mur­ray, Wait­ing on God

			

			The ad­vance is un­con­scious, un­no­tice­able. It’s not eas­i­ly tracked or traced. You be­gin to re­al­ize the jour­ney is more im­por­tant than the des­ti­na­tion. You learn there is not a fix for your grief. How­ev­er, you be­gin to rec­og­nize there are mul­ti­ple fix­es along the jour­ney. Those fix­es are sent by God. So, as An­drew Mur­ray would say we should be “… wait­ing, even in dark­ness …”

			We wait on God. Turn­ing. Com­plain­ing. Ask­ing. Trust­ing. Dogged­ly so. He is the on­ly one who can car­ry us through deep wa­ters. In the realm of faith, his foot­prints are in­vis­i­ble. We make un­con­scious ad­vance.

			
				
					“Your way was through the sea, your path through the great wa­ters; yet your foot­prints were un­seen.” Psalm 77:19
				

			

			We al­so wait with fel­low jour­ney­ers. We are not alone. A fel­low-jour­ney­er is a vis­i­ble Je­sus to walk with me.

			Again, there is not a fix for your grief. But, as you press through the turn­ing, com­plain­ing, and ask­ing, you open your eyes in trust and watch God bring peo­ple to you as you wait on him. Peo­ple in re­sponse to the nudge of the Spir­it step up one-by-one to play their part. Wait­ing with you. A pas­tor shares guid­ance. A fam­i­ly mem­ber rec­om­mends a book. Text mes­sages re­veal that peo­ple are pray­ing. A lunch with a friend en­cour­ages. A lis­ten­ing ear. A chance meet­ing on a flight with a trust­ed men­tor. Slow. Un­con­scious ad­vance.

			
				“We can­not change the sit­u­a­tion, but we can al­low the sit­u­a­tion to change us.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Dis­guised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss

			

			To be very clear, again, in the thick­et of grief the progress is al­most im­per­cep­ti­ble. But, by faith know that grief work is pay­ing its div­i­dends through lament. God is de­liv­er­ing grace, mer­cy, peace, love, hope, and com­fort. Be­lieve it and bank on it. Oth­ers are play­ing their part and pro­vid­ing en­cour­age­ment the mo­ment it’s need­ed. Re­ceive and en­joy it.

			
				“Both our jour­ney’s Source and End, our bro­ken lives are Yours to mend. ’Cause if we pil­grims must be hon­est, we rarely seem to make much progress.” Justin Wain­scott, Lost in Won­der, Love, and Praise

			

			The ad­vance is al­most ac­com­plished by stealth. Un­der­cov­er. It’s un­seen, un­no­tice­able, and un­con­scious. Un­con­scious ad­vance. To quote An­drew Mur­ray again, “Wait­ing, even in dark­ness, is un­con­scious ad­vance …”

			
				
					“… he has dealt boun­ti­ful­ly with me.” Psalm 13:6
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		Five Rock-Solid Lessons from Psalm 62
“For God alone, O my soul, wait in si­lence, for my hope is from him. He on­ly is my rock and my sal­va­tion, my fortress; I shall not be shak­en.” Psalms 62:5–6

So many sav­iors with so many mes­sages clang aloud, cry­ing for our at­ten­tion. These pre­tend or would-be sav­iors make emp­ty prom­ises. If they weren’t so tempt­ing, they would be harm­less. How­ev­er, they strike at the heart of our need for com­fort, as­sur­ance, and sig­nif­i­cance. There­fore, it is im­per­a­tive to proac­tive­ly press in­to or run to our true Sav­ior. It is im­per­a­tive to wait on God alone.
All of Scrip­ture is im­por­tant. Paul told Tim­o­thy that all of God’s words were prof­itable.
“All Scrip­ture is breathed out by God and prof­itable …” 2 Tim­o­thy 3:16

So, let’s ex­cerpt a few phras­es from this sim­ple pas­sage in Psalm 62:5–6. Here are a few vi­tal thoughts pour­ing forth from these life-giv­ing words:
1. For God alone: All oth­er would-be sav­iors should be ig­nored. It is God alone who is to be trust­ed ful­ly. Dis­cern­ment and stead­fast­ness are re­quired on our part. We are to res­o­lute­ly em­brace our God and our God alone.“Stayed up­on Je­ho­vah, hearts are ful­ly blest. Find­ing, as He promised, per­fect peace and rest.” Frances R. Haver­gal, “Like a Riv­er Glo­ri­ous”

2. Wait in si­lence: We must avoid try­ing to save our­selves. We must re­sist ac­tiv­i­ty seek­ing to pave our own way for­ward. We need to re­ject any temp­ta­tion to fall for or chase af­ter emp­ty sav­iors. In­stead, we wait in si­lence. We wait in pa­tient tenac­i­ty.“Hid­den in the hol­low of His blessed hand … not a surge of wor­ry, not a shade of care, not a blast of hur­ry touch the spir­it there.” Frances R. Haver­gal, “Like a Riv­er Glo­ri­ous”

3. Hope is from him: Hope is sought from many sources, but true hope is from God. There are mes­sen­gers in many quar­ters shout­ing dif­fer­ent mes­sages with the fla­vor of the day. How­ev­er, hope is from God alone. Be care­ful to whom you lis­ten. Hope is avail­able in him if we are silent and pa­tient­ly wait­ing.“Like a riv­er glo­ri­ous is God’s per­fect peace over all vic­to­ri­ous, in its bright in­crease …” Frances R. Haver­gal, “Like a Riv­er Glo­ri­ous”

4. He on­ly is my rock: There are nu­mer­ous prom­ises made to us in this world. None has as strong a foun­da­tion as the prom­ise made by our Rock. I love the word “on­ly” in this pas­sage. “He is my rock” should be enough for us. But, he adds the word “on­ly” be­cause you and I need to be re­mind­ed.“We may trust Him ful­ly, all for us to do …” Frances R. Haver­gal, “Like a Riv­er Glo­ri­ous”

5. I shall not be shak­en: In shaky times, it’s a pow­er­ful re­minder that if we build our house on the rock—the on­ly rock—of his foun­da­tion, we will not be shak­en. We are on stur­dy ground even in pain, suf­fer­ing, and loss.“Ev­ery joy or tri­al fal­l­eth from above … they who trust Him whol­ly find Him whol­ly true.” Frances R. Haver­gal, “Like a Riv­er Glo­ri­ous”

Dur­ing loss, ev­ery­one press­es in­to some­thing or some­one. Would-be sav­iors make emp­ty prom­ises. How­ev­er, our God is wor­thy of our silent wait­ing be­cause hope is in him. He is our on­ly rock, sal­va­tion, and fortress. We will not be shak­en.
“On God rests my sal­va­tion and my glo­ry; my mighty rock, my refuge is God. Trust in him at all times, O peo­ple; pour out your heart be­fore him; God is a refuge for us.” Psalm 62:7–8

“You keep him in per­fect peace whose mind is stayed on you, be­cause he trusts in you.” Isa­iah 26:3

Com­ments


	
		
			
				How a Funeral Can Deliver a Great Commission Reminder

			
			Death de­liv­ers many lessons. Clar­i­ty is in­ject­ed—even force fed—in­to your heart and mind. I learned a vi­tal life-les­son from death that lift­ed my eyes to the na­tions.

			
				
					“It is bet­ter to go to the house of mourn­ing than to go to the house of feast­ing, for this is the end of all mankind, and the liv­ing will lay it to heart.” Ec­cle­si­astes 7:2
				

			

			As Solomon stat­ed con­cern­ing death and fu­ner­als, “… the liv­ing will lay it to heart.” The death of those we love changes our liv­ing. If we take it to heart. As I have been thrust in­to deal­ing with the mul­ti­tude of ram­i­fi­ca­tions of Kim’s death, I have faced death, and it has changed the way I face life. It’s dif­fi­cult to ful­ly ex­plain all that you ex­pe­ri­ence and learn. But it’s true, I am lay­ing it to heart.

			
				
					“So teach us to num­ber our days that we may get a heart of wis­dom.” Psalm‬ ‭90:12
				

			

			As dif­fi­cult and painful as Kim’s death has been for me, I’ve learned my ex­pe­ri­ence is on­ly one among so many. And I mourn with hope. How self-cen­tered do we have to be to not no­tice all those who have lost loved ones around us? Loss is ram­pant; it’s ev­ery­where.

			I had an over­whelm­ing re­al­iza­tion of ram­pant un­bear­able pain as I jogged through Ar­ling­ton Ceme­tery one day as I was vis­it­ing Trevor. Grave af­ter grave of men and wom­en buried due to trag­ic and sud­den loss. Re­minder af­ter re­minder of the preva­lence of death and loss. I stopped jog­ging, and I dou­bled over in ex­po­nen­tial pain. I be­gan to cry when I re­al­ized some of the fam­i­lies of those rep­re­sent­ed by the nu­mer­ous graves around me mourned with hope, but some mourned with­out hope.

			
				“O that Thy name may be sound­ed afar over earth and sea …” Frances Be­van, Hymns of Ter Stee­gan and Oth­ers

			

			Then lat­er, I learned of a statis­tic that on av­er­age about 155,473 peo­ple die ev­ery day with­out Christ across the globe. Don’t read that sen­tence too quick­ly. Let it sink in­to your soul.

			Kim’s death, while trag­ic, is in the con­text of the re­demp­tive sto­ry of God’s grace. It’s a hope-filled sto­ry even in loss. But, what about the name­less un­reached and unloved? Death and loss teach those of us left on earth to lay it to heart as Ec­cle­si­astes 7 re­minds us. If I am bro­ken over the loss of my bride, am I bro­ken over the 155,473 who are dy­ing dai­ly with­out eter­nal hope? Je­sus showed com­pas­sion, but do we ex­press con­cern with our lives and re­sources?

			
				
					“When he saw the crowds, he had com­pas­sion for them, be­cause they were ha­rassed and help­less, like sheep with­out a shep­herd.” Matthew 9:36
				

			

			Je­sus takes the thief head on and de­liv­ers life and abun­dant life to over­whelm and over­come the En­e­my’s killing, steal­ing, and de­stroy­ing ways.

			So, Kim’s death and fu­ner­al come with a re­minder. Death is a ram­i­fi­ca­tion of the Fall of Man. It is al­ways a re­minder of loss and a thief. How­ev­er, Je­sus gives life as the an­swer to the thief’s de­cep­tive temp­ta­tions and prom­ises.

			Lay it to heart.

			
				
					“The thief comes on­ly to steal and kill and de­stroy. I came that they may have life and have it abun­dant­ly.” John 10:10
				

			

			He’s giv­en life to Kim, to those of us she’s left be­hind her, and to any­one who calls on the name of the Lord (Ro­mans 10:13). So, death is a re­minder that we have work to do. If we still draw breath, we can join ranks, co­op­er­ate to­geth­er, and ad­dress the 155,473 peo­ple dy­ing ev­ery day with­out Christ, with­out hope.

			Let’s em­brace death’s re­minder and work while it is still day. Ev­ery sin­gu­lar day that pass­es spills 155,473 peo­ple with­out Christ in­to eter­ni­ty. To that end, let’s pray, give, go, and send to­geth­er (here’s one place to in­vest).

			
				
					“We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is com­ing, when no one can work.” John 9:4
				

			

			
				
					“Be­hold, up­on the moun­tains, the feet of him who brings good news, who pub­lish­es peace!” Nahum‬ ‭1:15
				

			

			
				“All his saints from all the ages, ev­ery clime and tongue, all to­geth­er now we wor­ship in a fault­less song.” Frances Be­van, Hymns of Ter Stee­gan and Oth­ers

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Zealously Keep His Way

			
			Be­ing in the right place at the right time is im­por­tant. While wait­ing for the Lord in ab­so­lute trust and pa­tience is a great dis­ci­pline, keep­ing his way while wait­ing is para­mount. The right place is wait­ing pa­tient­ly for the Lord. The right time is keep­ing his way con­stant­ly.

			
				
					“Wait for the Lord and keep his way …” Psalms 37:34
				

			

			I read a book, Wait­ing on God, by An­drew Mur­ray dur­ing my jour­ney of mourn­ing. I would read about grief, read or lis­ten to my Bible, and read a de­vo­tion­al book. Mur­ray was one of my go-to au­thors for de­vo­tion­al read­ing. I learned that wait­ing is more dif­fi­cult than most of us read­i­ly rec­og­nize. But I know it ex­pe­ri­en­tial­ly, al­so. I mean it’s ob­vi­ous in the warp and woof of life that wait­ing is com­pli­cat­ed. Wait­ing in a busy, driv­en world is not ef­fort­less. It goes against the grain.

			Fur­ther, the psalmist says we are to keep God’s way. Wait­ing must be ac­com­pa­nied by keep­ing God’s way. We are cau­tioned and warned against trust­ing our own ideas of the way. We are, af­ter all, ego­cen­tric. We see our per­spec­tive. We see our way. And it seems right.

			
				
					“There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death.” Proverbs 14:12
				

			

			Pret­ty se­ri­ous. That should cause ev­ery per­son, be­liev­er or not, to sec­ond-guess their own in­tu­itions about the ways that seem right. These ways make sense to us. They feel right. Solomon cau­tions us to test our way against God’s way. Our seem­ing­ly right way ends in death.

			This is a mys­tery. Paul ad­mon­ish­es, “Lest you be wise in your own sight, I do not want you to be un­aware …” (Ro­mans 11:25). It is wis­dom to rec­og­nize the dan­ger in trust­ing your­self. There’s mys­tery to this world, and it is wise to em­brace truth in Scrip­ture and not knowl­edge of the day. Hu­mil­i­ty would pre­pare us to see that God’s ways are dif­fer­ent, and we must ad­here to his way and re­ject our way.

			How does one walk in God’s ways? Quite sim­ply, be­lieve what God says.

			
				
					“How can a young man keep his way pure? By guard­ing it ac­cord­ing to your word.” Psalms 119:9
				

			

			“So faith comes from hear­ing,” we are told, “and hear­ing through the word of Christ” (Ro­mans 10:17). God’s Word is the price­less trea­sure source to en­able us to de­ter­mine our way. Be­fore we can keep his way, we must know his way. Be­fore we know his way, we must dis­cern the source and plumb its depths. He speaks through his Word. That’s where wait­ing comes in. We wait for him and keep his Word. The con­text for us is a busy, con­fus­ing world. It takes pa­tience and trust. Wait­ing. Then it takes faith to keep his Word be­cause there are so many voic­es vy­ing for our at­ten­tion. I have dis­cov­ered it takes dis­ci­pline to fix my eyes on the truth and to re­ject sim­ple and at­trac­tive an­swers. It takes zeal for him and his ways.

			Wait on him. Keep his way.

			
				
					“Com­mit your way to the Lord; trust in him, and he will act. … Be still be­fore the Lord and wait pa­tient­ly for him; fret not your­self over the one who pros­pers in his way, over the man who car­ries out evil de­vices! … The steps of a man are es­tab­lished by the Lord, when he de­lights in his way …” Psalms 37:5, 7, 23
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Foreign Longings

			
			When all you know is heartache be­cause of death, you’re sur­round­ed and en­com­passed by tears and pain. Ex­pe­ri­ences of ter­ri­ble loss flood your mind with de­spair and sad­ness. Grief, in the ear­ly days, takes over your mind.

			
				
					“I am a so­journ­er on the earth; hide not your com­mand­ments from me!” Psalm 119:19
				

			

			Tears make dai­ly vis­its. Mourn­ing, even with hope, is a long and ar­du­ous jour­ney. The very ti­tle of my blog, Fac­ing Loss, is a re­minder that death is al­ways top-of-mind. It’s healthy to face loss head-on. But, it’s painful and en­dur­ing. It’s re­al, and it won’t go away. Or so it seems. It must be ac­knowl­edged and not ig­nored. By na­ture, loss is en­velop­ing. It’s like your dai­ly cloth­ing.

			
				
					“He will wipe away ev­ery tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, nei­ther shall there be mourn­ing, nor cry­ing, nor pain any­more, for the for­mer things have passed away.” Rev­e­la­tion 21:4
				

			

			How­ev­er, ev­ery now and then, for­eign long­ings sneak in­to your heart—at least they seem for­eign to you. To your cur­rent cir­cum­stances. Thoughts of hope and a vic­to­ri­ous fu­ture peer out of your heart look­ing for a hint of light in the dark­ness. Dark­ness and dread pre­vail. How­ev­er, small flash­es of light be­gin to emerge. Truth speaks in­to your ex­pe­ri­ence if you’re ex­pos­ing your­self to truth. It takes un­nat­u­ral, against-the-flow dis­ci­pline.

			Fu­ture tense, he will wipe away ev­ery tear. Death will be no more. There will be no mourn­ing. There will be no cry­ing. Pain will be fin­ished. For­eign long­ings re­veal the hope for a day when all the for­mer things will pass away.

			In the dun­geon of ear­ly grief, it’s dif­fi­cult to re­mem­ber, re­call, and re­hearse mes­sages of fu­ture hope. Hope is an ob­scure, dis­tant, and for­eign long­ing. But, the long­ing can be brought near and re­vived.

			
				
					“For I know the plans I have for you, de­clares the Lord, plans for wel­fare and not for evil, to give you a fu­ture and a hope.” Jeremi­ah 29:11
				

			

			It takes re­hearsal to re­mem­ber hope. It takes faith to em­brace hope. As for­eign long­ings arise, faith is rein­vig­o­rat­ed. The hope of the gospel gives con­text to tears, death, mourn­ing, cry­ing, and pain. The gospel gives re­newed birth to for­eign long­ings dur­ing hor­ri­ble loss.

			
				
					“Sure­ly there is a fu­ture, and your hope will not be cut off.” Proverbs 23:18
				

			

			It’s im­por­tant and help­ful to rec­og­nize when trav­el­ing through a land of loss, there is a fu­ture hope that may seem like a for­eign land. Jer­ry Sittser, in A Grace Re­vealed, pro­vides much-need­ed clar­i­ty when he says, “… we must re­sist con­fus­ing sign and re­al­i­ty, re­sus­ci­ta­tion and res­ur­rec­tion, shad­ow and sub­stance. In short, we must hold out for the re­al Heav­en—Heav­en not just for our ben­e­fit but for the world’s ben­e­fit; Heav­en not sim­ply for now but for all eter­ni­ty.” By faith, take hold of the new land even while in a land of pain. Re­mem­ber and take heart.

			
				
					“I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribu­la­tion. But take heart; I have over­come the world.” John 6:33
				

			

			Liv­ing in lament cre­ates for­eign long­ings. In the world, you will have tribu­la­tion. There­fore, look with a long­ing ex­pec­ta­tion for heav­en’s hope. Yes, we can have joy in this world, even in grief. But, full and fi­nal vic­to­ri­ous hope on­ly comes when faith has be­come sight, and heav­en is re­al­ized as our hoped-for home.

			We have for­eign long­ings be­cause we are not cit­i­zens of this world. So, we thrive in his prom­ise for to­day and wait in pa­tience for the joy that is to come.

			
				
					“But ac­cord­ing to his prom­ise we are wait­ing for new heav­ens and a new earth in which right­eous­ness dwells.” 2 Pe­ter 3:13
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				One Simple Step to Obtain Wisdom

			
			I didn’t ask to go to a fu­ner­al on Feb­ru­ary 25, 2019. It was forced on me. Kim’s sud­den and un­ex­pect­ed death on Feb­ru­ary 18, and then the fu­ner­al the next week, turned my life on a dime. I guess that’s an un­der­state­ment.

			
				
					“The heart of the wise is in the house of mourn­ing …” Ec­cle­si­astes 7:4
				

			

			Fu­ner­als have a way of turn­ing your life on the prover­bial dime. The way Ec­cle­si­astes speaks about fu­ner­als is para­dox­i­cal. How can go­ing to a fu­ner­al be good? Death and loss are neg­a­tives, right? Death and fu­ner­als are un­de­sir­able as­sault­ing waves that crash on the shore of your life. Un­in­vit­ed. Yet, Solomon makes sure we un­der­stand that the heart of the wise leads him to at­tend fu­ner­als or put his heart in the fu­ner­al home. Sim­ple. One easy step.

			
				
					“… this is the end of all mankind, and the liv­ing will lay it to heart.” Ec­cle­si­astes 7:2
				

			

			A fu­ner­al will turn your life on a dime if you’ll let it. It’s in­ter­est­ing that the at­ten­dance of a fu­ner­al or even con­tem­plat­ing a fu­ner­al is all it takes to at­tain the de­scrip­tion “wise.” I think it’s such an over­whelm­ing wake-up call that it’s as­sumed that you will take it to heart. Fu­ner­als riv­et your heart. A fu­ner­al is a re­minder of your own fu­ture. It’s a re­minder that your day is com­ing. Af­ter all, death comes to all of us—ex­cept Enoch, of course; but that’s an­oth­er sto­ry. No man or wom­an can de­ny that death is on the hori­zon, and this fu­ner­al-ini­ti­at­ed re­minder gives the op­por­tu­ni­ty to piv­ot, re­di­rect, or re­new a life path. Turn on a dime. Get in­stant wis­dom.

			
				
					“So teach us to num­ber our days that we may get a heart of wis­dom.” Psalm‬ ‭90:12
				

			

			Solomon con­trasts the fu­ner­al with a par­ty—a house of mourn­ing and a house of feast­ing side-by-side (Ec­cle­si­astes 7:2). It’s bet­ter, he says, to spend time at fu­ner­als or at least to con­tem­plate them. At­tend­ing par­ties lulls you in­to a ten­den­cy to ig­nore im­pend­ing death. You’re tempt­ed to live as if you’ll nev­er die. Un­wise.

			
				
					“… but the heart of fools is in the house of mirth.” Ec­cle­si­astes 7:4
				

			

			Solomon is telling you and me that we have a choice—fol­ly or wis­dom. We may spend our time re­mind­ing our heart that life is a par­ty like a fool­ish man, or we can spend our time re­mind­ing our heart that life is head­ing to­ward a fu­ner­al like a wise man. Don’t mis­un­der­stand this pas­sage. Solomon is not en­cour­ag­ing an un­healthy re­la­tion­ship with death and fu­ner­als. He’s herald­ing the im­por­tance of healthy per­spec­tive. Re­mind your­self that life mat­ters be­cause death is com­ing. And to be sure, life is short.

			
				
					“… you do not know what to­mor­row will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that ap­pears for a lit­tle time and then van­ish­es.” James 4:14
				

			

			Let’s al­so be clear that these warn­ings are not ad­mo­ni­tions against cel­e­bra­tions and par­ties. The is­sue here is a mind­set of ar­ro­gance. Are you liv­ing fool­ish­ly as if you’ll nev­er die? James re­proves such a per­son say­ing, “… you boast in your ar­ro­gance. All such boast­ing is evil” (James 4:16). Or are you liv­ing in hu­mil­i­ty rec­og­niz­ing you are giv­en breath ev­ery day. It’s a gift of grace. It’s hu­mil­i­ty that re­minds us that, “Ev­ery good gift and ev­ery per­fect gift is from above, com­ing down from the Fa­ther of lights …” (James 1:17).

			Keep seek­ing wis­dom and avoid­ing fol­ly. Avoid en­ter­tain­ing a care­less heart. In­stead, take one easy step—at­tend a fu­ner­al—and you will nur­ture a heart of wis­dom.

			
				
					“Do­ing wrong is like a joke to a fool, but wis­dom is plea­sure to a man of un­der­stand­ing.” Proverbs 10:23
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				How Grief Resembles Amputation

			
			Liv­ing with some­one for so long gives birth to habits, re­ac­tions, and re­spons­es that are sec­ond na­ture. So when loss oc­curs, you must learn to en­dure phan­tom im­puls­es. These im­puls­es are painful re­minders of the habits born of one­ness.

			
				
					“For God is not a God of con­fu­sion but of peace.” 1 Corinthi­ans 14:33
				

			

			I’ll nev­er for­get the first time I trav­elled fol­low­ing Kim’s death. In a ho­tel room af­ter an evening meet­ing, I reached for my phone to call her. Phan­tom im­pulse and re­sponse.

			There are many such im­puls­es.

			You hear a voice that re­minds you of your loved one. Moth­ers who have lost ba­bies have re­port­ed feel­ing the ba­by move in their ab­domen af­ter the still­birth de­liv­ery. A chance en­counter in a crowd­ed place with some­one who looks like your spouse from a dis­tance. You take a step in their di­rec­tion on­ly to stop your­self. These phan­tom im­puls­es evoke a re­sponse. As you start to re­spond you catch your­self and cor­rect course. You put the phone back in your pock­et. You con­vince your­self you’re not feel­ing the ba­by kick. You re­al­ize, on clos­er in­spec­tion, the per­son doesn’t look at all like your loved one.

			Grief is of­ten com­pared to am­pu­ta­tion. It’s an ef­fec­tive com­par­i­son. Am­pu­ta­tions can heal, but you nev­er get your limb back. Mourn­ers can heal, but they nev­er get their loved one back. Mi­nor in­juries that do not in­volve am­pu­ta­tion heal and ev­ery­thing re­turns to nor­mal. Full use re­turns. Not with am­pu­ta­tions.

			
				
					“He heals the bro­ken­heart­ed and binds up their wounds.” Psalm 147:3
				

			

			Am­pu­ta­tions, I’m told, give rise to strange sen­sa­tions. The am­putee feels the miss­ing limb at times as if it were still at­tached. These sen­sa­tions arise from im­puls­es in the brain. It’s as if a road­way has been built based on re­peat­ed use of a limb. And it’s al­so as if a road has been built be­cause of a re­la­tion­ship and re­peat­ed ex­pe­ri­ences. These phan­tom sen­sa­tions are con­fus­ing. Imag­ine feel­ing a twinge, a need to scratch an itch, or a tick­le. How­ev­er, it’s com­ing from the am­pu­tat­ed limb. Con­fus­ing. Frus­trat­ing. Even mad­den­ing.

			
				“Two years have passed … grief has re­mained the salient fact of my ex­is­tence.” Shel­don Vanauken, A Se­vere Mer­cy

			

			I’ve found, as time march­es on, when I’m dis­tract­ed by nor­mal­cy I am more prone to ex­pe­ri­ence phan­tom im­puls­es. The nor­mal­cy lures me away from the im­me­di­ate con­text of my grief. And I reach for my phone. An old habit seeps through the bar­ri­cade of my new re­al­i­ty. The busy­ness and dis­trac­tion low­ers your guard. And an old mem­o­ry has time to trav­el the path of the nerve all the way to a limb that no longer ex­ists. Painful. Con­fus­ing. Jolt­ing.

			These phan­tom im­puls­es are un­avoid­able. They are in­evitable. They must be faced coura­geous­ly and en­dured dili­gent­ly. It’s a part of heal­ing, but it’s al­so a re­minder that heal­ing still in­volves loss that will nev­er be re­versed. De­nial sur­ren­ders slow­ly.

			Grief re­sem­bles am­pu­ta­tion.

			
				
					“The sac­ri­fices of God are a bro­ken spir­it; a bro­ken and con­trite heart, O God, you will not de­spise.” Psalm 51:17
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				A Biblical Story of Lament

			
			The sto­ry in Lamen­ta­tions be­gins by declar­ing the stark lone­li­ness that ac­com­pa­nies pain. Once full of peo­ple and re­la­tion­ships, the city is now des­o­late and lone­ly.

			
				
					“How lone­ly sits the city that was full of peo­ple!” Lamen­ta­tions 1:1
				

			

			Stark and im­me­di­ate­ly changed. Vi­brant city now bar­ren. Sud­den des­o­la­tion. In­stan­ta­neous. A mo­ment in time. I’m re­mind­ed of a song by Steven Cur­tis Chap­man. He de­scribes the on­slaught of sud­den loss by con­trast­ing jux­ta­posed re­al­i­ties. He writes of his own sud­den loss. Chap­man laments:

			
				“Well the band was play­ing, the flags were wav­ing, and there you were in the mid­dle of a sun­ny day pa­rade. The crowds were cheer­ing, the sky was clear. Not a wor­ry in the world. … Then the light­ning flashed, the thun­der crashed, and sud­den­ly it be­gan to rain, and ev­ery­body ran. Then the sky went black as mid­night, and you couldn’t see, par­a­lyzed by what you just can’t un­der­stand …” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “Take An­oth­er Step”

			

			Chap­man de­scribes pre­cise­ly what hap­pened to the city in Lamen­ta­tions. The city—once full of peo­ple—is now lone­ly, peo­ple-less. It gets worse. The city, de­scribed as a princess, has be­come en­slaved. That’s a stark and de­fin­i­tive col­lapse of a city’s life. Par­a­lyzed.

			
				
					“… She who was a princess among the prov­inces has be­come a slave.” Lamen­ta­tions 1:1
				

			

			Shock­ing and sud­den.

			The sun­ny day pa­rade has met thun­der and aban­don­ment. The city is trans­formed in a shock­ing man­ner from princess to slave. The city laments. She groans. Her heart se­ri­ous­ly stum­bles, and she is faint. In­jured. Tak­en out.

			
				
					“… my groans are many, and my heart is faint.” Lamen­ta­tions 1:22
				

			

			This is what suf­fer­ing looks like. Pain is thrust to the fore­front. Your lot is cast, and it’s not good. Your iden­ti­ty—all you’ve ev­er known—is changed in a mo­ment. Once a princess, now a slave. Ini­tial shock will quick­ly give way and grief and lament will be­gin un­in­vit­ed. It hap­pens to you. Groans and faint­ing give way to more con­crete phys­i­cal re­spons­es. The im­pact is un­de­ni­able.

			
				
					“My eyes are spent with weep­ing; my stom­ach churns; my bile is poured out to the ground be­cause of the de­struc­tion …” Lamen­ta­tions 2:11
				

			

			Grief be­gins to take shape. Weep­ing. Stres­sors. Phys­i­cal ill­ness. It’s de­ci­sion time. Where will you turn? Away from God or to God?

			The city in lament turns to God.

			
				
					“Re­mem­ber, O Lord, what has be­fall­en us; look, and see our dis­grace!” Lamen­ta­tions 5:1
				

			

			The psalmist would say, “How long, O Lord?” or “Why have you for­sak­en me?” Turn­ing and com­plain­ing are im­por­tant as­pects of lament. It’s im­por­tant for any of us fac­ing loss to em­brace the whole of lament. In­di­vid­u­al parts of lament are in­com­plete. Mourn­ers must press through and not abort the jour­ney.

			
				
					“The joy of our hearts has ceased; our danc­ing has been turned to mourn­ing.” Lamen­ta­tions 5:15
				

			

			God knows your joy has tak­en a hit. He knows you’re not light on your feet any­more. He knows you’re in full-fledged grief. He knows you’re mourn­ing. He is wait­ing for you to turn to him and even to com­plain to him. He will re­deem the pain through re­la­tion­ship with him­self. He wants you to come as a child to a fa­ther and make your re­quests. He de­sires for you to lov­ing­ly climb up in­to his lap.

			Ac­cord­ing to Mark Vroe­gop, our Fa­ther wants you to turn to him, com­plain to him, ask of him, but ful­ly trust him.

			Lament—launched in lone­li­ness—must fol­low the path all the way to ab­so­lute trust. Don’t side­step grief. Em­brace loss. Press in­to lament. But trust. A whole book in the Bible was giv­en to tell a sto­ry of lament. There­fore, be re­stored and re­newed by bib­li­cal lament.

			
				
					“Re­store us to your­self, O Lord, that we may be re­stored! Re­new our days as of old—un­less you have ut­ter­ly re­ject­ed us, and you re­main ex­ceed­ing­ly an­gry with us.” Lamen­ta­tions 5:21–22
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				How Psalm 34 Drives a Stake in the Ground

			
			Pound­ing a stake in the ground can be a pow­er­ful dec­la­ra­tion. There can be no more ap­pro­pri­ate faith-filled boast­ing than to rev­el in God. It’s pow­er­ful be­cause you’re declar­ing and es­tab­lish­ing that your hope, glo­ry, and de­light are in the Lord.

			If you’re fac­ing loss or in pain, drive a stake in the ground by declar­ing your de­pen­dence. Drive a stake in the ground by boast­ing in God. Drive a stake in the ground by ex­alt­ing God. Alone.

			
				
					“My soul makes its boast in the Lord; let the hum­ble hear and be glad. Oh, mag­ni­fy the Lord with me, and let us ex­alt his name to­geth­er!” Psalms 34:2–3
				

			

			Rec­og­niz­ing that your boast­ing is in God and not in your own strength re­sults in glad­ness of heart. Wor­ship ris­es from a sin­cere heart, and you seek to mag­ni­fy and ex­alt the name of the Lord your God.

			Declar­ing your de­pen­dence is a healthy ex­er­cise. A stake in the ground. In good times and in tough times, we are ful­ly de­pen­dent. The times of dif­fi­cul­ty act as a mag­net to riv­et a heart to clos­er com­mu­nion with the Lord.

			
				
					“This poor man cried, and the Lord heard him and saved him out of all his trou­bles. … When the right­eous cry for help, the Lord hears and de­liv­ers them out of all their trou­bles.” Psalms 34:6, 17
				

			

			We cry out to God in sur­ren­der and de­pen­dence. Turn­ing in faith to him, he hears and saves us. He de­liv­ers us from trou­bles. A bit of con­text may help here. We res­o­lute­ly train our eyes on him, but we do not de­fine the time­frame or char­ac­ter­is­tics of de­liv­er­ance. Sal­va­tion and de­liv­er­ance from trou­bles may on­ly be re­ceived in eter­ni­ty. But that’s the point. Tem­po­ral sal­va­tion alone would be short-lived. Eter­nal de­liv­er­ance is a foun­da­tion worth press­ing in­to and trust­ing. The tem­po­ral is giv­en mean­ing.

			
				
					“Oh, taste and see that the Lord is good! Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him!” Psalms 34:8
				

			

			Give me a choice be­tween tem­po­ral sal­va­tion and eter­nal de­liv­er­ance, and I’m go­ing with eter­nal de­liv­er­ance ev­ery time. Per­spec­tive mat­ters. When I come to ful­ly un­der­stand the free gift of re­demp­tion that wel­comes me in­to eter­nal re­la­tion­ship, I join the psalmist in pro­claim­ing, “Oh, taste and see that the Lord is good!” I al­so turn to oth­ers and tes­ti­fy that any man, wom­an, boy, or girl who takes refuge in him al­so will be blessed. I give a tes­ti­mo­ny! Drive a stake in the ground. How­ev­er, time is of the essence. Refuge must be tak­en while it is still day. Taste and see now.

			But again, sal­va­tion and de­liv­er­ance may not meet our tem­po­ral def­i­ni­tion. Life con­tin­ues to un­veil many dif­fi­cul­ties. We are not im­mune. We live in a fall­en world.

			
				
					“Many are the af­flic­tions of the right­eous, but the Lord de­liv­ers him out of them all.” Psalm 34:19
				

			

			Af­flic­tions in the here-and-now may be many. But the Lord will make ev­ery­thing turn right. We call it New Heav­ens and New Earth for a rea­son. New. Re­stored. All wrongs made right. All pain as­suaged. We run to the strong tow­er, and he will not dis­ap­point. He whol­ly re­deems. He ab­solves those who take refuge in him of their wages owed.

			Drive the stake of Psalm 34 in the ground, and take refuge in, boast in, and mag­ni­fy the Lord with me.

			
				
					“The Lord re­deems the life of his ser­vants; none of those who take refuge in him will be con­demned.” Psalms 34:22
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				How Not to Be Like Job’s Friends

			
			When loss de­scend­ed up­on Job, his friends were quick to come to of­fer sup­port.

			They start­ed out well.

			The bib­li­cal ac­count re­veals, “Now when Job’s three friends heard of all this evil that had come up­on him, they came each from his own place …” (Job 2:11). Friends are in­tend­ed to be the com­forters, fel­low so­journ­ers.

			How­ev­er, they quick­ly changed their tune.

			
				
					“If one ven­tures a word with you, will you be im­pa­tient? Yet who can keep from speak­ing?” Job 3:2
				

			

			They couldn’t sim­ply com­fort. They had to of­fer ad­vice. Or ex­pla­na­tions. Or even ac­cu­sa­tions. Job lament­ed in their pres­ence, and they de­cid­ed it was a teach­able mo­ment. In­deed, grief is a mo­ment for great lessons; how­ev­er, friends are not in­tend­ed to be the teach­ers dur­ing loss. Sup­port­ers are sup­posed to com­fort and not ac­cuse.

			
				“[Job] suf­fered the coun­sel of fools by lis­ten­ing to the ad­vice of his friends.” R. C. Sproul, The Ho­li­ness of God

			

			Shock, numb­ness, grief, and mourn­ing be­come a plat­form for deep lessons. God us­es the plat­form to teach and deep­en the mourn­er. You, the friend, don’t need to give a mourn­er ad­vice. You need to care. Job’s friends start­ed out well but quick­ly de­cid­ed it was their re­spon­si­bil­i­ty to teach Job.

			Their com­fort­ing care for Job was at a deficit.

			So, Job’s friends ask, “Who can keep from speak­ing?” My an­swer? You should keep from speak­ing if you’re tempt­ed to of­fer quick an­swers or ex­pla­na­tions for God. Pat an­swers do not help. Sil­ly plat­i­tudes are not help­ful.

			
				“Re­sist see­ing a hurt­ing per­son’s sad­ness as some­thing to fix … Don’t slap a Je­sus stick­er on some­one’s dev­as­tat­ed life …” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			Of­ten­times, Chris­tians feel a need to pro­tect God’s rep­u­ta­tion by of­fer­ing un­feel­ing the­o­log­i­cal plat­i­tudes. Now, I want to state clear­ly that in my ex­pe­ri­ence, I can­not think of any­one who said any­thing to me that was in­ap­pro­pri­ate in my ear­ly days of grief. So, re­lax and read on. How­ev­er, in­ap­pro­pri­ate and un­help­ful com­ments are tempt­ing to make, so I’ve de­cid­ed to use my plat­form to speak in­to how we com­fort oth­ers in their grief.

			
				“Christ fierce­ly op­pos­es mat­ter-of-fact de­tach­ment.” David Powli­son, Suf­fer­ing and the Sovereign­ty of God

			

			Some peo­ple say, “This was for the best.” Some­times you hear, “God need­ed your loved one more than you did.” Bad the­ol­o­gy. “God is in con­trol,” it is said. True, God is in con­trol, but skip­ping grief to jump to “all is well” is un­healthy and def­i­nite­ly un­help­ful. God does not re­quire you to di­min­ish the loss or de­tach your­self from the pain in or­der to trust him.

			
				
					“… com­fort one an­oth­er, agree with one an­oth­er, live in peace …” 2 Corinthi­ans 13:11
				

			

			I have a col­league and friend, James Strange, who joined me for din­ner at a meet­ing in Spain while on a work trip. Af­ter pray­ing at our meal, James asked a ques­tion. He asked, “What’s the ques­tion you get tired of be­ing asked?” As an aside, some­times I wish I was an in­tro­vert be­cause their wa­ters run deep. I re­spond­ed, “That’s a great ques­tion.” I ex­plained a dif­fi­cult ques­tion to an­swer is, “How are you do­ing?” It’s just too broad. It’s bet­ter to ask, “How are you do­ing to­day?” It’s nar­row­er and eas­i­er to an­swer.

			James fol­lowed my an­swer to his first ques­tion with an­oth­er, more in­sight­ful ques­tion. James asked, “What’s the ques­tion you wish peo­ple would ask you?” Again, I was im­pressed by his ques­tion. I replied that I like to be asked, “What are you learn­ing on this jour­ney?” It’s a good fol­low up ques­tion.

			
				“You are not fac­ing your dif­fi­cul­ty alone, for the Lord is clos­er than a friend or broth­er.” Robert L. Mor­gan, The Red Sea Rules

			

			Re­cent­ly, I met a new friend who is twen­ty-nine years old and is two years in­to his sec­ond mar­riage. Joe Hall lost his wife, Per­rin, when he was twen­ty-six af­ter a bat­tle with can­cer. He is wise, gen­tle, and ex­pe­ri­enced be­yond his years. He shared with me the ques­tion he wished peo­ple had asked him dur­ing his ear­ly grief. “Can you tell me about your wife, Per­rin?” He’s right. This is a great ques­tion be­cause we want you to know the per­son we have lost.

			Don’t be afraid to ask some­one who has lost a loved one about the very loved one they’ve lost. Our loved ones leave an im­pact up­on our lives. Joe is re­mar­ried now, and he and his wife named their sweet lit­tle daugh­ter af­ter his first wife. Our ab­sent loved ones made an im­pact on this world, and we want their lives to con­tin­ue to im­pact the world with their beau­ty, with their sto­ry.

			
				“… when we min­i­mize the pain we fail to love oth­ers and we failed to hon­or God.” Dustin Shramek, Suf­fer­ing and the Sovereign­ty of God

			

			So, don’t be like Job’s friends. In­stead, care enough to broach the sub­ject with­out easy an­swers, ex­cus­es, lessons, or ac­cu­sa­tions. And ask good and re­demp­tive ques­tions. You might en­cour­age some­one, and you might learn some life lessons for your­self.

			
				
					“For I have de­rived much joy and com­fort from your love, my broth­er, be­cause the hearts of the saints have been re­freshed through you.” Phile­mon 1:7
				

			

			
				“You’re thank­ful for the kind things peo­ple say, you for­give the dumb things, but you’re crushed by the si­lence … Most peo­ple are il­lit­er­ate in the lan­guage of grief …” No­ra McIn­erny, It’s Okay to Laugh
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				Here I Raise My Purple Redbud Tree

			
			
				“We’ve come this far by faith lean­ing on the Lord; trust­ing in His Holy Word, he nev­er failed me yet …” Carl­ton Pear­son, “We’ve Come This Far By Faith”

			

			I couldn’t help my­self. I had to add a tree to our front yard. Hon­est­ly, I had a spot I al­ways want­ed to fill with a small­er, dec­o­ra­tive tree. Kim wasn’t sure we need­ed it.

			Af­ter Kim’s death and dur­ing my heal­ing, I knew ex­act­ly what I was go­ing to do.

			One thing you miss when fac­ing loss is the lit­tle re­peat­ed con­ver­sa­tions that help you know a per­son. Kim loved Red­bud trees. Ev­ery time we moved from cold­er to warmer tem­per­a­tures, she loved the pur­ple flow­ers on a Red­bud tree and com­ment­ed. Ev­ery time. With­out fail. She loved the cre­at­ed won­der rep­re­sent­ed by that vi­brant new growth ev­ery year. How­ev­er, this re­minds me of one thing that has al­ways both­ered me. Ev­ery time the top­ic came up. You see, in my opin­ion Red­bud trees have pur­ple flow­ers. I don’t want to ar­gue about it, but I’m con­vinced. But I di­gress.

			
				
					“Then Samuel took a stone and set it be­tween Miz­pah and Shen, and named it Ebenez­er, say­ing, ‘Thus far the Lord has helped us.’” 1 Samuel 7:12
				

			

			An Ebenez­er is a re­minder, a mon­u­ment. We, the cre­at­ed, need to be re­mind­ed of how the Cre­ator car­ries us on this jour­ney through a bro­ken world. We must place re­minders on the jour­ney as a part of the road maps we live out.

			
				“Here I raise my Ebenez­er. Here there by Thy great help I’ve come. And I hope by Thy good plea­sure safe­ly to ar­rive at home …” Robert Robin­son, “Come Thou Fount of Ev­ery Bless­ing”

			

			Cel­e­bra­tion may sound like it’s too much of a stretch here, but it’s not. We cel­e­brate our jour­neys. We mark our jour­neys with re­minders. We may be mourn­ing a loss, but we’re cel­e­brat­ing his pres­ence. We cel­e­brate his help. We cel­e­brate his good­ness. We re­al­ly have come to this point by faith. Not by sight. Faith is not strong un­less the ob­ject of the faith is strong. He is worth cel­e­brat­ing on a long and dif­fi­cult road. Dare I say more so than oth­er times?

			God has been faith­ful to help me with great help like the hymn writ­er pro­claims. Great help re­veals the sol­id foun­da­tion. A sol­id stone-like foun­da­tion. I join Samuel in say­ing that “Thus far the Lord has helped us.” Samuel placed a stone as his Ebenez­er. I need­ed a re­minder, too, of his great help.

			And I had a spot in the front yard that need­ed a tree.

			So, here I raise my Ebenez­er be­came here I raise my pur­ple Red­bud tree. It’s a cel­e­bra­tion of the won­der of cre­ative beau­ty. In pur­ple Red­buds and in the gift of grace known as my bride.

			He has led me this far by faith. I have leaned on the Lord. I have trust­ed in his Word. Through a long and un­want­ed jour­ney, he has nev­er failed me. So, I plant­ed a tree.

			Here I raise my pur­ple Red­bud tree.

			
				
					“In­stead of the thorn bush the cy­press will come up, and in­stead of the net­tle the myr­tle will come up, And it will be a memo­ri­al to the Lord, for an ev­er­last­ing sign which will not be cut off.” Isa­iah 55:13
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		Immanuel in Woe or in Weal
“Mo­ment by mo­ment, in woe or in weal, Je­sus my Sav­ior abides with me still.” Daniel W. Whit­tle, “Mo­ment by Mo­ment”

Mer­ry Christ­mas! It’s a re­peat­ed greet­ing that can eas­i­ly be­come com­mon­place.
Christ­mas is de­scribed as mer­ry be­cause Je­sus abides with you and me. Still. En­dur­ing. Faith­ful. He nev­er leaves us; nor does he for­sake us.
In woe. In weal.
Woe is de­fined as a con­di­tion of deep suf­fer­ing from mis­for­tune, af­flic­tion, or grief. These are mo­ments when life takes a painful turn. Yet, he is still Im­manuel, God with us, even in pain.
Weal, on the oth­er hand, is de­fined as a sound, healthy, or pros­per­ous state of life. These are mo­ments when life is good. Things are go­ing our way.
Mo­ment by mo­ment, God is with us re­gard­less of whether our state, con­di­tion, or ex­pe­ri­ence is best de­scribed as woe or weal. Both. And al­ways.
“It’s no ma­jor news flash that the bod­ies and the world we live in are not safe; our cir­cum­stances are un­known, and the very laws of na­ture in and around us are mo­ment by mo­ment caus­ing us and ev­ery­thing else to fall apart.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

Let’s be hon­est, it’s pret­ty easy to ac­knowl­edge God’s pres­ence and good­ness when all is well. In weal. How­ev­er, the cri­sis comes when we are face-to-face with woe. Cri­sis. Dis­be­lief. Shock. Numb­ness. Death. Loss. Pain. De­spair.
I could go on.
“Je­sus! What a help in sor­row! While the bil­lows o’er me roll, Even when my heart is break­ing, He, my com­fort, helps my soul. Hal­lelu­jah! What a Sav­ior! Hal­lelu­jah! What a friend! Sav­ing, help­ing, keep­ing, lov­ing, He is with me to the end.” J. Wilbur Chap­man, “Je­sus! What a Friend for Sin­ners”

By con­trast, I have learned that if we turn to God and not away from him in times of woe, that is when we see his help and com­fort most clear­ly. We re­ceive his sav­ing, help­ing, keep­ing, and lov­ing ways. We em­brace his pres­ence, his com­pan­ion­ship. We spon­ta­neous­ly ex­claim, “Hal­lelu­jah! What a Sav­ior! Hal­lelu­jah! What a friend!” Im­manuel. God is, in­deed, with us.
And it be­gan in a manger in Beth­le­hem. Hum­ble.
Christ­mas is that sem­i­nal and his­tor­i­cal mo­ment that changed ev­ery­thing. In the string of mo­ments this is a piv­otal mo­ment. In the string of gifts this is a piv­otal gift. God’s pres­ence was in­fused in­to hu­man his­to­ry in the birth of Je­sus. Im­manuel is with us. Mer­ry was made pos­si­ble.
This Christ­mas, we need to press in­to the mo­ment when it all be­gan. Re­mem­ber. Cel­e­brate. Be­lieve. Trust.
“For un­to you is born this day in the city of David a Sav­ior, who is Christ the Lord. Glo­ry to God in the high­est, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” Luke 2:11, 14

Again, pon­der that first Christ­mas and the gift he is for mankind. For you. Peace has now been made avail­able to you and all mankind. Joy-filled mer­ri­ment is ap­pro­pri­ate.
In woe or in weal. Mo­ment by mo­ment. He is Im­manuel, God with us. He abides with us. Still. There­fore, whether we face woe or weal we must abide with him. He is our peace, our gift.
“For you make him most blessed for­ev­er; you make him glad with the joy of your pres­ence.” Psalm 21:6

“Cast me not away from your pres­ence, and take not your Holy Spir­it from me.” Psalm‬ ‭51:11‬

Note: As I cel­e­brate my re­cent en­gage­ment, I ac­knowl­edge I am in a good “mi­cro-sto­ry.” How­ev­er, God was al­so good to me in the val­ley, my oth­er “mi­cro-sto­ry.” That is my tes­ti­mo­ny, my sto­ry; God is good in woe or in weal.Com­ments


	
		Four Lessons Learned from an Encourager
“And let us con­sid­er how to stir up one an­oth­er to love and good works …” He­brews 10:24

There are many bru­tal de­tails and de­ci­sions that crash in up­on you in the wake of loss. I came to a point when I was ready to pull to­geth­er sev­er­al piles or stacks of mem­o­ries in­to one place for stor­age. Pack­ing a few im­por­tant mem­o­ries in a stor­age bin is an ex­cru­ci­at­ing step. I came across a stack of over one hun­dred let­ters Kim had kept. These were let­ters I re­ceived from her while we dat­ed long-dis­tance over the course of al­most two years. Once we mar­ried, she kept the let­ters.
I’m so glad she did.
I could not sim­ply pack the let­ters with­out read­ing through them one more time. It took me sev­er­al weeks to slow­ly read through the let­ters. As an aside, we were so im­ma­ture and even a lit­tle cute. I walked down mem­o­ry lane, and I read ev­ery let­ter again. My first read­ing was be­fore I mar­ried Kim; my fi­nal read­ing was af­ter I had lost Kim.
And I learned some­thing.
Kim saw the po­ten­tial of at­tributes and gifts in me while we were dat­ing. Raw ma­te­ri­al. I read let­ter af­ter let­ter com­mend­ing me and en­cour­ag­ing me to be who God cre­at­ed me to be. Spe­cif­ic and fo­cused en­cour­age­ment. I don’t want to over­state this, but I want us to all learn some lessons. I look at the man I have be­come, and she en­cour­aged me and be­lieved in me to be­come that man. Her en­cour­age­ment bore fruit. The man she en­cour­aged grew, in part, be­cause of her en­cour­age­ment.
I learned four lessons about en­cour­age­ment from her.
1. En­cour­agers self­less­ly live for the good of oth­ers. Let’s be hon­est, it’s easy to fo­cus on our­selves and our own needs, even in mar­riage. It takes in­ten­tion­al­i­ty to get to know oth­ers. Of course, we were fall­ing in love and nei­ther of us mind­ed get­ting to know the oth­er. How­ev­er, Kim self­less­ly gave her­self through her let­ters to en­cour­age me in spe­cif­ic ways. It was ob­vi­ous she was seek­ing my good. She was build­ing me up, en­cour­ag­ing me.“… we ought to lay down our lives for the broth­ers.” 1 John 3:16

2. En­cour­agers care­ful­ly speak truth in­to lives. I’m not talk­ing about gen­er­al en­cour­age­ment. I’m talk­ing about in­spir­ing me to walk with Christ. God­li­ness. She com­mend­ed me for my lead­er­ship in our re­la­tion­ship. She en­cour­aged my kind­ness and oth­er at­tributes. She re­in­forced and en­cour­aged god­ly traits. She re­in­forced truth and ap­plied it to my life. I grew and ma­tured be­cause of her in­vest­ment.“Love … re­joic­es with the truth.” 1 Corinthi­ans 13:6

3. En­cour­agers gen­uine­ly love.Her nu­mer­ous let­ters, writ­ten across two years, de­clared her grow­ing love for me. She was gen­uine. She ex­pressed love and hu­mil­i­ty. She en­cour­aged me to take on the world! Her be­lief in me in­spired me. She was trans­par­ent and au­then­tic. One thing about her is that she was who she was all through­out our mar­riage. Gen­uine. Seek­ing to love me and oth­ers all of her days.
4. En­cour­agers es­tab­lish con­fi­dence. I nev­er doubt­ed Kim’s love. She was un­wa­ver­ing in her com­mit­ment. I knew it. My con­fi­dence came from her con­sis­tent en­cour­age­ment.“Oh, how I miss you sweet­heart. You are great … I’ll love you ’til the day I die.” Kim Plumblee, May 8, 1982

And she did love me un­til the day she died. I was con­fi­dent in her love. And now, I have a ques­tion rolling around in my head.
What would I have been with­out her en­cour­age­ment?
My ex­pe­ri­ence in­spires an­oth­er ques­tion. What could your en­cour­age­ment do in the life of your spouse? What about your chil­dren? Your grand­chil­dren? How about your friends? Are you men­tor­ing oth­ers younger than your­self? What will your en­cour­age­ment mean to them?
Let’s learn four lessons from an en­cour­ager’s ex­am­ple. Let’s live for the good of oth­ers; let’s speak truth in­to the lives of oth­ers; let’s show gen­uine love to oth­ers; and let’s es­tab­lish con­fi­dence in oth­ers.
“There­fore en­cour­age one an­oth­er and build one an­oth­er up, just as you are do­ing.” 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 5:11

NOTE: As I re­lease this en­try writ­ten over a year ago now, I am be­ing en­cour­aged by an­oth­er en­cour­ager in my life, my fi­ancé. Thank you, Aman­da.Com­ments


	
		
			
				The Notable Distinction Between Isolation and Solitude

			
			
				“Per­haps the be­reaved ought to be iso­lat­ed in spe­cial set­tle­ments like lep­ers.” C. S. Lewis, A Grief Ob­served

			

			Grief brings more than loss and sad­ness. In some ways, it brings the feel­ings of re­jec­tion. You don’t seem to fit any longer. Not in the way you did be­fore. Some­times loss in­stan­ta­neous­ly moves you in­to an­oth­er cat­e­go­ry of hu­man­i­ty. Lep­er. If C. S. Lewis felt it, sure­ly, I will ex­pe­ri­ence it, too.

			
				“Lone­li­ness brings with it an­oth­er feel­ing of not be­long­ing.” H. Nor­man Wright, Ex­pe­ri­enc­ing Grief

			

			Bot­tom line, loss can lead to iso­la­tion. Iso­la­tion is the neg­a­tive side of the coin—be­ing alone. Lone­ly. Iso­la­tion can be done to you, or you can do it to your­self. You can be ex­clud­ed, or you can pull away on pur­pose. Not healthy.

			How­ev­er, when it comes to the oth­er side of the same coin, you have to in­ten­tion­al­ly get away to seek need­ed soli­tude. There is a healthy side of be­ing alone.

			Iso­la­tion. Soli­tude. There’s an im­por­tant dif­fer­ence.

			Iso­la­tion should be iden­ti­fied, and prepa­ra­tion should be made to ad­dress it. Be­ing iso­lat­ed for ex­tend­ed pe­ri­ods of time is not healthy. Proac­tive, in­ten­tion­al steps should be tak­en to de­vel­op a plan for your self-care. Al­low­ing your­self to be iso­lat­ed in­creas­es the prospect of de­pres­sion. Four walls start to close in on you. Iso­la­tion breeds lone­li­ness. Lone­li­ness breeds lack of clar­i­ty which gives birth to a mul­ti­tude of mis­takes. His­to­ry is re­plete with the mis­takes made by those in grief.

			
				
					“Who­ev­er iso­lates him­self seeks his own de­sire; he breaks out against all sound judg­ment.” Proverbs 18:1
				

			

			My chil­dren asked me to take care of my­self, and they sug­gest­ed I get out­side ev­ery morn­ing. Their in­tent was that I get some ex­er­cise. The re­sult was I got out­side of my four walls; leav­ing the iso­la­tion of my four walls gave con­text.

			I’ve dis­cov­ered iso­la­tion and soli­tude are very dif­fer­ent. It’s im­por­tant to know the dif­fer­ence.

			
				“On­ly in si­lence can our souls be re­sus­ci­tat­ed by the Sav­ior. He will work won­ders in us if we wait be­fore him. He can speak calm and con­tent­ment in­to our per­son­al storms.” Boyd Bai­ley, The Spir­i­tu­al Life of a Lead­er

			

			Soli­tude was nec­es­sary for my heal­ing. Where iso­la­tion hap­pens to you, soli­tude is planned. Soli­tude is get­ting alone for the pur­pose of heal­ing. Boyd Bai­ley says “… an in­ner still­ness ser­e­nades the soul with tran­quil­i­ty so that the cares of the world lose their caus­tic con­trol.” Soli­tude pro­vides space to process your loss. Soli­tude gives the op­por­tu­ni­ty to com­mune with God about your loss.

			
				
					“Turn to me and be gra­cious to me, for I am lone­ly and af­flict­ed.” Psalm 25:16
				

			

			Proac­tive­ly seek­ing soli­tude en­ables our heal­ing from the plague of lone­li­ness. Julie Yarbrough writes, “Soli­tude is alone­ness with­out lone­li­ness. … Soli­tude in­spires the courage … as we ad­just to the vi­cis­si­tudes of grief.” While suf­fer­ing loss, we pull away on pur­pose for times of soli­tude to en­treat our God of sor­rows to turn to us and to be gra­cious to us.

			
				
					“For we do not have a high priest who is un­able to sym­pa­thize with our weak­ness­es, but one who in ev­ery re­spect has been tempt­ed as we are, yet with­out sin.” He­brews 4:15
				

			

			In our af­flic­tion we lay our­selves be­fore a lov­ing God—our lov­ing High Priest. We pour out our hearts to him who sym­pa­thizes with our weak­ness. Our Fa­ther sent his Son to the very depths of loss to meet us. Now, meet­ing him on­ly comes through soli­tude. And as Richard A. Burr has apt­ly penned, “There are some things that God on­ly says in se­cret, and there are some se­crets that are on­ly heard in soli­tude!”

			
				“One must get alone to find out that he nev­er is alone.” S. D. Gor­don, Qui­et Talks on Prayer

			

			There is an im­por­tant dif­fer­ence be­tween iso­la­tion and soli­tude. Where iso­la­tion breeds lone­li­ness, soli­tude de­liv­ers in­ti­ma­cy.

			
				“Be with me in my si­lence … in com­pa­ny and in soli­tude … Cheer the lone­ly with Thy com­pa­ny and the dis­tract­ed with Thy soli­tude.” John Bail­lie, A Di­ary of Pri­vate Prayer

			

			
				
					“But when you pray, go in­to your room and shut the door and pray to your Fa­ther who is in se­cret. And your Fa­ther who sees in se­cret will re­ward you.”Matthew 6:6
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		Three Insights on Marriage in My Rearview Mirror
Kim grad­u­at­ed the year be­fore I did and was work­ing in Madi­son, Geor­gia. I must in­clude, how­ev­er, that she was younger than I am—she would want you to know. I was fin­ish­ing school with a six-month di­ver­sion to sing at the 1982 World’s Fair. Kim wrote let­ters pro­lif­i­cal­ly, and she kept all of them once we mar­ried.
Now, thir­ty-sev­en years lat­er, I have the bless­ing of be­ing re­mind­ed how we pur­sued each oth­er and God as we ex­plored a fu­ture. To be per­fect­ly trans­par­ent, we were im­ma­ture and had no idea what we were do­ing. As I have healed from my loss, I have read these let­ters from Kim writ­ten to me while we dat­ed long-dis­tance.
She was grow­ing to love me as I was grow­ing to love her. But in these let­ters, I am read­ing of her grow­ing love and an­tic­i­pa­tion of our mar­riage. I am in awe of the gift of love. As I read the let­ters—and con­sid­er where we end­ed up—I was re­mind­ed of a few in­sights that I be­lieve pro­vide pro­found mar­i­tal guid­ance in my rearview mir­ror.
The Bible calls for self­less com­mit­ment. The wise per­son prac­tices com­mit­ment. This is much more dif­fi­cult than a sim­ple sen­tence. How­ev­er, it’s as sim­ple as this sin­gu­lar sen­tence. The night I asked Kim to mar­ry me, she and I had a heart-to-heart on what that de­ci­sion in­clud­ed. Com­mit­ment. For life. De­ci­sive. In my rearview mir­ror, that com­mit­ment made all the dif­fer­ence.“‘This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called “wom­an,” for she was tak­en out of man.’ That is why a man leaves his fa­ther and moth­er and is unit­ed to his wife, and they be­come one flesh.” Gen­e­sis 2:23–24

The Bible calls for un­con­di­tion­al love. The wise per­son prac­tices love. Love has a num­ber of faces and all are valid. How­ev­er, for mar­i­tal love you must tie ev­ery oth­er love to un­con­di­tion­al, agape love. Self­less­ness. Lov­ing the one loved with­out con­di­tions. I love what a Ger­man the­olo­gian, H. W. J. Thier­sch, says to ex­plain the pow­er mar­riage ex­erts over the emo­tion­al as­pect of love:“Mar­riage res­cues love from the tyran­ny of strong but im­ma­ture emo­tions; in mar­riage, we are not the help­less pawns of pass­ing moods, rather we train love to be the will­ing ser­vant of our union” H. W. J. Thier­sch

In­deed, there is emo­tion in mar­riage. But mar­riage res­cues your love from sim­ple, emo­tion­al love. Un­con­di­tion­al love, born of mar­i­tal com­mit­ment, is a gift. As I look in my rearview mir­ror, I do not re­gret my un­con­di­tion­al love for Kim. And I en­joyed the con­fi­dence of un­con­di­tion­al love from her.
The Bible calls for the fruit of love. The wise per­son ful­ly builds an en­vi­ron­ment marked by the fruit of love. There is an en­vi­ron­ment that comes from un­con­di­tion­al love. How­ev­er, it takes in­ten­tion­al build­ing up­on that foun­da­tion of love. Love gives birth to an at­mos­phere that de­fines the mar­riage.“Love is pa­tient and kind; love does not en­vy or boast; it is not ar­ro­gant or rude. It does not in­sist on its own way; it is not ir­ri­ta­ble or re­sent­ful; it does not re­joice at wrong­do­ing but re­joic­es with the truth. Love bears all things, be­lieves all things, hopes all things, en­dures all things. Love nev­er ends …” 1 Corinthi­ans 13:4–8

Love frames mar­riage with pa­tience and kind­ness. Love re­sists en­vy, boast­ing, ar­ro­gance, and rude­ness. It is self­less and is not ir­ri­ta­ble or re­sent­ful. It re­joic­es in truth and does not re­joice in mis­con­duct. Love frames a mar­riage in bear­ing, be­liev­ing, hop­ing, and en­dur­ing all things. Un­con­di­tion­al love pro­vides the con­text for the bliss of the fruit of love. In my rearview mir­ror, I see clear­ly the fruit of love.
Three brief in­sights in my rearview mir­ror re­mind me why the Cre­ator of mar­riage should be trust­ed to build mar­riages. Self­less com­mit­ment, un­con­di­tion­al love, and in­ten­tion­al build­ing out the fruit of love stand as a mon­u­ment to the beau­ty of mar­riage.
“It is not your love that sus­tains the mar­riage, but from now on, the mar­riage that sus­tains your love.” Di­et­rich Bon­ho­ef­fer, Let­ters and Pa­pers from Prison

Note: The re­lease of this en­try, writ­ten over a year ago, is time­ly as I pre­pare for mar­riage near­ly three years af­ter my loss.Com­ments


	
		
			
				Stand Against the Curve

			
			
				“We be­come ab­sorbed in the world of our own ex­pe­ri­ences, thoughts, feel­ings, and opin­ions … We curve in on our­selves.” David Powli­son, Suf­fer­ing and the Sovereign­ty of God

			

			We curve in on our­selves.

			When I read this state­ment, it res­onat­ed. It struck a chord in my mind. I got it. I agreed that curv­ing in on your­self is a dan­ger pre­sent­ed in life—but es­pe­cial­ly in grief. I’ve ex­pe­ri­enced the temp­ta­tion to curve in­ward.

			But so have you. Or so will you. Ready your­selves and stand firm.

			
				
					“But the Lord God called to the man and said to him, ‘Where are you?’ And he said, ‘I heard the sound of you in the gar­den, and I was afraid, be­cause I was naked, and I hid my­self.’” Gen­e­sis 3:9–10
				

			

			By virtue of the Fall, we’re a self-cen­tered lot. All of us. Re­gard­less of our sta­tion in life. Re­gard­less of our race, gen­der, age or po­lit­i­cal views. Doesn’t mat­ter. We tend to curve in on our­selves. Adam sinned and im­me­di­ate­ly he shrunk in­to him­self and hid from God. The old­er I get the more I un­der­stand the pow­er of any ten­den­cy. Habits are strong. De­fault­ing to known ten­den­cies is a re­flex. It’s sub­tle but strong.

			Add the prospect of grief brought on by loss, and the mag­net­ic draw of self-pre­oc­cu­pa­tion is an even stronger ten­den­cy. Left to our own feel­ings, we curve in on our­selves. We be­gin to in­ter­pret ev­ery­thing through a self-cen­tered lens. It’s not the kind of self-cen­tered­ness caus­ing you to be iden­ti­fied by oth­ers as pride­ful or ar­ro­gant. Not that kind of self-cen­tered­ness. Not hubris. It’s more self-pity or feel­ing sor­ry for your­self. Aban­doned. We might say, “My prob­lems are worse than your prob­lems.” Our grief has col­ored the lens through which we see ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery­thing.

			Mar­tin Luther pop­u­lar­ized the Latin phrase “ho­mo in­cur­va­tus in se.” Ba­si­cal­ly, this phrase means hu­mankind is curved in up­on it­self. Luther was pick­ing up on a de­scrip­tion of sin writ­ten about ear­li­er by Au­gus­tine. The ba­sic idea is we tend to­ward curv­ing or turn­ing in­ward or to­ward our­selves, away from God.

			Like Adam, we hide our­selves. It be­gan with orig­i­nal sin. Paul ex­plains it:

			
				
					“For I de­light in the law of God, in my in­ner be­ing, but I see in my mem­bers an­oth­er law wag­ing war against the law of my mind and mak­ing me cap­tive to the law of sin that dwells in my mem­bers.” Ro­mans 7:22–23
				

			

			Ear­li­er Paul speaks of sin as do­ing what one doesn’t want to do and not do­ing what one knows to do. Curv­ing in on your­self. Away from God. As A. W. Toz­er said in The Pur­suit of God, “Sin has twist­ed our vi­sion in­ward and made it self-re­gard­ing. Un­be­lief has put self where God should be …”

			Any ten­den­cy to turn in on and trust our­selves is mis­placed trust, right?

			The idea of turn­ing in on one­self comes in­to crys­tal clar­i­ty dur­ing loss. There is a ten­den­cy to curve away from God. Draw in­ward. You’ll even curve away from sup­port­ive fel­low-jour­ney­ers if you’re not care­ful. You might say, “I just don’t want to be around any­one.” Or “I need to be alone.” This is not to be con­fused with the healthy need for soli­tude. This curv­ing is to­ward iso­la­tion and self-de­pen­den­cy. It’s seek­ing to be an is­land. Alone.

			
				“… our hearts are bent in the wrong di­rec­tion, away from what gives life … it’s ef­fort­less to be mind­ful of self … work to be mind­ful of God.” Matt Smethurst, Be­fore You Open Your Bible

			

			You need to fight the ten­den­cy to curve in on your­self.

			When grief is driv­en deep in­to your heart, it acts as a cen­tripetal force. Ev­ery­thing is curv­ing in to­ward the cen­ter—curvi­tas in se. This is one of those times, among many oth­ers, when we need to lis­ten to Paul and stand against this ten­den­cy to curve in on our­self by fas­ten­ing the belt of truth and the breast­plate of right­eous­ness. Christ’s right­eous­ness.

			
				“Faith looks out in­stead of in and the whole life falls in­to line.” A. W. Toz­er, The Pur­suit of God

			

			Curve to­ward Je­sus.

			
				
					“Stand there­fore, hav­ing fas­tened on the belt of truth, and hav­ing put on the breast­plate of right­eous­ness …” Eph­esians 6:14
				

			

			
				
					“… some have swerved from the faith …” 1 Tim­o­thy‬ ‭6:21
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		Beware of Two Opposite and Dishonest Faces to Loss
“I could strength­en you with my mouth, and the so­lace of my lips would as­suage your pain.” Job 16:5

Loss has many faces. Loss presents it­self in the life of any mourn­er in var­i­ous ways. There are two faces that emerge dur­ing loss, and they are both ly­ing to you and to me. There are two dis­hon­est faces to loss. These two per­spec­tives may come from the opin­ions of oth­ers, or they may come from pres­sure you put on your­self.
Don’tun­der­es­ti­mate the se­ri­ous­ness of your loss. On one hand, you are tempt­ed to dis­miss, di­min­ish, or down­play your loss. Even­tu­al­ly, you feel or re­ceive pres­sure to move on. The temp­ta­tion is to treat your loss as if it’s no big deal. Ev­ery­one else has moved on, it seems, so you need to push your pain be­neath the sur­face. As one per­son told me, “I just don’t want to be a down­er around ev­ery­one.” There is pres­sure—per­ceived or re­al—to down­play your loss and re­cov­er quick­ly.“Peo­ple must process pain and sor­row, not sim­ply ‘let go’ of it.” Ligon Dun­can, When Pain is Re­al and God Seems Silent: Find­ing Hope in the Psalms

Loss is sim­ply not pleas­ant. All we know is life, and we don’t want it to end. We love our fam­i­ly and our friends. We are in­vest­ed in our com­mu­ni­ty and our church. We feel a call­ing to our caus­es. So, on one ex­treme we seek not to think about loss more than we have to think about it. Again, it’s just not pleas­ant.
But be­ware. Don’t make the mis­take of un­der­es­ti­mat­ing your loss.
How­ev­er, there’s an­oth­er dis­hon­est face to loss.
Don’t over­es­ti­mate the se­ri­ous­ness of your loss. On the oth­er hand, we are tempt­ed to crum­ble in de­spair, overem­pha­siz­ing our loss. Your on­go­ing pain over­whelms you, and you de­cide it’s sim­ply too much to han­dle. Re­cov­ery is im­pos­si­ble. You might be tempt­ed to say, “My loss is so much worse than the loss­es of oth­ers.” I was talk­ing to a friend whose moth­er saw no pur­pose af­ter the loss of her life­long part­ner in mar­riage. The out­come of such un­bri­dled de­spair is to give up and give in. Your loss is al­lowed to over­flow and over­whelm your abil­i­ty to live. You couldn’t move on even if you want­ed to.
Loss is top-of-mind. It’s hard not to think about. It’s dif­fi­cult to face loss in a healthy man­ner. It is eas­i­er to fall in­to the trap of de­spon­den­cy where we are over­come by the pain of loss. We sim­ply pull up our an­chor and go where the heart­break takes us. Loss is un­pleas­ant, but it’s un­avoid­able, al­so.
But be­ware. Don’t make the mis­take of over­es­ti­mat­ing your loss.
“By em­brac­ing the depth of … pain we are en­abled to mar­vel at the eter­nal weight of glo­ry.” Dustin Shramek, Suf­fer­ing and the Sovereign­ty of God

Please take note that both of these faces to loss are be­ing dis­hon­est with you. Loss is hor­ri­ble and should not be di­min­ished; how­ev­er, loss is sur­mount­able if you walk by faith and refuse to de­spair.
“Death and grief en­joy a re­mark­able taboo in our so­ci­ety. Not be­cause of their sa­cred and in­vi­o­lable na­ture, rather be­cause of our in­nate aver­sion to the con­sid­er­a­tion of our own mor­tal­i­ty.” Julie Yarbrough, In­side the Bro­ken Heart: Grief Un­der­stand­ing for Wid­ows and Wid­ow­ers

Both ex­tremes come from our ba­sic aver­sion to con­tem­plat­ing our own un­avoid­able death. Again, loss is not pleas­ant. So, be­ware of the two dis­hon­est faces to loss. Do not un­der­es­ti­mate or over­es­ti­mate the se­ri­ous­ness of your loss. Face loss with en­durance and a sober mind. Ac­knowl­edge loss while trust­ing our good Fa­ther.
“As for you, al­ways be sober-mind­ed, en­dure suf­fer­ing, do the work of an evan­ge­list, ful­fill your min­istry.” 2 Tim­o­thy 4:5

Com­ments


	
		
			
				Unexpected Insights Into a Providential Love Story

			
			Prov­i­dence—in one def­i­ni­tion—is de­scribed as time­ly prepa­ra­tion for fu­ture even­tu­al­i­ties. I like that def­i­ni­tion, es­pe­cial­ly when con­tem­plat­ing meet­ing, pur­su­ing, and mar­ry­ing Kim. Fu­ture even­tu­al­i­ties need a touch of pa­tience while wait­ing through time­ly prepa­ra­tion. The dis­cov­ered even­tu­al re­ward is worth the wait.

			
				
					“He who finds a wife finds a good thing and ob­tains fa­vor from the Lord.” Proverbs 18:22
				

			

			Find­ing a wife is an act of prov­i­dence. Well-timed. Let’s just say I came along at the right time, and I know it. Kim was ready for a boyfriend by the time we met. She had dat­ed be­fore, but that makes this rev­e­la­tion even more im­por­tant. Of no cause of my own, I in­ter­sect­ed life with Kim and played the pur­suit game well.

			Over a year af­ter Kim died, I came across a cou­ple of Kim’s old di­aries. I’d nev­er read them, but I fig­ured now I could do so with­out ret­ri­bu­tion.

			Af­ter I met Kim in col­lege, I al­ways told her I wished I could have known her as a younger girl. Fi­nal­ly, my wish came true. I had dis­cov­ered her di­aries for her twelfth to thir­teenth year and her fif­teenth to six­teenth year. Price­less.

			And I learned a lit­tle bit about prov­i­dence, too.

			There were en­tries about school and grades, friends and boys, best friends and chang­ing friends, highs and fall­outs with friends, church and youth group, and the nor­mal top­ics. But then imag­ine with me—for just a mo­ment—read­ing alone at night in the quiet­ness of my own room and stum­bling up­on and read­ing the fol­low­ing words.

			
				“I wish I could get a boyfriend. Ev­ery­body is get­ting one but me! Some­day a prince will come in­to my life.” Kim Plumblee, Jan­u­ary 22, 1976

			

			“I did come in­to your life,” I spoke, break­ing the si­lence in my room. What a pre­cious mo­ment. What a sweet mo­ment. What a gift to me.

			But al­so, what a fun­ny mo­ment.

			I got to peer in­to Kim’s life as she was gain­ing in­ter­est in boys. She was be­gin­ning to no­tice a de­sire to cou­ple. And fast. Fast-for­ward to a mere two weeks lat­er, and she would write more on the sub­ject of her need for a boyfriend.

			
				“I wish I would get asked to our church Sweet­heart Ban­quet. By any­body!” Kim Plumblee, Feb­ru­ary 5, 1976

			

			By any­body? There’s a twinge of grow­ing des­per­a­tion. She was on­ly a sopho­more in high school. God was awak­en­ing her to this idea of boys be­com­ing friends and more than just a friend. She de­cid­ed she want­ed one. Grant­ed, she speaks of hav­ing one as if hav­ing some pos­ses­sion. It al­most sounds like, “I need that al­bum. Ev­ery­body else is get­ting one.” But you have to start some­where. Give her a break—she’s on­ly fif­teen years old. In­stead, look at it from an­oth­er per­spec­tive. In God’s prov­i­dence, he was pre­par­ing her for her fu­ture mar­riage.

			
				
					“An ex­cel­lent wife who can find? She is far more pre­cious than jew­els.” Proverbs 31:10
				

			

			God was pro­tect­ing me for her and her for me. Far more pre­cious than jew­els. His tim­ing is per­fect. If she was grow­ing in des­per­a­tion in Feb­ru­ary of 1976, imag­ine how I was set up for suc­cess by the time I came along in 1981. We met just over five years af­ter this en­try in her di­ary.

			A time­ly prepa­ra­tion for fu­ture even­tu­al­i­ties, in­deed.

			
				
					“Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.’” Gen­e­sis 2:18
				

			

			One added note: This en­try was writ­ten over a year ago. As I re­lease it, I’m now near­ing three years since Kim’s death, and I’m in the mid­dle of a new prov­i­den­tial love sto­ry.

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Why I’m Hopeful—How the Gospel Annihilates Hopelessness

			
			
				“The won­der­ful thing about Christ dy­ing is that he rose on the third day. Not just any man can do that … he’s more than just a man.” Kim Plumblee, April 16, 1976

			

			He’s more than just a man.

			It doesn’t mat­ter who says it. The Bible teach­es it. Preach­ers pro­claim it. In the case of the quote above, fif­teen-year-old Kim Plumblee wrote it in her di­ary in 1976. Bot­tom line: Je­sus is more than just a man. And not just any man can res­ur­rect on the third day.

			His res­ur­rec­tion changed ev­ery­thing.

			In God’s prov­i­dence, he had a plan that was en­act­ed in his­to­ry. Je­sus said, “Fa­ther, I de­sire that they al­so, whom you have giv­en me, may be with me where I am, to see my glo­ry that you have giv­en me be­cause you loved me be­fore the foun­da­tion of the world” (John 17:24). This plan was born in eter­ni­ty past, and it in­clud­ed us.

			
				
					“… even as he chose us in him be­fore the foun­da­tion of the world, that we should be holy and blame­less be­fore him.” Eph­esians 1:4
				

			

			This gospel plan came to pass at a point in his­to­ry be­cause cre­at­ed hu­mankind was not holy or blame­less. A very re­al his­tor­i­cal Je­sus, who lived in Is­rael, was put to death near­ly 2,000 years ago. He died a crim­i­nal’s death ac­cord­ing to God’s plan.

			
				“He it is who came to win me on the Cross of shame …” Frances Be­van, Hymns of Ter Stee­gan and Oth­ers

			

			This gospel brought about the pay­ment of sin. This is a mer­cy to us, God pay­ing a price we owed. Ro­mans 6:23 her­alds, “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eter­nal life in Christ Je­sus our Lord.” The wages we owed were paid by Christ. Grace was giv­en to us as a gift. Grace is de­fined as re­ceiv­ing some­thing we do not de­serve. His grace de­liv­ered to us the gift of Christ’s right­eous­ness to ful­fill the re­quire­ment of his holy Fa­ther. Paid. Gift­ed.

			It’s not the gospel if it has to be earned. Yet, sal­va­tion is not free; it cost Je­sus his life. The gospel in­cludes the birth, life, death, buri­al, res­ur­rec­tion, and as­cen­sion of Je­sus. To quote the hymn writ­er, Elv­ina M. Hall, “Je­sus paid it all …” Fin­ished.

			How­ev­er, sal­va­tion is free to us. Mark this again—if it has to be earned, it’s not the gospel.

			
				
					“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own do­ing; it is the gift of God, not a re­sult of works, so that no one may boast.” Eph­esians 2:8–9
				

			

			The gospel her­alds a free gift. In hu­mil­i­ty and in faith, we turn to God and re­ceive his of­fer of sal­va­tion in Christ. Once this gift is in my hands, I’m jus­ti­fied. I’m for­giv­en. I’m re­deemed. Fur­ther, I am a changed man. I’m made new. Once sim­ply a cre­ation, 2 Corinthi­ans 5:17 re­veals I am now a new cre­ation.

			And here’s why the gospel an­ni­hi­lates hope­less­ness in this life. Here’s why the gospel gives com­fort and con­text to loss. The gospel doesn’t end with my for­give­ness. While it is a gift to be re­deemed and to be a new cre­ation, that is not the best part of the gospel. Yes, we’ve now been made new be­fore God. How­ev­er, his gift, at its essence, is him­self. He made us right­eous so that we have him as our trea­sure. What sort of eter­nal hope is it if I’m sim­ply a bet­ter ver­sion of my­self? The way to God has been forged.

			And this gospel changed ev­ery­thing.

			I’m not hope­ful about tem­po­ral loss be­cause I’m for­giv­en; I’m not hope­ful be­cause I’m bet­ter than I was be­fore. I’m hope­ful be­cause the gospel an­ni­hi­lates eter­nal hope­less­ness. By faith, any loss will pale in com­par­i­son to the eter­nal gift of his pres­ence.

			
				“No longer look­ing to his hand but gaz­ing on his face …” Frances Be­van, Hymns of Ter Stee­gan and Oth­ers

			

			The gospel doesn’t just prom­ise I can see Kim again one day. It prom­ises that I will see Je­sus. The gospel re­unites me with my Cre­ator.

			The gospel changes ev­ery­thing. It an­ni­hi­lates hope­less­ness. That’s why I am hope­ful.

			
				“The sor­row of a loss can lead us to the man of sor­rows be­cause Je­sus is the an­swer to the cause of ev­ery pain.” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy

			

			
				
					“No longer will there be any­thing ac­cursed … They will see his face … And night will be no more … the Lord will be their light …” Rev­e­la­tion‬ ‭22‬:‭3–5
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		On Shed Blood, Testimonies, and Selflessness
“And they have con­quered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their tes­ti­mo­ny, for they loved not their lives even un­to death.” Rev­e­la­tion 12:11

My friend and fel­low trav­el­er, Mike Wall, asked me to pray as he was preach­ing on Psalm 23 one Au­gust Sun­day in Ok­la­homa. He and Van­da were walk­ing their own path of suf­fer­ing. Van­da is in treat­ment for a brain tu­mor. Mike and I are friends be­cause we were thrust up­on each oth­er by pain and loss. Know­ing of my loss, he brought up the dif­fi­cul­ty he faced. I have prayed for him and Van­da ev­ery day. I was com­pelled. Let’s just say that com­fort­ing with the com­fort with which you’ve been com­fort­ed is re­al.
So, Mike’s preach­ing this Au­gust Sun­day re­volved around the un­veil­ing of their faith jour­ney in suf­fer­ing. Ba­si­cal­ly, he was trans­par­ent­ly tes­ti­fy­ing to his faith com­mu­ni­ty. He asked me to pray for him be­cause I un­der­stand loss. I un­der­stand shad­owy val­leys.
I lis­tened in on Sun­day af­ter­noon.
“I didn’t want to preach this pas­sage … I knew I was go­ing to have to be trans­par­ent … I would love some com­pa­ny.” Mike Wall

And ap­par­ent­ly, there­in lies the pow­er. Trans­paren­cy. With fel­low jour­ney­ers. With God. He want­ed oth­ers to wade in­to trans­par­ent wa­ters with him. This is not mis­ery loves com­pa­ny; this is tes­ti­mo­ny loves com­pa­ny.
In Rev­e­la­tion 12:11, we learn that be­liev­ers over­come or con­quer Sa­tan by the Lamb’s blood, by our sto­ries of re­demp­tion, and be­cause we love God and oth­ers self­less­ly. Three im­por­tant lessons.
We over­come Sa­tan by the blood of Je­sus.
Ul­ti­mate­ly, the pow­er de­liv­ered by the hu­mil­i­ty of our Sav­ior squashed Sa­tan’s do­main. Je­sus pulled a pow­er play by shed­ding his own blood. The pur­chase price of hu­man­i­ty’s re­demp­tion was Je­sus’s blood.
“In­deed, un­der the law al­most ev­ery­thing is pu­ri­fied with blood, and with­out the shed­ding of blood there is no for­give­ness of sins.” He­brews 9:22

No one comes to the Fa­ther on his own. The work Je­sus did on the cross over­whelmed Sa­tan. A de­fin­i­tive blow was lev­eled in one con­quer­ing act.
We over­come by the blood of the Lamb.
We over­come Sa­tan by our tes­ti­monies of changed lives.
Je­sus’ blood has to be re­ceived as a gift. Once a per­son con­fess­es sin and re­pents, they are gift­ed sal­va­tion and a tes­ti­mo­ny. They have a sal­va­tion sto­ry. The re­demp­tive act of Je­sus’ death is ap­plied to an in­di­vid­u­al, and a life is changed. As H. Ernest Nichol wrote in 1896, “We’ve a sto­ry to tell to the na­tions …” The shed blood has giv­en us a sto­ry to tell, a con­quer­ing weapon.
Mike Wall con­tin­ued that Au­gust Sun­day as he wove his tes­ti­mo­ny with Psalm 23. He ex­claimed, “We had to de­pend up­on God ev­ery sin­gle minute.” His faith walk raised as a tes­ti­mo­ny to “turn their hearts to the right,” as Nichol con­tin­ues in the hymn. I texted Mike af­ter his mes­sage that there was some over­com­ing and con­quer­ing go­ing on in Ok­la­homa dur­ing his mes­sage.
We over­come by the word of our tes­ti­mo­ny.
We over­come Sa­tan be­cause we de­ny our­selves self­less­ly.
Re­demp­tion by Je­sus’ blood and tes­ti­fy­ing of Christ’s work in our lives lay the foun­da­tion for self­less liv­ing. We love God and oth­ers. We cru­ci­fy our­selves.
“I have been cru­ci­fied with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me …” Gala­tians 2:20

As a re­minder, Mike’s con­text for his tes­ti­mo­ny is a wife fac­ing a tu­mor. It’s time to turn in­ward, right?
Mike shared an ex­pe­ri­ence while jog­ging the morn­ing af­ter hear­ing of his wife’s di­ag­no­sis. Stunned and in shock, he jogged past two guys sit­ting on the back of a truck. When he jogged past them again on his re­turn—as clear as day—God im­pressed up­on him to share his faith with them. Af­ter a brief at­tempt at an ar­gu­ment with God, he stopped and shared his faith. As he jogged away God made known that Mike’s role through Van­da’s ill­ness was to rep­re­sent Christ. That’s his role in this tri­al. Lat­er when Van­da was be­ing rolled in­to the op­er­at­ing room, she told the doc­tor that she was not afraid. Both Mike and Van­da chose to walk by faith and press in­to trust. Both of them chose to be good rep­re­sen­ta­tives—by lov­ing God and oth­ers more than them­selves.
We over­come be­cause we do not love our own lives even when faced with death. Self­less.
Thank you, Mike and Van­da. Our world is full of in­cred­i­ble sto­ries of peo­ple stand­ing firm in faith dur­ing pain, loss, and suf­fer­ing.
Re­mem­ber these three lessons from Rev­e­la­tion 12:11: Je­sus shed his blood. We share our sto­ry. We live self­less lives.
We over­come Sa­tan.
“Re­sist him, firm in your faith, know­ing that the same kinds of suf­fer­ing are be­ing ex­pe­ri­enced by your broth­er­hood through­out the world.” 1 Pe­ter 5:9

Note: This week, on Feb­ru­ary 18, 2022, my fam­i­ly marks the third an­niver­sary of Kim’s death. This tru­ly has been an un­want­ed jour­ney. And there tru­ly have been lessons of hope. I like to be­lieve Kim would be proud of her hus­band and chil­dren as they have faced loss to­geth­er.Com­ments


	
		How Loss Creates a Taunting Play on One Word
“It was a del­i­cate busi­ness to hon­or the past but lean in­to the fu­ture, to re­mem­ber the old but em­brace the new, how­ev­er un­want­ed it was.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Re­vealed: How God Re­deems the Sto­ry of Your Life

Alone. It is a very good word.
When a young man awak­ens to love and be­gins to pur­sue time alone with a young wom­an, alone is a very good word.
I’ll nev­er for­get the evening Kim and I both stayed at a friend’s par­ents’ house. One evening, we stayed up long af­ter ev­ery­one else re­tired to their rooms. We sat on the floor and talked. We weren’t even dat­ing yet. But we en­joyed a one-on-one con­ver­sa­tion. From that point on, I sought alone time with Kim. She was my fo­cus. Alone. Get­ting to know each oth­er.
Alone­ness equals dis­cov­ery.
Wed­dings are known for gath­er­ing nu­mer­ous peo­ple to cel­e­brate and wit­ness the join­ing of two lives in­to a union. While sur­round­ed by the mass­es the new cou­ple longs to be alone. Fi­nal­ly, the wed­ding ends. Away. Alone. Se­clud­ed.
Alone­ness equals one­ness.
Even­tu­al­ly chil­dren are born, bills await pay­ment, and re­spon­si­bil­i­ties grow. Di­a­pers. Clam­ber­ing. De­mand­ing at­ten­tion. Di­a­pers. Par­ents are worn out. Ca­reers. Di­a­pers. Ex­haust­ed. A cou­ple ends their days asleep on the couch with prom­ises of a date night to get away and alone.
Alone­ness equals sur­vival.
Chil­dren grow in­to teenagers, young adults. A new ex­is­tence be­ing es­tab­lished. In­de­pen­dence de­sired. Feel­ing their way. The dance of give and take be­gins—an art­ful skill. Parental re­spon­si­bil­i­ty grows in sig­nif­i­cance. The stakes are high­er. And work or church or com­mu­ni­ty op­por­tu­ni­ties and re­spon­si­bil­i­ties in­crease. Var­ied quad­rants seek­ing your wis­dom or even your avail­abil­i­ty. Cou­ples long for time for each oth­er.
Alone­ness equals san­i­ty.
Grad­u­a­tion. Emp­ty nest. Alone at last. Over the days, weeks, months, years, and decades the mo­men­tum builds; at ev­ery turn you are seek­ing to be alone. And now alone­ness ar­rives. I re­call our last trip alone to Glacier Na­tion­al Park, Yel­low­stone Na­tion­al Park, and Grand Teton Na­tion­al Park for our 35th an­niver­sary with great joy.
Alone­ness equals re­ward.
Alone. It can al­so be a very dif­fi­cult word. I’ve learned.
“… we do not en­ter in­to grief. Grief en­ters in­to us.” Julie Yarbrough, In­side the Bro­ken Heart: Grief Un­der­stand­ing for Wid­ows and Wid­ow­ers

Sud­den­ly, the prover­bial light­ning strikes, and the def­i­ni­tion of alone changes in an in­stant. Or it could be over a gru­el­ing jour­ney in­to ill­ness and loss. Death vis­its un­in­vit­ed. Alone. For re­al this time. Grief en­ters your sto­ry. And you’re alone in a very dif­fer­ent way.
“Two are bet­ter than one, be­cause they have a good re­ward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up his fel­low. But woe to him who is alone … a three­fold cord is not quick­ly bro­ken.” Ec­cle­si­astes 4:9–10, 12

How can one word be both bliss­ful and blis­ter­ing? And just when you are dis­cov­er­ing the def­i­ni­tion of bliss­ful alone­ness, the ul­ti­mate bait and switch is pulled off. The bliss is taunt­ing­ly ex­changed for blis­ters. Blis­ter­ing alone­ness. Death—and the re­sult­ing grief and loss—in­tro­duces you to a new type of alone­ness.
Once you clawed af­ter some alone time as a cou­ple. Now you want to es­cape the un­in­vit­ed iso­la­tion.
Alone. One word. Two very dif­fer­ent mean­ings. A taunt­ing play on a word.
There is on­ly one way to face the taunt­ing na­ture of loss and the lone­li­ness that ac­com­pa­nies it. The deep love of Je­sus is un­chang­ing. Im­mutable. As Robert Grant wrote in his hymn, “O Wor­ship the King,” Je­sus is our “… Mak­er, De­fend­er, Re­deemer, and Friend!” He is our Com­pan­ion, and he nev­er leaves us nor for­sakes us.
He does not leave us alone.
“… he has said, ‘I will nev­er leave you nor for­sake you.’” He­brews 13:5

“O the deep, deep love of Je­sus! Love of ev’ry love the best: ’tis an ocean vast of bless­ing, ’tis a haven sweet of rest.” Samuel Trevor Fran­cis, “O the Deep, Deep Love of Je­sus”

Note: I have just crossed the third an­niver­sary of Kim’s death. In mys­tery and prov­i­dence, this “alone” cy­cle has be­gun again. Next month, many peo­ple will gath­er for a wed­ding for Aman­da and me. Then, we will de­part for two weeks “alone.”Com­ments


	
		
			
				Psalm 89—He Will Not Be False to His Faithfulness

			
			
				“ ‘Great is Thy faith­ful­ness,’ O God my Fa­ther, there is no shad­ow of turn­ing with Thee; Thou changest not, Thy com­pas­sions, they fail not. As Thou hast been Thou for­ev­er wilt be.” Thomas O. Chisholm, “Great Is Thy Faith­ful­ness”

			

			I am so con­flict­ed right now. I would nev­er wish loss on any­one. I would nev­er hope for some­one to ex­pe­ri­ence tragedy or dis­as­ter. Who among us would seek out trou­ble? How­ev­er, once loss, tragedy, or trou­ble vis­its you, pre­pare to be over­whelmed by what God does for you dur­ing your loss.

			
				“Even in our strug­gles, God lays out sign­posts along our jour­ney, re­mind­ing us of His faith­ful­ness.” Matt Carter, The Long Walk Home

			

			There’s a nugget in Psalm 89 that jumped off the page and is a ca­sein-point ex­am­ple for this les­son of how God over­whelms you in loss. He over­whelms you with his good­ness. He over­whelms you with his pres­ence. You’ve been giv­en a painful gift that leads you to hear his voice in clar­i­ty and in pow­er. To un­der­score these lessons more, this psalm was writ­ten dur­ing great trou­ble and served God’s peo­ple dur­ing ex­ile and cap­tiv­i­ty in Baby­lon. Days of great tri­al.

			One morn­ing as I was read­ing through Psalm 89, six life-giv­ing lessons flowed off of the page and in­to my heart. My heart be­came con­fi­dent and in­stant­ly filled to over­flow­ing with re­in­forced, rein­vig­o­rat­ed faith.

			
				
					“… I will not re­move from him my stead­fast love or be false to my faith­ful­ness. I will not vi­o­late my covenant or al­ter the word that went forth from my lips. Once for all I have sworn by my ho­li­ness; I will not lie …” Psalm 89:33–35
				

			

			
				1. God will not re­move his stead­fast love.
			

			This les­son that God’s love stays with us is one of the clear­est of all. I’ve been sur­round­ed by the stead­fast lov­ingkind­ness of God. He’s blessed me in so many ways. Now, don’t hear that I like what hap­pened to me. But I’m watch­ing God care for me in the tri­al.

			Even in pain—es­pe­cial­ly in pain—he does not re­move his stead­fast love.

			
				2. God will not be false to his faith­ful­ness.
			

			We over­com­pli­cate hu­man­i­ty’s re­sponse to the gospel. It’s sim­ply an is­sue of faith. Ei­ther you’ve been giv­en ca­pac­i­ty for faith or you haven’t been giv­en ca­pac­i­ty for faith. To be clear, faith is a gift it­self. We don’t earn sal­va­tion; and even though it’s by faith and not by works, even faith is a mys­te­ri­ous gift. And that mys­tery is what com­pli­cates it for so many. Some want an­swers. I un­der­stand the de­sire for proof. I get it. But that would no longer be faith.

			That said, this gift from Psalm 89 en­thused me. My faith is de­pen­dent up­on him. My faith is a gift from him. My faith is on­ly as good as he is—the ob­ject of my faith.

			Let this sink in: he will not be false to his faith­ful­ness.

			
				3. God will not vi­o­late his covenant.
			

			The Good News is about prom­ises made and kept. God en­tered in­to covenant with us. He ini­ti­at­ed it. There are weeks and weeks of study we could do on this idea of covenant alone. He can’t be false to his faith­ful­ness, and he can­not vi­o­late his covenant.

			He’s com­mit­ted him­self.

			
				4. God will not al­ter his word.
			

			Some of us wish we knew more. The­olo­gians de­bate the ve­rac­i­ty of the Bible. Psalm 89 doesn’t de­bate it. In this chap­ter—like so many oth­er chap­ters—the words spo­ken by God as­sume them to be true. And here he prom­ises that he will not al­ter his word. Prom­ises will be kept. Proph­e­sies will come to pass. The end will come. Peo­ple from ev­ery na­tion will be around his throne.

			He will be with you through ev­ery tri­al.

			
				5. God swears by his ho­li­ness.
			

			Some of us are hard­head­ed. We aren’t quick to catch on. We doubt his love, faith­ful­ness, covenant, and his word. So God swears on his own ho­li­ness.

			God can swear by noth­ing more con­vinc­ing­ly than his own holy na­ture.

			
				6. God will not lie.
			

			If the case for faith is not yet made, God adds that he will not lie. Psalm 119:160 states em­phat­i­cal­ly, “The sum of Your word is truth, and ev­ery one of Your right­eous or­di­nances is ev­er­last­ing.” God will not lie.

			He is by na­ture truth.

			These brief vers­es in Psalm 89 are strong re­minders that God will re­main stead­fast in his love, he will be faith­ful and keep his covenant. He will keep his word and he will not lie. He can be trust­ed to be true to his faith­ful­ness. These gifts from Psalm 89 are crys­tal clear from with­in my ex­pe­ri­ence of loss.

			
				
					“In the same way God, de­sir­ing even more to show to the heirs of the prom­ise the un­change­able­ness of His pur­pose, in­ter­posed with an oath, so that by two un­change­able things in which it is im­pos­si­ble for God to lie, we who have tak­en refuge would have strong en­cour­age­ment to take hold of the hope set be­fore us.” He­brews 6:17–18
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		The Obvious, Foremost Problem with Loss
“Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.’” Gen­e­sis 2:18

God gave Adam a gift. If you’ve been blessed to know the love of a wom­an you know what I mean. God gave Eve to Adam, and he kept on giv­ing the gift of mar­i­tal love from that point for­ward. I can­not speak for wom­en, but hope­ful­ly this gift of com­pan­ion­ship is equal­ly a gift to them.
I’ll not speak for all men or for any wom­en. I’ll speak for my­self. God gave me a gift when he gave me Kim. She lived up to the Proverbs 31 wom­an.
“She does him good, and not harm, all the days of her life.” Proverbs 31:12

Kim did good to me, and she did not do harm to me. She faith­ful­ly lived in our union all the days of her life just as she promised she would do. And this beau­ti­ful love was in keep­ing with God’s de­sign for self­less­ness in mar­riage.
God de­signed that men should leave their fa­thers and moth­ers. God in­tend­ed for men to hold fast to their wives and that their union would cre­ate one flesh. Fur­ther, men are to love their wives as they love them­selves.
“There­fore, a man shall leave his fa­ther and moth­er and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall be­come one flesh. … How­ev­er, let each one of you love his wife as him­self, and let the wife see that she re­spects her hus­band.” Eph­esians 5:31, 33

God cre­at­ed a sce­nario that is mu­tu­al­ly ben­e­fi­cial. Self­less­ness in mar­riage feeds the union—it keeps grow­ing. A hus­band loves his wife and she re­spects her hus­band. Don’t read this as he loves her on­ly and she re­spects him on­ly. Spous­es love each oth­er. Spous­es re­spect each oth­er. I know I re­spect­ed Kim.
This cre­ative and beau­ti­ful de­sign called mar­riage is at the foun­da­tion of the prob­lem with loss. Mar­riage, as de­signed by God, is bliss­ful union. It’s at­trac­tive. It’s idyl­lic. It’s com­fort­ing. It’s re­ward­ing. It’s stretch­ing. He said it’s not good to be alone. If you want a big laugh go back to a post about my first Sun­day back at church a month af­ter Kim’s death. My pas­tor, who was work­ing through Gen­e­sis, came to this clear and un­mis­tak­able les­son. Gen­e­sis 2:18 is pro­found­ly cor­rect. It’s sim­ply not good for man to be alone. Let’s just say the mes­sage was awk­ward. But, it is so very true. Clear. Un­mis­tak­able. Spot on. Be­cause mar­i­tal love is in­tend­ed as a bless­ing. Sep­a­ra­tion is tear­ing in­to two. Mar­riage was to be one­ness. One flesh. Not alone.
“So they are no longer two but one flesh. What there­fore God has joined to­geth­er, let not man sep­a­rate.” Matthew 19:6

To delve in fur­ther to the prob­lem with loss, no one was to ev­er sep­a­rate a hus­band from his wife nor a wife from her hus­band. Em­phat­i­cal­ly, one trans­la­tion states that a mar­riage is nev­er to be torn asun­der. One flesh ripped apart. Painful sep­a­ra­tion. Tear­ing.
It is with­out ques­tion the fore­most prob­lem with loss. Ob­vi­ous. What was brought to­geth­er and grew to­geth­er was end­ed abrupt­ly.
“He has made ev­ery­thing beau­ti­ful in its time. Al­so, he has put eter­ni­ty in­to man’s heart, yet so that he can­not find out what God has done from the be­gin­ning to the end.” Ec­cle­si­astes 3:11

Note: I am en­ter­ing a new mar­riage lat­er this month re­veal­ing I am not afraid of this ob­vi­ous, fore­most prob­lem with loss. Bliss­ful union is worth the risk of loss. I praise God for Aman­da and our up­com­ing union.Com­ments


	
		
			
				An Abrupt Step Upon an Unwanted Stage

			
			
				
					“Keep steady my steps ac­cord­ing to your prom­ise, and let no in­iq­ui­ty get do­min­ion over me.” Psalm 119:133
				

			

			While I was in col­lege, I au­di­tioned to sing at The 1982 World’s Fair. I made the cut and sang in a group called Pow­er­Source for six months. I know. Hard to be­lieve.

			Mu­si­cal parts were sent ahead of time for us to learn, and then we gath­ered two weeks be­fore the start of The 1982 World’s Fair to put it all to­geth­er. It was a pres­sure packed two weeks as we all tried to get to know each oth­er, blend our voic­es, and be­come a group. Added to that, we had to learn our act­ing parts.

			We were to per­form a live staged mu­si­cal. We would per­form on one of two teams and per­form about four or five times each day for six months once it all be­gan.

			As the time ap­proached for the fair to launch, I had a re­cur­ring night­mare. In my night­mare, I stood at the door of the stage ready to run out to be­gin the per­for­mance. My moth­er ap­peared be­side me and asked, “Are you go­ing to get dressed or not?” I quick­ly looked at my­self, and I was not wear­ing any pants. I was about to run on stage—at least in my night­mare—in my un­der­wear. The dream re­curred sev­er­al times as the start date for the fair ap­proached.

			Hor­ri­fy­ing.

			Loss is like that; but, it’s worse.

			Los­ing a loved one is like hear­ing, “Lights, cam­era, ac­tion,” and you find your­self stand­ing on a stage to play a part. For­get­ting your pants is the least of your wor­ries. You don’t even know your lines. A spot­light blinds your eyes. You’ve not re­hearsed for this new role. You’ve not even been told about the new role. The au­di­ence goes silent. You feel as if all eyes are on you. Ev­ery­one is await­ing your per­for­mance, your re­sponse. The si­lence is awk­ward. As you look around this stage you re­al­ize the rest of the cast has stepped back­stage. There are no sup­port­ing ac­tors. It’s a so­lil­o­quy. A mono­logue. A lone per­for­mance. No teleprompter.

			
				
					“Be watch­ful, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be strong.” 1 Corinthi­ans 16:13
				

			

			Pre­vi­ous to that fate­ful mo­ment, you were on an­oth­er stage. You were to­tal­ly com­fort­able with your role. You knew your lines. Mem­o­rized. You knew where you were to stand for your role or even roles. Sec­ond na­ture. Then, in an in­stant, you are thrust on­to an­oth­er stage. You don’t know the lines. You don’t know where you’re sup­posed to stand. A fish out of wa­ter.

			
				
					“Look care­ful­ly then how you walk, not as un­wise but as wise, mak­ing the best use of the time, be­cause the days are evil.” Eph­esians 5:15–16
				

			

			When you face an abrupt step on­to an un­want­ed stage, that’s when faith is the vic­to­ry. Your re­sponse to dif­fi­cul­ty is para­mount. You have to dogged­ly force your­self out of the sto­ry­line of your new role. You have to force your mind out of the pre­vi­ous sto­ry­line. Ev­ery­thing has changed. You have to force your eyes of faith on­to a grander sto­ry­line. You have to rise above the mi­cro-sto­ry and press in­to the macro-sto­ry. You know those lines of faith. You’ve re­hearsed that script through­out your life over the course of days, weeks, months, and years. The Bible has been your guide, and it will now be your guide on this un­want­ed stage.

			You bask in the spot­light of the gospel. You are com­fort­ed by the in­vis­i­ble Spir­it guid­ing you. When you face an abrupt step on­to an un­want­ed stage, you have to press up un­der the shad­ow of his wings. You need God to steady your steps, keep you far from in­iq­ui­ty, and walk with you through the deep wa­ters and flames of an un­want­ed stage.

			
				
					“When you pass through the wa­ters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not over­whelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not con­sume you.” Isa­iah 43:2
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				One Surefire Remedy for Sorrow from Psalm 119

			
			
				
					“My soul melts away for sor­row; strength­en me ac­cord­ing to your word!” Psalm 119:28
				

			

			I was asked a telling ques­tion by some­one af­ter I was well in­to my jour­ney of loss. “How can I get through grief more quick­ly?” I would have asked or thought about a sim­i­lar ques­tion prob­a­bly be­fore I ex­pe­ri­enced loss and grief. So, it’s not a bad ques­tion.

			How­ev­er, it’s a mis­guid­ed ques­tion, at best.

			The ques­tion as­sumes grief is a task or process to be hur­ried. Af­ter all, no one en­joys pain. How­ev­er, I have found that grief must not be hur­ried; grief must be pro­cessed on your own un­hur­ried sched­ule. You are an in­di­vid­u­al, and your grief time­line is per­son­al. Wounds take time to heal. Wounds need care.

			
				
					“This is my com­fort in my af­flic­tion, that your prom­ise gives me life.” Psalm 119:50
				

			

			There is one sure­fire rem­e­dy I have dis­cov­ered. This rem­e­dy is not a sim­plis­tic plat­i­tude. Nor is it a quick fix. It’s much more dif­fi­cult or, bet­ter said, more in­volved. The sure­fire na­ture does not di­min­ish the amount of work it rep­re­sents. But I con­tend, it is sure­fire none-the-less.

			God’s Word is a sure­fire rem­e­dy to make sense of and pro­vide com­fort in sor­row. But that doesn’t mean it’s easy. Back to the ques­tion I was asked. Why did I say that seek­ing a quick res­o­lu­tion to grief is mis­guid­ed? I have learned the jour­ney of grief must be guid­ed by truth. And life is com­pli­cat­ed and se­ri­ous. Loss is mul­ti­fac­eted.

			
				
					“It is good for me that I was af­flict­ed, that I might learn your statutes.” Psalm 119:71
				

			

			The truths of God’s Word have been a balm to my heart. Not to lessen the pain. The pain is very re­al. How­ev­er, God’s truth does give con­text for my jour­ney. God speaks to loss. His sto­ry pro­vides a com­fort­ing salve for your soul for the jour­ney. He meets your pain with his pres­ence through a love let­ter writ­ten to mankind.

			
				“God did not write a book and send it by mes­sen­ger to be read at a dis­tance by un­aid­ed minds. He spoke a Book and lives in his spo­ken words, con­stant­ly speak­ing his words and caus­ing the pow­er of them to per­sist across the years.” A. W. Toz­er, The Pur­suit of God

			

			It turns out that the Scrip­tures meet mul­ti­fac­eted and com­pli­cat­ed sor­row with rich­ness and com­plete­ness. God comes close to you in your bro­ken­ness. It’s ac­tu­al­ly beau­ti­ful, and I stand in awe of God’s om­ni­science. Truth. In­spired words. Prom­ise. Trust­wor­thy.

			
				
					“Let your stead­fast love com­fort me ac­cord­ing to your prom­ise to your ser­vant.” Psalm 119:76
				

			

			Grace and mer­cy flow from God’s mouth to your ear to meet you and to sup­port you. Suf­fi­cient. New ev­ery morn­ing. Peace and hope from the pages of Holy Writ await you when you em­brace and spend time in this sure­fire rem­e­dy. Sur­pass­ing. Un­hin­dered. Love and com­fort over­flow­ing from the love let­ter from God are gifts from our Fa­ther. Stead­fast and lav­ish. Con­ta­gious.

			
				
					“Trou­ble and an­guish have found me out, but your com­mand­ments are my de­light.” Psalm 119:143
				

			

			A melt­ing soul is strength­ened. Af­flic­tion is met with prom­ise. Af­flic­tion pro­vides a path­way for lessons born of his statutes. Com­fort is de­liv­ered by his prom­ises born of stead­fast love. Trou­ble and an­guish are turned to de­light by his com­mand­ments. Pleas—turn­ing to­ward God—are heard and met with the sure­fire rem­e­dy ac­cord­ing to his word.

			
				
					“Let my plea come be­fore you; de­liv­er me ac­cord­ing to your word.” Psalm 119:170
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Wistful Peace and Long Unwanted Journeys

			
			
				
					“For which of you, de­sir­ing to build a tow­er, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to com­plete it?” Luke 14:28
				

			

			I’ll nev­er for­get the day. I wasn’t sure it would ev­er ar­rive, hon­est­ly. But I had been told it would come. Even­tu­al­ly.

			With­in hours of Kim’s death, I had quick­ly re­al­ized that I had a long jour­ney be­fore me. Un­want­ed. But it had al­ready be­gun. With­in a few weeks, I met with Dr. David Fort, a friend and coun­selor. He helped me think through much of what was be­fore me. And one thing he told me gave me some hope. He as­sured me that a day would come when I would ex­pe­ri­ence what he called “wist­ful peace.” I wasn’t con­vinced in my cur­rent state of mind. Feel­ings are a pow­er­ful force to con­tend with in loss.

			Even­tu­al­ly, I looked it up in a dic­tio­nary to make sure I had a good un­der­stand­ing. “Wist­ful” refers to a vague or re­gret­ful long­ing. But what does that mean when us­ing wist­ful and peace to­geth­er? To un­der­stand it ful­ly, you need to take note of some­thing im­por­tant. Wist­ful is one let­ter away from wish­ful. Wish­ful is hope­ful of some­thing to gain. Wist­ful, while look­ing for­ward al­so, car­ries with it a re­gret­ful long­ing about some­thing lost.

			Add peace, and it sig­nals trust for the jour­ney. And peace sig­nals and leads to heal­ing while on the jour­ney. Wist­ful peace rec­og­nizes loss but em­braces a con­fi­dence in the present and fu­ture re­gard­less of how painful or chaot­ic it may be. Wist­ful peace ac­knowl­edges loss—faces the loss square­ly—while ex­pe­ri­enc­ing and en­joy­ing heal­ing peace.

			
				
					“In peace I will both lie down and sleep; for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safe­ty.” Psalm 4:8
				

			

			Again, I re­mem­ber the day. Short­ly af­ter nine­teen months on my long and un­want­ed jour­ney, I was in my house alone. I start­ed singing about the stead­fast love of the Lord. I was tak­ing care of some chore and heard my­self singing about his mer­cies that are new ev­ery morn­ing. It was dif­fer­ent. It sur­prised me, too. Caught me off guard.

			But it was wel­comed.

			Sure, I have wor­shipped in song since los­ing Kim. But not spon­ta­neous­ly. Singing was a wor­ship dis­ci­pline. I sang in church dur­ing wor­ship times. I sang some­times even in my qui­et times. But any­time I sang, it was in­ten­tion­al. I don’t want to say it was forced. It was planned. It was an act of wor­ship, but it was a dis­ci­plined act of wor­ship. Heart­felt but dogged­ly de­liv­ered.

			And then on this par­tic­u­lar day, I heard my­self singing. I had a song in my heart. Spon­ta­neous dec­la­ra­tions of praise out of nowhere. Un­in­ten­tion­al. Es­cap­ing from with­in my heart. The pain, while still very re­al, was vague at times. The pain was dis­tant in some mo­ments. Not top of mind. Oth­er im­por­tant thoughts could al­so in­vade my mind. Oth­er peo­ple. Oth­er call­ings. Oth­er du­ties. Songs. Peace was present.

			I am con­vinced of two things: First, un­want­ed jour­neys must be in­ten­tion­al­ly faced and en­dured. Sec­ond, wist­ful peace comes af­ter a pe­ri­od of heal­ing.

			If you’re in an un­want­ed jour­ney, stand firm and do not wa­ver. Rest on the sol­id prom­ises of God. Trust and obey. Walk by faith. Be­lieve him. Heal­ing will come, and wist­ful peace will vis­it you.

			Vague. Yes, re­gret­ful. But peace­ful.

			
				
					“And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which in­deed you were called …” Colos­sians 3:15
				

			

			Note: This en­try—writ­ten a long time ago—is be­ing re­leased a few days af­ter my mar­riage to Aman­da. How ap­pro­pri­ate!

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Who Transfixes Your Gaze?

			
			While wor­ship­ping one morn­ing, I was re­mind­ed of an im­por­tant as­pect to sur­vival dur­ing grief: It mat­ters where you fo­cus your eyes. It mat­ters where you fix your gaze. Look­ing to Je­sus is for good times and for hard times.

			
				“And I will rise among the saints, my gaze trans­fixed on Je­sus’ face …” Dean Ussh­er, Mar­ty Samp­son, and Ben­jamin Hast­ings, “O Praise the Name”

			

			Your at­ten­tion is di­vert­ed. It’s un­avoid­able. Your mind is con­sumed. Again, it’s un­avoid­able. How­ev­er, you can em­ploy the dis­ci­pline of look­ing to Christ. Re­peat­ed­ly. Over and over fight­ing the bat­tle. And it is a bat­tle.

			
				
					“I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my help come? My help comes from the Lord, who made heav­en and earth.”Psalm121:1–2
				

			

			Some­times, you need an eye lift. Per­spec­tive mat­ters in grief. Again, it’s un­avoid­able for your eyes to be di­vert­ed and drawn to your im­me­di­ate cir­cum­stances. But it is pos­si­ble to lift your eyes to look up­on Christ. It’s en­tire­ly pos­si­ble to train your eyes.

			The na­ture of grace be­comes con­sum­ing. I thought through a great state­ment made in one book I read. Granger E. West­berg says, “It would be stranger still if we could eas­i­ly put aside our grief for rou­tine mat­ters.” I agree with him com­plete­ly. How­ev­er, Christ is not a rou­tine mat­ter. Train­ing your eyes to look up­on Christ will over­whelm grief with gospel hope. Grief may con­sume you, but your gaze will be trans­fixed by the face of Christ.

			Train your eyes of faith.

			
				“If we think on­ly of what lies in the lit­tle dusty cir­cle about our feet we miss the glo­ry for which we were made.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Life dur­ing loss is a con­stant bat­tle to fo­cus your eyes on the ob­ject of your faith and away from loss or even oth­er crutch­es. You have many choic­es to make. You can turn to any would-be re­lief. But eyes trained by faith can have their gaze trans­fixed on Je­sus’ face.

			
				“… the most im­por­tant thing about you is your mind, and the most im­por­tant thing about your mind is what it is fixed up­on.” Dal­las Willard, Life With­out Lack

			

			This is no sim­ple task. One au­thor, H. Nor­man Wright, calls the un­avoid­able im­pact of loss “grief spasms.” He fur­ther de­scribes it as be­ing “am­bushed by grief.” He ex­plains it fur­ther:

			
				“Some re­fer to it as be­ing am­bushed by grief. When it hap­pens, stop what you’re do­ing and deal with your feel­ings un­til some lev­el of calm is re­stored. The more you try to put these feel­ings on hold the more pain you will ex­pe­ri­ence.” H. Nor­man Wright, Ex­pe­ri­enc­ing Grief

			

			Note the in­ten­tion­al­i­ty Wright de­scribes. I agree. A re­peat­ed les­son I have ad­dressed is the dis­ci­pline to ac­knowl­edge loss, face it head on, and deal with it with­in a gospel per­spec­tive. A truth per­spec­tive. And as J. R. Miller has said in his book, The Min­istry of Com­fort, “There is in Je­sus Christ an in­fi­nite re­source of con­so­la­tion, and we have on­ly to open our heart to re­ceive it.”

			And there could not be a more ap­pro­pri­ate re­sponse to a grief spasm or a grief am­bush than to train our eyes up­on the Cre­ator and Sav­ior of all the world for all of time.

			Who trans­fix­es your gaze dur­ing times of dis­ap­point­ment or loss?

			
				
					“Tru­ly, tru­ly, I say to you, you will weep and lament, but the world will re­joice. You will be sor­row­ful, but your sor­row will turn in­to joy. John 16:20
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		Remedial Rehearsal—Time to Practice What You Preached
“How can a young man keep his way pure? By guard­ing it ac­cord­ing to your word.” Psalm 119:9

Grief is a time of role re­ver­sals. That’s an un­der­state­ment. But there’s one role re­ver­sal I was alert­ed to im­me­di­ate­ly—a mere week-and-a-half af­ter Kim died. My son, Paul, asked if he could talk about some­thing with me. Vis­its and fu­ner­als had come to an end, and both of my sons came home with me for a few more days. Ev­ery­one was con­cerned about me; and I’m glad they were con­cerned. I felt loved and cared for no doubt. My boys want­ed to help me get back home and set­tled.
We trav­eled back to my house, and the three of us sat down for the first time af­ter all the events end­ed. I was be­gin­ning a new stage. A new nor­mal. Late that af­ter­noon, we were do­ing what guys do—talk­ing about what we would do for din­ner—when Paul asked if we could talk. “Of course,” I said.
He said, “Dad, I want to know if you have safe­guards in place against temp­ta­tion to use pornog­ra­phy.” I was stunned—but in a good way. My son cared enough for me and my well-be­ing to bring up a dif­fi­cult top­ic. My pu­ri­ty and faith­ful­ness were im­por­tant enough to broach a very pri­vate, even taboo, top­ic. I as­sured him I did have safe­guards in place, but I en­cour­aged them both to have the free­dom to check on me. To hold me ac­count­able.
The shoe is on the oth­er foot.
“So flee youth­ful pas­sions and pur­sue right­eous­ness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.” 2 Tim­o­thy 2:22

“Turn­about is fair play,” they say. The shoe is def­i­nite­ly on the oth­er foot now. For well over thir­ty years, I have taught and chal­lenged younger men, who were sin­gle, to re­main pure. Run from youth­ful temp­ta­tion and pas­sions. Set bound­aries and plan. Walk in pu­ri­ty and in­tegri­ty. Live lives above re­proach.
Well, what goes around comes around. It’s my turn, once again.
Thoughts of pu­ri­ty, sin­gle­ness, and mar­riage came in­to my mind oc­ca­sion­al­ly, and I mulled them over through the next months of grief. I was jog­ging one morn­ing and was lis­ten­ing to my Bible and was hear­ing what Paul wrote about mar­riage. Free­dom poured over me as I heard the fol­low­ing:
“To the un­mar­ried and the wid­ows I say that it is good for them to re­main sin­gle, as I am.” 1 Corinthi­ans 7:8

I re­mem­ber that morn­ing won­der­ing what the fu­ture held for me. But af­ter hear­ing Paul’s in­struc­tion, I re­laxed. I re­al­ized I could re­main as I am un­less the Lord in­ter­rupt­ed my jour­ney and made it clear for me to take an­oth­er di­rec­tion. As I read books on grief, I re­mem­ber con­sid­er­ing the cau­tion against mak­ing any de­ci­sion out of lone­li­ness. Again, it’s time to prac­tice what Kim and I had preached nu­mer­ous times to younger sin­gles. We cau­tioned young men and wom­en that to mar­ry wrong­ly is so much worse than the lone­li­ness of not be­ing mar­ried. Mar­riage is a sig­nif­i­cant com­mit­ment and car­ries im­por­tant re­spon­si­bil­i­ties. Mar­riage is a pic­ture of Christ and his church. That’s a tall or­der.
No doubt on Feb­ru­ary 18, 2019, I re-en­tered an in­tense school. Call it a re­me­di­al re­hearsal. I’ve re­ferred to this jour­ney as an in­tense school­house be­cause that’s what it tru­ly has been for me. Sud­den­ly, I was in­ter­est­ed in top­ics and sub­jects dis­missed long ago. Loss ini­ti­at­ed a time for re­hears­ing re­me­di­al lessons.
The time to prac­tice what I’ve al­ways preached had come around, once again. It was time to preach to my­self.
“Not many of you should be­come teach­ers, my broth­ers, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strict­ness.” James 3:1

Note: At the re­lease of this en­try, I am a few weeks in­to my mar­riage to Aman­da. God, it turns out, did in­ter­rupt my long jour­ney with a price­less gift. And for the record, with God’s grace, I prac­ticed what I preached.Com­ments


	
		
			
				Addressing Your Compulsion to Seek Answers Surrounding Death

			
			
				
					“Cain spoke to Abel his broth­er. And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his broth­er Abel and killed him.” Gen­e­sis 4:8
				

			

			One thing I learned is that var­ied ex­pe­ri­ences of death are sim­i­lar but di­verse. While loss is loss, the cir­cum­stances sur­round­ing a par­tic­u­lar death de­liv­er dy­nam­ics that must be ad­dressed.

			First—to re­it­er­ate—you should nev­er di­min­ish or down­play your loss. Nev­er com­pare loss­es. Your loss is in re­la­tion to your life be­fore your loss and not in com­par­i­son to some­one else’s loss. Sec­ond, how­ev­er, you should con­sid­er the spe­cif­ic dy­nam­ic cir­cum­stances ac­com­pa­ny­ing your loss.

			For ex­am­ple, a long jour­ney in­to loss such as a bat­tle with can­cer brings a long good­bye. It de­liv­ers an­tic­i­pa­to­ry grief. Jux­ta­pose the long jour­ney in­to grief and loss to a sud­den and stun­ning loss. The sud­den­ness de­liv­ers a dy­nam­ic that must be ad­dressed. Then con­sid­er the dy­nam­ics of sud­den nat­u­ral caus­es to sud­den un­nat­u­ral caus­es. Con­sid­er loss de­liv­ered by an ac­ci­dent or a mur­der. Those unique cir­cum­stances de­liv­er dy­nam­ics that must be rec­og­nized and faced. Lay­ers of ques­tions un­fold as you con­sid­er your loss.

			De­pend­ing on the cir­cum­stances, you will face a com­pul­sion to find an­swers. Some an­swers may re­main hid­den for­ev­er. I found there to be a bal­ance that must be struck. A healthy bal­ance.

			
				
					“For ev­ery­thing there is a sea­son, and a time for ev­ery mat­ter un­der heav­en: a time to be born, and a time to die …” Ec­cle­si­astes 3:1–2
				

			

			For us, our loss was un­ex­pect­ed and very con­fus­ing. Kim was healthy. I lived as if I would nev­er have to face her death. Her an­ces­tors lived long lives, one even past 100 years old. Some life cir­cum­stances im­pact ex­pec­ta­tions. Ex­pec­ta­tions are pow­er­ful. While it was a very dif­fi­cult de­ci­sion for me, my chil­dren and Kim’s par­ents want­ed an au­top­sy. We all want­ed an­swers.

			I wait­ed nine weeks for the re­port. Since I had re­quest­ed the au­top­sy, the find­ings were mailed to me. I will nev­er be able to “un­see” that re­port. Painful. Even con­fus­ing. I’ll nev­er for­get read­ing the cause of death: “dif­fuse alve­o­lar hem­or­rhage.”

			That re­port be­gan a jour­ney. Those three words were not very help­ful to my med­i­cal­ly un­trained mind. Nurs­es and doc­tors know im­me­di­ate­ly what that means. I didn’t. I shared the find­ings with fam­i­ly. I shared it with a doc­tor friend who ex­plained the alve­oli are where oxy­gen and car­bon diox­ide are ex­changed in the bronchial sys­tem. It hem­or­rhaged and cut off oxy­gen, and Kim col­lapsed and died. But why? That set me on an­oth­er jour­ney—a com­pul­sion—to find more an­swers. Why did she hem­or­rhage and die? What caused it? I sought to speak with Kim’s doc­tors. One didn’t re­ply. One replied and helped me some­what, but she could not defini­tive­ly an­swer all of my ques­tions.

			
				“Why is not just a ques­tion—it’s a heart-wrench­ing cry of protest.” H. Nor­man Wright, Ex­pe­ri­enc­ing Grief

			

			Even­tu­al­ly, I called the med­i­cal ex­am­in­er who had per­formed the au­top­sy. She could on­ly an­swer what had caused her death. But she could on­ly spec­u­late as to what pre­cip­i­tat­ed the fail­ure of her alve­oli.

			A friend of a fam­i­ly mem­ber was killed in an ac­ci­dent. In their case, there are sim­ply no an­swers for some parts of the sto­ry. In the case of mur­der, you may nev­er learn who or why—no mat­ter how com­pelled you are to dis­cov­er an­swers.

			My ex­pe­ri­ence led me to re­al­ize there are sim­ply some dif­fi­cult cir­cum­stances sur­round­ing death. If you’re fac­ing loss, seek to strike a healthy bal­ance in your quest for an­swers. It’s ab­so­lute­ly nor­mal to seek an­swers. How­ev­er, I found there came a point when I re­al­ized I may nev­er ful­ly un­der­stand what pre­cip­i­tat­ed my wife’s death. Ac­cep­tance is an im­por­tant part of the sur­vivor’s heal­ing and re­cov­ery. You may have a com­pul­sion to seek an­swers but con­sid­er the im­por­tance of ad­dress­ing that com­pul­sion ap­pro­pri­ate­ly. Seek an­swers, yes, but seek healthy ac­cep­tance, as well.

			
				
					“A good name is bet­ter than pre­cious oint­ment, and the day of death than the day of birth.” Ec­cle­si­astes 7:1
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				It Is Appropriate to Lament Our Current Former Things

			
			
				
					“He will wipe away ev­ery tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, nei­ther shall there be mourn­ing, nor cry­ing, nor pain any­more …” Rev­e­la­tion 21:4
				

			

			Rev­e­la­tion 21:4 is a mere forty-four vers­es from the close of the whole Bible. We should take note. This bro­ken world is marked by many good things. Life cre­at­ed by God is a gift. How­ev­er, it is marked by many pains, as well.

			If our Fa­ther has to wipe away ev­ery tear, there is rea­son to be­lieve that time on earth is marked by grief and cry­ing. Death will one day be no more; how­ev­er, while there is life, there is loss. There will come a day when there will no longer be mourn­ing be­cause death will be de­feat­ed. We will not be com­pelled to cry any­more. We will not be over­come by pain brought on by the bro­ken­ness of this fall­en world.

			There’s a rea­son.

			
				
					“… for the for­mer things have passed away.” Rev­e­la­tion 21:4
				

			

			Tears, death, mourn­ing, cry­ing, and pain will be done away with lit­er­al­ly. A day is com­ing when these “for­mer things have passed away.” I love how one ver­sion trans­lates this phrase. In­stead of “for­mer things,” it is trans­lat­ed as the “old or­der of things.”

			Of­ten when I’m on a va­ca­tion or a trip of some kind, I pause to re­flect on how the trip is go­ing. I think about what I did the first few days of my va­ca­tion and plan ahead for what is to come. Tak­ing stock, ac­knowl­edg­ing the map, is a healthy dis­ci­pline.

			Our map in this world is marked by a jour­ney that in­cludes tears, death, mourn­ing, cry­ing, and pain, no doubt. But, take stock of the road it­self. It is a rough road, but it is built on a strong foun­da­tion. It is tak­ing us some­where. There is a des­ti­na­tion. The bumps on this road will one day be no more. The old or­der—tears, death, mourn­ing, cry­ing, and pain—will be for­mer trap­pings.

			
				
					“And he who was seat­ed on the throne said, ‘Be­hold, I am mak­ing all things new.’ Al­so he said, ‘Write this down, for these words are trust­wor­thy and true.’ And he said to me, ‘It is done! I am the Al­pha and the Omega, the be­gin­ning and the end. To the thirsty I will give from the spring of the wa­ter of life with­out pay­ment.’” Rev­e­la­tion 21:5–6
				

			

			Old or­der gone. He is mak­ing all things new. Faith, there­fore, is press­ing in­to and be­liev­ing what is cur­rent­ly un­seen. This new­ness is promised in the midst of all the old and bro­ken. Yes, there are tears, death, mourn­ing, cry­ing, and pain. But his prom­ise is trust­wor­thy and true. In fact, it is done al­ready. It’s the prom­ise of al­ready-but-not-yet. The new is com­ing. Write it down. The dry parched ex­is­tence some­times ex­pe­ri­enced on earth will be met with free wa­ter from the spring of the wa­ter of life.

			
				
					“Then came one of the sev­en an­gels who had the sev­en bowls full of the sev­en last plagues and spoke to me, say­ing, ‘Come, I will show you the Bride, the wife of the Lamb.’” Rev­e­la­tion 21:9
				

			

			Dur­ing loss, we all need to dive in­to the re­demp­tive sto­ry and tell our­selves the sto­ry that is com­ing. It is a sto­ry with an end­ing that dif­fers from our cur­rent sto­ries marked with pain. John, at the end of Rev­e­la­tion, had an an­gel tell him to come and see a Bride mar­ried to a Lamb. If you’re part of the Church, your sto­ry ends with a wed­ding to Je­sus. That beau­ti­ful faith-truth over­whelms painful loss.

			How­ev­er, for now we live in the old or­der. There is pain in these for­mer things. Loss must be faced. Lament is a healthy spir­i­tu­al dis­ci­pline. Je­sus died to con­quer the old or­der of things, the for­mer things. While we live in the old or­der we should lament.

			It is en­tire­ly ap­pro­pri­ate to lament the cur­rent for­mer things that plague our ex­is­tence. Glo­ry is com­ing but is not yet. Imag­ine—in your cur­rent dark­ness—a place of hope need­ing no sun be­cause the Lamb is the light.

			
				
					“And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glo­ry of God gives it light, and its lamp is the Lamb.” Rev­e­la­tion 21:23
				

			

			
				“… I will hold the Christ-light for you in the night­time of your fear …” Richard Gillard, “The Ser­vant Song”
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		Facing Loss in Light of the Whole Armor of God
“Fi­nal­ly, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put on the whole ar­mor of God …” Eph­esians 6:10–11

My friend, Zane Pratt, preached from Eph­esians 6 at our home church, bring­ing clear light to the im­por­tance of spir­i­tu­al ar­mor. We live in a bat­tle. We have an en­e­my. Loss is proof of this tem­po­ral bat­tle with eter­nal im­pli­ca­tions.
“… the schemes of the dev­il …” Eph­esians 6:11

I’ve al­ways thought of my­self as lev­el­head­ed. I’ve tak­en my faith se­ri­ous­ly. I up­root­ed my fam­i­ly when I was about thir­ty-one and took them on what turned out to be a faith ad­ven­ture. We were mis­sion­ar­ies in South Africa and Zim­bab­we. I wit­nessed the op­pres­sion and pos­ses­sion of our en­e­my vivid­ly in Africa.
I still serve to see the na­tions come to Christ by serv­ing church­es. I’m se­ri­ous about my faith. These evil schemes show up in dif­fer­ent ways on this side of the globe. The less con­fronta­tion­al way to put it is we tend to live for our­selves (2 Corinthi­ans 5:15).
How­ev­er, loss put an ex­cla­ma­tion point on the schemes of our en­e­my. His schemes caused a bat­tle that still rages to this day. Death is proof of the fall­out of that on­go­ing bat­tle.
“… to with­stand in the evil day …” Eph­esians 6:13

The goal for us who name the name of Je­sus is to en­dure this tem­po­ral or­deal. Schemes are short-lived. We need to stand firm, and we need the whole ar­mor of God to do it. So, Paul does not leave us with­out in­struc­tions. He lists the ar­mor need­ed to with­stand the evil day. Ev­ery day.
“… the belt of truth …” Eph­esians 6:14

We need to fas­ten the belt of truth. I can­not over­state the val­ue of this one sim­ple act. In the throes of loss, lies seem to have a laser lev­eled at you. I ex­pe­ri­enced a paral­y­sis, a numb­ness. I en­dured con­fu­sion. I had to en­gage in what I’ve learned to be self-talk. You have to preach the gospel to your­self. You have to cor­rect the lies. You need to tight­en the belt of truth around you.
“… the breast­plate of right­eous­ness …” Eph­esians 6:14

I al­so found the depth of loss to be healthy but dan­ger­ous. I felt at­tacked. I felt sin­gled out. I felt I was be­ing pun­ished. To be clear, loss is a per­fect time for in­tro­spec­tion and deal­ing with con­vic­tion. Loss can bring cor­rec­tion; it can be re­lat­ed to the fall, in gen­er­al. How­ev­er, I found a prop­er pos­ture is to seek to open my soul up to learn and cor­rect any­thing in my life. And yet, you must not ev­er for­get that your right­eous­ness is not earned. It is a gift giv­en by our Sav­ior. So, the breast­plate of right­eous­ness is vi­tal pro­tec­tion.
“… shoes for your feet … the gospel of peace …” Eph­esians 6:15

Sur­pass­ing peace is a gift from God. Cheap peace will not do. The kind of peace need­ed in the depth of loss is gospel peace. When fac­ing loss, place the shoes of the gospel of peace on your feet to pro­vide firm foot­ing and pro­tec­tion. “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribu­la­tion. But take heart; I have over­come the world” (John 16:33).“… the shield of faith …” Eph­esians 6:16

Very ear­ly in my jour­ney of loss, I re­al­ized I could not walk by sight. I need­ed to walk by faith. Faith shields against the very at­tacks di­rect­ed your way. Fiery darts are aimed at you, and while you may be ex­pe­ri­enc­ing a ter­ri­ble in­jury to your soul, faith is in­deed the vic­to­ry. It re­al­ly is that sim­ple.
“… the hel­met of sal­va­tion …” Eph­esians 6:17

When I faced loss, I learned to press in­to the re­demp­tive macro-sto­ry. It put my mi­cro-sto­ry of loss in per­spec­tive. I re­treat­ed up un­der the hel­met of sal­va­tion for pro­tec­tion. Sal­va­tion re­al­ly is our ul­ti­mate de­fen­sive weapon. Throw all of hell at me. Throw ev­ery loss at me. Pile them up. And ul­ti­mate vic­to­ry is still ours. Ev­ery loss will be worth the pain when we are in­vit­ed in­to eter­nal life. Our sal­va­tion has been pur­chased and held un­til that day.
“… the sword of the Spir­it …” Eph­esians 6:17

In­ter­est­ing­ly, ev­ery oth­er item of our ar­mor is de­fen­sive. The sword of the Spir­it is the on­ly of­fen­sive weapon. The Word of God is the sword of which Paul speaks. Like Je­sus who coun­tered Sa­tan in the wilder­ness, I found truth cor­rect­ing my think­ing. I found Scrip­ture made sense of my chaot­ic cir­cum­stances.
Fi­nal­ly, we must re­main alert. We must en­dure. We have God’s strength avail­able to us, but we must turn in prayer and sup­pli­ca­tion in ab­so­lute de­pen­den­cy as we bat­tle the schemes of our en­e­my.
Put on the whole ar­mor of God to face loss.
“… pray­ing at all times in the Spir­it, with all prayer and sup­pli­ca­tion. To that end, keep alert with all per­se­ver­ance, mak­ing sup­pli­ca­tion for all the saints … Eph­esians 6:18

“Paul … un­der­stands that on this side of for­ev­er, life is war. … With sin still liv­ing in­side of us, we are still torn be­tween our love for the claus­tro­pho­bic lit­tle king­dom of self and the grand and glo­ri­ous pur­pos­es of the king­dom of God.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies
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		Dancing the Freestyle Dance of Grief
When I was in ju­nior high, my phys­i­cal ed­u­ca­tion class in­clud­ed a for­ay in­to lessons on danc­ing. Ear­ly teenage years for boys and girls—com­bined with danc­ing—cre­ate awk­ward, un­com­fort­able sit­u­a­tions. It’s al­so known as tor­ture. So, I’ve re­al­ly nev­er been a dancer. While I ac­tu­al­ly have tried danc­ing, I’m just not that good at it. Ap­par­ent­ly, lov­ing mu­sic doesn’t nec­es­sar­i­ly make you a good dancer. Sim­ply stat­ed, I’m not good at glid­ing on my feet.
How­ev­er, in one pe­ri­od of our mar­riage, Kim and I took dance lessons so we could be ready to dance at an up­com­ing wed­ding. About that same time, we cel­e­brat­ed our an­niver­sary by go­ing to the Home­stead Inn in the west­ern part of Vir­ginia. This his­toric site has host­ed at least twen­ty-two US pres­i­dents. On our an­niver­sary night we en­joyed a de­li­cious meal in The Din­ing Room, their fine din­ing area. They de­scribe their cui­sine as re­fined and in­flu­enced by re­gion­al tastes. And they proud­ly claim their inn has a culi­nary her­itage.
And there was a dance floor.
Ac­tu­al­ly, Kim knew there was a dance floor be­cause she had talked about us danc­ing. Prac­tic­ing what we’d learned.
I don’t like to dance. Awk­ward. Tor­ture.
How­ev­er, love calls on you to do things that you don’t like to do. And so, Kim and I got out on the dance floor and prac­ticed what we had learned. On­ly one or two oth­er cou­ples stepped on­to the dance floor that evening. So, it was more awk­ward and more tor­tur­ous that you can imag­ine. But we did it. We tried the Fox Trot and the Waltz. Don’t miss that word, tried. How­ev­er, Kim had fun, and so I was glad I had ac­qui­esced to her wish­es. But I was glad when it was over. Again, love calls on you to do some things you might pre­fer not to do.
Lat­er that evening, we were walk­ing down a hall­way in the ho­tel. A wom­an and her moth­er stopped us and asked if we were the cou­ple that had been danc­ing on the floor. Kim smiled, and I sheep­ish­ly tried to hide my smirk. I was em­bar­rassed for try­ing, and now I was about to be even more em­bar­rassed be­cause some­one saw me. My smirk said, “I told you so” to Kim. But then the wom­an said, “You two must be pro­fes­sion­als.” My smirk quick­ly turned to a proud-of-my­self smile. Kim’s re­sponse was less sur­prised, as if she ful­ly ex­pect­ed the com­pli­ment. “Thank you,” she stat­ed mat­ter-of-fact­ly, as if she heard this very same af­fir­ma­tion dai­ly.
I still think danc­ing is awk­ward.
Grief has been sim­i­lar to danc­ing. It’s just awk­ward.
When it comes to grief you have to dance. Re­gard­less of how awk­ward or tor­tur­ous, you have no choice. And you can­not get off of the dance floor. Nei­ther can you stand still. You have to get out on the floor and dance. It’s not a Grief Waltz or a Grief Fox Trot ei­ther. You could prac­tice those care­ful­ly ex­e­cut­ed steps. It is not a pret­ty dance. It’s not el­e­gant nor is it re­hearsed.
Call it the Freestyle Dance of Grief.
You go with the flow. You make it up as you go. Freestyle, in the danc­ing world, is de­scribed as danc­ing with­out chore­og­ra­phy. It’s danc­ing im­pro­vi­sa­tion. It’s de­scribed as spon­ta­neous move­ment—and most im­por­tant­ly, it is said since it’s your own orig­i­nal dance, there is no wrong way to dance the Freestyle dance.
But you must dance. Grief en­ters and you have no choice. You pre­fer to ex­cuse your­self from the dance floor, but grief has in­stant­ly forced you out on­to the dance floor. And it will not al­low you to leave.
My smirk at the dance of grief over time has turned to a know­ing smile. Not pride, so much, but grate­ful­ness. I didn’t sit still. I didn’t get stuck. I got on the dance floor, and I danced the dance. One step for­ward and ten steps back­ward. Grace. Piv­ot to the left. Mer­cy. Slide and duck. Peace. Re­group. Love. Twirl around. Hope. Jump or hop. Com­fort. Make it up as you go. Orig­i­nal. Most cer­tain­ly, it was a Freestyle dance. It wasn’t pret­ty. It wasn’t as dig­ni­fied as a Waltz. It wasn’t as well-timed as the Fox Trot. But I danced. And the Freestyle Dance of Grief is a dance all the same.
And I found the Freestyle Dance of Grief was a dance with a gra­cious and mer­ci­ful High Priest.
Note: As of March 26, 2022, I’m learn­ing a new dance with a new dance part­ner. Aman­da is a beau­ti­ful gift and trea­sure, and the dance is the Freestyle Dance of Mar­riage.Com­ments


	
		
			
				Our Near and Busy Christ

			
			This ti­tle may seem strange. And I agree. So, bear with me.

			Read­ing a book about Christ, I was en­thralled at the idea of Je­sus as our ad­vo­cate. My heart came alive as I thought about this pow­er­ful truth of Christ’s ad­vo­ca­cy. Now to be clear, this book—Gen­tle and Low­ly by Dane Or­tlund—is ad­dress­ing Je­sus as stand­ing in our be­half. He de­fends us be­fore the Fa­ther when we are sin­ful and un­clean—sin­ful on our own mer­it but clean be­cause of Je­sus and his shed blood. We call it jus­ti­fi­ca­tion when we are re­deemed by Je­sus’ pay­ment of our debt.

			
				
					“My lit­tle chil­dren, I am writ­ing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if any­one does sin, we have an ad­vo­cate with the Fa­ther, Je­sus Christ the right­eous.” 1 John 2:1
				

			

			We need an ad­vo­cate to de­fend us be­fore the Fa­ther. Or­tlund con­tends that we keep Je­sus busy. He jux­ta­pos­es in­ter­ces­sion and ad­vo­ca­cy. In­ter­ces­sion is Je­sus’ on­go­ing prayer for his fol­low­ers. Ad­vo­ca­cy is pro­vid­ed on an as need­ed ba­sis. You fail, Je­sus goes again be­fore the Fa­ther to de­fend you. He is your ad­vo­cate. You sin again. Je­sus ad­vo­cates. Or­tlund’s book is fo­cused on Je­sus’ gen­tle­ness. His low­li­ness. His hum­ble, ten­der love. He loves us so much that not on­ly did he die for us, he ad­vo­cates for us ev­ery time we need him to de­fend us.

			Je­sus stays busy.

			But, it oc­curred to me how trans­fer­able this truth is to any time of dire need. When we are sin­ful—with­out ex­cuse—we need an ad­vo­cate. True. This is the heart of the gospel. Sin is a re­sult of the bro­ken­ness of this world. Sin is gen­er­al—our sin. And sin is spe­cif­ic—my sin.

			Loss is re­lat­ed close­ly be­cause it, too, is a re­sult of bro­ken­ness. Ru­in de­scend­ed up­on mankind—the Fall of Man. Bro­ken­ness. Sin en­tered the world. And with it, loss burst on­to the scene. Sin gave birth to death. A bro­ken world de­liv­ers pain and suf­fer­ing.

			
				“Christ, as Priest, acts in time of peace; but Christ, as Ad­vo­cate, in times of broils, tur­moils, and sharp con­tentions …” John Bun­yan, The Work of Je­sus Christ as an Ad­vo­cate

			

			And Je­sus stays busy ad­vo­cat­ing for us who are vic­tims of the loss and bro­ken­ness, the pain and the suf­fer­ing preva­lent in our world. Busy ad­vo­cat­ing for us when we sin and busy ad­vo­cat­ing for us when the bro­ken­ness of the world born of sin plays hav­oc with our lives—our spous­es, our chil­dren, our fam­i­ly mem­bers, our friends, our bod­ies, our jobs, our homes.

			Je­sus is a busy ad­vo­cate.

			
				“His ad­vo­ca­cy rears up when oc­ca­sion re­quires it.” Dane Or­tlund, Gen­tle and Low­ly

			

			Dane Or­tlund goes on to say, “It’s dif­fi­cult to cap­ture the mean­ing of parak­le­tos [the Greek word trans­lat­ed ad­vo­cate] with just one Eng­lish word.” In trans­lat­ed works, it shows up as helper, ad­vo­cate, coun­selor, com­forter, and com­pan­ion. To be hon­est, these are some of the most beau­ti­ful words you’ll ev­er hear.

			Je­sus is busy, yes. But, he’s al­so near. Near as our helper. Near as our ad­vo­cate. Near as our coun­selor. Near as our com­forter. Near as our com­pan­ion. All beau­ti­ful ex­pres­sions of our near and busy Christ.

			
				“Are you walk­ing alone through the shad­ows dim? Place your hands in the nail-scarred hand; Christ will com­fort your heart, put your trust in him …” B. B. McK­in­ney, “The Nail-Scarred Hand”
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				Kim’s Very Good and Helpful Bad Habit

			
			Kim was a pro­lif­ic read­er. Per­haps that’s why she was such a good writ­er—or so I’m told. One mem­o­ry I vivid­ly pic­ture in my mind has her sit­ting on the couch or in bed read­ing. I would call her name mul­ti­ple times to get her at­ten­tion. That girl couldn’t help but be drawn in and en­thralled in a sto­ry!

			How­ev­er, I’m re­mind­ed of a bad habit she had when read­ing. She just could not help her­self. Of­ten­times, some­thing in the sto­ry caused con­ster­na­tion. She didn’t like where it was head­ed. So, she would in­ter­rupt her read­ing, hold her place, and look to the very last page of the book to see how it was go­ing to end. She want­ed to see the out­come be­fore she con­tin­ued. Know­ing where the sto­ry was head­ed gave her enough en­cour­age­ment to be able to go back in­to the sto­ry.

			
				
					“… let us al­so lay aside ev­ery weight, and sin which clings so close­ly, and let us run with en­durance the race that is set be­fore us, look­ing to Je­sus, the founder and per­fecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set be­fore him en­dured the cross, de­spis­ing the shame, and is seat­ed at the right hand of the throne of God.” He­brews 12:1–2
				

			

			I would al­ways make some com­ment about how she was ru­in­ing the sto­ry. But as it turns out, I have dis­cov­ered Kim’s very bad habit is ac­tu­al­ly very good and help­ful.

			Es­pe­cial­ly in grief.

			Es­pe­cial­ly for peo­ple ad­dict­ed to good times. Es­pe­cial­ly for peo­ple with an aver­sion to pain. Es­pe­cial­ly for those who con­sid­er whether they can go on in their cur­rent sto­ry or not.

			Es­pe­cial­ly for me. Mim­ick­ing Kim’s bad habit has helped me to press on.

			Re­al life is full of heavy weight. Even clingy sin. We’re in­struct­ed to run a race—a marathon as it turns out—with en­durance. Life is a long jour­ney. To keep run­ning, we need to oc­ca­sion­al­ly look to the last page of the sto­ry. The goal. The out­come. The prize. The joy.

			Je­sus. Look un­to Je­sus.

			He in­spires us and per­fects us. There was a joy set be­fore him in his jour­ney—a fi­nal vic­to­ry, and he bore up un­der the cross. The cross was a sto­ry plot-twist like no oth­er. The death of Je­sus over­whelms bro­ken­ness. Shame is now de­feat­ed, and joy is de­liv­ered. And he sat down at the right hand of God.

			
				
					“There­fore God has high­ly ex­alt­ed him and be­stowed on him the name that is above ev­ery name, so that at the name of Je­sus ev­ery knee should bow, in heav­en and on earth and un­der the earth, and ev­ery tongue con­fess that Je­sus Christ is Lord, to the glo­ry of God the Fa­ther.” Philip­pi­ans 2:9–11
				

			

			The end of the sto­ry—in spite of the im­me­di­ate pain he en­dured—has him ex­alt­ed on high with a name proven to be above ev­ery oth­er name. Above ev­ery oth­er would-be god. In fact, all knees will bow be­fore this ex­alt­ed One. Ev­ery tongue will con­fess that he is Lord.

			The end of the sto­ry has the Sav­ior hon­ored, the Fa­ther glo­ri­fied, and a mul­ti­tude from ev­ery peo­ple, tribe, and lan­guage be­fore the throne. Peo­ple re­deemed. God wor­shipped. Fin­ished.

			
				
					“… a great mul­ti­tude that no one could num­ber, from ev­ery na­tion, from all tribes and peo­ples and lan­guages, stand­ing be­fore the throne …” Rev­e­la­tion 7:9
				

			

			Pain is re­al. Bro­ken­ness is ev­er-present. Loss is dev­as­tat­ing. But don’t close the book too soon. Learn a les­son from Kim. Her very help­ful bad habit will in­spire faith, hope, and en­durance. Go ahead and look at the end of the sto­ry. Look at the last page. Look at those last vers­es.

			Suf­fer­ing may ac­com­pa­ny your life now, but the end of the sto­ry tells you that Je­sus is com­ing. Then go back in­to your sto­ry and cry out in your low mo­ments, “Come, Lord Je­sus!” By faith, rest in the grace of Je­sus that is yours now.

			In the mid­dle of a sto­ry, it turns out that Kim’s bad habit is very good and help­ful. The end of the sto­ry says, “Amen.” So be it. It is done, and all will be well.

			
				
					“He who tes­ti­fies to these things says, ‘Sure­ly I am com­ing soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Je­sus! The grace of the Lord Je­sus be with all. Amen.” Rev­e­la­tion 22:20–21
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				How Steadfastness Is Born Out of Our Trials and His Inexhaustible Love

			
			To be stead­fast is to be like God. I now know it more com­plete­ly than at any oth­er time in my life.

			
				
					“Count it all joy, my broth­ers, when you meet tri­als of var­i­ous kinds, for you know that the test­ing of your faith pro­duces stead­fast­ness. And let stead­fast­ness have its full ef­fect, that you may be per­fect and com­plete, lack­ing in noth­ing.”James1:2–4
				

			

			Once thrust in­to loss, one of the re­ver­ber­at­ing themes was I had to trust the stead­fast love of the Lord. I was told that his stead­fast love nev­er ceased. I was des­per­ate, and I be­lieved it. Pressed in­to it. Re­lied up­on it.

			One Sun­day I shared my sto­ry and spoke out of Psalm 89 in my home church. I re­mem­ber stat­ing em­phat­i­cal­ly, “If your cir­cum­stances are telling you that he has re­moved his stead­fast love from you, your cir­cum­stances are ly­ing to you.” I be­lieve that more as my jour­ney goes on. I al­so be­lieve it is im­por­tant to coach your­self to be­lieve it more and more as time pro­gress­es. Paul tells us God is faith­ful be­cause he can­not de­ny him­self (2 Tim­o­thy 2:13). He is trust­wor­thy. De­pend­able. Un­chang­ing.

			
				“I drink of the depths of the love of Heav­en, the mighty, ex­haust­less tide. ‘Drink, drink abun­dant­ly, O beloved! I was smit­ten, ac­cursed for thee.’ O lips as lilies, O mouth most sweet, that tell Thy heart to me!” Frances Be­van, Hymns of Ter Stee­gan and Oth­ers

			

			James opens his book by telling us that a goal in our lives is stead­fast­ness. To be stead­fast is to be like God. It is to be like Christ. And what is it that gives birth to stead­fast­ness? James tell us that var­i­ous tri­als de­liv­er stead­fast­ness. Test­ing de­liv­ers. So, it fol­lows that if I want stead­fast­ness, I need to rest in his stead­fast­ness dur­ing dif­fi­cult times. My stead­fast­ness comes from dogged­ly trust­ing him, es­pe­cial­ly in tough times. No mat­ter what I face. Tri­als give birth to stead­fast­ness in my life.

			
				
					“Blessed is the man who re­mains stead­fast un­der tri­al, for when he has stood the test he will re­ceive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him.”James1:12
				

			

			As we are told in Psalm 89, God can­not be false to his faith­ful­ness (Psalm 89:33). So, in that dec­la­ra­tion, we can stand strong. He is stead­fast so we can press in­to his lav­ish love and rest as­sured­ly. Trust in him in and through any tri­al. And you’ll be blessed if you re­main stead­fast. Stand the test and re­ceive a crown of life. God prom­ises this gift of glo­ri­fi­ca­tion—made per­fect in eter­ni­ty with him.

			This truth, this foun­da­tion, can project con­fi­dence in­to your present jour­ney. Re­gard­less of the depth of your pain, his stead­fast love nev­er ceas­es. He can­not be false to his faith­ful­ness. He can be trust­ed. He is the on­ly one who can be ful­ly trust­ed. There­fore, blessed are you if you re­main stead­fast un­der your present tri­al. You will be re­ward­ed for your Christ-like re­sponse to pain and loss.

			James goes on in his first chap­ter to give some fur­ther in­struc­tion. In light of count­ing it all joy and re­main­ing stead­fast un­der tri­als and in light of the promised bless­ing and crown, we are to put away all filth­i­ness. We are to run from ram­pant wicked­ness.

			In­stead, we are to re­ceive the im­plant­ed, de­liv­ered word with all meek­ness.

			
				
					“There­fore put away all filth­i­ness and ram­pant wicked­ness and re­ceive with meek­ness the im­plant­ed word, which is able to save your souls.”James1:21
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				No Shadow of Turning in Any of Life’s Circumstances

			
			
				“… the rich­est and deep­est and most prof­itable ex­pe­ri­ences we had in this world were those which were gained in the very roads from which we shrink back with dread.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			When tragedy strikes, you don’t en­ter grief; in­stead, grief en­ters you. That state­ment de­liv­ers in­sight to help us un­der­stand un­want­ed jour­neys. When grief en­ters, it is not dis­sim­i­lar to an ar­row lodg­ing in your soul. It’s an in­jury. And it’s good to med­i­cate the pain of tragedy with time­less truths that are not sub­ject to the vi­cis­si­tudes of cir­cum­stances.

			The stead­fast love of the Lord nev­er ceas­es.

			If you sub­mit to God’s word, sim­ple prom­ises such as this one serve as med­i­ca­tion, a balm for a wound­ed soul.

			Jer­ry Sittser, in his book, A Grace Re­vealed, con­tends that cir­cum­stances play a lim­it­ed role in your life. Your life is a sto­ry, but var­i­ous cir­cum­stances are mere­ly props in the sto­ry. Sim­ply put, they pro­vide scene and set­ting for the sto­ry of your life as it un­folds as a part of an even larg­er re­demp­tive sto­ry arc. Don’t miss this: your sto­ry is a sub-sto­ry to a larg­er sto­ry.

			Sittser re­counts how ear­ly desert fa­thers and moth­ers sought to be spir­i­tu­al­ly am­bidex­trous. There are proac­tive and re­ac­tive as­pects to life. You have to learn to re­spond and piv­ot. For ex­am­ple, I chose to proac­tive­ly get mar­ried; but, I had to re­ac­tive­ly re­bound from the loss of my wife. These ear­ly desert fa­thers and moth­ers em­braced pros­per­i­ty—while seek­ing to avoid care­less­ness; and they em­braced ad­ver­si­ty—while seek­ing to avoid de­spair. Both pros­per­i­ty and ad­ver­si­ty act sim­ply as the back­drop to and props on a stage on which God writes a beau­ti­ful re­demp­tive sto­ry. In short, Sittser claims cir­cum­stances are neu­tral—like props, they sim­ply pro­vide scene and set­ting through which God re­deems the sto­ry of your life. Fur­ther, your sto­ry is part of a larg­er, more im­por­tant sto­ry arc, the re­demp­tive sto­ry.

			
				“Some­times pros­per­i­ty is ten­fold more dam­ag­ing to us than sharp ad­ver­si­ty.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			On the sur­face, cir­cum­stances do not tell the whole sto­ry. William Cow­per un­der­stood this neu­tral­i­ty re­gard­ing cir­cum­stances. In his hymn, “God Moves in a Mys­te­ri­ous Way,” he states, “Judge not the Lord by fee­ble sense, but trust him for his grace; be­hind a frown­ing prov­i­dence he hides a smil­ing face.” This is so very help­ful. The is­sue at hand is trust. Be­lief. Dogged­ly hold­ing on by faith. Not sight. Not proof. It is fee­ble sense—tem­po­ral­ly wise at best—to run from dif­fi­cult cir­cum­stances. In­stead, we should em­brace the eter­nal na­ture and truth of God’s suf­fi­cient grace. Why? Be­cause we know—by faith and not by sight—that what seems to look like a tem­po­ral frown hides an eter­nal smile.

			
				“The clouds ye so much dread are big with mer­cy, and shall break in bless­ings on your head.” William Cow­per, “God Moves in a Mys­te­ri­ous Way”

			

			Dread­ed clouds—any loss of any kind—are full of God’s ev­ery morn­ing mer­cies. Stand by faith and al­low the bless­ings of grace to burst open over your head. This truth de­liv­ers such com­fort. An­oth­er way to say it, the stead­fast love of the Lord nev­er ceas­es. His mer­cies nev­er end, and they are new ev­ery sin­gle morn­ing.

			I can plant my feet on the foun­da­tion of his stead­fast love.

			Thomas Obe­di­ah Chisholm said it well when in the hymn, “Great Is Thy Faith­ful­ness,” he wrote, “Thou changest not, Thy com­pas­sions, they fail not. As Thou hast been Thou for­ev­er wilt be.” He does not change.

			Re­gard­less of the cir­cum­stances you face, are you am­bidex­trous? Can you em­brace pros­per­i­ty with­out be­ing care­less? Can you em­brace ad­ver­si­ty with­out plum­met­ing in­to de­spair?

			There is no shad­ow of turn­ing with God, re­gard­less of the cir­cum­stances you face.

			
				“ ‘Great is Thy faith­ful­ness,’ O God my Fa­ther, There is no shad­ow of turn­ing with Thee … Morn­ing by morn­ing new mer­cies I see; All I have need­ed Thy hand hath pro­vid­ed—‘Great is Thy faith­ful­ness,’ Lord, un­to me!” Thomas Obe­di­ah Chisholm, “Great Is Thy Faith­ful­ness”

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				How Plentiful Redemption Speaks Directly to the Fog of Loss

			
			
				
					“… with the Lord there is stead­fast love, and with him is plen­ti­ful re­demp­tion.” Psalm 130:7
				

			

			I have come face-to-face with the mean­ings of the words suf­fi­cient, new, and sur­pass­ing. But I did not want to learn these ad­jec­tives ex­pe­ri­en­tial­ly. I guess I pre­ferred sim­ply be­liev­ing them to be true. More com­fort­able at a dis­tance. I don’t like need­ing to heal. I don’t like loss. I didn’t want to need sup­port. Un­der­state­ments, no doubt.

			A bro­ken world de­liv­ers un­want­ed jour­neys. Un­want­ed grief comes in all shapes and sizes. If I can re­peat one les­son it is that loss is loss. So don’t di­min­ish or side­step your loss. In the church, we do not do a very good job in help­ing peo­ple face var­ied loss­es with hope. To side­step the top­ic of loss is to side­step the top­ic of bro­ken­ness. If you ig­nore the ill­ness, you do not seek a doc­tor (Mark 2:17). Face the bro­ken­ness and find the hope-filled cure. To side­step the top­ic of loss or bro­ken­ness is to side­step the top­ic of re­demp­tion.

			
				
					“But we do not want you to be un­in­formed, broth­ers, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as oth­ers do who have no hope.” 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 4:13
				

			

			Bet­ter said, those not cur­rent­ly car­ry­ing the weight of loss do not rec­og­nize the depth or breadth of loss when oth­ers ex­pe­ri­ence it. Loss can be per­va­sive and all-con­sum­ing; how­ev­er, it is not to be en­dured with­out hope. Thick, yes. Fog­gy, yes. How­ev­er, we need to learn how to face the fog of loss and help oth­ers face it, as well. And the gospel makes ob­so­lete the need to hide or avoid the ex­is­tence of loss. Again, to side­step the top­ic of loss or bro­ken­ness is to side­step the top­ic of re­demp­tion.

			
				“… we some­how have the im­pres­sion that grief is out of place in our so­ci­ety. We con­duct a qui­et con­spir­a­cy of si­lence against it.” Granger E. West­berg, Good Grief

			

			It’s time to speak up about God’s an­swers to grief. In a bro­ken world that gives rise to un­want­ed jour­neys, the gospel gives mean­ing and an­swers to loss. The gospel com­mu­ni­cates res­ur­rec­tion pow­er. So, even when I don’t want to have to ex­pe­ri­ence and learn about words like suf­fi­cient—which pairs well with grace, new—which pairs well with mer­cies, and sur­pass­ing—which pairs well with peace, I know them to be true. I knew it be­fore, but now I know them to be true ex­pe­ri­en­tial­ly—re­al­i­ty added to the­o­ry. Prac­ti­cal and ex­pe­ri­enced. Je­sus takes grace, mer­cy, and peace and de­liv­ers them per­son­al­ly to you. In abun­dance.

			
				“You may feel lone­ly, but you’re not alone.” H. Nor­man Wright, Ex­pe­ri­enc­ing Grief

			

			Suf­fi­cient grace, new mer­cies, and sur­pass­ing peace re­sult from the un­ri­valed ben­e­fits of the re­demp­tive sto­ry. As Psalm 130:7 states, “… with the Lord there is stead­fast love, and with him is plen­ti­ful re­demp­tion.”

			Plen­ti­ful re­demp­tion. Stead­fast love.

			The word plen­ti­ful com­mu­ni­cates the idea of abun­dance or large quan­ti­ties. Over­flow­ing. Words such as rich and lav­ish come to mind. His re­demp­tion is plen­ti­ful. More than enough.

			
				“The hope of all who seek Him, the help of all who find, none oth­er is so lov­ing, so good and kind.” Al­fred H. Ack­ley, “He Lives”

			

			Hope and help are co­pi­ous when you turn to Christ dur­ing loss. He is lov­ing, good, and kind to the one who mourns in the con­text of the gospel. He is faith­ful and can be trust­ed. Our task is to sim­ply hold fast and rev­el in his plen­ti­ful re­demp­tion.

			
				
					“Let us hold fast the con­fes­sion of our hope with­out wa­ver­ing, for he who promised is faith­ful.” He­brews10:23
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				Taking Your Thoughts Captive: The Antidote to Stinking Thinking

			
			
				“Left unat­tend­ed, our brains can be dan­ger­ous places!” Boyd Bai­ley, The Spir­i­tu­al Life of a Lead­er

			

			Ear­ly in grief, I wrote about con­fused think­ing. My per­cep­tions and thoughts were warped and dis­tort­ed. Your thoughts, too, will be a bit crazy. It’s es­pe­cial­ly true the more shock­ing your ex­pe­ri­ence of loss. Shock­ing loss plays games with your mind. You learn your thoughts, left to them­selves, run in all sorts of di­rec­tions and if any­one knew what you were think­ing at the time, they would be con­cerned for you. In essence, you’re deal­ing with stink­ing think­ing.

			I re­mem­ber think­ing with­in hours of Kim’s death that I could walk out the door of my house, drive to the air­port, move to Africa again, and peo­ple prob­a­bly wouldn’t know I had done it. To be clear, the crazy part was not about mov­ing to Africa, but that I thought no one would have known I had done it. As an aside, mov­ing to Africa was one of the most won­der­ful de­ci­sions we ev­er made as a fam­i­ly. But I di­gress …

			I had re­cur­ring thoughts on a few oc­ca­sions that if I just stood firm in this test that all would re­turn to nor­mal af­ter some un­de­ter­mined time. Se­cret­ly, with­out any re­al or valid con­fi­dence, I had this idea that re­turn­ing to nor­mal meant ev­ery­thing would re­turn to how it had been. In­clud­ing Kim back in full health. Not help­ful think­ing at all.

			In fact, it is stink­ing think­ing.

			You need to take your thoughts cap­tive. All the time but def­i­nite­ly dur­ing grief.

			
				
					“We de­stroy ar­gu­ments and ev­ery lofty opin­ion raised against the knowl­edge of God, and take ev­ery thought cap­tive to obey Christ …” 2 Corinthi­ans 10:5
				

			

			There are ar­gu­ments and opin­ions cir­cling in your mind that are not healthy. It’s that sim­ple. It’s al­so that com­pli­cat­ed. Paul, in 2 Corinthi­ans 10:5, warns against knowl­edge that is raised up against God. Your wild and dis­tort­ed thoughts may not be ar­gu­ments or opin­ions aimed against God and his right­eous ways, but they can most as­sured­ly cause you to miss the mark of wis­dom. You need to pa­tient­ly wait for emo­tion­al heal­ing; but in the mean­time, you need to take your thoughts cap­tive.

			Take ev­ery thought cap­tive to obey Christ.

			If you back up a cou­ple of vers­es for con­text, you learn that Paul is speak­ing of spir­i­tu­al war­fare—wag­ing war and de­stroy­ing strongholds.

			
				
					“For though we walk in the flesh, we are not wag­ing war ac­cord­ing to the flesh. For the weapons of our war­fare are not of the flesh but have di­vine pow­er to de­stroy strongholds.” 2 Corinthi­ans 10:3–4
				

			

			So, while this is a dif­fer­ent con­text than the con­fu­sion of grief, my ex­pe­ri­ence taught me that you’re vul­ner­a­ble to mis­takes. Look around and you will see men and wom­en who made mis­takes based on stink­ing think­ing af­ter ma­jor loss.

			I am grate­ful I was sur­round­ed by men who coun­seled me. I am grate­ful to the grace and mer­cy of God. Bib­li­cal lament be­gins with turn­ing to God and ends with trust.

			
				
					“Oh that my ways may be stead­fast in keep­ing your statutes! Then I shall not be put to shame, hav­ing my eyes fixed on all your com­mand­ments.” Psalm 119:5–6
				

			

			In the con­text of stead­fast ways and not be­ing put to shame, you can cleanse your mind from sil­ly myths (1 Tim­o­thy 4:7) or oth­er stink­ing think­ing. I found that ex­po­sure to God’s Word and qui­et time in God’s pres­ence clar­i­fied—and cap­ti­vat­ed—my thoughts.

			
				“A pure mind grows from our in­ti­mate en­coun­ters with Je­sus.” Boyd Bai­ley, The Spir­i­tu­al Life of a Lead­er
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				Brokenness Is More Dire Than You Knew

			
			Loss de­liv­ered grief to my doorstep. Grief, though un­in­vit­ed, en­tered my sto­ry­line. Bro­ken­ness is like an un­wel­comed yet ev­er-present guest. Painful loss forced me to come face-to-face with the ef­fects of the Fall of Man. Again. When you ex­pe­ri­ence a sig­nif­i­cant loss, the grief does not leave you alone. For a long time. And I’ve con­clud­ed it’s ug­ly. Very ug­ly.

			Like sin and evil.

			As I con­tin­ue to delve in­to bro­ken­ness, I see that God agrees with me. Or bet­ter said, I agree with him. Loss is hor­ri­ble. You’re tempt­ed to de­flect at­ten­tion. Down­play your loss. You don’t want to mess up ev­ery­one else’s per­fect life. You don’t want to be a down­er all the time. But ig­nor­ing your loss, as I have learned, would be a mas­sive mis­take.

			When I saw bro­ken­ness in my life, I saw more clear­ly that the en­tire world is bro­ken.

			
				
					“You are not your own, for you were bought with a price.” 1 Corinthi­ans 6:19–20
				

			

			Bro­ken­ness is worse than I knew. Dire.

			I was sim­ply un­aware. Bet­ter said, I knew it in my head but not so sure I knew it in my heart. Know­ing it and feel­ing its weight are not the same.

			Bro­ken­ness is all around us. We’re in­fect­ed with it be­cause the world is held cap­tive to the ef­fects of sin. Death. Pain. Crime. Hate. Loss. Ac­ci­dents. Strife. Dis­as­ters. I could go on.

			Bro­ken­ness is more dire, more in­sid­i­ous than I knew.

			
				
					“For he him­self is our peace … that he might cre­ate in him­self one new man in place of the two, so mak­ing peace, and might rec­on­cile us both to God in one body through the cross, there­by killing the hos­til­i­ty.” Eph­esians 2:14–16
				

			

			Dive deep in­to loss and, even­tu­al­ly, you come to com­pre­hend that the cross of Je­sus Christ is the price paid to over­whelm the loss and bro­ken­ness of the world. The vic­to­ry is al­ready-but-not-yet. We live in the here-and-now. The world is a painful place. The world is pain-filled. Loss is de­bil­i­tat­ing at times. Some pain is worse than oth­ers, but it’s all loss. And it’s ev­ery­where.

			
				“There is no more com­fort­ing mes­sage in the world than the one preached from the cross of Je­sus Christ, and there are no more pow­er­ful prom­ises of trans­for­ma­tion than those found in the grace of that cross.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			The temp­ta­tion is to pull away from loss. The ten­den­cy for most is to put a pre­ma­ture ban­dage on the wound. It’s eas­i­er to di­vert your at­ten­tion and think hap­pi­er thoughts. But stay with the loss, get com­fort­able with it, and you will learn a les­son.

			Bro­ken­ness is more dire, more in­sid­i­ous than you knew.

			As you dive deep­er to face and process your loss, your eyes are some­how lift­ed, and you see the ex­po­nen­tial bro­ken­ness across the world. In an amaz­ing twist, your eyes are lift­ed from your own prob­lems. The pain in your lo­cale comes in­to fo­cus. Bro­ken­ness around the world is clear­er. The re­porters de­liv­er news re­ports about it. In­com­pre­hen­si­ble pain sur­rounds us. Con­flict is ev­i­dent. Ha­tred spills out. Hunger. War. Dis­ease.

			At first you didn’t even re­al­ly no­tice the bro­ken­ness of the world. But then, the bro­ken­ness of the world vis­its you per­son­al­ly. And as you press in­to your own loss to heal, you see that it’s a world­wide pan­dem­ic of bro­ken­ness and loss. Per­va­sive. Unim­ped­ed. The loss of the world is over­whelm­ing. And it’s so bad it cost Je­sus his life. The cross was nec­es­sary be­cause bro­ken­ness is so dire.

			The bro­ken­ness is more dire than you knew.

			The bro­ken­ness of the world re­quired the gospel sto­ry, the Son of God, and the cross to over­whelm it.

			
				
					“By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the broth­ers.” 1 John 3;16
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				Does God Mock at the Calamity of the Innocent?

			
			Job makes a dis­turb­ing dec­la­ra­tion; yet, I un­der­stand what he’s ex­pe­ri­enc­ing. Sud­den death. Shock­ing. I have felt his pain. God is bring­ing restora­tion to me—I’m heal­ing. How­ev­er, you still have vivid mem­o­ries. You re­call that mo­ment. Job hints at a sense of aban­don­ment. I un­der­stand. Loss is ex­cru­ci­at­ing, con­fus­ing. And lat­er, you cringe at the mem­o­ry of the shock­ing na­ture of the tragedy. It comes over you.

			
				
					“When dis­as­ter brings sud­den death, he mocks at the calami­ty of the in­no­cent.” Job 9:23
				

			

			I dif­fer with Job’s ac­cu­sa­tion, in Job 9:23, that God mocks at the mis­for­tune of the guilt­less. His flawed state­ment errs in two as­pects: First, God doesn’t taunt us; and sec­ond, we aren’t in­no­cent. Job’s state­ment is sim­ply with­out de­fense.

			But why?

			
				First, God does not mock at the tragedies of those ex­pe­ri­enc­ing bro­ken­ness.
			

			The psalms of lament be­gin with com­plaint and end with trust. Even be­fore an an­swer is giv­en. God is good, and his per­ceived mock­ing points in­stead to the dire state of bro­ken­ness it­self. Bro­ken­ness is what mocks us. Our en­e­my de­rides us. Evil taunts us.

			God agrees with our com­plaint. It’s as­tound­ing, I know. As I have poured out my heart in prayers of lament, I have heard the Spir­it say that the re­demp­tive sto­ry her­alds the Trin­i­ty’s agree­ment with com­plaint. God would de­scribe to any mourn­er that bro­ken­ness is so hor­ri­ble, un­speak­able, and hideous he had to send his Son to over­whelm that bro­ken­ness. Paul ex­plains, “He has de­liv­ered us from the do­main of dark­ness and trans­ferred us to the king­dom of his beloved Son …” (Colos­sians 1:13–14). Sin and bro­ken­ness en­tered the world. We are vic­tims of this evil sys­tem, and, at the same time, we are evil. Bro­ken­ness in ev­ery form en­tered our world with the en­trance of sin.

			
				
					“The Lord is near to the bro­ken­heart­ed and saves the crushed in spir­it.” Psalm 34:18
				

			

			God does not mock at our calami­ty. Yet, this re­al­i­ty of bro­ken­ness born of sin leads us to the sec­ond er­ror in Job’s dec­la­ra­tion.

			
				Sec­ond, none are in­no­cent. Job wasn’t guilt­less, and nei­ther are we.
			

			Socrates fa­mous­ly said, “To know thy­self is the be­gin­ning of wis­dom.” Solomon said, “The fear of the Lord is the be­gin­ning of wis­dom …” (Proverbs 9:10).

			Socrates fo­cused on the need to know your­self; Solomon fo­cused on the need to know and fear the Lord.

			But both are cor­rect.

			Proverbs 14:6 says, “A scoffer seeks wis­dom in vain …” Proverbs 28:26 says, “Who­ev­er trusts in his own mind is a fool …”

			Proverbs 14:8 says, “The wis­dom of the pru­dent is to dis­cern his way …” Proverbs 17:24 says, “The dis­cern­ing sets his face to­ward wis­dom …”

			Scoffer. Fool.

			Pru­dent. Dis­cern­ing.

			Ev­ery man and wom­an must know them­selves and how they seek to ap­proach God. Are they an ar­ro­gant and fool­ish per­son or a hum­ble and wise per­son? These vers­es in Proverbs show us our iden­ti­ty mat­ters. We are not in­no­cent. Scoffers seek in vain. A fool trusts his own mind. Yet, the pru­dent dis­cern. And the dis­cern­ing sets his face.

			We as­sume the best of our­selves. How­ev­er, when the kind­ness of the Spir­it’s con­vic­tion over­whelms us in our de­prav­i­ty, we ac­knowl­edge who we are—we know our­selves. We ac­knowl­edge our need for the wis­dom of God. Be­cause we are not in­no­cent. We move from be­ing a scoffer to be­ing pru­dent.

			Paul says, “… all have sinned and fall short of the glo­ry of God” (Ro­mans 3:23). All. Ev­ery. I could in­clude nu­mer­ous oth­er pas­sages, but this ex­am­ple is clear.

			We are not with­out guilt.

			
				
					“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might be­come the right­eous­ness of God.” 2 Corinthi­ans 5:21
				

			

			So, we are not in­no­cent, and God does not mock. On the con­trary, we are guilty but have re­ceived the gra­cious and mer­ci­ful of­fer to be made clean by the blood of Je­sus. And he does not mock, but he has shed his love up­on us by giv­ing us his Son.

			
				
					“For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the un­god­ly. For one will scarce­ly die for a right­eous per­son … but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sin­ners, Christ died for us.” Ro­mans 5:6–8
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				Helpful Sermon Notes in a Drawer

			
			As time pro­gressed, I need­ed to wade through a few more box­es and draw­ers of mem­o­ries. I was clean­ing house and sav­ing im­por­tant stuff. Stuff may just seem like stuff, but it rep­re­sents so much more. One day as I cleaned a draw­er by Kim’s side of our bed, I made a dis­cov­ery.

			Kim was not on­ly a pro­lif­ic writ­er; she was a pro­lif­ic note-tak­er, al­so. She had tak­en notes dur­ing Sun­day ser­mons and stacked them in the top draw­er of the bed­side ta­ble on her side of our bed. I re­moved them from the draw­er and, as has been my prac­tice, I pe­rused ev­ery­thing in the draw­er. In this case, I walked through a mul­ti­tude of notes from var­i­ous Sun­day ser­mons.

			On one bul­letin, the first line of her hand­writ­ten notes caught my at­ten­tion: “Why does God al­low pain and suf­fer­ing?” I was hooked. I leaned back on my couch to con­tin­ue read­ing. I have thought about this ques­tion a lot over the last cou­ple of years. A lot. More than any time in my life. I’ve con­sid­ered the ques­tion from var­i­ous van­tage points. Your mind takes you down paths, and you just can’t stay there too long. Hon­est­ly, there is a lot of mys­tery in­volved in the ques­tion and the an­swer.

			But I read on.

			Fol­low­ing the ques­tion above were three an­swers giv­en in a ser­mon by Cliff Jor­dan, our pas­tor. Look­ing back up­on my suf­fer­ing loss, I can give a hearty agree­ment to each of these an­swers.

			
					
					“Your ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence God is ex­pand­ed when you ex­pe­ri­ence pain.”
				

			

			As I look at my jour­ney, the most im­por­tant take­away has been how turn­ing to God has ex­pand­ed my ca­pac­i­ty and trust of God. I know. It seems an­ti­thet­i­cal. And some­times it does hap­pen that peo­ple turn away from God. I’d seen it enough to fear it. I ran to the God of the Bible and be­lieved what I read. Some peo­ple in grief be­come an­gry at God. Some ques­tion God. And to be clear, all these re­spons­es and more are com­mon.

			
				“Christ is all the more pre­cious to them for hav­ing painful­ly felt the need of him.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			Your ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence your Fa­ther is ex­pand­ed when you ex­pe­ri­ence pain. You feel your need for God deeply. And your ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence him is ex­pand­ed.

			
					
					“Your ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence grace is in­creased.”
				

			

			As I con­sid­er my ex­pe­ri­ence, I agree one hun­dred per­cent that my ca­pac­i­ty was ex­pand­ed to ex­pe­ri­ence grace. I came to un­der­stand and fall in love with the word “suf­fi­cient.” We read that Paul de­scribed God’s grace as suf­fi­cient in 2 Corinthi­ans 12:9.

			
				
					“But he said to me, ’my grace is suf­fi­cient for you, for my pow­er is made per­fect in weak­ness.’ There­fore I will boast all the more glad­ly of my weak­ness­es, so that the pow­er of Christ may rest up­on me.” 2 Corinthi­ans 12:9
				

			

			Weak­ness opens the door for pow­er. Ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence grace is ex­pand­ed. You’re thirsty and re­cep­tive to God’s gift of grace, mer­cy, and peace.

			
					
					“Your ca­pac­i­ty to show grace is in­creased.”
				

			

			Pain ad­dressed ap­pro­pri­ate­ly lifts your eyes to rec­og­nize the pain of oth­ers. Your ca­pac­i­ty to give grace is mul­ti­plied. I was giv­en more abil­i­ty to of­fer sym­pa­thy and em­pa­thy. Your painful ex­pe­ri­ence has giv­en you re­newed ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence grace and re­newed ca­pac­i­ty to give grace. Grace is un­de­served but giv­en. Do not with­hold grace from oth­ers. Share it lib­er­al­ly.

			
				“When we live a grace-based life, we not on­ly re­ceive more grace, we give more grace. Aware of our weak­ness­es and frail­ties, we ex­tend more grace to oth­ers who are fail­ing and fall­ing.” David Mur­ray, Re­set

			

			Why does God al­low pain and suf­fer­ing? While there is mys­tery in this ques­tion, there are at least three help­ful an­swers found in a draw­er. Your ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence God is ex­pand­ed. Your ca­pac­i­ty to ex­pe­ri­ence grace is in­crease. And your ca­pac­i­ty to share grace is in­creased.

			
				“… we should emerge from [trou­ble] ready for bet­ter ser­vice and for greater use­ful­ness than ev­er be­fore.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort
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				Lingerie: A Painful Contemplation

			
			I’m go­ing to be care­ful, I prom­ise.

			You didn’t think I was go­ing to talk about such del­i­cate top­ics. Did you? Well, grief forces a lot of de­ci­sions, top­ics, and con­tem­pla­tions. Some top­ics you prob­a­bly would tell me you’ll nev­er have to think about. I’m telling you that you—or your spouse—will have to think about these ten­der top­ics one day.

			I’ve broached a lot of top­ics that I nev­er thought I’d face. I’ll nev­er for­get the day my old­est son, Paul, talked to be about pornog­ra­phy. My son talk­ing to me? It was a mere ten days af­ter Kim’s death, and he want­ed to make sure I had safe­guards in place. Nine weeks af­ter Kim’s death, I had to read an au­top­sy. To un­der­stand the re­port, I had nu­mer­ous con­ver­sa­tions with var­i­ous doc­tors. Lat­er, I had to go through all of Kim’s be­long­ings. A year af­ter her death, my kids and their spous­es re­turned to mark the one-year an­niver­sary with me. We went through all her cloth­ing. The length you are forced to go is sur­pris­ing. Most like­ly, you’ve nev­er thought of these top­ics in the way I have un­less you’ve lost some­one very spe­cial.

			I’ll try to be care­ful.

			A week or so be­fore my chil­dren came to go through Kim’s cloth­ing, I re­al­ized there was some­thing much too per­son­al and in­ti­mate not to con­sid­er ahead of time. And I need­ed to fig­ure it out alone. I may be judged for even writ­ing about it. But go back to my in­tro­duc­tion, Wel­come to My In­tense School­house: An In­tro­duc­tion, and you’ll read that I found there are a lot of as­pects to grief that we don’t talk about. And we should. We should face loss. We have the gospel. We have the an­swer to bro­ken­ness. We should be able to talk about dif­fi­cult sub­jects in gospel hope.

			Even lin­gerie. Pri­vate. In­ti­mate.

			
				
					“Let mar­riage be held in hon­or among all, and let the mar­riage bed be un­de­filed …” He­brews 13:4
				

			

			Over cof­fee one day, a fel­low grief jour­ney­er heard me share about this painful con­tem­pla­tion I had to face. He en­cour­aged me to in­clude this ex­pe­ri­ence in my writ­ings.

			I re­sist­ed the idea.

			How­ev­er, God in­vent­ed in­ti­ma­cy, so I need to be able to talk about it.

			But again, I’ll be care­ful.

			So, what was the ques­tion be­fore me? What do I do about her lin­gerie? Again, some things you nev­er think about un­til you are forced to think about them. Grief does that to you a lot. And you’d bet­ter give grace and not judge me un­til you’re walk­ing in those same shoes. Be­lieve me, grief forces you to con­tem­plate choic­es you nev­er would dream of hav­ing to con­sid­er.

			I mean, think about the op­tions with me. Go through it with my kids? Nope. Give the lin­gerie to Good­will? No way! Throw it away? I’m not go­ing to dis­pose of it as if it were garbage. Not go­ing to do it. Take it some­where and dis­pose of it in some oth­er man­ner? It’s just not prac­ti­cal. It was a dilem­ma. A painful con­tem­pla­tion. I wres­tled with this predica­ment. I thought about it and pro­cessed the op­tions. And one day I knew what I had to do. I de­cid­ed there were no oth­er vi­able al­ter­na­tives to con­sid­er.

			I burned the lin­gerie.

			Al­most cer­e­mo­ni­ous­ly. Not like burn­ing an idol, I prom­ise you. It was an act of re­spect. Ac­knowl­edg­ing we were in a covenant on­ly end­ed by death, as in our mar­riage vows.

			So, I built a fire in my back yard and spent some time alone burn­ing ev­ery­thing of Kim’s that could be con­sid­ered in­ti­mate ap­par­el. It was a time to hon­or the beau­ty of mar­riage and one­ness. It was a time to take an im­por­tant step. It was a time to ad­dress a dif­fi­cult de­ci­sion with grace and hope. It was a spe­cial time. It was a dif­fi­cult time. It was a healthy, Kim-hon­or­ing, God-hon­or­ing, and heal­ing step. An­oth­er of the many di­men­sions to loss that need to be pro­cessed. Yes, on a jour­ney when you’re fac­ing loss, you have to con­sid­er some dif­fi­cult, painful, and ten­der con­tem­pla­tions. Even lin­gerie.

			There. I did it. And I did it care­ful­ly.

			
				
					“There­fore a man shall leave his fa­ther and his moth­er and hold fast to his wife, and they shall be­come one flesh.” Gen­e­sis 2:24
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				My Anniversary of Gratitude

			
			If you de­ter­mine to face your loss, tor­tur­ous grief will be­gin to show up as de­light­ful grat­i­tude. Af­ter all, as J. R. Miller states in The Min­istry of Com­fort, “… love and grief grow on the same stalk …” We grieve be­cause we loved. We loved; there­fore, we should be grate­ful. Love is an in­cred­i­ble—al­beit un­de­served—gift.

			
				
					“Re­joice al­ways, pray with­out ceas­ing, give thanks in all cir­cum­stances; for this is the will of God in Christ Je­sus for you.” 1 Thes­sa­lo­ni­ans 5:16–18
				

			

			If we are to give thanks in all cir­cum­stances, even my loss can be turned to grat­i­tude. I’m not talk­ing about a mor­bid or mo­rose hap­pi­ness over loss. I’m talk­ing about deep and sin­cere grate­ful­ness to God who is the giv­er of all good gifts (James 1:17).

			I’m not say­ing this mind­set or per­spec­tive is easy. It’s not. It’s a de­ci­sion made in faith. And it’s a de­ci­sion that re­quires a strong grip pro­vid­ed by grace.

			
				“Here is one of the most beau­ti­ful fruits of grace—a heart that is con­tent, more giv­en to wor­ship than de­mand and more giv­en to the joy of grat­i­tude than the anx­i­ety of want.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			Grace en­ables grat­i­tude. Be­lieve it and stand up­on it. I did. Or bet­ter stat­ed, I kept on do­ing it be­cause it is not a one­time de­ci­sion. You must keep at this grace-en­abled-grate­ful­ness.

			And grat­i­tude can be lib­er­at­ing.

			As I ap­proached what would have been my thir­ty-eighth wed­ding an­niver­sary, I turned the an­niver­sary of my wed­ding in­to the an­niver­sary of my grat­i­tude. Sure, it’s both—it will al­ways be the an­niver­sary of my wed­ding to Kim. I would nev­er con­sid­er for­get­ting the gift of love God gave to us. But now, I was ap­proach­ing two-and-a-half-years af­ter los­ing Kim, and I de­cid­ed to call this date the an­niver­sary of my grat­i­tude. As I re­lease this en­try, I am now at what would have been my thir­ty-ninth an­niver­sary and near­ing forty-two months since los­ing her.

			I’ve learned some­thing in my in­creas­ing years in life. Grat­i­tude in­spires grat­i­tude. Grace-en­abled-grat­i­tude gives birth to mo­men­tum for a grate­ful heart. We are told to ac­knowl­edge God in all our ways. If we do so we are promised that God will straight­en our paths.

			
				
					“In all your ways ac­knowl­edge him, and he will make straight your paths.” Proverbs 3:6
				

			

			Solomon sand­wich­es verse six with vers­es five and sev­en. He in­structs, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own un­der­stand­ing” (Proverbs 3:5). Then he warns, “Be not wise in your own eyes …” (Proverbs 3:7). Trust and ac­knowl­edge. Do not lean on your own un­der­stand­ing, and be not wise in your own eyes. These things are not for the tem­po­ral mind.

			Trust­ing the Lord through a long jour­ney, fac­ing your loss square­ly, and ac­knowl­edg­ing him opens your heart to heal­ing—a path made straight in the tur­bu­lence of grief. A firm foun­da­tion of faith is ex­er­cised and strength­ened.

			
				“In cir­cum­stances for which there is no fi­nal an­swer in the world, we have two choic­es: ac­cept them as God’s wise and lov­ing choice for our bless­ing (this is called faith), or re­sent them as proof of his in­dif­fer­ence, his care­less­ness, even his nonex­is­tence (this is un­be­lief).” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness

			

			De­ter­mine to choose faith, and grat­i­tude is made pos­si­ble. Even in the deep­est pain I’ve ev­er ex­pe­ri­enced, my heart over­flows with a good theme. Psalm 45:1 states, “My heart over­flows with a pleas­ing theme; I ad­dress my vers­es to the king; my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe.” As I have deeply con­tem­plat­ed this long un­want­ed jour­ney, I am not hap­py nor will I ev­er be hap­py about my cir­cum­stances—loss is painful and hor­ri­ble; how­ev­er, I am en­abled to give thanks in my cir­cum­stances.

			From now on, Ju­ly 30 is my an­niver­sary of grat­i­tude. To quote Paul David Tripp again, I move more to­ward “… the joy of grat­i­tude than the anx­i­ety of want …”

			
				“He loves us just as tru­ly and as ten­der­ly when he takes away the things or the be­ings we love as he did when he gave them in­to our hands.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Note: Ju­ly 26, 2022 is my four-month an­niver­sary with Aman­da. And she is a gift and a trea­sure!

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				A Twentieth Anniversary Lesson to Pass on from Mr. Robinson

			
			
				
					“He will wipe away ev­ery tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, nei­ther shall there be mourn­ing, nor cry­ing, nor pain any­more, for the for­mer things have passed away.” Rev­e­la­tion 21:4
				

			

			I found a small leather jour­nal in a cab­i­net with Aca­dia Na­tion­al Park stamped on the front cov­er. I opened it and found it to be a di­ary in which Kim jour­naled about our twen­ti­eth an­niver­sary trip back to Bar Har­bor, Maine. We hon­ey­mooned in Maine in 1983; in 2003, we fi­nal­ly re­turned. Re­turn­ing had been a dream since our hon­ey­moon.

			Mem­o­ries flood­ed over my heart and mind as I re­called our fa­vorite trip ev­er. And there was a les­son that week wor­thy of pass­ing on from Mr. Robin­son.

			I re­mem­bered this trip to be among our fa­vorite trips. And re­liv­ing the week through Kim’s jour­nal con­vinced me that she felt the same way. She wrote from a de­light­ed heart as she chron­i­cled our day-by-day ac­tiv­i­ties.

			We vis­it­ed with her broth­er’s fam­i­ly at their lake house on the way from Rich­mond to At­lanta where we put our chil­dren on an un­ac­com­pa­nied flight to stay with Kim’s par­ents—I had for­got­ten about that de­tail. We stayed with her cousin’s fam­i­ly in At­lanta as we made our way on our trip. We flew to Ban­gor, Maine and drove to Ogun­quit for one night. A stop on the way al­lowed us to shop at L.L.Bean. I had al­so for­got­ten about the free back mas­sages be­ing of­fered at L.L.Bean that day! Then a ro­man­tic start to our an­niver­sary trip in the quaint vil­lage of Ogun­quit. We stayed on Perkins Cove in a cot­tage made avail­able to mis­sion­ar­ies.

			The next morn­ing, we drove north to­ward Bar Har­bor which gave us the priv­i­lege of stop­ping at Ken­neb­unkport, Maine, the home of George Bush, Sr. Af­ter a few stops along the way, we ar­rived at our room at Cleft­stone Manor. It was a beau­ti­ful room in our bed and break­fast ac­com­mo­da­tion, which Kim de­scribed as “the best (and most ex­pen­sive) room called the Cleft­stone Room.” The manor was built in 1881.

			Kim de­scribed ev­ery meal that week in de­tail. Break­fasts. Lunch­es. Din­ners.

			Our first full day in­clud­ed a vis­it to Aca­dia Na­tion­al Park where we took a guid­ed tour. Kim de­scribed the sky as “cobalt blue with a few puffy white clouds.” She chron­i­cled ev­ery stop and ev­ery sight we saw—es­pe­cial­ly the blue­ber­ries on the trails of our many hikes. She wrote sev­er­al pages about the blue­ber­ries. One of our fa­vorite places we ex­pe­ri­enced was Jor­dan Pond House—tea, popovers, and straw­ber­ry jam. We drove up Cadil­lac Moun­tain, over to North­east Har­bor, and then stopped at The Dock­sider Restau­rant—more about that beau­ti­ful ex­pe­ri­ence in a mo­ment.

			
				
					“En­joy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that he has giv­en you un­der the sun …” Ec­cle­si­astes 9:9
				

			

			The next day we took a cruise where we saw hump­back whales. One breeched. What a sight! That night we took a car­riage ride at sun­set. Imag­ine my laugh­ter as I read about us be­ing in the front seat when the hors­es “passed wind.” She wrote about sit­ting by the fire­place in our room where we en­joyed read­ing and writ­ing about the day. I felt a sense of ac­com­plish­ment as I read, “… we couldn’t have had a more glo­ri­ous day.”

			The next day was our an­niver­sary. We did some shop­ping and dropped by Llan­golan Inn where we had hon­ey­mooned twen­ty years be­fore. We took a pic­ture at cab­in num­ber sev­en, our cab­in. We end­ed that day at an evening con­cert un­der the stars by the lo­cal Bar Har­bor or­ches­tra in Black­woods Park.

			Our last day in­clud­ed a for­ay on a four-sail wind­jam­mer where we en­joyed see­ing wildlife be­fore we ate at Café This Way in Bar Har­bor. We end­ed our an­niver­sary trip that night at a lo­cal the­ater where we en­joyed a play, “I Do, I Do.”

			I know, per­fect.

			
				
					“He who finds a wife finds a good thing and ob­tains fa­vor from the Lord.” Proverbs 18:22
				

			

			Back to The Dock­sider Restau­rant for a mo­ment. Sit­ting near us was an el­der­ly man who was sit­ting qui­et­ly by him­self. Kim’s heart was touched, and she sug­gest­ed we in­vite him to join us. Fi­nal­ly, I ac­qui­esced. He de­clined my in­vi­ta­tion at first but then got up a few min­utes lat­er and said, “Why not.” We learned that his name was Mr. Robin­son and that he had lost his wife the year be­fore. Through tears, Mr. Robin­son told us his sto­ry.

			And his sto­ry was a twen­ti­eth an­niver­sary gift I will nev­er for­get.

			He looked at me at one point, point­ed to­ward Kim, and with great emo­tion moaned, “She’s your pre­cious!” To be hon­est, I al­ways knew what a gift it was to be mar­ried to Kim. Hon­est­ly, mar­riage is a gift. By the good­ness of God, I had that mes­sage re­in­forced that evening. I nev­er for­got his tears, his quiv­er­ing voice, or his words.

			
				“She’s your pre­cious.” Mr. Robin­son

			

			In­deed, Mr. Robin­son, I knew you were right then; I ful­ly un­der­stood your state­ment just over fif­teen years lat­er when I joined you on the jour­ney of loss. I get it.

			Men, your wife is pre­cious. Cher­ish her.

			
				
					“An ex­cel­lent wife who can find? She is far more pre­cious than jew­els.” Proverbs 31:10
				

			

			Note: As of the re­lease of this en­try, I am four months in­to my mar­riage to Aman­da. And I rec­og­nize how pre­cious she is to me; I’ve re­peat­ed­ly told her she is a gift and a trea­sure.

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Accepting, Avoiding, Embracing, or Engulfing Grief

			
			
				“We should nev­er for­get that re­demp­tion, the world’s great­est bless­ing, is the fruit of the world’s great­est sor­row.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			In Be Still, My Soul, a book com­piled and edit­ed by Nan­cy Guthrie, Tim Keller has a chap­ter called, “Suf­fer­ing: The Ser­vant of Our Joy.” In his chap­ter, he re­counts a study by Mar­i­lyn Mc­Cord Adams, a phi­los­o­phy pro­fes­sor at Yale, who stud­ied fe­male Chris­tian mys­tics of the Mid­dle Ages. Her find­ings point to some im­por­tant lessons re­gard­ing some pit­falls to fac­ing grief or suf­fer­ing of any kind.

			And she of­fers some poignant coun­sel, in the end, which is help­ful when fac­ing grief or suf­fer­ing.

			Adams “… has dis­tilled out of [the fe­male Chris­tian mys­tics’] teach­ing some re­mark­able teach­ings about suf­fer­ing.” Fur­ther, “Adams says that the Sto­ics said to ac­cept suf­fer­ing, the Epi­cure­ans said to avoid suf­fer­ing, and the aes­thet­ics and masochists said to em­brace suf­fer­ing.”

			
				Be­ware of Ac­cept­ing Suf­fer­ing
			

			The Sto­ics, ac­cord­ing to Adams, ac­cept­ed suf­fer­ing. Two as­pects of the grief process are first de­nial and then ac­cep­tance. Ear­ly in grief you sim­ply can­not get your mind around the new re­al­i­ty. Your mind fluc­tu­ates be­tween two tracks: ac­cept­ing your loss is re­al or deny­ing your loss is re­al. While ac­cep­tance is a healthy part of the grief process, quick and sim­ple ac­cep­tance is not healthy.

			At least not in the way of the Sto­ics. Ac­cep­tance for the Sto­ics was to be … well, sto­ic. To be sto­ic is to en­dure with­out re­veal­ing your hu­man­i­ty. It’s the stiff up­per lip ap­proach. Grin and bear it.

			Fac­ing loss re­quires rec­og­niz­ing your hu­man­i­ty and ac­cept­ing your loss. Ac­cept loss, but re­mem­ber your hu­man­i­ty.

			
				“There is noth­ing in­con­gru­ous in a set jaw along with tear-dimmed eyes. … We do not have to choose be­tween cry­ba­by sen­ti­men­tal­ism on one hand and sto­icism on the oth­er.” Vance Havn­er, Though I Walk Through the Val­ley

			

			
				Be­ware of Avoid­ing Suf­fer­ing
			

			The Epi­cure­ans, ac­cord­ing to Adams, avoid­ed suf­fer­ing. This is a sig­nif­i­cant warn­ing for us in our mod­ern day. We tend to­ward san­i­tiz­ing pain, suf­fer­ing, and death. We keep it at bay. We ig­nore it. We hide it. We avoid it at all costs. Our mod­ern ap­proach is to do ev­ery­thing pos­si­ble to stiff arm any man­ner of suf­fer­ing. We are un­able to talk about it. It’s un­com­fort­able. We seem to be­lieve suf­fer­ing re­veals a weak­ness in God’s char­ac­ter. So, we avoid suf­fer­ing and the sub­ject of suf­fer­ing.

			Fac­ing loss re­quires rec­og­niz­ing suf­fer­ing is part of liv­ing in our bro­ken world. Refuse to avoid suf­fer­ing.

			
				“We are so ac­cus­tomed to lux­u­ry we think of traf­fic jams as hard­ship.” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness

			

			
				Be­ware of Em­brac­ing Suf­fer­ing
			

			The aes­thet­ics and masochists, ac­cord­ing to Adams, em­braced suf­fer­ing. The idea here is that they seemed to be drawn to pain. In fact, plea­sure is gained from their suf­fer­ing. I was cau­tioned ear­ly in my jour­ney to be aware of patho­log­i­cal grief. Ba­si­cal­ly, I need­ed to avoid en­joy­ing, and thus, stay­ing in grief. Stuck. I’ve done my best to keep a bal­anced ap­proach, but I have met or heard about peo­ple who seem to seek the pity that comes from stay­ing in their val­ley. They em­brace and en­joy their grief to such a de­gree that they pre­fer to stay in it.

			Fac­ing loss re­quires that we not em­brace or en­joy suf­fer­ing in such an un­healthy man­ner. Be care­ful to avoid stay­ing in and em­brac­ing your suf­fer­ing.

			
				“Few per­ver­sions of life could be sad­der than this dwelling ev­er in the glooms and shad­ows of past griefs.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			To be fair, there is a sense where it is ap­pro­pri­ate to ac­cept, avoid, and even em­brace suf­fer­ing. How­ev­er, these re­spons­es to suf­fer­ing are in­com­plete at best.

			
				The Gospel En­gulfs Suf­fer­ing
			

			Fi­nal­ly, Adams “… points out, the gospel does not ac­cept, avoid, or em­brace suf­fer­ing; it en­gulfs suf­fer­ing.” It is sim­ply in­com­plete, not enough, to ac­cept, avoid, or em­brace suf­fer­ing. It’s prefer­able to over­whelm suf­fer­ing. Grief can be en­gulfed. Grief is re­de­fined by the gospel.

			You don’t sim­ply have to ac­cept suf­fer­ing or grief as the last word. You don’t have to avoid or fear suf­fer­ing be­cause it is so dis­taste­ful. Nei­ther do you need to em­brace suf­fer­ing in an un­healthy, masochis­tic man­ner. The gospel should re­de­fine how you face your grief. We do not mourn with­out hope.

			So, don’t suc­cumb to some bowed-back ac­cep­tance of grief. Nei­ther should you fear grief, and thus, seek to avoid it. And do not set­tle in­to grief, en­joy­ing it in a patho­log­i­cal sense.

			In­stead, al­low the gospel to en­gulf your grief!

			
				“… ev­ery gen­uine dis­ci­ple of Je­sus, ev­ery heir of heav­en, ought to pos­sess deep and abid­ing re­sources of joy, that lie … be­neath the tem­pests of tri­al …” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Honoring God Through Loss

			
			The week Kim died, I said to sev­er­al peo­ple around me that I did not want to dis­hon­or Kim or God in the way I re­spond­ed to loss. In time, I learned I would not dis­hon­or Kim if I hon­ored God. So, hon­or­ing God be­came a ral­ly­ing cry in my heart. This is noth­ing to be pride­ful of; this is the most ob­vi­ous re­sponse a be­liev­er should make. It should be a foun­da­tion­al as­sump­tion that we would seek to hon­or God even in times of loss.

			Eas­i­er said than done.

			
				
					“He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord re­quire of you but to do jus­tice, and to love kind­ness, and to walk humbly with your God?” Mic­ah 6:8
				

			

			Hu­mil­i­ty is a key to walk­ing through grief in a healthy and God-hon­or­ing man­ner. Walk­ing humbly with God makes sense. I mean, who thinks walk­ing ar­ro­gant­ly with God makes sense? Trust­ing the Fa­ther’s heart in hu­mil­i­ty is a recipe for re­silien­cy. Fail­ing or re­fus­ing to trust God is a recipe for bit­ter­ness.

			I need to state the ob­vi­ous, again. I’m not sug­gest­ing in any way to di­min­ish or sug­ar­coat the pain of loss. I have found that you can trust God and feel pain at the same time. Je­sus died a grue­some and painful death. Don’t tell me I should ex­pect an easy road in this bro­ken world. Bro­ken­ness cost Je­sus his life. We are promised we will suf­fer in this world. To be clear, suf­fer­ing comes in many forms out of bro­ken­ness. Death. Ill­ness. Per­se­cu­tion. Evil. In­juries. Emo­tion­al pain. In the case of Je­sus, death was re­quired to pay the penal­ty of sin and to bring life out of death.

			
				
					“Was it not nec­es­sary that the Christ should suf­fer these things and en­ter in­to his glo­ry?” Luke 24:26
				

			

			So, hon­or­ing God dur­ing loss re­quires hum­ble ac­cep­tance. In God’s prov­i­dence he has giv­en this gift of pain to you. Stiff­en your neck and re­sist at your own per­il. Re­ceive and em­brace the pain and learn lessons on­ly gained in dif­fi­cult times.

			
				“Too of­ten sor­row’s gifts are not ac­cept­ed, the mes­sen­gers are not wel­comed, and they can on­ly turn and bear away again the bless­ings which they had brought in love, but which we would not take.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Hon­or­ing God means trust­ing him through the painful dark­ness. Hon­or­ing God means fac­ing the loss but with gospel hope. Hon­or­ing God does not re­quire you to re­de­fine the loss by call­ing it gain. Hon­or­ing God means humbly re­ceiv­ing all things from the hand of God. Hon­or­ing God means re­ceiv­ing all things with faith and trust.

			I have learned to re­ceive good gifts and painful gifts with the recog­ni­tion that they are both fil­tered through God’s prov­i­den­tial hands. God in­vites me to hon­or him through all cir­cum­stances. Know­ing I am his prop­er­ty, his child, set­tles a lot of ques­tions.

			
				
					“The Spir­it him­self bears wit­ness with our spir­it that we are chil­dren of God, and if chil­dren, then heirs—heirs of God and fel­low heirs with Christ, pro­vid­ed we suf­fer with him …” Ro­mans 8:16–17
				

			

			If I am his child, I am an heir no mat­ter the tem­po­ral pain I en­dure. There­fore, we walk in hu­mil­i­ty en­thused to hon­or God in all cir­cum­stances. We count ev­ery­thing else as loss, says Paul in Philip­pi­ans 3:8.

			If you’re fac­ing loss, seek to hon­or God on your dif­fi­cult and un­want­ed jour­ney.

			
				
					“But what­ev­er gain I had, I count­ed as loss for the sake of Christ. In­deed, I count ev­ery­thing as loss be­cause of the sur­pass­ing worth of know­ing Christ Je­sus my Lord.” Philip­pi­ans 3:7–8
				

			

			
				
					“To the King of the ages, im­mor­tal, in­vis­i­ble, the on­ly God, be hon­or and glo­ry for­ev­er and ev­er.” 1 Tim­o­thy 1:17
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Condole Before You Console

			
			
				“There is im­mea­sur­able com­fort in the re­veal­ing that the Son of God suf­fers with us in our suf­fer­ing, is af­flict­ed in all our af­flic­tion, is touched with the feel­ing of our in­fir­mi­ties.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			There are two words that are wor­thy of ex­plo­ration and con­sid­er­a­tion as we seek to serve those who are griev­ing. If you’ve suf­fered loss, don’t for­get what you need­ed from oth­ers while you were in the depths. You’ll need to re­mem­ber your ex­pe­ri­ence so you can help oth­ers. These two words can give us in­sight and in­struct us about the needs of a mourn­er in their great­est hour of need.

			These words are so very sim­i­lar and yet so very dif­fer­ent. And they are packed with mean­ing.

			The dif­fer­ence be­tween them is where the les­son lies. The greater im­por­tance lies in the dif­fer­ence in the two words. The dif­fer­ence in the words gives in­sight in­to the pos­ture you take when you have a friend who is suf­fer­ing loss.

			The first word, con­dole, means to ex­press sym­pa­thy or to grieve with. The sec­ond word, con­sole, means to com­fort some­one dur­ing a time of grief or dis­ap­point­ment.

			So very sim­i­lar. So very dif­fer­ent.

			Con­dole be­fore you con­sole.

			
				Con­dole
			

			Con­dole car­ries with it the act of en­ter­ing grief with some­one. You’re not there to fix some­one’s grief. You’re there to join them in their grief. You en­ter in. Feel the pain. Risk los­ing some con­trol of the sit­u­a­tion. En­ter the fray.

			
				“To grow in grace is not on­ly to be­come more de­vout, obe­di­ent, and holy, but al­so to grow more lov­ing—more gen­tle, kind­ly, thought­ful, pa­tient, un­selfish.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			To em­brace the act of con­dol­ing is to em­brace hard and painful work. You must en­ter grief. Get in the dirt. Vul­ner­a­ble. Trans­par­ent. It’s much too sim­ple to look at grief from the out­side. That’s too safe. Too com­fort­able. You need to come along­side some­one and face grief with them. Sit with the per­son griev­ing. Side-by-side. To­geth­er.

			
				“… the sor­row it­self deep­ens our spir­i­tu­al life and en­rich­es our ex­pe­ri­ence, giv­ing us a new pow­er of sym­pa­thy through which we may be­come bet­ter com­forters and helpers of oth­ers.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			
				Con­sole
			

			Con­sole, once again, is to com­fort a per­son griev­ing. Where con­dole comes along­side the per­son and grieves with them, con­sole faces the per­son ad­min­is­ter­ing com­fort and seeks to pro­vide sup­port to them. The one who con­soles seeks to stay strong to up­hold the per­son.

			Both con­dole and con­sole have their im­por­tant parts to play. But con­sid­er­ing them jux­ta­posed pro­vides help­ful un­der­stand­ing. In some cas­es, you need to come along­side some­one and grieve with them—con­dole. In oth­er sit­u­a­tions, you need to seek to pro­vide sup­port and min­istry—con­sole. Con­sid­er­ing con­dole and con­sole helps us take our eyes off the du­ty and places our at­ten­tion on the mourn­er. We de­ter­mine what they need and we ei­ther con­dole or con­sole.

			When in doubt, con­dole. Come along­side a mourn­er with­out an­swers. When a spe­cif­ic need has been shared, con­sole. Ap­proach the mourn­er with the min­istry en­cour­age­ment that is need­ed.

			Both. Con­dole and con­sole. But con­dole be­fore you con­sole.

			
				“There is some­thing about deep sor­row that tends to wake up the child-feel­ing in all of us.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Guard Against the Tendency Toward Self-Centered Faith

			
			
				“Je­sus suf­fered ‘not that we might not suf­fer,’ wrote George Mac­Don­ald, ‘but that our suf­fer­ings might be like his.’” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness

			

			Let’s be hon­est and trans­par­ent about a very re­al ten­den­cy. When bro­ken­ness vis­its us, we are of­ten driv­en to those beau­ti­ful pas­sages about hav­ing faith and over­com­ing. We are com­pelled to claim prom­ises in God’s Word. Our prob­lem is we in­ter­pret those bib­li­cal prom­ises of God for the here-and-now and not for eter­ni­ty. We tend to put our­selves in the cen­ter.

			We must be very care­ful.

			There’s a re­al dan­ger. The dan­ger is a self-fo­cused, sim­plis­tic faith. We must be­ware of mis­us­ing—even abus­ing—the weapon a faith for our own good, king­dom, or will.

			In­stead, we must aban­don our­selves to a faith­ful em­brace of his King­dom com­ing and his will be­ing done here as it is in heav­en. Thus, we would be wise to guard against the temp­ta­tion to claim a tidy faith to meet our im­me­di­ate wants, even im­me­di­ate needs. God is love, but we must trust his love and not at­tempt to ma­nip­u­late his love. We are com­pelled by his love, but we must not seek to com­pel him to love in the way we de­sire.

			C. S. Lewis re­minds us, in The Prob­lem of Pain, that God’s love is not some “… se­nile benev­o­lence that drowsi­ly wish­es you to be hap­py in your own way … nor the care of a host who feels re­spon­si­ble for the com­fort of his guests …” In­stead, Lewis de­scribes God as a con­sum­ing fire him­self lov­ing us with the love that cre­at­ed the world. God’s pow­er­ful love drove him to go to the Cross. He re­deemed us for all eter­ni­ty. Thus, our re­demp­tion is point­ing be­yond our tem­po­ral days and the tem­po­rary fix­es in this life to eter­ni­ty’s goal.

			
				“The pow­er of the Cross is not ex­emp­tion from suf­fer­ing but the very trans­for­ma­tion of suf­fer­ing.” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness

			

			Maybe the bat­tle in this faith jour­ney we call life is about at­tain­ing a prop­er con­text. Each of us need to lift our eyes be­yond the dirt around our feet—our own world. We need to lift our eyes off our king­dom and will and place our gaze up­on his King­dom and will. Con­text is vi­tal­ly im­por­tant. Per­spec­tive is cru­cial.

			
				“… I have come to un­der­stand even suf­fer­ing, through the trans­form­ing pow­er of the Cross, as a gift, for in this bro­ken world, in our sor­row, he gives us him­self; in our lone­li­ness, he comes to meet us …” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness

			

			Be ruth­less­ly hon­est and ob­ser­vant with your heart. Proverbs 4:23 warns, “Keep your heart with all vig­i­lance, for from it flow the springs of life.” Sub­tly, we con­flate our hopes, dreams, and de­sires with the prom­ises of God. He prom­ises us good, and we de­ter­mine what that means. I’ve learned that it is dan­ger­ous to con­fuse my king­dom and will with his King­dom and will.

			We must re­lent­less­ly guard against any ten­den­cy to­ward a self-cen­tered faith.

			
				“… the worst thing that ev­er hap­pened be­came the best thing that ev­er hap­pened. … At the Cross of Je­sus our cross­es are changed in­to gifts.” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness
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				A Christian Widower Contemplates Intimacy Lost and Intimacy Gained

			
			Yes, I’m go­ing there. Put on your seat­belt.

			Can­did­ly, I’ve had some of these thoughts since this Chris­tian man mar­ried a beau­ti­ful Chris­tian wom­an in 1983. I was re­luc­tant to ev­er talk about these in­sights ex­cept with my wife. I was afraid peo­ple might not un­der­stand. I feared they would think poor­ly of me or ques­tion my mo­tives. How­ev­er, even when I was younger my mo­tives were pure about this in­sight.

			But now, I’ve been through a jour­ney of grief, and you’re go­ing to give me a lot of grace as I con­tem­plate “out loud” the top­ic of in­ti­ma­cy lost and in­ti­ma­cy gained. Don’t wor­ry, I’m go­ing to be very care­ful, once again, and try to keep this from be­ing un­com­fort­able. I am aware of the need to be care­ful with my words and avoid any sort of coarse lan­guage.

			I still re­mem­ber the first mo­ment I saw a young wom­an. I would lat­er learn her name was Kim­ber­ly Elaine Plumblee. It was the sum­mer of 1981 in Athens, Geor­gia. We were at a break dur­ing the first day of class at the Uni­ver­si­ty of Geor­gia, and she was stand­ing near a Coke ma­chine. She was wear­ing a pur­ple pol­ka-dot­ted dress. Yes, I no­ticed. I’m a man who nor­mal­ly doesn’t no­tice the col­or of your shoes or shirt. I’m just not that ob­ser­vant. Here I am near­ly forty years lat­er, and I re­mem­ber Kim’s dress.

			Get off your high horse and hear what I’m say­ing and not what I’m not say­ing. Men no­tice and are at­tract­ed by sight. At least at first. Yes, it can go awry, but it’s how God made us. Sure, it re­quires dis­ci­pline, but that doesn’t make it wrong.

			I was at­tract­ed to Kim. Even­tu­al­ly, I pur­sued her. She slowed down long enough for me to catch her, and we mar­ried on Ju­ly 30, 1983.

			As a twen­ty-three-year-old young man, I was in­tro­duced to in­ti­ma­cy. But that’s not what I was think­ing about at first. Again, get off your high horse!

			
				
					“There­fore a man shall leave his fa­ther and his moth­er and hold fast to his wife, and they shall be­come one flesh.” Gen­e­sis 2:24
				

			

			One flesh. One­ness. In­ti­ma­cy. Mar­riage is a door­way.

			You’re leav­ing fa­ther and moth­er on one side of the door, and you walk through the door. You close the door be­hind you and hold fast and be­come one flesh.

			Pri­vate. Be­tween a man and a wom­an. Bliss­ful. Bonds are formed over time and be­fore you know it you be­gin to con­tem­plate and re­flect up­on what has hap­pened. You’re no longer one per­son. You’re con­nect­ed to some­one—phys­i­cal­ly at first. But lat­er, you rec­og­nize the emo­tion­al and spir­i­tu­al one­ness that has emerged.

			This in­ti­ma­cy is so much deep­er, more pro­found than phys­i­cal love alone.

			You stand in awe at God’s de­sign. You are known and loved, and you know and love. One­ness takes on di­men­sions. Its in­vis­i­ble ten­ta­cles be­gin to in­vade ev­ery part of you, and you rest in the joy and com­fort of be­long­ing. You are changed. The al­lure of at­trac­tion goes deep­er, much deep­er. This is not about you meet­ing your needs. You rec­og­nize you would serve this oth­er per­son in any way.

			That’s when it first hap­pened for me. I re­al­ized in­ti­ma­cy with my wife was a holy pic­ture. I’ve read the vers­es, of course. I be­lieved the vers­es. But ex­pe­ri­enc­ing the vers­es was dif­fer­ent.

			
				
					“This mys­tery is pro­found, and I am say­ing that it refers to Christ and the church.” Eph­esians 5:32
				

			

			Af­ter lin­ing out mar­i­tal and re­la­tion­al in­struc­tion, Paul says that he’s ad­dress­ing a pro­found mys­tery that is about Christ and the church. In one of the most im­por­tant mys­ter­ies ev­er un­veiled, Paul gives mar­riage—and in­ti­ma­cy—an eter­nal and not on­ly a tem­po­ral pur­pose.

			That’s why mar­riage is so im­por­tant. More im­por­tant than most of us re­al­ize. Or we’d pro­tect it.

			The beau­ty of in­ti­ma­cy be­tween a man and wom­an is re­veal­ing some­thing of the in­ti­ma­cy of Christ and the church. I had some of these in­sights as a young man, and it changed my un­der­stand­ing of my re­la­tion­ship.

			When Kim died, our in­ti­ma­cy died. Death has stolen her from me.

			How­ev­er, my ex­pe­ri­ence of in­ti­ma­cy lost was eclipsed by an in­ti­ma­cy gained. And this is not sim­ply talk.

			In­ti­ma­cy that fore­shad­ows a re­la­tion­ship be­tween Christ and the church was lost and now had to live up to its promised shad­ow of in­ti­ma­cy.

			In death, in­ti­ma­cy was gained. With our good Fa­ther. With a sac­ri­fic­ing Son. With the com­fort­ing Spir­it.

			In­ti­ma­cy lost gave birth to in­ti­ma­cy gained.

			
				
					“The one who has the bride is the bride­groom. The friend of the bride­groom, who stands and hears him, re­joic­es great­ly at the bride­groom’s voice. There­fore this joy of mine is now com­plete.” John 3:29
				

			

			Note: In God’s grace and af­ter a jour­ney through loss, I have been blessed to mar­ry Aman­da. This en­try, writ­ten about a year ago, has tak­en on new mean­ing as I re­lease it. Aman­da was wear­ing a rust-col­ored shirt un­der a blue-jean jack­et the day I asked her out.
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				Sundial Mottos Are Solemn for a Reason

			
			If you fo­cus your at­ten­tion on time it­self, you will clear­ly see that it is slip­ping away. Eter­ni­ty is in our hearts for a rea­son.

			And sun­di­als are solemn for a rea­son.

			
				
					“Van­i­ty of van­i­ties, says the Preach­er, van­i­ty of van­i­ties! All is van­i­ty. What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils un­der the sun?” Ec­cle­si­astes 1:2–3
				

			

			Solomon rec­og­nized the seem­ing sense­less­ness of toil­ing un­der the sun in the tem­po­ral. It’s van­i­ty of van­i­ties. It’s all van­i­ty. Van­i­ty is de­fined as be­ing worth­less or fu­tile. Hope­less. Pur­pose­less. Mark­ing time is de­press­ing.

			Sun­di­als have cap­tured this most de­press­ing idea of time march­ing on. For a rea­son. If time is all we have we be­gin to ac­knowl­edge that we have lit­tle time and ev­ery day that march­es on we have less than we had the day be­fore. It’s slip­ping through our hands. A solemn re­al­iza­tion. Again, sun­di­als have cap­tured this de­press­ing re­al­i­ty that time is fleet­ing.

			Sun­di­als are known to in­clude mot­tos or say­ings about time and its fleet­ing na­ture. One sun­di­al reads, “Te­dious and Brief.” Be­cause life is hard, and it’s short. The cre­ator of the sun­di­al sees the glass half emp­ty. Hon­est­ly, most of them are pes­simists. Or maybe re­al­ists. An­oth­er sun­di­al in­structs, “Make Haste but Slow­ly.” I guess the cre­ator of this sun­di­al rec­og­nizes that life is busy and out-of-con­trol but ad­mon­ish­es you to hur­ry slow­ly. An­oth­er says, “Soon Comes Night.” In oth­er words, van­i­ty of van­i­ty. It’s all com­ing to an end too quick­ly. Day will end too soon.

			The psalmist un­der­stands.

			
				
					“How long, O Lord? Will you for­get me for­ev­er? How long will you hide your face from me? How long must I take coun­sel in my soul and have sor­row in my heart all the day? How long shall my en­e­my be ex­alt­ed over me?” Psalm 13:1–2
				

			

			In­deed, how long? Ap­par­ent­ly, con­sid­er­ing eter­ni­ty not long at all. Or not long enough. Life is short, and it’s painful. It’s fleet­ing and frus­trat­ing.

			An­oth­er sun­di­al cre­ator says, “Life Pass­es Like the Shad­ow.” Shad­ows march on unim­ped­ed. Un­stop­pable. Slow­ly but sure­ly. Me­thod­i­cal. One sun­di­al cre­ator seeks to be a lit­tle more op­ti­mistic or, at the very least, in­struc­tive say­ing, “Use the Hours, Don’t Count Them.” Try­ing to put a pos­i­tive twist on the un­stop­pable pas­sage of time. In­vest your hours, and don’t sim­ply count them as they march on or slip away. Time is of the essence.

			
				
					“For he says, ‘In a fa­vor­able time I lis­tened to you, and in a day of sal­va­tion I have helped you.’
					Be­hold, now is the fa­vor­able time; be­hold, now is the day of sal­va­tion.” 2 Corinthi­ans 6:2
				

			

			Now. Eter­ni­ty may be in our hearts, but it is in­tend­ed to put a fire in us to re­spond to him in our tem­po­ral ex­is­tence. Hum­ble our­selves. Re­pent. Turn to him. Re­ceive mer­cy. Re­ceive grace. To­day. Now. Sal­va­tion is on­ly avail­able now. And time is pass­ing. To­day is the day of sal­va­tion. Use your hours wise­ly. Don’t just mark them off by count­ing them. Make your hours count by turn­ing to Christ and re­ceiv­ing the free gift.

			Sun­di­als pro­claim solemn warn­ings for a rea­son. Ur­gent. Be­ware of the tick­ing clock.

			Here is one fi­nal ex­am­ple of mot­tos on sun­di­als. One states, “Even as You Watch I’m Flee­ing.” The sun ris­es and sets. Re­peat­ed­ly. Don’t waste your sec­onds, min­utes, hours, days, weeks, months, years, or decades. Live in your tem­po­ral life wise­ly by mak­ing eter­nal de­ci­sions. Now.

			Sun­di­al mot­tos are solemn for a rea­son. Eter­nal de­ci­sions must be made in our tem­po­ral ex­is­tence. And time is not kind to any of us. It march­es on. Live wise­ly in your tem­po­ral days.

			
				
					“The sun ris­es, and the sun goes down, and has­tens to the place where it ris­es.” Ec­cle­si­astes 1:5
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				How to Face Loss in a Healthy Manner

			
			Ear­ly in my jour­ney of grief, I was asked if you can pre­pare for loss. I re­spond­ed with a yes and a no. The way you live pre­pares you for life and loss. How­ev­er, you can­not pre­pare for the ex­act man­ner in which you lose some­one. The cir­cum­stances can­not be known or pre­pared for, but the way you live pro­vides a foun­da­tion for any­thing you face, whether de­sir­able or un­de­sir­able.

			
				
					“Have noth­ing to do with ir­rev­er­ent, sil­ly myths. Rather train your­self for god­li­ness …” 1 Tim­o­th­y4:7
				

			

			
				Refuse Ir­rev­er­ent and Sil­ly Myths
			

			When loss de­scends on you, un­in­vit­ed, your shocked mind and numbed emo­tions give birth to thoughts out of nowhere. “Where did that come from,” you think. I re­mem­ber a crazy thought with­in the first day or two af­ter my loss. There were many peo­ple, com­forters, in and out of my house. And a thought out of the blue crossed my mind. “Maybe I can just walk out of the house, go to the air­port, move to Africa … and maybe no one will even know.” Bizarre.

			Worse than these spon­ta­neous thoughts are the sil­ly nar­ra­tives in our cul­ture that sur­round death. A few ex­am­ples …

			Death is the end, and my loss will lead to un­avoid­able de­spair. Or an­oth­er. When a per­son dies, God will weigh the good and bad things done. Or worse. You de­serve the best, but God has let you down. An­oth­er. God need­ed your loved one more than you did. Sil­ly and ir­rev­er­ent. And ter­ri­ble the­ol­o­gy.

			
				Rather, Train Your­self in God­li­ness
			

			Train­ing in this pas­sage car­ries with it the idea of ath­let­ic train­ing. This pas­sage us­es terms such as train, toil, strive, de­vote, and do not ne­glect. These are ac­tive words re­quir­ing en­er­gy and in­ten­tion­al­i­ty.

			The tar­get for train­ing is god­li­ness. Paul says, “… set the be­liev­ers an ex­am­ple in speech, in con­duct, in love, in faith, in pu­ri­ty” (1 Tim­o­thy 4:12). In­stead of lis­ten­ing to reck­less silli­ness and ir­rev­er­ence, ap­ply dis­ci­pline and train your­self in god­li­ness.

			
				
					“Prac­tice these things, im­merse your­self in them, so that all may see your progress.” 1 Tim­o­th­y4:15
				

			

			
				Prac­tice and Im­merse Your­self in Truth
			

			Paul con­tin­ues in de­liv­er­ing good ad­vice for life and loss. Prac­tice. Re­hearse. Im­merse your­self in a train­ing reg­i­men that will prom­ise to bear fruit. In mis­sion­ary cir­cles, there are nu­mer­ous strate­gies for lan­guage learn­ing. One strat­e­gy, lan­guage im­mer­sion, is a method where you sur­round your­self with those who speak the lan­guage you’re seek­ing to learn. You im­merse your­self in the lan­guage. Sim­i­lar­ly, Paul in­structs us to im­merse our­selves in truth.

			
				Make and Show Progress
			

			Paul’s in­struc­tions for life re­veal good ad­vice for deal­ing with loss. Progress can be made in main­tain­ing your emo­tion­al, phys­i­cal, and spir­i­tu­al health. In fact, you can thrive and not sim­ply sur­vive. Your cir­cum­stances have noth­ing to do with your thriv­ing or sur­viv­ing.

			Paul says, “You your­selves are our let­ter of rec­om­men­da­tion, writ­ten on our hearts, to be known and read by all” (2 Corinthi­ans 3:2). Liv­ing a life known by god­ly traits dis­plays a mes­sage to oth­ers. The Corinthi­ans were a let­ter to be known and read. Like­wise, we are to make and show our progress.

			So, lessons for a god­ly life de­liv­ered to us by Paul are al­so lessons that aid us in fac­ing loss in a healthy man­ner. We should refuse ir­rev­er­ent and sil­ly myths and, in­stead, train in god­li­ness. We should im­merse our­selves in truth and make and show our progress.

			
				“He isn’t so much work­ing to trans­form our cir­cum­stances as he is work­ing through hard cir­cum­stances to trans­form you and me.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies
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				Loss Is an Opportunity to Spread the Aroma of Hope

			
			
				
					“But thanks be to God, who in Christ al­ways leads us in tri­umphal pro­ces­sion, and through us spreads the fra­grance of the knowl­edge of him ev­ery­where.” 2 Corinthi­ans 2:14
				

			

			
				The Fra­grance of the Knowl­edge of Christ
			

			Faith leans in­to words such as “al­ways.” Christ al­ways leads us in tri­umphal pro­ces­sion. Al­ways. In the depths of loss, are you will­ing to have his fra­grance per­me­ate your en­vi­ron­ment?

			I re­mem­ber the first night af­ter the loss of my wife and how God brought words to mind from the song, “For­ev­er Reign.” The line, “You are love, you are love, on dis­play for all to see …” has come back to mind many times. Al­most as a ral­ly­ing cry. Al­most as a mantra. On dis­play. Oth­ers are watch­ing.

			
				
					“For we are the aro­ma of Christ to God among those who are be­ing saved … a fra­grance from life to life. Who is suf­fi­cient for these things?” 2 Corinthi­ans 2:15–16
				

			

			
				The Aro­ma of Christ to God Among Those Who are Be­ing Saved
			

			Chris­tians emit Christ’s aro­ma to God. The out­come is that their words and deeds lead oth­ers to Christ. New Chris­tians come to Christ through the tes­ti­mo­ny of Chris­tians. The fra­grance of the knowl­edge of Christ is an aro­ma to those who taste of sal­va­tion. If you have the gift of faith, you will will­ing­ly and joy­ful­ly re­pent and re­ceive the gift of sal­va­tion. It smells good and at­trac­tive, and you em­brace sal­va­tion. Christ’s aro­ma is an aro­ma of life.

			
				
					“For we are the aro­ma of Christ to God among those who … are per­ish­ing … a fra­grance from death to death … Who is suf­fi­cient for these things?” 2 Corinthi­ans 2:15–16
				

			

			
				The Aro­ma of Christ to God Among Those Who are Per­ish­ing
			

			Con­verse­ly, the aro­ma of Christ to God emits of­fense to those who are ob­sti­nate and faith­less. Un­will­ing to re­pent. Where those of faith em­brace the aro­ma of Christ, those with­out faith re­ject the aro­ma of Christ. They are per­ish­ing, and the aro­ma is a fra­grance of death. Eter­nal sep­a­ra­tion. Ul­ti­mate death. Christ’s aro­ma, to the faith­less, is an aro­ma of death.

			
				
					“For we are not, like so many, ped­dlers of God’s word, but as men of sin­cer­i­ty, as com­mis­sioned by God, in the sight of God we speak in Christ.” 2 Corinthi­ans 2:17
				

			

			
				Com­mis­sioned as a Fra­grance of Christ
			

			I have learned in my jour­ney through loss that I have to dogged­ly hold on in faith. Again, faith leans in­to that word “al­ways.” Christ al­ways leads us in tri­umphal pro­ces­sion. Faith is the ev­i­dence of things not seen. Can­did­ly, these things are not seen. Faith is be­liev­ing some­thing while not see­ing it. Faith ver­sus sight is ground ze­ro of the bat­tle.

			And yet, we are com­mis­sioned as men of sin­cer­i­ty. We tru­ly be­lieve what we do not see. We tru­ly be­lieve what we’ve been told. We take God and his word by faith. With­out sight.

			And by faith we re­ceive the com­mis­sion­ing, the com­pul­sion, to speak of Christ in the sight of God. In sin­cer­i­ty. Not like ped­dlers.

			If you’re fac­ing loss, you are be­ing giv­en a com­mis­sion to walk by faith in tri­umphal pro­ces­sion. You are be­ing giv­en a com­pul­sion to spread the fra­grance of the knowl­edge of Christ. His love is on dis­play, and you are spread­ing the aro­ma of hope.

			
				“The world of sense tri­umphs. The vis­i­ble be­comes the en­e­my of the in­vis­i­ble; the tem­po­ral, of the eter­nal.” A. W. Toz­er, The Pur­suit of God
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				Numerous Choices—Choosing to Turn to God in Grief

			
			
				
					“I re­gret that I have made Saul king, for he has turned back from fol­low­ing me and has not per­formed my com­mand­ments.” 1 Samuel 15:11
				

			

			Ray Palmer, in “My Faith Looks Up to Thee,” gives us a map for walk­ing in dark times. I learned ear­ly in my jour­ney that I had a mul­ti­tude of choic­es I could make. In fact, the pletho­ra of choic­es ter­ri­fied me. I had heard about all the mis­steps made by oth­ers, es­pe­cial­ly men.

			Palmer’s hymn be­gins, “My faith looks up to Thee, Thou Lamb of Cal­vary …” Wis­dom pre­vails when you turn to the Lamb of Cal­vary. Ev­ery oth­er choice you may turn to is a mis­take. Palmer is speak­ing, pri­mar­i­ly, to that ini­tial turn­ing from guilt to sal­va­tion. How­ev­er, as I have learned, that turn­ing to look with faith up­on Cal­vary is a re­peat­ed dai­ly re­sponse be­yond sal­va­tion, and es­pe­cial­ly in grief. Our eyes of faith should be trained to the Cross. We dogged­ly take our eyes off of sight—what’s be­fore us—and we fix our eyes up­on the Lamb.

			
				
					“Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no oth­er.” Isa­iah 45:22
				

			

			In the sec­ond verse of Palmer’s hymn, we sing, “May Thy rich grace im­part strength to my faint­ing heart …” Do not ig­nore that your tem­po­ral de­fault is to faint in life. Ad­ver­si­ty. Loss. Pain. Dis­ap­point­ment. We need his grace—his suf­fi­cient grace—to im­part strength to our weak and faint­ing hearts.

			The ti­tle of my blog is Fac­ing Loss: Lessons of Hope from My Un­want­ed Jour­ney. There’s a rea­son. I did not even have to come up with the ti­tle. It just emerged from my ex­pe­ri­ence. I re­al­ized I had to face my loss square­ly and I need­ed to do it with hope. Palmer con­tin­ues in verse three, “While life’s dark maze I tread, and griefs around me spread, be Thou my guide; bid dark­ness turn to­day, wipe sor­row’s tears away, nor let me ev­er stray from thee aside.” Face it. Life is a dark maze. Grief has or will spread around you. You need a guide. You have nu­mer­ous choic­es. Choose the Lamb of Cal­vary as your Guide! He will walk you by faith through the dark­ness and sor­row. He will keep you in his paths. Tempt­ed to stray, you will be en­abled to stay by his side.

			
				
					“No temp­ta­tion has over­tak­en you that is not com­mon to man. God is faith­ful, and he will not let you be tempt­ed be­yond your abil­i­ty, but with the temp­ta­tion he will al­so pro­vide the way of es­cape, that you may be able to en­dure it.” 1 Corinthi­ans 10:13
				

			

			“My Faith Looks Up to Thee” con­tin­ues. “When ends life’s tran­sient dream, when death’s cold, sullen stream, shall o’er me roll. Blest Sav­ior, then, in love, fear and dis­trust re­move; O bear me safe above, a ran­somed soul.” Palmer cap­tures the des­ti­na­tion on our life’s map. The tran­sient dream has end­ed. The chill of death vis­its us or, in some cas­es, rolls over us.

			We will see with eyes of sight what we have em­braced with eyes of faith. Our blessed Sav­ior! The lover of our souls! Love de­mol­ish­es fear and dis­trust. Fear and dis­trust are gone. No more need for faith. Now sight de­liv­ers what faith promised. He, our Sav­ior, bears us safe­ly above. The promised ran­som has been de­liv­ered! Faith be­comes sight. Hope gives way to joy­ful union.

			In a world where there are nu­mer­ous choic­es, the wise choose to turn to the God who made heav­en and earth.

			
				
					“Blessed are the poor in spir­it, for theirs is the king­dom of heav­en. … Re­joice and be glad, for your re­ward is great in heav­en …” Matthew 5:3, 12
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				Three Deliberate Keys for Thriving in Grief

			
			There are no quick fix­es to grief. Get used to it and em­brace it. Set­tle in for a process and not an event. How­ev­er, there are some key dis­ci­plines that prom­ise to set a tra­jec­to­ry if you de­sire to en­dure and even thrive. Thriv­ing through grief re­quires stub­born faith­ful en­durance in three key dis­ci­plines.

			
				
					“Re­joice in hope, be pa­tient in tribu­la­tion, be con­stant in prayer.” Ro­mans 12:12
				

			

			Three key prin­ci­ples, or dis­ci­plines, stand as a light to aid you as you walk through grief. We must re­joice in hope, be pa­tient in tribu­la­tion, and be con­stant in prayer.

			
				We must re­joice in hope.
			

			If you have been fol­low­ing my jour­ney at all, you will know what I do not mean. I do not mean we are to re­joice cal­lous­ly or be hap­py about what has hap­pened. We nev­er re­joice at bro­ken­ness. We do not cel­e­brate the ef­fects of sin and the fall.

			
				
					“If in Christ we have hope in this life on­ly, we are of all peo­ple most to be pitied.” 1Corinthi­ans 15:19
				

			

			We who are peo­ple of faith have eyes that see the eter­nal. There is a glo­ri­ous day com­ing when all pain, suf­fer­ing, tribu­la­tion, and all bro­ken­ness will be de­feat­ed. This fact of faith calls for re­joic­ing. And if you want to en­dure and even thrive through grief, re­joice in hope. If we can­not have hope in life’s most bro­ken mo­ments, we are among all peo­ple most to be pitied.

			
				We must be pa­tient in tribu­la­tion.
			

			One of the big­gest lessons I learned is that grief puts you on a jour­ney that is longer than you ev­er an­tic­i­pat­ed. The ti­tle of my blog, Fac­ing Loss, is pur­pose­ful­ly cho­sen to take note of this most im­por­tant les­son. You can­not side­step or di­vert your eyes from grief. You can­not ig­nore this jour­ney. You must face the jour­ney. You can­not hur­ry the jour­ney of grief.

			
				“Wish­ing has its place and work­ing is ev­er com­mend­able but wait­ing al­so has its re­wards.” Vance Havn­er, Though I Walk Through the Val­ley

			

			Pa­tience re­veals faith. Pa­tience re­veals de­pen­dence. Pa­tience al­so re­veals con­fi­dence in the strength and char­ac­ter of God. Don’t miss this—tribu­la­tion by def­i­ni­tion will re­quire pa­tience on your part. Tribu­la­tion re­quires en­durance. Pa­tience is a virtue, and it is es­pe­cial­ly vir­tu­ous in tribu­la­tion.

			
				We must be con­stant in prayer.
			

			David Jeremi­ah claims, “Prayer is my Dec­la­ra­tion of De­pen­dence.” Al­ways true, but es­pe­cial­ly true dur­ing grief, we are de­pen­dent even when we don’t know we are de­pen­dent. Turn­ing to God is a dis­ci­pline of faith, rec­og­niz­ing de­pen­dence. The more I un­der­stand my fee­ble na­ture, the more con­stant I will be in prayer.

			
				“Dif­fi­cul­ties and dis­cour­age­ments have sent us to our knees, and then we have been sur­prised by the ad­vent of the Mas­ter in great pow­er and bless­ing.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			To be clear, prayer is not in­tend­ed to change your cir­cum­stances but to change you in your cir­cum­stances. In fact, I must be con­stant in prayer so that I may re­joice in hope. Fur­ther, I must be con­stant in prayer so that I may be pa­tient in tribu­la­tion.

			These three keys for thriv­ing in grief are sim­ple, and yet they are dif­fi­cult. They will prove to un­lock in­struc­tions not to avoid grief but to thrive in grief. These three—re­joice, be pa­tient, and be con­stant—are weighty and de­lib­er­ate in­struc­tions. I have learned, grief is not for the faint of heart. How­ev­er, if you will fight for joy based on the hope of the gospel, if you will en­dure pa­tient­ly in the midst of what­ev­er tribu­la­tion you face, and if you will press in un­der the wings of the Almighty in con­stant com­mu­nion with him, you can thrive in grief.

			
				“God’s com­fort can keep the heart sweet and un­hurt in the midst of the sor­est tri­als, and bring the life through the dark­est hours, shin­ing in trans­fig­ured beau­ty.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort
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				A Word About Emotional Connection to Men Who Are Facing Loss

			
			
				“My per­spec­tive ma­tured, in­formed less by pain and more by un­der­stand­ing.” Bob Ter­ry, Strug­gling To­ward Hope: Life Af­ter the Death of a Spouse

			

			With­in the first few weeks fol­low­ing my shock­ing loss, I had a few men speak in­to my life. They cared, and they spoke up. They were not like Job’s friends.

			My fa­ther was my first and the most rep­e­ti­tious ad­vi­sor. Three times with­in the first week or so he ei­ther said or texted me to say I should not make any ma­jor de­ci­sions too quick­ly. Af­ter the dust from the fury of the first cou­ple of weeks set­tled, I fi­nal­ly asked him to elab­o­rate. He said I should not quit my job, sell my house, or be­gin a re­la­tion­ship too soon. Ad­di­tion­al­ly, my own son asked if I had safe­guards in place against the use of pornog­ra­phy. An­oth­er young man asked if I had any temp­ta­tion to abuse al­co­hol. It’s good to have peo­ple who care about you.

			These were car­ing ad­vi­sors will­ing to broach dif­fi­cult sub­jects for my good. They had dis­cern­ment, some be­yond their years, and cared enough to bring these top­ics up for dis­cus­sion. All three of these ad­vi­sors with their con­cern and ad­vice were wel­comed by me.

			In ret­ro­spect, I have ob­served one key is­sue at stake when it comes to grief and re­la­tion­ships. Men, you are vul­ner­a­ble. You are set up for prob­lems if you’re not care­ful. Be vig­i­lant. Your en­e­my is a de­vour­ing li­on.

			
				
					“Be sober-mind­ed; be watch­ful. Your ad­ver­sary the dev­il prowls around like a roar­ing li­on, seek­ing some­one to de­vour.” 1 Pe­ter 5:8
				

			

			The pri­ma­ry con­cern I re­al­ized was the dan­ger of even con­vers­ing or reach­ing out to griev­ing wom­en. The beau­ty of re­la­tion­ship is when ini­tial in­ter­est takes the more se­ri­ous step of emo­tion­al con­nec­tion. Spend time with some­one enough, and you’ll be­gin to sense a con­nec­tion. I’ve dis­cov­ered I have an in­stan­ta­neous con­nec­tion with any­one who has ex­pe­ri­enced grief. If you in­ter­act with a griev­ing wom­an you can feel that in­stant con­nec­tion. It’s go­ing to hap­pen by virtue of your shared ex­pe­ri­ences. You’ve both faced loss, and you un­der­stand each oth­er.

			
				“There is noth­ing lost by wait­ing pa­tient­ly and sub­mit­ting will­ing­ly to the Lord’s dis­pos­al.” John Flav­el, Fac­ing Grief

			

			I longed to be un­der­stood. I need­ed peo­ple to sense the depth of my loss. I wasn’t look­ing for pity, but I was seek­ing to plumb the depths of my loss in or­der to heal. And when I met an­oth­er per­son who had ex­pe­ri­enced some lev­el of loss, it was a huge step for­ward. The dan­ger lies in the next step. The dan­ger lies in the sub­tle con­nec­tion based on shared feel­ings. “She gets me,” you may be tempt­ed to say. “Fi­nal­ly, some­one who cares for me,” you might think. Your heart takes a step clos­er. You mis­take the emo­tion­al con­nec­tion sur­round­ing grief for an emo­tion­al con­nec­tion sig­ni­fy­ing love. In essence, you’re blind­ed. At least mo­men­tar­i­ly. This is not to say love can­not be born be­tween two griev­ing peo­ple in a healthy man­ner, but it is to say we should be on guard.

			
				“It is pos­si­ble both to ac­cept and to en­dure lone­li­ness with­out bit­ter­ness when there is a vi­sion of glo­ry be­yond.” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness

			

			Be­ware and be on guard sur­round­ing the emo­tion­al con­nec­tion with an­oth­er griev­ing per­son. John Flav­el says, in Fac­ing Grief, “When it is a dark hour of trou­ble with us, then is [Sa­tan’s] fittest sea­son to tempt … our suf­fer­ing time is his busiest work­ing time.” Be wise. Be alert. Be care­ful. Be afraid of your own feel­ings. Be guard­ed.

			
				“Don’t ca­pit­u­late to the siren songs of your unre­deemed thoughts. Pay at­ten­tion to where these thoughts come from and who is whis­per­ing them in your ears. Then re­ject them.” Boyd Bai­ley, The Spir­i­tu­al Life of a Lead­er

			

			I’ve con­fessed to my new wife that I’m grate­ful to God for pro­tect­ing me from seek­ing to be­gin even a friend­ship with her ear­li­er than I did. We are work as­so­ciates and friends but nev­er one-on-one out­side the of­fice. She’s not a griev­ing spouse, but I am con­vinced I would have done two things if I had be­gun a re­la­tion­ship too soon. First, I’m ab­so­lute­ly con­vinced her lis­ten­ing ears and car­ing spir­it would have opened a door to emo­tion­al con­nec­tion with the same ra­pid­i­ty as when we fi­nal­ly did be­gin dat­ing. Sec­ond, I am ab­so­lute­ly con­vinced I would have usurped a sig­nif­i­cant part of my own heal­ing, pro­cess­ing, and re­cov­ery. Such tim­ing would not have been healthy for me. Or fair for her.

			When it comes to re­la­tion­ships, dis­ci­pline is nec­es­sary. Se­ri­ous at­ten­tion is need­ed. Prayer­ful pon­der­ing is re­quired. Be­ware of emo­tion­al con­nec­tion when it comes to con­sid­er­ing a re­la­tion­ship fol­low­ing loss.

			
				“True free­dom con­sists not in ob­sess­ing about cir­cum­stances but in trust­ing that God who tran­scends them, not in pur­su­ing our own way but in sur­ren­der­ing to God’s way.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Re­vealed: How God Re­deems the Sto­ry of Your Life

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				I Prayed in the Sanctuary Alone—A Rite of Passage

			
			
				
					“He re­stores my soul. He leads me in paths of right­eous­ness for his name’s sake.” Psalm 23:3
				

			

			Kim and I start­ed the youth group at our church, Move­ment Church, in Rich­mond, Vir­ginia. She loved the youth and they re­spond­ed well to all that she planned for them. Kim was gen­uine, and I am con­vinced the youth knew of her love for them.

			We had been at the church for about five years when she died. Move­ment Church, there­fore, was where we had her fu­ner­al.

			Ear­ly in grief, you flash back to the fu­ner­al as you process what has hap­pened. Where you sat dur­ing the fu­ner­al. Some of the con­tent of the fu­ner­al. But not all of it. It’s a blur. The cas­ket. The mu­sic. The sanc­tu­ary.

			Even­tu­al­ly, you re­turn to church. You flash back. Over time the flash­backs lessen. You don’t for­get, but you stay in the flash­back less in time and in­ten­si­ty. How­ev­er, you cre­ate new rhythms and new nor­mals. You stand alone and sing dur­ing wor­ship in the sanc­tu­ary. You don’t hold a hand dur­ing a prayer. You don’t share know­ing glances dur­ing a ser­mon when some­thing res­onates with both of you at the same time. New rhythms are cre­at­ed by your­self. Alone.

			I fi­nal­ly reen­gaged with our youth group. Of course, a year af­ter Kim’s death a world­wide pan­dem­ic in­ter­rupt­ed ev­ery­thing in­clud­ing our youth gath­er­ings. As an aside, on­line meet­ings are no re­place­ment for in per­son in­ter­ac­tion, and a youth group is a prime ex­am­ple and il­lus­tra­tion.

			Even­tu­al­ly, we were back at church on Sun­day evenings for youth gath­er­ings. One evening, I walked by the sanc­tu­ary when no one else was around. It had been about two years since Kim’s fu­ner­al at the time. I looked in­to the dark­ness of the sanc­tu­ary, and I thought back to that painful day when I gath­ered with hun­dreds of lov­ing sup­port­ers to mourn Kim’s pass­ing and to wor­ship her Lord. I stood there for a mo­ment look­ing in at the sanc­tu­ary as I re­called what had hap­pened in that room on Feb­ru­ary 25, 2019. I thought about the months of heal­ing. I thought about the pain. I thought about sup­port­ers. I thought about new rhythms in my life. I thought about the pow­er of the gospel.

			And then, I walked in­to the sanc­tu­ary alone. I walked around the sanc­tu­ary and prayed. I wor­shipped. I turned to God. I com­plained some, re­spect­ful­ly. I asked God again to bring his King­dom and his will to bear in what­ev­er was left in my life. I told him I on­ly want­ed his ways to be ac­com­plished in my life. But I begged him to con­tin­ue to pour his stead­fast love up­on me. I told him I trust­ed him.

			I prayed these things again. As I have done so many times be­fore in my own home.

			That day turned out to be a rite of pas­sage. I marked the jour­ney. A fu­ner­al in Feb­ru­ary of 2019. Wa­ter un­der the bridge. The pas­sage of time. They say, “Time heals all wounds.” It’s not that sim­ple, but time does play a part, no doubt. Now, I prayed alone in the same sanc­tu­ary over two years lat­er. Again, a rite of pas­sage. A mo­ment marked. Mov­ing for­ward in health. An­oth­er im­por­tant step is tak­en—alone.

			I was heal­ing to a point where I was ready for a new re­la­tion­ship. I was ready to in­vest in my life again and in some­one else’s life. I didn’t know who or when, for sure, but I was re­cov­er­ing. I was tak­ing care­ful steps. Slow. But sure. I knew like Paul that God was not fin­ished with me yet, and I should in­vest in life.

			
				
					“For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruit­ful la­bor for me. Yet which I shall choose I can­not tell. I am hard pressed be­tween the two. My de­sire is to de­part and be with Christ, for that is far bet­ter. But to re­main in the flesh is more nec­es­sary on your ac­count.” Philip­pi­ans 1:21–24
				

			

			Note: I am con­vinced this ex­pe­ri­ence pre­pared me to take a very im­por­tant step a year or so lat­er when I mar­ried Aman­da.
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				The Disloyalty of Destroying Memories

			
			I’ve ob­served grief now from nu­mer­ous per­spec­tives. Grief is like the prover­bial onion with seem­ing­ly end­less lay­ers! Ear­ly lessons taught me that I could plan for mourn­ing—pro­tect­ed set-apart dai­ly time was im­por­tant for my heal­ing and even sur­vival. How­ev­er, I al­so learned to be pre­pared for the ready-or-not-out-of-the-blue grief. I had to learn to be in­ten­tion­al with planned mourn­ing and re­spon­sive to un­planned ready-or-not mourn­ing.

			Crash­ing waves are an­oth­er anal­o­gy used with grief. In the be­gin­ning the waves are high­er and crash hard­er and come at you more of­ten. Over time, the waves lessen in in­ten­si­ty and their vis­its are spread out.

			This morn­ing, a vol­cano was re­port­ed to have erupt­ed on an is­land in the ocean, and a tsuna­mi warn­ing was is­sued. That same af­ter­noon I was pack­ing pic­tures and pho­to al­bums in some box­es.

			A tsuna­mi hit at my house to­day. With­out warn­ing.

			
				“The mem­o­ries, un­bid­den, spring in­to their minds, scat­tered per­haps over the years. There is, maybe, some­thing to be said for say fac­ing them all de­lib­er­ate­ly and straight away.” Shel­don Vanauken, A Se­vere Mer­cy

			

			I should have been ready, but the waves of grief have been small­er and more spo­radic late­ly. I’ve grown ac­cus­tomed to a re­duc­tion in my lev­el of pain. Heal­ing has vis­it­ed me.

			How­ev­er, I felt the rum­bling as I packed up the first cou­ple of box­es of pho­to al­bums. I made the mis­take of glanc­ing at the pic­tures. And I should have rec­og­nized the ris­ing emo­tion. But I’m bet­ter. I even sense that I am healed, but ev­ery time I say so I add that I know I will al­ways be heal­ing. Healed but heal­ing. It’s a new re­al­i­ty.

			Al­bum af­ter al­bum told a sto­ry that I knew had end­ed. Ear­ly life with Kim in the At­lanta area. Paul’s birth. Emi­ly’s birth. Sub­se­quent birth­days and times with fam­i­ly. I was so young. Ap­point­ment as mis­sion­ar­ies to South Africa. Setswana lan­guage school. Trevor’s birth. Vis­its from our par­ents. Fur­lough. Our move to Zim­bab­we. Church-plant­ing ef­forts in Ep­worth and Ruwa near Harare, Zim­bab­we. Our move to Rich­mond, Vir­ginia. Pic­ture af­ter pic­ture told sto­ry af­ter sto­ry. All past tense.

			
				“We need to grieve the hard sto­ry, yes. We must take as long as we need.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			The ready-or-not-out-of-the-blue erup­tion hit me. The ba­by pic­tures did the deed. The tsuna­mi just rose out of the calm wa­ters of my soul and hit me. A huge wave came over me. One pic­ture in par­tic­u­lar was ob­vi­ous­ly tak­en by me. Kim was hold­ing our three young chil­dren. And I saw her life’s im­pact flood over me. And there was pain be­cause I felt dis­loy­al. I’m pack­ing up mem­o­ries. It’s al­most like I’m de­stroy­ing mem­o­ries of her. I’m dis­re­spect­ing my life and the wife of my youth. In his book, Sea­sons of Sor­row, Tim Chal­lies de­scribed clean­ing out the room of his son fol­low­ing his death as “… rude and im­pos­ing.”

			I’m ac­cept­ing the need to pack and move out. As I write I am pre­par­ing to sell my house. Chal­lies al­so says, “I no­tice the room is be­gin­ning to echo as it gets pro­gres­sive­ly emp­ti­er.” It’s forc­ing more pain. Heal­ing is a process. The pic­tures are sto­ries of the past. No more. A chap­ter end­ed.

			A mas­sive re­minder wave in the form of a tsuna­mi is crash­ing on me to­day.

			
				“… we need to let the re­de­fined sto­ry be part of our griev­ing process, be­cause it will al­so be part of our heal­ing. And there will be joy.” Kather­ine and Jay Wolf, Suf­fer Strong

			

			The tsuna­mi seems like a set­back. I feel old pains re­vis­it­ing me again. Like a boomerang. Like a bad pen­ny. Like a sin that finds you out. Crash­ing. Out-of-the-blue. Ready-or-not.

			The wave crash­es and sub­sides. Per­spec­tive is gained. A new chap­ter is good. The old chap­ter, while closed, is al­so good. The pos­si­bil­i­ty is con­sid­ered that this step is not dis­loy­al­ty. It’s not de­struc­tive. The pack­ing up of mem­o­ries and pic­tures is a step of heal­ing. Re­spect­ing the past and em­brac­ing the fu­ture.

			
				“There is a balm for ev­ery pain, a medicine for all sor­row; the eye turned back­ward to the Cross, and for­ward to the mor­row.” Ger­hardt Ter Stee­gan, Hymns of Ter Stee­gan and Oth­ers

			

			Note: On the day this en­try was writ­ten, it was won­der­ful to have a new re­la­tion­ship in my life with a wom­an who is strong, gen­tle, and kind enough to al­low me to dis­cuss these steps and feel­ings with her.
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				When You Realize Your World Is the Groaning World

			
			
				
					“For we know that the whole cre­ation has been groan­ing to­geth­er in the pains of child­birth un­til now.” Ro­mans 8:22
				

			

			When you face loss, you re­al­ize the world groans await­ing re­demp­tion. Wait­ing. En­dur­ing. Wom­en un­der­stand this groan­ing bet­ter than men do. Paul, in Ro­mans 8:22, com­pares this groan­ing of the whole cre­ation to the pains of child­birth. I’ve heard it’s painful. I don’t pre­tend to un­der­stand. Ap­par­ent­ly, it’s all-con­sum­ing. Again, en­dur­ing pain.

			Not the way it was sup­posed to be.

			
				
					“And God saw ev­ery­thing that he had made, and be­hold, it was very good.” Gen­e­sis 1:31
				

			

			The sto­ry of cre­ation, chron­i­cled in Gen­e­sis 1, was a sto­ry of good de­liv­ered by the hand of God. In the be­gin­ning, in fact, God de­clared what he had cre­at­ed was good. And then Adam, and sub­se­quent­ly all mankind, fell hard and ug­ly. One man.

			Nev­er un­der­es­ti­mate the im­pact of your re­sponse to any­thing. Feel the weight of re­spon­si­bil­i­ty. Nev­er un­der­es­ti­mate the im­pact of your re­sponse to your loss.

			Nev­er un­der­es­ti­mate the im­pact of one per­son’s de­ci­sion to re­spond the way they re­spond.

			
				
					“There­fore, just as sin came in­to the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men be­cause all sinned.” Ro­mans 5:12
				

			

			With the fall of man, in­stant spir­i­tu­al death be­came a re­al­i­ty. Like­wise, grad­u­al phys­i­cal death be­came a re­al­i­ty. Fur­ther, ul­ti­mate eter­nal death be­came a re­al­i­ty.

			On that day, all of hu­man­i­ty for all of time ex­pe­ri­enced spir­i­tu­al death. Our new start­ing point was a groan­ing world, a groan­ing ex­is­tence. What was good was taint­ed by the bad. Spir­i­tu­al death en­tered the world and be­came the com­mon ex­is­tence for all of us. Me. You. The whole world. On our heels.

			
				
					“So if a per­son lives many years, let him re­joice in them all; but let him re­mem­ber that the days of dark­ness will be many. All that comes is van­i­ty.” Ec­cle­si­astes 11:8
				

			

			On that day, all of hu­man­i­ty was in­tro­duced to grad­u­al phys­i­cal death. The day of birth is the be­gin­ning of the end. Death awaits all who are born be­cause of the re­sponse of Adam, of one man. De­cay was in­tro­duced to our ex­pe­ri­ence. A slow demise is in the fu­ture of mankind. Our bod­ies slow and weak­en. Death awaits us all. It’s grad­u­al, but it’s re­al. Days of dark­ness will be many.

			Fi­nal­ly, on that day, ul­ti­mate eter­nal death was in­tro­duced as the des­ti­na­tion for all mankind. “For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the un­god­ly. For one will scarce­ly die for a right­eous per­son—though per­haps for a good per­son one would dare even to die—but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sin­ners, Christ died for us” (Ro­mans 5:6–8). That des­ti­na­tion of ul­ti­mate eter­nal death is not in­evitable for ev­ery per­son. Through Christ, God has made a way of res­cue. Christ died for the groan­ing world.

			
				“You live in a fall­en world that it­self groans, wait­ing for re­demp­tion.” Paul David Tripp, New Morn­ing Mer­cies

			

			My ex­pe­ri­ence un­der­scored an awak­en­ing to re­al­ize my world was a groan­ing world. My world was a bro­ken world. My world was a sin-scarred world. My world was in need of re­demp­tion, of res­cue, of restora­tion.

			
				“In my groan­ing, I joined a cho­rus of groan­ing that is bil­lions strong.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Re­vealed: How God Re­deems the Sto­ry of Your Life

			

			Al­low loss to re­veal your world is the groan­ing world; al­low the gospel to re­veal God’s an­swer to your groan­ing, bro­ken, sin-scarred world. Walk by faith in this groan­ing, bro­ken world and refuse to walk by sight alone.

			
				
					“Give ear to my words, O Lord; con­sid­er my groan­ing.” Psalm 5:1
				

			

			
				
					“I have sure­ly seen the af­flic­tion of my peo­ple who are in Egypt, and have heard their groan­ing, and I have come down to de­liv­er them …” Acts‬ ‭7:34
				

			

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		
			
				Navigating New Normals—The Art Form of Moving Forward With

			
			Fol­low­ing ma­jor loss, your mind seeks to come to grips with your new nor­mal. The ab­sence of the one loved cre­ates a mas­sive emo­tion­al hole—a vi­tal miss­ing piece—and phan­tom im­puls­es cause you to fluc­tu­ate or vac­il­late be­tween old and new. Back and forth. Your hard drive is over­writ­ing new painful re­al­i­ties over old hap­py mem­o­ries. It’s wise to make no ma­jor de­ci­sions in these ear­ly days. I re­ceived that ad­vice re­peat­ed­ly. I’m grate­ful. The road you walk is un­even and there are il­lu­sions. It’s con­fus­ing when you fi­nal­ize a de­ci­sion based on what you con­sid­er good in­for­ma­tion, and it turns out it is skewed, un­re­li­able in­for­ma­tion. You’re nav­i­gat­ing a new nor­mal. Take your time.

			And nav­i­gat­ing this new nor­mal takes longer than you ex­pect.

			
				“We get in a hur­ry to tear open the co­coon and re­lease the but­ter­fly. Our clum­sy hands wreck God’s del­i­cate tim­ing.” Vance Havn­er, Though I Walk Through the Val­ley

			

			Even­tu­al­ly, your men­tal hard drive is over­writ­ten, and your new nor­mal is firm­ly en­sconced in your mind. No more de­nial. Even­tu­al­ly, your thoughts in­creas­ing­ly turn to­ward mov­ing for­ward.

			Note, I said mov­ing for­ward.

			This is a good place to dif­fer­en­ti­ate be­tween two vast­ly di­ver­gent ways to talk about re­cov­ery. Many peo­ple strug­gle with mov­ing on. In fact, well-mean­ing sup­port­ers en­cour­age mourn­ers by point­ing out they have been sad long enough. They en­cour­age the mourn­er to move on. How­ev­er, it is sim­ply not ap­pro­pri­ate to try to move on. Mov­ing on car­ries with it the idea of putting the past be­hind you. Mov­ing for­ward car­ries with it the idea of tak­ing the in­flu­ences of the past with you.

			I have No­ra McIn­erny to thank for this sub­tle but im­por­tant de­scrip­tion she com­mu­ni­cat­ed in a TED Talk. She helped me put a frame­work in my mind to guide my own heal­ing. I am who I am to­day, in large part, be­cause of the in­flu­ence of my wife. It is ab­surd to move on from your loved one when you can move for­ward with the lessons, mem­o­ries, and val­ues they poured in­to your life.

			
				“There is no re­treat; we have noth­ing left to us but to grasp the very hand that brought us there and push for­ward.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			I have found the same tran­si­tion is in play if you con­sid­er en­ter­ing a new re­la­tion­ship af­ter your grief jour­ney. No mat­ter if the re­la­tion­ship is se­ri­ous or not. You’re, once again, nav­i­gat­ing a new nor­mal. No­ra McIn­erny calls it an “al­ter­nate uni­verse.” In the ear­ly days of con­sid­er­a­tion or ex­plo­ration, you need to mon­i­tor your thoughts, emo­tions, and ex­pec­ta­tions. It’s not bad, it’s just the re­al­i­ty. You must talk your­self through this new nor­mal.

			Just don’t do it pub­licly. You don’t want peo­ple to see you talk­ing to your­self. Es­pe­cial­ly if you get an­i­mat­ed. That would be awk­ward.

			You need to care­ful­ly con­sid­er as­pects to your new nor­mal. First, have you tak­en ap­pro­pri­ate time to heal? You can­not love well again if you have not healed. I’m not talk­ing about an elu­sive re­turn to the pre­vi­ous state of health be­fore loss. I’m talk­ing about a new nor­mal healthy state in the con­text of your loss—a place where you can love again. You’re not re­plac­ing your pre­vi­ous spouse, but you’re seek­ing to love again, none­the­less. Dif­fer­ent. New. Mov­ing for­ward. Not a sto­ic mov­ing on.

			Sec­ond, are you ready to give your mind time to en­ter­tain a new nor­mal? This im­por­tance to nav­i­gate your new nor­mal is a new in­sight for me. You may not need the same amount of time it took to em­brace the new nor­mal of your loss, but you need time to nav­i­gate the chang­ing land­scape. You nav­i­gat­ed your­self in­to sin­gle­ness, and now you’re con­sid­er­ing chang­ing that sta­tus. Take time. Mon­i­tor your heart, your emo­tion­al health. Con­tem­plate the changes your steps could lead you to face. Mon­i­tor the rewrit­ing of your hard drive, once again.

			As you move for­ward, be care­ful to nav­i­gate your new nor­mal with pa­tience, wis­dom, and peace.

			
				“[Yield­ing to the will of God] does not make the pain of the sor­row less; it does not give back the loved one who has been called away, but it brings the heart in­to full ac­cord with God, and thus gives sweet peace.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort
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				She Is Able to Swim

			
			I’ve writ­ten be­fore about my fel­low grief trav­el­er, Joe Hall. As a young man in his mid-twen­ties, he mar­ried his wife know­ing she was dy­ing. He’s an amaz­ing young man. Lat­er, God brought an­oth­er beau­ti­ful young la­dy in­to his life. He’s much younger than I am but far­ther along in grief. And wis­dom, too. He’s been good for me.

			We met one day for cof­fee af­ter I be­gan dat­ing Aman­da. I want­ed to catch him up on my re­cent sta­tus change and get some coun­sel. We talked about the con­fus­ing tran­si­tion when you move from full grief to ex­plor­ing new pos­si­bil­i­ties. It’s grad­u­al but stark. Mov­ing on is not healthy but mov­ing for­ward is a ne­ces­si­ty. And there’s a dif­fer­ence. It’s not a nine­ty-de­gree turn. Nor is it a one-hun­dred-and-eighty de­gree about face. Again, it’s grad­u­al. It’s a tran­si­tion.

			Nav­i­gat­ing new nor­mals is an art form. One nor­mal is end­ed, but the phan­tom im­puls­es do not sim­ply go away. Your new nor­mal is bom­bard­ed by the old re­al­i­ty. Slow­ly you come to ful­ly ac­cept your new re­al­i­ty on­ly to have it change again with the prospects of a new re­la­tion­ship. Con­fus­ing for sure. Again, it’s a dance from old to new. And it’s a time for pa­tience as you seek to take steps with great care in a new as­pect of your grief jour­ney.

			Be­sides, grief re­al­ly nev­er ends. It changes and comes at you in dif­fer­ent forms. Heal­ing comes, but it keeps com­ing. Heal­ing con­tin­ues slow­ly. You seem to be healed but still heal­ing. The waves are spread out and small­er. Most of the time.

			In our cof­fee con­ver­sa­tion, Joe said some­thing in­sight­ful like he al­ways does. As we talked about Aman­da, he asked me if she’d ev­er been through deep grief. Aman­da, like all of us, has been through her own ex­pe­ri­ences with bro­ken­ness but not the loss of a spouse, I ex­plained. His re­ply was quick and to the point. “She doesn’t need to have been through deep wa­ters,” he said, “but she needs to be able to swim.” I looked at Joe in the same way a zeal­ous stu­dent fix­es his eyes on a fa­vorite, wise, val­ued, and re­spect­ed teach­er.

			Pro­found.

			
				“She doesn’t need to have been through deep wa­ters, but she needs to be able to swim.” Joe Hall

			

			She needs to be able to swim.

			I had not even con­sid­ered such a thought. Mine is not just a new re­la­tion­ship with an­oth­er per­son. Not near­ly so sim­ple. It’s a re­la­tion­ship in­volv­ing some­one who has lost a spouse af­ter a long and hap­py mar­riage filled with lots of won­der­ful mem­o­ries and some­one who does not have that same ex­pe­ri­ence. Aman­da has nev­er been mar­ried.

			So, she needs to be able to swim in deep wa­ters.

			
				
					“An ex­cel­lent wife who can find? She is far more pre­cious than jew­els.” Proverbs 31:10
				

			

			Aman­da is a god­ly wom­an who ex­udes kind­ness and gen­tle­ness. She’s a wom­an of high char­ac­ter. She’s a wom­an who loves the Word of God. She’s a wom­an who prays. She’s a wom­an who thirsts for right­eous­ness and fol­lows Je­sus. She’s self­less and un­der­stand­ing. And she’s full of love. She is a wom­an who fears the Lord.

			She has al­so served as a mis­sion­ary in the jun­gles of South Amer­i­ca and knows how to use a ma­chete!

			But I di­gress.

			
				
					“The heart of her hus­band trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain.” Proverbs 31:11
				

			

			Aman­da is able to swim.

			She has told me re­peat­ed­ly she knows my grief is not over and nev­er will be ful­ly com­plete. She has told me she will walk with me with loy­al­ty through what­ev­er comes our way. She cares deeply for me and my jour­ney. And my fam­i­ly. And Kim’s mem­o­ry.

			As I prayed about my fu­ture and the prospect of mar­riage again, I had three pri­ma­ry hopes: first, I re­fused to set­tle for just any re­la­tion­ship af­ter hav­ing had a won­der­ful mar­riage—I hoped for a wom­an of char­ac­ter; sec­ond, I hoped for some­one who would not be in­tim­i­dat­ed by Kim’s mem­o­ry but would hon­or her; and third, I hoped for some­one who would love and in­vest in my chil­dren and their fam­i­lies.

			God an­swered that prayer in an Eph­esians 3:20 fash­ion—be­yond what I asked or imag­ined—be­cause Aman­da is able to swim.

			
				
					“She does him good, and not harm, all the days of her life.” Proverbs 31:12
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				His Brokenness Heals Our Brokenness

			
			It’s a beau­ti­ful para­dox. It’s a mys­te­ri­ous gift. His bro­ken­ness over­whelms our bro­ken­ness. He has been bro­ken to heal us. Bro­ken­ness is at the heart of the gospel. We, bro­ken hu­man­i­ty, are un­able to heal our­selves. He who knew no sin be­came sin for us. He was bro­ken for our sake so we could be­come right­eous­ness (2 Corinthi­ans 5:21).

			
				
					“He heals the bro­ken­heart­ed and binds up their wounds.” Psalm 147:3
				

			

			As I have pro­cessed my loss—seek­ing heal­ing for my grief—I have been sen­si­tive to the Spir­it’s speak­ing to my heart. Let’s just say loss re­moves a lay­er of life and makes you more per­cep­tive. More ob­ser­vant. More dis­cern­ing. As Jer­ry Sittser wrote in A Grace Re­vealed: How God Re­deems the Sto­ry of Your Life, “Such is the para­dox of the re­demp­tive sto­ry—we lose to gain, die to live, re­nounce to in­her­it, sur­ren­der our­selves to get our­selves back.” Again, it’s a mys­tery. Once bro­ken, lost, dead, and re­nounced we are re­newed, found, giv­en life, and ac­cept­ed be­cause of his bro­ken­ness. Our bro­ken­ness ad­dressed by the suf­fer­ing Sav­ior.

			
				“… look­ing through the bro­ken grave of Christ, as through a win­dow, we see green fields on the oth­er side …” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			We should ex­pect bro­ken­ness, no doubt. Je­sus was will­ing to give his life be­cause bro­ken­ness is re­al, and it’s se­ri­ous. Bro­ken­ness breeds and gives birth to all man­ner of pain and loss. And as Dane Or­t­land wrote in Gen­tle and Low­ly, “Christ’s heart is not drained by our com­ing to him; his heart is filled up all the more by our com­ing to him.” He was bro­ken for our sake. He gave him­self out of love for us. His heart is full of love for us and is glo­ri­fied and pleased when we turn to him.

			
				“… look­ing through the win­dow of Christ’s rent tomb we have a vi­sion of life im­mor­tal and in the truth of im­mor­tal­i­ty we find bound­less in­spi­ra­tion, com­fort for ev­ery sor­row and gain for ev­ery loss.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			Bro­ken­ness was an­ni­hi­lat­ed on the cross. Paul David Tripp wrote in New Morn­ing Mer­cies, “It is the cross of Je­sus Christ that gives you rea­son to hope, sing, cel­e­brate, and live.” Bro­ken­ness is al­ready de­feat­ed and at the same time not yet. This is im­por­tant to un­der­stand. I know we know it in our head. How­ev­er, get this wis­dom down in­to your heart. Faith caus­es us to stand firm and strong. We know by faith that bro­ken­ness will be de­feat­ed ul­ti­mate­ly. How­ev­er, we live in a bro­ken world to­day. We ex­pe­ri­ence tem­po­ral bro­ken­ness in the here-and-now. Eter­nal re­demp­tion is yet-to-be re­al­ized. Have faith. Hope. Stand strong.

			
				“The whole work of God in re­demp­tion is to un­do the trag­ic ef­fects of that foul re­volt, and to bring us back again in­to right and eter­nal re­la­tion­ship with him­self.” A. W. Toz­er, The Pur­suit of God

			

			Christ’s bro­ken­ness over­whelms our bro­ken­ness. His sac­ri­fice over­throws the re­volt and re­unites mankind with the Mak­er. His bro­ken body was giv­en for us to heal our souls.

			As you walk through loss brought on by the bro­ken­ness of the world, nev­er for­get that his bro­ken­ness heals our bro­ken­ness. His sac­ri­fice de­liv­ers our re­demp­tion. His faith­ful­ness in­spires our faith­ful­ness.

			
				
					“And as they were eat­ing, he took bread, and af­ter bless­ing it broke it and gave it to them, and said, ‘Take; this is my body.’” Mark 14:22
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				My Experience with the Liberating Discipline of Lament

			
			I am in­debt­ed to Mark Vroe­gop who wrote, “To cry is hu­man, but to lament is Chris­tian.” I’m in­debt­ed for the lib­er­at­ing ex­pe­ri­ences de­liv­ered to me af­ter read­ing his book, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy. These lessons helped me on my jour­ney through grief.

			Lament, Vroe­gop ex­plains, has four vi­tal parts; all are nec­es­sary. You turn to God, com­plain to God, ask of God, and trust in God. And now, in the rearview mir­ror of my deep­est grief, I have some prac­ti­cal meat to put on these four bones.
Turn to God
			
				“When bro­ken­ness be­comes your life, lament helps you turn to God. It lifts your head and turns your tear-filled eyes to­ward the on­ly hope …” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy

			

			Ear­ly in grief, I had fam­i­ly and friends speak in­to my life. My fa­ther of­fered coun­sel. My chil­dren en­cour­aged me. Friends of­fered sup­port.

			Lat­er, I learned the lan­guage of lament. As Vroe­gop says, “… lament helps you turn to God.” Ear­li­er ex­pe­ri­ences, cau­tion and coun­sel, helped me re­al­ize that the is­sue is we have many op­tions to which we can turn. In loss, you can turn to a new re­la­tion­ship, pornog­ra­phy, or al­co­hol. Or nu­mer­ous oth­er des­ti­na­tions.

			Or you can turn to God.

			The first in­ten­tion­al and faith-filled step in lament is to turn to God.
Com­plain to God
			
				“Com­plaint is cen­tral to lament. But Chris­tians nev­er com­plain just to com­plain. In­stead, we bring our com­plaints to the Lord for the pur­pose of mov­ing us to­ward him.” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy

			

			Hon­est­ly, com­plain­ing seemed very un­com­fort­able to me. It seemed dis­re­spect­ful. How­ev­er, I could not de­ny it was bib­li­cal. Vroe­gop takes you through The Psalms to prove his point. It’s bib­li­cal. David and oth­er writ­ers com­plained. Even Je­sus lament­ed in Matthew 27:46, “My God, my God, why have you for­sak­en me?” And Je­sus was quot­ing Psalm 22.

			So, I com­plained. Un­com­fort­able, yes. But I sought to com­plain re­spect­ful­ly. Care­ful­ly.

			And some­thing beau­ti­ful hap­pened. Je­sus spoke to my heart and helped me see I was right to com­plain. This bro­ken­ness was not God’s de­sign. How­ev­er, bro­ken­ness is re­al. But he whis­pered to my heart that bro­ken­ness was worse than I could even fath­om. Be­yond my sin­gu­lar loss, the whole world is bro­ken. And then it was as if he leaned in and de­liv­ered the news that bro­ken­ness is so bad that it cost him his life on the cross.

			The sec­ond part of lament, com­plaint, lib­er­at­ed me from see­ing on­ly my per­spec­tive on loss.
Ask of God
			
				“… lament stands in the gap be­tween pain and prom­ise.” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy

			

			At some point fol­low­ing my stag­ger­ing loss, I re­al­ized I had lost my high­est earth­ly trea­sure, my wife. And I had a dis­tinct re­al­iza­tion that I want­ed on­ly what God brought to me in my fu­ture. God led me to pray four over­ar­ch­ing re­quests. I prayed in keep­ing with his King­dom. I prayed ask­ing for his will alone. I want­ed his King­dom to come and will to do be done in my life as it was ful­ly ac­com­plished in heav­en. Unim­ped­ed. Fur­ther, I be­gan to pray for God to or­ches­trate my steps. I asked that he keep me walk­ing in his ways—ac­cord­ing to his statutes, in­struc­tions, and com­mand­ments. Fi­nal­ly, I had come to bask in God’s stead­fast love. And so, I prayed that as he brought about his King­dom, will, and ways that he would al­low me to con­tin­ue to en­joy his stead­fast love.

			The third as­pect of lament, to ask, fo­cused me to pray in agree­ment with God.
Trust in God
			
				“… in the Bible lament is more than sor­row or talk­ing about sad­ness. It is more than walk­ing through the stages of grief. Lament is a prayer in pain that leads to trust.” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy

			

			Af­ter turn­ing to God, com­plain­ing to God, and ask­ing of God, it is ap­pro­pri­ate to trust God. Fur­ther, lament is in­com­plete if you do not take the fi­nal step to de­clare your trust.

			I have been en­cour­aged on my jour­ney through Psalm 89. One verse that rep­re­sents so many oth­er pas­sages is Psalm 89:33 which states, “… I will not re­move from him my stead­fast love or be false to my faith­ful­ness.” If your cir­cum­stances tell you he has re­moved his stead­fast love from you, your cir­cum­stances are ly­ing to you. He will not re­move his stead­fast love. Fur­ther, he will not be false to his faith­ful­ness. He can­not de­ny him­self.

			The fi­nal com­po­nent, trust, com­pletes bib­li­cal lament.

			Lament is born in bro­ken­ness. Bib­li­cal lament leads us to turn to God alone, risk the dis­ci­pline of com­plain­ing to God, turn our com­plaint in­to a re­quest and ask of God, and then rest in faith by trust­ing God.

			
				“Lament is the hon­est cry of a hurt­ing heart wrestling with the para­dox of pain and the prom­ise of God’s good­ness.” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy
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				How GriefShare Can Be an Important Part of Your Journey from Mourning to Joy

			
			Ev­ery in­di­vid­u­al’s grief jour­ney is unique. The jour­ney is as unique as ev­ery in­di­vid­u­al fac­ing the grief brought on by loss. How­ev­er, I have found sev­er­al im­por­tant dis­ci­plines that I be­lieve are trans­ferrable to any­one who is fac­ing loss. To one de­gree or an­oth­er.

			I found I need­ed time alone to process what had hap­pened. In my times alone, I spent time in God’s Word, books and tes­ti­mo­ni­als about grief and loss, and up­lift­ing wor­ship­ful mu­sic. I prayed. Prayer was stunt­ed at first. An­oth­er im­por­tant as­pect to my own re­cov­ery was be­ing with peo­ple, some fac­ing loss and oth­ers not fac­ing loss. You need both to main­tain per­spec­tive.

			
				
					“Bear one an­oth­er’s bur­dens, and so ful­fill the law of Christ.” Gala­tians 6:2
				

			

			And that’s where Grief­Share, the min­istry, comes in­to the pic­ture. I joined a Grief­Share group to­ward the fi­nal stages of my jour­ney of loss. It doesn’t mat­ter when or how of­ten you join a group. What I need­ed was some­one out­side of my jour­ney to help me make sure I had ad­dressed all I need­ed to ad­dress. Their me­thod­i­cal ap­proach to ad­dress grief and mourn­ing from all di­rec­tions pro­vides a help­ful guide to any­one seek­ing to face loss in a healthy man­ner.

			
				“Grief­Share is a friend­ly, car­ing group of peo­ple who will walk along­side you through one of life’s most dif­fi­cult ex­pe­ri­ences. You don’t have to go through the griev­ing process alone.” Grief­Share Home­page

			

			Grief­Share’s de­sign is three­fold: There is a work­book to guide per­son­al study and re­flec­tion, a week­ly video with ex­perts on grief, and sup­port groups with guid­ed dis­cus­sion.

			The ef­fec­tive­ness of this for­mat leads you to cov­er ev­ery grief-re­lat­ed as­pect of your jour­ney. Fur­ther, you get to join with oth­er griev­ers to hear ex­pert tes­ti­mo­ni­als. Ex­pert may mean coun­selors, or it may mean fel­low trav­el­ers. Go­ing through grief makes you an ex­pert on at least one per­son’s grief jour­ney. Yours. Fi­nal­ly, the dis­cus­sion groups are filled with re­al-time mourn­ers. This is not a hy­po­thet­i­cal dis­cus­sion. These groups are full of grief prac­ti­tion­ers.

			
				“Grief­Share sem­i­nars and sup­port groups are led by peo­ple who un­der­stand what you are go­ing through and want to help. You’ll gain ac­cess to valu­able Grief­Share re­sources to help you re­cov­er from your loss and look for­ward to re­build­ing your life.” Grief­Share Home­page

			

			Grief­Share groups fol­low a thir­teen-week cy­cle. I joined at the be­gin­ning of a cy­cle; how­ev­er, the course is de­signed in such a man­ner that it doesn’t mat­ter when you join. What mat­ters is that you com­plete all thir­teen weeks of ma­te­ri­al, video con­tent, and dis­cus­sion groups.

			While grief emerges from many forms of loss, Grief­Share is specif­i­cal­ly de­signed to ad­dress the loss of a loved one or oth­er sig­nif­i­cant re­la­tion­ships. A per­son griev­ing the loss of a job or the loss brought on by di­vorce would be out-of-place. Grief­Share, again, is laser-fo­cused on the loss of a sig­nif­i­cant re­la­tion­ship to death.

			One of the key ben­e­fits of join­ing a Grief­Share group is the in­stant sense that you are un­der­stood and val­i­dat­ed. You es­cape the busy and chaot­ic world for an hour or so and dive in­to a grief sub­cul­ture long enough to talk to oth­er like-mind­ed peo­ple. It’s heal­ing. It’s val­i­dat­ing. It’s per­mis­sion to mourn. But to mourn well.

			For more in­for­ma­tion, go to www.Grief­Share.org. Here you can find a group, gain ac­cess to re­sources, and learn all you need to learn about Grief­Share.

			I com­mend the Grief­Share min­istry to you. Their vi­sion is to move those of us who are thrust in­to grief from mourn­ing to re­al joy. Joy is pos­si­ble, even in the dark­est of cir­cum­stances.

			
				“Few of us get through life with­out hav­ing the winds of dif­fi­cul­ty blow through our lives at some point—cold and un­re­lent­ing winds that threat­en to knock us down for good.” Nan­cy Guthrie, Be Still My Soul
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				Packing Up Dreams and Memories

			
			I sold my house just af­ter the three-year point fol­low­ing my loss. If you’re sell­ing due to loss, you need to know it’s part of the jour­ney. Not al­ways. But of­ten­times. I have lived in this house for sev­en­teen years, four­teen years with Kim. I went through her cloth­ing at the end of the first year. Now, mov­ing three years af­ter loss re­quires you to look in nooks and cran­nies. No prover­bial stone left un­turned. Clos­ets. Draw­ers. At­tic. Shed. Un­der beds. Box­es. Box­es ev­ery­where.

			Bru­tal.

			
				“Pack­ing up the dreams God plant­ed in the fer­tile soil of you …” Michael W. and Deb­o­rah Smith, “Friends are Friends For­ev­er”

			

			It wasn’t bru­tal in the emo­tion­al sense. Sure, it was at times. I came across a jour­nal where Kim record­ed her ini­tial thoughts of me af­ter we were be­gin­ning to get to know each oth­er. Of in­ter­est was one com­ment I read where she stat­ed, “Maybe I’ll mar­ry him. Maybe I won’t.” I was ob­vi­ous­ly not a slam dunk. How­ev­er, por­ing over all these items hasn’t been like clean­ing out Kim’s cloth­ing that first year.

			How­ev­er, it’s bru­tal be­cause it is a lot of work. The ini­tial pass through the moun­tain of stuff is a job you must do alone. Loss comes lat­er in life and so do body aches. Sore mus­cles re­flect the sore­ness of the soul. It’s bru­tal be­cause you’re end­ing a long jour­ney through loss.

			
				“… means a chap­ter in your life is through …” Michael W. and Deb­o­rah Smith, “Friends are Friends For­ev­er”

			

			Sell­ing a house is so fi­nal. It brings a chap­ter or a pe­ri­od to an em­phat­ic close. Painful. Even if you know you’re start­ing a new chap­ter, it’s a sig­nif­i­cant step. In my case, I’m clean­ing out so I can move to my new house with my soon-to-be wife. As I write this en­try, I’m with­in 1,442,100 sec­onds (just un­der sev­en­teen days) of my up­com­ing wed­ding. But who’s count­ing? So, I have a hap­py chap­ter about to be­gin.

			How­ev­er, it doesn’t erase the past. It doesn’t re­quire you—or even al­low you—to ig­nore the past. And it’s not healthy to at­tempt to ig­nore or bury your his­to­ry.

			And what a his­to­ry lies hid­den on ev­ery shelf and in ev­ery draw­er. A his­to­ry of dreams and mem­o­ries lies be­neath the sur­face wait­ing to be dis­cov­ered. It’s amaz­ing the things we keep. And what a sto­ry those hid­den items tell.

			Brace your­self.

			Pic­tures. Hand­writ­ten notes. School re­ports from ev­ery grade, in­clud­ing col­lege. Books from ev­ery era of child­hood. VHS tapes. Cas­sette tapes. DVDs. CDs. Pic­tures—pic­tures in al­most ev­ery draw­er. Cloth­ing. School projects. Wed­ding notes and plans for chil­dren. Files. Cords that go to who knows what! Fur­ni­ture. Toys. Pic­tures. Ba­by blan­kets. Medicines. Dec­o­ra­tions. Prized pos­ses­sions from ev­ery trip ev­er tak­en.

			It al­most seems sa­cred.

			
				
					“Do not move the an­cient land­mark that your fa­thers have set.” Proverbs 22:28
				

			

			While the things you come across are not the peo­ple in our fam­i­ly, the things point to the in­ter­ests, ac­com­plish­ments, events, and years of the peo­ple in our fam­i­ly. Again, it’s al­most sa­cred.

			Es­pe­cial­ly when it comes to those pos­ses­sions of the one lost. A note they wrote. A jour­nal. Fa­vorite items. The mem­o­ries they kept.

			Maybe these things are not sa­cred, but they are im­por­tant to work through. Pack­ing up dreams and mem­o­ries can be a part of heal­ing. You can cel­e­brate the gifts as you pack up the mem­o­ries. The hard­est part of this task is de­ter­min­ing what is kept, what is giv­en away, and what is thrown away. And so, it feels dis­re­spect­ful to hur­ried­ly walk through the nu­mer­ous items. And yet, it’s a job that must be com­plet­ed.

			When it’s time to sell the house, it’s time to process the things in your house. It’s time to ap­pro­pri­ate­ly ad­dress the things in your house with­out let­ting the things in your house own or par­a­lyze you.

			As Michael W. and Deb­o­rah D. Smith wrote in “Friends are Friends For­ev­er,” “… our hearts in big and small ways will keep the love …” As you pack up the things in your house, keep the mem­o­ries of love and the eter­nal trea­sures.

			
				
					“Do not lay up for your­selves trea­sures on earth, where moth and rust de­stroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for your­selves trea­sures in heav­en, where nei­ther moth nor rust de­stroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.” Matthew 6:19–20
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				Flashback: The Torturous Funeral Parade

			
			I’m mar­ried now. Mar­riage was nev­er my goal, but I came to a point where I made a con­scious and care­ful de­ci­sion. I was very dis­ci­plined to safe­guard my­self from re­spond­ing or mak­ing de­ci­sions out of lone­li­ness. How­ev­er, in­ten­tion­al pro­cess­ing, fac­ing my loss, and heal­ing gave birth to the open­ness to a re­la­tion­ship with some­one.

			But not just any some­one.

			I had been con­sid­er­ing, pray­ing for, and seek­ing coun­sel about Aman­da Dim­pe­rio for over a year when I asked her out. As an aside, she is more than I even dreamed she would be. Let’s just say I was right in my ini­tial ob­ser­va­tions made from a dis­tance.

			Aman­da and I have talked in­ces­sant­ly, and in one dis­cus­sion we re­called an event ear­ly in my grief. I was on a trip to Am­s­ter­dam for a meet­ing of mis­sion­ar­ies. Aman­da was there al­so. Imag­ine lots of fam­i­lies with chil­dren all ris­ing ev­ery morn­ing to grab break­fast be­fore the day’s meet­ings and ac­tiv­i­ties. Then imag­ine a man at the meet­ing in the sixth month of grief. You walk in, see the bee­hive of ac­tiv­i­ty, and you go sit alone. Break­fast is a task to get done be­fore tak­ing kids to chil­dren’s ac­tiv­i­ties and get­ting to wor­ship and Bible study or the rest of the day. Who has time to sit with a griev­ing man? Be­sides, peo­ple just don’t know what to do with you.

			I’m re­mind­ed of a heart­warm­ing quote by C. S. Lewis. He com­pares griev­ers to lep­ers. What a bless­ing, right?

			
				“Per­haps the be­reaved ought to be iso­lat­ed in spe­cial set­tle­ments like lep­ers.” C. S. Lewis, A Grief Ob­served

			

			Lewis was in the depths of his grief, and he mas­ter­ful­ly re­lives his grief for all to ob­serve in his book. Take note, it’s a grief ob­served and not a grief re­solved. It’s raw, re­al, and gives per­mis­sion to grieve. His book of his ex­pe­ri­ence gave me per­mis­sion to grieve well. How­ev­er, this com­par­i­son of mourn­ers to lep­ers is not ex­act­ly the stuff of sweet de­vo­tion­al thoughts.

			Aman­da, my new bride, and I went to a fu­ner­al for a friend, Bet­ty. George is a col­league, and his loss hit us all. Some­time af­ter we took our seats, we were all asked to stand in hon­or of the fam­i­ly. With­in two weeks, at an­oth­er fu­ner­al for April, we did the same thing. We stood as the fam­i­ly pa­rad­ed in to take their seats.

			I had a flash­back of pain.

			I re­mem­bered my own walk in­to the church over three years be­fore while ev­ery­one stood for my fam­i­ly. It’s in­tend­ed to be a mo­ment to hon­or the fam­i­ly. It’s in­tend­ed to show sol­i­dar­i­ty. Sup­port. It’s in­tend­ed to show the fam­i­ly that all their friends stand with them in the wake of their loss.

			How­ev­er, my flash­back car­ried with it some mem­o­ries of the tor­ture. I did not ask to be there. I did not ask to be pa­rad­ed. I re­mem­ber feel­ing like a lep­er, an out­cast, or an un­de­sir­able. I re­mem­ber it feel­ing like I was be­ing forced on­to a stage. I want­ed to refuse to play the part. As George and his fam­i­ly walked in, I was in pain for them and for my­self. Just over a week lat­er, as Pe­ter and Ray and the fam­i­ly walked in, I was in pain for them and for my­self.

			Tor­ture.

			I’m not sug­gest­ing a change to this tra­di­tion. It does, in­deed, show hon­or and care for those who are hurt­ing. It’s a good rit­u­al. It re­al­ly is. But it car­ries with it pain. It’s al­most a re­al­i­ty check. It’s al­most forc­ing re­al­i­ty in the faces of the fam­i­ly like a pie thrown in the face. You have lost some­one of sig­nif­i­cance, and now we’re go­ing to pa­rade you in as we all stare at you on your lone­ly stage. This rit­u­al of hon­or forces ac­knowl­edge­ment on the part of the mourn­ers. No de­nial is al­lowed.

			If you’re at­tend­ing a fu­ner­al, re­al­ize the pain en­dured in that mo­ment by the fam­i­ly. If you’re walk­ing in the pa­rade of tor­ture, re­al­ize it’s a part of the rit­u­al to help you face your loss.

			One foot in front of the oth­er.

			
				“If we fol­low him we may find the steep­est cliff a path of pleas­ant­ness and the low­est vale of hu­mil­i­a­tion a high­way to peace.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds
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		Beware of the Deceptive Illusion of Temporal Permanence
Strange ti­tle, for sure. But hear me out.
My own life ex­pe­ri­ence leads me to be­lieve that while eter­ni­ty has been placed in our hearts, the here-and-now seems to crowd out that deep God-giv­en gift. The eter­ni­ty in our hearts has been pushed to the back­ground. Eter­ni­ty is sim­ply not top-of-mind.
An il­lu­sion is cre­at­ed by our ex­pe­ri­ences and our day-to-day sight. In any giv­en mo­ment, this life seems to be per­ma­nent.
“He has made ev­ery­thing beau­ti­ful in its time. He has al­so set eter­ni­ty in the hu­man heart; yet no one can fath­om what God has done from be­gin­ning to end.” Ec­cle­si­astes 3:11

I was think­ing about this de­cep­tive il­lu­sion late in my grief jour­ney. I was trav­el­ing in Texas for a con­fer­ence at South­west­ern Bap­tist The­o­log­i­cal Sem­i­nary. I had not been back to Fort Worth in a while, and it was my first vis­it af­ter Kim’s death. For a lit­tle his­to­ry, Kim and I up­root­ed our fam­i­ly in 1992 and moved to Fort Worth, Texas for train­ing be­fore go­ing to Africa. We lived in cam­pus hous­ing. So while I was vis­it­ing on cam­pus, I de­cid­ed to drive over to cam­pus hous­ing and found what was our home for sev­en months on Fer­gu­son Court. A surge of re­newed pain coursed through my body. I had this thought cross my mind. This place is still here; but Kim is not here.
While vis­it­ing Texas, I went for lunch one day to a fa­vorite restau­rant, Cousin’s BBQ. It was still there and still very, very good. Nos­tal­gia poured over me since Kim and I vis­it­ed this restau­rant sev­er­al times while liv­ing there. The restau­rant, too, is still here; but she is not here.
On an­oth­er oc­ca­sion months be­fore, I drove by her high school, South Cobb High School, near Smyr­na, Geor­gia. With­in months of her death, I vis­it­ed Bar Har­bor, Maine where we hon­ey­mooned. I’ve vis­it­ed place af­ter place where Kim and I had been to­geth­er in the past. Those places are still here; but she is not here.
Those places seem un­changed. To be fair, they are not un­changed, but they seem to be un­changed. Change slow­ly takes place and hyp­no­tizes you to not see the change. So, those places are still here; but she is not still here.
And it oc­curred to me: There’s an il­lu­sion of per­ma­nence rep­re­sent­ed by places that en­dure es­pe­cial­ly when a loved one has passed away and is no longer here. These places stand as mon­u­ments and re­minders that the one who walked these places with you is for­ev­er gone.
These and oth­er ge­o­graph­i­cal places have tempt­ed me to ig­nore the eter­ni­ty in my own heart. No, not ful­ly; how­ev­er, it is a sub­tle lure. While eter­ni­ty is placed in my heart, I rec­og­nized I have a dai­ly bat­tle to re­hearse it and keep it top-of-mind. Un­chang­ing places coax me in­to think­ing that this life is per­ma­nent.
“… as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are un­seen. For the things that are seen are tran­sient, but the things that are un­seen are eter­nal.” 2 Corinthi­ans 4:18

What we see is tem­po­ral. Tran­sient.
What we do not see is eter­nal. For­ev­er.
If you do not un­der­stand this faith les­son, you will be for­ev­er dis­tract­ed by the here-and-now. What we see—even these seem­ing­ly per­ma­nent places—is tem­po­ral. Em­brace the eter­ni­ty in your heart, and learn its lessons.
Walk­ing through grief has re­mind­ed me that I need to take cap­tive my thoughts. I must em­brace the gift of God’s grace where­by he places eter­ni­ty in our hearts. I must de­mol­ish ar­gu­ments, ev­ery pre­tense of knowl­edge, and take dis­tract­ed think­ing cap­tive.
The tem­po­ral may seem per­pet­u­al. What you see and touch now may seem en­dur­ing. Places may seem per­ma­nent.
Yet, it’s on­ly a de­cep­tive il­lu­sion. There­fore, be­ware of the de­cep­tive il­lu­sion of tem­po­ral per­ma­nence.
“We de­mol­ish ar­gu­ments and ev­ery pre­ten­sion that sets it­self up against the knowl­edge of God, and we take cap­tive ev­ery thought to make it obe­di­ent to Christ.” 2 Corinthi­ans 10:5

Note: As it turns out, the trip to Fort Worth, Texas (that in­spired this en­try) was with­in weeks of my de­ci­sion to seek a re­la­tion­ship with Aman­da who is now my wife.Com­ments


	
		
			
				The Hidden Delight of My Third Marriage

			
			I got your at­ten­tion, didn’t I!

			One morn­ing sev­er­al months af­ter mar­ry­ing Aman­da, I was pray­ing for her alone on our back pa­tio. I was pray­ing that she would be en­cour­aged in her walk with Christ, that God would over­whelm her with his good­ness, and deep­en her faith dai­ly. I was pray­ing that God would use me to bless Aman­da. And as I was pray­ing for her, I was over­come with God’s kind­ness to me. I thanked God for his kind­ness to me by bring­ing Aman­da in­to my life. I was so over­come with joy that I blurt­ed out, “I have been blessed my whole life!”

			You see, I was blessed with over thir­ty-five years with Kim. She was a bless­ing to me, to our chil­dren, and to so many oth­ers. And here I am—again for a sec­ond time—re­ceiv­ing kind­ness from God. This time through my mar­riage to Aman­da.

			How I have been blessed!

			
				“It is a mis­er­able con­di­tion, my brethren, to de­pend up­on crea­tures al­to­geth­er for our con­tent­ment.” Jeremi­ah Bur­roughs, The Rare Jew­el of Chris­tian Con­tent­ment

			

			I be­gan to delve in a bit deep­er in­to this line of think­ing on my back pa­tio. I need­ed to be trans­par­ent and hon­est. Los­ing Kim gave rise to an un­want­ed jour­ney of over three years be­fore my mar­riage to Aman­da. So, I be­gan ac­knowl­edg­ing that—while I had just blurt­ed out how blessed my whole life was—I did have that one very, very painful pe­ri­od. You could say my blessed life took a bit of a break—an in­ter­im pe­ri­od so to speak.

			Or was it re­al­ly an in­ter­im pe­ri­od? Was my blessed life in­ter­rupt­ed? I pon­dered those three years for a mo­ment.

			And as clear as day, Je­sus re­mind­ed me I was al­so be­trothed to him. I am, as a part of the Bride of Christ, mar­ried to him. Yes, it’s un­de­served grace. But even in that three-year val­ley, I ex­pe­ri­enced my de­light­ful union to Christ. And this mar­riage will nev­er end. Not in death. Not in loss. Not di­vorce. No aban­don­ment. No leav­ing. No for­sak­ing. I had, in­deed, ex­pe­ri­enced the depths of his in­ti­ma­cy and pres­ence in my in­ter­im pe­ri­od, my un­want­ed jour­ney. Josh Smith shares of an ex­pe­ri­ence when his wife was fac­ing a health cri­sis. He says, “I be­gan to fall in love with Je­sus.” Why? Be­cause, some­times, you don’t know the depths of love for your Sav­ior un­til you face the loss of oth­er loves.

			
				
					“This mys­tery is pro­found, and I am say­ing that it refers to Christ and the church.” Eph­esians 5:32
				

			

			A re­minder was hand-de­liv­ered that morn­ing on my pa­tio that my first mar­riage to Kim—re­gard­less of how won­der­ful—was not the an­swer to my ul­ti­mate de­light. My sec­ond mar­riage to Aman­da—re­gard­less of how won­der­ful—is not to be the an­swer to my ul­ti­mate de­light. Both mar­riages are ev­i­dence of the kind­ness of God, yes. But no crea­ture can be my an­swer to con­tent­ment and bless­ing. To think oth­er­wise is “a mis­er­able con­di­tion,” as Jeremi­ah Bur­roughs has stat­ed. No earth­ly re­la­tion­ship can car­ry such a re­spon­si­bil­i­ty.

			
				
					“… so that in the com­ing ages he might show the im­mea­sur­able rich­es of his grace in kind­ness to­ward us in Christ Je­sus. For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own do­ing; it is the gift of God …” Eph­esians 2:7–8
				

			

			Ul­ti­mate de­light comes from Je­sus. He is the Lover of my soul. He is the great I AM. He is all I need. He is enough.

			No, he is more than enough.

			My third mar­riage—my re­la­tion­ship with Je­sus—is my hid­den de­light. It’s a se­cret learned from the Word of God and a se­cret learned—and most cer­tain­ly re­in­forced—in loss. Strip away my first, even my sec­ond mar­riage, and you’ll see an im­pen­e­tra­ble third mar­riage, a hid­den de­light.

			
				“Ev­ery man has been called to tru­ly fall in love with Je­sus. … He pas­sion­ate­ly loves us and is call­ing us to pas­sion­ate­ly love him.” Josh Smith, The Ti­tus Ten
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				A Few of My Favorite Things … About Grief

			
			I was on a call with a new grief trav­el­er, Pat, a few weeks ago. His wife died sud­den­ly about six weeks be­fore our nine­ty-minute call. Now al­most four years down the road, I have per­spec­tive and in­sight that I did not have at the time of Kim’s pass­ing. I told Pat that I know how strange this may sound but that he should learn to en­joy the pain. Press in­to pain. I told him not to rush the heal­ing. One of my fa­vorite things about grief is that you learn a lot. And en­dur­ing—even en­joy­ing—the pain is one of those fa­vorite things about grief.

			This is all go­ing to sound crazy, I know. But I have been think­ing how there are some fa­vorite things about grief. I know. It sounds strange to say.

			In my jour­ney’s rearview mir­ror, I have a few fa­vorite things about grief to share with you.

			
				Deep lessons of faith are avail­able for the learn­ing when you face loss.
			

			Back to my ad­vice to Pat. I learned on my jour­ney that grief must be re­spect­ed. As a be­liev­er in Christ, I know grief is or will be over­whelmed by grace, mer­cy, peace, love, hope, and com­fort. It will be over­turned and de­feat­ed be­cause death is rout­ed and van­quished. How­ev­er, it must not be ig­nored or di­min­ished in the here-and-now, the tem­po­ral. There­fore, grief must not be rushed, and it must be re­spect­ed. It must be faced. The ti­tle of my blog site, Fac­ing Loss, is apt­ly ti­tled be­cause it com­mu­ni­cates one of the most im­por­tant lessons—or fa­vorite things—I learned. Loss must be faced and en­dured. Even en­joyed, might I say? Prob­a­bly too far. It’s a ter­ri­ble ride with lots of lessons, bless­ings, and hope along the way.

			
				Un­hin­dered hope re­al­ly is avail­able on un­want­ed jour­neys.
			

			An­oth­er of my fa­vorite things about grief is the over­whelm­ing hope that ris­es to meet the waves of grief. Don’t get me wrong, it takes a while. Grief is like an am­pu­ta­tion, and there’s re­al heal­ing that must take place. But grief al­so re­quires the open­ness to heal. Friends of mine told about a wom­an who was griev­ing the death of her hus­band over fif­teen years ago! I im­me­di­ate­ly blurt­ed out, “She doesn’t want to heal!” You have to want to heal.

			You have to open your eyes to the hope in the Word, in mu­sic, prayer, and through friends and sup­port­ers. Through hope in Christ. Those gifts have be­come a few of my fa­vorite things. But you have to turn to God and trust him on the jour­ney.

			You must face the dif­fi­cult jour­ney with hope. The sub­ti­tle of my blog site, Lessons of Hope from My Un­want­ed Jour­ney, rep­re­sents a pow­er­ful les­son I have learned.

			
				Oth­er grief jour­ney­ers have au­thored their sto­ries or lessons to help you.
			

			An­oth­er of my fa­vorite things about grief has been the au­thors I have met in the more than fifty books I’ve read. They have been fel­low trav­el­ers. I com­mend the dis­ci­pline of read­ing from ex­perts on grief and oth­er grief jour­ney­ers in ad­di­tion to read­ing The Bible, es­pe­cial­ly The Psalms.

			So, I share a brief ex­cerpt of a few im­por­tant and im­pact­ful quotes from a few of the au­thors I read:

			
				“… cir­cum­stances play a lim­it­ed role in the Chris­tian life, pro­vid­ing lit­tle more than the con­text—scene and set­ting—for God’s re­demp­tive work.” Jer­ry Sittser, A Grace Re­vealed: How God Re­deems the Sto­ry of Your Life

			

			
				“Lament is the hon­est cry of a hurt­ing heart wrestling with the para­dox of pain and the prom­ise of God’s good­ness.” Mark Vroe­gop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mer­cy

			

			
				“… ev­ery trou­ble that comes to us is re­al­ly a trust, some­thing com­mit­ted to us to be ac­cept­ed by us, used as a gift of God and then ac­count­ed for.” J. R. Miller, The Min­istry of Com­fort

			

			
				“In cir­cum­stances for which there is no fi­nal an­swer in the world, we have two choic­es: ac­cept them as God’s wise and lov­ing choice for our bless­ing (this is called faith), or re­sent them as proof of his in­dif­fer­ence, his care­less­ness, even his nonex­is­tence (this is un­be­lief).” Eliz­a­beth El­liot, The Path of Lone­li­ness

			

			
				“The bit­ter cups we try to push away con­tained the medicines we most need­ed.” Theodore Cuyler, God’s Light on Dark Clouds

			

			
				“God makes many prom­ises, and the best of them are for our worst times.” Tim Chal­lies, Sea­sons of Sor­row

			

			
				“Suf­fer­ing … push­es us deep­er in­to the mys­tery of God. It makes us more des­per­ate for him, to hear from him and sense his pres­ence.” Nan­cy Guthrie, Be Still My Soul

			

			
				“There is no sin in com­plain­ing to God, but much wicked­ness in com­plain­ing of him.” John Flav­el, Fac­ing Grief

			

			
				“… the truth is the af­flic­tions of God’s peo­ple come from the same eter­nal love that Je­sus Christ did come from.” Jeremi­ah Bur­roughs, The Rare Jew­el of Chris­tian Con­tent­ment

			

			I could go on but know that a fa­vorite part of grief is the heal­ing that has come through men and wom­en who went be­fore me on this jour­ney. Au­thors such as Jer­ry Sittser, Mark Vroe­gop, J. R. Miller, Eliz­a­beth El­liot, Theodore Cuyler, Tim Chal­lies, Nan­cy Guthrie, John Flav­el, and Jeremi­ah Bur­roughs have been my coun­selors. And many more.

			These are a few of my fa­vorite things about grief. Re­ceiv­ing in­sight and com­pul­sion to press in­to and face grief is a life-giv­ing gift with many lessons. An­oth­er gift of grief is the on­slaught of min­istry through the Word, mu­sic, prayer, and through friends and sup­port­ers. Price­less gifts re­sult­ing in hope! And then the gift of oth­er grief ex­perts and grief jour­ney­ers pro­vide lessons of hope poured out. These au­thors re­mind you that you are not alone in this jour­ney.

			These are a few of my fa­vorite things … about grief.

			
				
					Com­ments
				

			

		
	
		She Is To Be Praised
I have said to many peo­ple that I have done twice now what most men on­ly do once. I have mar­ried up and over my head for a sec­ond time. I am blessed be­yond mea­sure.
I had ob­served Aman­da from a dis­tance for some time af­ter Kim’s death. Aman­da, a col­league, knew Kim; and Kim knew Aman­da. We have served as mis­sion­ar­ies in dif­fer­ent parts of the world but end­ed up at our home of­fice to­geth­er.
As I fo­cused on heal­ing, I al­so con­sid­ered the fu­ture. I dis­ci­plined my­self not to take any steps too ear­ly. How­ev­er, I knew enough about Aman­da; she was a high­ly re­spect­ed col­league. She was a wom­an of char­ac­ter.
I had wait­ed long enough to con­sid­er mar­riage to know I did not want to set­tle. I en­dured lone­li­ness to get be­yond it as a driv­ing force. Af­ter hav­ing a won­der­ful mar­riage, I did not want to end life with a place­hold­er. Aman­da, how­ev­er, was a wom­an I looked up to with re­spect.
So, I took the risk. As an aside, ask­ing a wom­an on a date at six­ty-one years of age is bru­tal. Aman­da was so dis­ci­plined, so above re­proach, that I had no con­fi­dence she would re­cip­ro­cate my in­ter­est. But, through stut­ter­ing, ner­vous­ness, and sweat­ing, I blurt­ed out a ques­tion one day: “Would you con­sid­er spend­ing time out­side of the of­fice with me?”
The rest is his­to­ry.
Now, over these days, weeks, months and in­to the sec­ond year, I have dis­cov­ered three things about Aman­da.
“Charm is de­ceit­ful, and beau­ty is vain, but a wom­an who fears the Lord is to be praised.” Proverb­s31:30

Aman­da Fears the Lord
I start here be­cause her re­spect for the Lord is an at­tribute that is in­fused in­to ev­ery­thing else about her. Aman­da is a fol­low­er of Christ who fears the Lord. She lives by Proverbs 31:30. Her fo­cus in life and min­istry is to be a wom­an who fears God. She walks humbly with God. She walks in rev­er­ence. She dis­plays awe for God. She re­spects the Lord with a holy fear.
Again, her fear of the Lord has per­me­at­ed her be­ing. Her be­liefs, her thoughts, her ac­tions, her love, her call­ing, her pas­sions, and her re­la­tion­ships have all been in­flu­enced, shaped, and guid­ed by her re­spect for her Cre­ator and Lord.
And thus, she is to be praised!
“… her hus­band … prais­es her. Many wom­en have done ex­cel­lent­ly, but you sur­pass them all.” Proverbs 31:28–29

Aman­da is Charm­ing
While Proverbs 31:30 speaks of the de­ceit­ful­ness of charm, I still find charm built up­on the fear of the Lord to be a beau­ti­ful trait. An­oth­er word for charm is al­lure. Her gen­tle and kind ways have been a gift to me. Her charm, gen­tle­ness, and kind­ness have drawn me to her. And I have not been dis­ap­point­ed. She is a Philip­pi­ans 4:8 wom­an. She is a wom­an of truth, hon­or, jus­tice, pu­ri­ty, love­li­ness, com­men­da­tion, and ex­cel­lence. Wor­thy of praise.
She is to be praised!
Aman­da is Beau­ti­ful
While Proverbs 31:30 speaks of beau­ty as van­i­ty, I have found Aman­da’s beau­ty built up­on her fear of God to be so very at­trac­tive. Ladies, learn this les­son. Phys­i­cal beau­ty is not your goal. Fear of the Lord, char­ac­ter, is your goal. Beau­ty fol­lows fear or rev­er­ence. Fear and re­spect de­fines your beau­ty. I have found Aman­da to be a beau­ti­ful wom­an.
She is to be praised!
I con­tin­ue my dis­cov­er­ies about Aman­da, my bride. And I’ve not been dis­ap­point­ed ev­er. She is a charm­ing la­dy. She is a beau­ti­ful wom­an. She is a wom­an who fears the Lord.
Aman­da is to be praised!
“An ex­cel­lent wife who can find? She is far more pre­cious than jew­els. The heart of her hus­band trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain.” Proverbs 31:10–11

Note: I read this en­try to Aman­da be­fore re­leas­ing … and she replied, “Don’t you think that’s a bit much?” So, a wom­an who fears the Lord is hum­ble, too.Com­ments


	
		
			
				The Glorious Unfolding—My Testimony and My Gratitude

			
			I’ve come to the end of my jour­nal and my lessons of hope as I have faced my stag­ger­ing loss. Or I’ve come to the end of one part of my jour­nal. Con­tin­ue with me, and I’ll take you on a new jour­ney start­ing next week. I’ll in­tro­duce Fac­ing Loss Through The Psalms. I jour­naled through The Psalms and share it be­cause I wish I had such a com­pan­ion while I was walk­ing my jour­ney. It will be a vast­ly dif­fer­ent jour­ney. Less per­son­al. More about soak­ing in the praise and lament and al­low­ing it to flood over our hearts.

			In this en­try, I re­flect on my un­want­ed jour­ney ev­er so briefly.

			
				“God’s plan from the start for this world and your heart has been to show His glo­ry and His grace; for­ev­er re­veal­ing the depth and the beau­ty of His un­fail­ing Love. And the sto­ry has on­ly be­gun …” Steven Cur­tis Chap­man, “The Glo­ri­ous Un­fold­ing”

			

			In this fi­nal en­try, I briefly sum­ma­rize my jour­ney and say thank you for jour­ney­ing with me. I have been over­whelmed with the stead­fast love of the Lord and your com­pan­ion­ship on this jour­ney.

			As I re­flect, I re­hearse that all things are not good. Bro­ken­ness de­liv­ers pain in life. Don’t I know it. You know it, too, or you will know it one day.

			
				
					“And we know that for those who love God all things work to­geth­er for good, for those who are called ac­cord­ing to his pur­pose.” Ro­mans 8:28
				

			

			How­ev­er, Je­sus is so good and so pow­er­ful that he can take all things—in­clud­ing bro­ken things in life—and cause them to work to­geth­er for good.

			It’s mirac­u­lous.

			This is my tes­ti­mo­ny. I have seen God bring good. Again, my loss was not good. How­ev­er, God has used this painful loss to teach me so much. I have been giv­en an op­por­tu­ni­ty to in­vest my pain and hope. This good in no way di­min­ish­es the sig­nif­i­cance of my loss. Or yours. Loss is stag­ger­ing.

			And yet, I have learned lessons of hope on this un­want­ed jour­ney. I trust these lessons shared for the past few years through my blog, Fac­ing Loss: Lessons of Hope from My Un­want­ed Jour­ney, are help­ful. Jour­nal­ing and shar­ing them has been ther­a­peu­tic for me. Al­most a re­demp­tion of the loss for good. Kim would be proud, I hope. Or at least sur­prised.

			I loved my chil­dren be­fore Kim’s death. We had good re­la­tion­ships. How­ev­er, los­ing Kim thrust me in­to a deep­er love for and ap­pre­ci­a­tion of my chil­dren. They have been so good to me. Kim would be so very proud of them. Few things strike my emo­tion­al chord now al­most four years lat­er. But they do. I am choked up even as I write these words.

			Al­so, I learned about the beau­ty of the Body of Christ. The peo­ple of God are a peo­ple re­deemed from bro­ken­ness. We are min­is­ters. And I have been the re­cip­i­ent of a ta­pes­try of min­istry. Those who re­ceive com­fort give com­fort. The gospel com­forts a peo­ple marred by sin. That re­deem­ing mer­cy and grace equips the church to love. And I have been loved. Again, a re­cip­i­ent. I grew in my un­der­stand­ing of the gospel. Re­deemed from a bro­ken life. For­giv­en of sin. Re­unit­ed with Christ. Grace, mer­cy, peace, love, hope, com­fort. All deep lessons.

			As a re­sult, I was priv­i­leged to com­fort oth­ers. Can­did­ly, when you walk through grief, mourn with hope, and re­ceive com­fort, you are com­pelled to com­fort oth­ers. You are lit­er­al­ly com­pelled. You must in­vest your jour­ney so as not to waste the loss you’ve faced.

			While on this jour­ney, I risked a new jour­ney. Lov­ing again risks los­ing again. As J. R. Miller wrote inThe Min­istry of Com­fort, “… love and grief grow on the same stalk …” Or as John Flav­el wrote in Fac­ing Grief, “Ac­cord­ing to the mea­sure of our de­light in the en­joy­ment, so is our grief in the loss …” And yet, I risked the pur­suit of Aman­da Lil­lian Dim­pe­rio just af­ter the two-and-a-half-year point af­ter los­ing Kim. And I made her Aman­da Dim­pe­rio Davis on March 26, 2022.

			In this en­tire jour­ney, I’ve learned the sto­ry is not about me or Aman­da or Kim or my chil­dren or you. It’s a sto­ry about the Fa­ther, the Son, and the Spir­it. Mine is a mi­cro-sto­ry in a macro-sto­ry. Your sto­ry is a mi­cro-sto­ry, as well, and it on­ly makes sense in the con­text of faith and hope—the macro-sto­ry.

			And there is glo­ry in the sto­ry.

			This phrase, “glo­ry in the sto­ry,” be­came a theme re­hearsed by Gor­don Fort when he per­formed our wed­ding. In­deed, there is glo­ry in this sto­ry. It takes eyes of faith, yes. How­ev­er, the glo­ry is there whether you’re look­ing or not. For my sto­ry and for your sto­ry.

			This sto­ry has been a glo­ri­ous un­fold­ing. That is my tes­ti­mo­ny. I sign off at this point in my jour­ney; how­ev­er, I want to thank you who have walked with me.

			Je­sus is de­serv­ing of great glo­ry. As I re­flect on this un­want­ed jour­ney, I lift my voice to the King who needs noth­ing. I re­joice over his kind­ness to me as I have faced my stag­ger­ing loss in the con­text of his steady­ing gospel hope.

			
				“You de­serve the greater glo­ry. Over­come, I lift my voice to the King in need of noth­ing. Emp­ty hand­ed I re­joice …” CityA­light, “Good and Gra­cious King”

			

			
				
					Com­ments
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