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The Good News was a weekly column, which was published in The Kerman News 1978 through 1982 while we pastored our church in Kerman, CA. From September 1982 through December 1989 we pastored Creswell Christian Center in Creswell, OR and returned to Kerman in December 1989. We revived The Good News in January 1990 until resigning our church in December 2000. We are happy to share these brief newspaper columns as a resource to those who are looking for short inspirational stories, ideas they can glean, or to use for sermon illustrations. We hope to recover articles from the early years and make them available to you. We hope The Good News will be a regularly used resource for you.
Ron Richardson
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NOTE:  Some files from this series are missing
1990 – January

1

Have you had your morning "downer" today? I'm usually in a hurry in the morning, so I don't read my newspaper until the afternoon. If I see any of it at all, it is usually the front page which usually contains bad news. What a way to start off the day. But bad news and controversy is what gets our attention more than most other things. That's why it's on the front page.

I came across some bad news the other day. There are almost 10,000 children in California who await adoption. Two thirds of them are the product of parental neglect or abuse, or have special mental or physical problems and some of them are "throw‑aways" whose parents gave them away because they don't want to be bothered with them. The good news is that some families are adopting these kids and giving them a home.

I've got more good news. God has an adoption agency run through His Son, Jesus Christ. By receiving Christ as our Savior, the Bible says God gives us the power to become the children of God (John 1.12) and we become adopted into God's family (Romans 8.15‑17) and there is no one He will reject. (John 6.37) Good news? That's great news.

2

What, another Guru? Already over 3,000 people have gathered at Livingston, Montana to await the end of the world in bomb shelters. They've sold everything they had and some have paid as much as $10,000.00 for a reserved spot in a hole in the ground. Can you believe that?

I guess it's easy to believe after all the peculiar things we have been hearing coming out of the religious world the last few years. You would think people would be more cautious of things like this happening, but still we find that there are many who follow off‑beat religious orders.

Why is it we're so gullible? People want to believe. They want to be able to put their faith in something. It's just sad that often when they do, they are taken in by people like Elizabeth Prophet, Aka Ma Guru. She predicted a nuclear conflict would take place last October, but it didn't happen. That makes her a false prophet.


Top
We want to believe in something. What can we believe? The Bible talks about the end of the world. Can we believe the Bible? Of over 300 prophecies concerning Christ, every one of them were fulfilled in detail. This proves to us that everything else yet to come will surely happen. So if Jesus is true to His word, he will be returning to us one day. Are you ready for His return?

If you would like more information on this subject, contact this writer or any other Evangelical minister. We would be glad to help you. Why not attend the church of your choice this Sunday? You'll be glad you did.

3

God has great things to say to us through His word. One of my favorite Bible portions is Philippians 4.6‑8. Verse 6 says, "Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God." God is concerned about everything that concerns you. He does not want you worrying about anything; especially things beyond your control. Don't let anxiety disrupt your life. Pray. Humbly request His help and thank Him for what He is going do for you.  Then, according to verse 7, His first response will be to give you peace of mind and heart as you place your confidence in Him.

Sometimes our need is so great we it is all we can think about. It becomes difficult for us to trust in God. We want to "help" God help us. Often this is the worst thing we can do, because we tend to make things worse. But verse 8 tells us there is something we can do. It involves a change in our way of thinking. "Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy ‑ meditate on these things." Don't allow your mind to be consumed by negative things. This will only discourage you. Psychiatrists say that negativism can even effect your health. Faith in God will help you feel better mentally, physically and spiritually.

I challenge you. Put God to the test. Apply this truth to your life and see how much better your life can be.

4
One of the greatest curses to affect mankind is the H.I.V. virus. Currently 40,000 people suffer from Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (A.I.D.S.) and between 100,000 and 200,000 now suffer the elementary symptoms of the disease which, without the discovery of a cure, will certainly take their lives. With an incubation time of up to five years how many more are affected and will not know until they are given the devastating news.

16,792 persons died from AIDS last year! While some suffered from the consequence of their immoral acts, many died as innocent victims. Some drugs are available, but they are extremely expensive and only slow the disease. Compassion helps us cry, "God, help us find a cure soon."

Although AIDS is a great threat, a greater threat goes largely unnoticed. It is the threat of sin. While we tend to shy away from those who suffer the more obvious symptoms of the disease, there are many innocent victims who now suffer from its elementary effects who also need a cure.

But, thank God, there is a cure. The Bible says in Romans 3.23 and Romans 6.23 that "all have sinned" and that the result is "death.  But the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord." Do you need the cure? Confess to God that you are a sinner. Accept Christ as your Savior. When you do so, God will take away your sin and give you a brand new life. (1 John 1.9 & 2 Corinthians 5.17) And, you know, God's cure is 100% free and 100% effective.
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5
This past year has been an extraordinary one as a wave of democracy has swept over the world. We have seen governments react in different ways. Some, under pressure, have simply bowed to the inevitable. One used violence to maintain control. Others have become democratic only after people have made the supreme sacrifice and given their lives.

Many have entered into the democratic flow with a great amount of uncertainty. But with all the questions that may be raised, one thing remains absolutely certain ‑ people want to be free.

The greatest freedom in the entire world, though, is that of inner peace and it is acquired without struggle or personal sacrifice. The sacrifice was made for us when Jesus died on the cross, paying for our sins. By accepting what He did for us, we can not only be free from our past wrongdoing, but also free from the guilt we have carried from it. Try Jesus, and experience the peace that only He can give.

1990 – February

1

One of the greatest frustrations the world faces today is in discovering how to bring peace to the Middle East. Israel has had tremendous difficulty creating a coalition government because parties are so divided in their opinion in how to bring peace to their land. Not only is there an enormous difference between Jew and Arab, but also between Jew and Jew and between Arab and Arab. It seems as though when one party makes a move toward peace another party blocks their efforts. This having gone on for so many years, one wonders if they will ever find a solution.

I personally believe the issue is not a political one, but a religious issue. Deep in the heart of every one of them is a religious conviction that comes in conflict with the politics of peace. One cannot give up the religious heritage instilled since birth. Their whole identification as an individual lies within that teaching.

There is really only one solution; Jesus Christ. Galatians 3.28 says that in Christ "there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave or free ... for you are all one in Christ Jesus" and Ephesians 2.14 says that "He Himself is our peace, who has made both one, and has broken down the middle wall of division between us."

Living a Christ filled life will heal personal relationships as well. I have found that even in marriage difficulties, when both parties decide to live for Christ, the marriage begins to heal. Why? Because Jesus is our peace. He is our peace for every situation. Why not try Jesus, and experience the peace He can give to your life today?

2

Lately we have seen the Stock Market make tremendous gains. A few days ago another record high was reached and the outlook for the Market was good. But one tends to wonder when the Market will subside again. I suppose that is the gamble you must take if you are going to play the Stock Market.
I invested in stock not long ago, but became nervous about my investment and sold it as soon as possible. My check from the Broker arrived on October 18, 1987; one day before the Market collapsed. Lucky? I thank God. Playing the Stock Market game is risky. You can win big, but you can also lose in a big way.

If you want to become rich, there is a "sure fire" way. It is God's way. But you must realize that God's way requires a 100% commitment of your life to Him. I'm not preaching a "prosperity" doctrine to you. God's simple formula for our prosperity is tied to spiritual prosperity; how much of our life we are willing to invest in living for God.
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John the Apostle gave this uncomplicated formula for success in 3 John 2 when he said, "Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers." And Jesus said it this way, "Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things (food, clothing, shelter, health) shall be added to you." (Matthew 6.33) This is a "no loss" plan and from my own experience I can tell you that it works. God's way is the best way.

3

How old is old? A recent survey showed that one’s opinion is usually relative to their own age. For instance, people 18 to 34 years old believed that 65 years was considered old. But people age 65 and older felt that 72 was old. Recently a little girl asked how old I was.  I told her I was 45 and she said, somewhat sympathetically, "You're old."

Most young people give little thought to aging. I have spoken with several auto insurance agents who have told me that young people tend to be more reckless that older people because they believe they will never die. Fatal accidents and early death happens to other people, but it will never happen to them.

As we grow older, we tend to think more about our "retiring" years. Not long ago, I found myself calculating how many more "quality" years I might have left to contribute to my family, my church and friends. Then I realized that I must be getting older, because younger people don't usually wonder about those things.

Aging is harder on some people than others. I never gave it a thought between age 40 and 45. In fact, I paid so little attention to it that whenever anyone asked my age I would have to think about it a little before I could answer.

Knowing your purpose in life and where you are going also helps. When you know everything between you and God is alright, you are less concerned about how many more years you may have left for you know that you will live forever. (John 3.16) God promises eternal life for all who accept Jesus Christ as their Savior. If you want to know more about it, write, or give us a call. We'll be happy to hear from you.

4

Is there life after life? Many books and articles written about experiences people have had after dying and "coming back" from the dead. Some see a bright light or some angelic being. Others talk of fire and fear. Are they telling the truth, or is this the product of imagination or sensationalism?

In 1982 my family and I moved to Oregon to pastor a church which had enormous financial problems. I was under tremendous stress trying to keep creditors happy and the church doors open. I was also counseling people 8 to 10 hours per week over the first six months.

One day I went to the hospital to pray with a parishioner before her surgery and began having chest pains. I left the room and went to the nurses station and soon became a patient in Emergency. One moment I was sitting up talking to a nurse and the next moment I awoke flat on my back with the nurse beating on my chest to get my heart started.

While I was "out" I experienced something I had never imagined. I've believed in heaven for many years, but it was nothing like I had ever dreamed. I had an incredible peace and sense of satisfaction and visited friends, although now I can't remember who they were. While there, it seemed that life was only a dream; much like what we now think of heaven being. When I "returned," I was disappointed.
Heaven is a real place and the Bible tells us it is prepared for those who give their lives to Christ. In John 14.2‑3 Jesus said He was going to prepare a place for us and return to take us to live with Him. Since my "life after life" experience, I look forward to it more than ever before. How about you? Have you given your life to Christ? Is He preparing a place for you? To all who receive Him, He promises an afterlife of absolute peace and satisfaction. If you would like more information about eternal life, contact us. We would be happy to share this good news with you.
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1990 – March

1

I once heard the story of a man who held a hatred for another man for 42 years. He was once a young man, vibrant and full of life, but when his business partner emptied the safe and left the state, something happened inside him. He was no longer the person he used to be for he was consumed with the passion of revenge.

The business survived and grew. Occasional trips took him across the country and at every stop, he checked the phone book, searching for the man he hated. One day a familiar name was spotted. He wrote down the address and when he arrived, the man's son came to the door. After a brief conversation, he found that his hated enemy had died a pauper two years after he had absconded with the money. The surviving partner had carried his hatred for 40 years beyond the death of his enemy. He had allowed his life to be ruined by a dead man.

Bitterness is very destructive. It can kill your enjoyment of life, cause you to be bitter toward those around you and keep you from being your best for yourself and for those you love. An unforgiving spirit also has eternal consequences. Jesus said in Matthew 6.14‑15 "If you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses."

It is not always easy to forgive. Sometimes it is very difficult to do. But with God's help, you can. And with your act of forgiveness God will give you a sense of release and relief. Decide to live a happier and healthier life. Forgive.

2

It was once taboo. But people talk about it more with some sharply divided over the issue. Lately you have either commented on it or began to form an opinion on it. Some await the "final outcome" before setting their opinion in concrete, claiming to be "open minded" on the subject.

What is the controversy? We have seen a notable increase in the debate over Euthanasia, the right to take one’s life or the life of another to relieve suffering. It again forced its way into our thinking by the story of the Michigan doctor who helped an Oregon woman take her life aided by his "suicide machine."

The unavoidable question is: "How far are we willing to go?" Moralists have warned that our acceptance of murdering the unborn would lead to murdering the infirm. A good percentage of our society now believes euthanasia is morally sound and should be considered our constitutional right. But legalizing euthanasia brings a host of other questions to be resolved such as, "Who will be the ultimate judge to decide who shall die?" and "How sick must one be before euthanasia is allowed?" And what group will be next, the disabled or the elderly? How about the mentally disturbed or perhaps the homeless?

Our world is filled with controversies over moral issues and our right to choose. Detached from the issue we may have one opinion, but when we are personally involved our decisions can be influenced by emotion. We would like to have a distinct guideline to satisfy our feeling while relieving us from the pressure of making a difficult decision.

There is a moral "guidebook." Although an ancient writing, the Bible is contemporary in its teaching. Its morality and wisdom for us has stood the test of time. And concerning life and death? I believe one of the best comments was made by Job when he learned that all his children had died in a storm. He said, "The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord." Other Bible verses also confirm that however we may feel about suffering, life and death is to be left in the hands of God.
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Our world is filled with turmoil. From the highest seat in the United Nations to the easy chair in the living room, we search for a solution to bring peace to our world and cannot seem to find it. Violence is everywhere - from the Persian Gulf to Indochina - from the streets of Los Angeles to the streets of Jerusalem. Airplanes fall from the sky from terrorism. Fresno residents huddle behind locked doors at night, hoping there will be no more shooting and violence has even touched our own community with the slaying of a long time resident. Any one of us could be the victim of random hatred.

How and where can we find peace? Advertisements prod us toward their offer of happiness through spending. New Age advocates promote their form of peace with the use of crystals and meditation. Others tell us we can have peace if we "get a piece of the rock." Still peace cannot be found.

The psychiatric and counseling industries have grown fantastically as they offer their forms of peace and there are over 2,500 mental health facilities in America that offer a safe, peaceful refuge. Yet, there continues to be a struggle for true, inner peace.

Can true peace be found? Is it possible to have an inner peace in the midst of a world filled with terror at every turn? And if inner peace can be mine, where can I find it?

True inner peace is found through Jesus Christ who said in the Bible (John 14.27), "Peace I leave with you, My peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid." To receive this peace we simply follow the instructions of John 3.16 and Romans 10.9-10. And as far as this world is concerned, Jesus also promised a world of peace when He comes again to reign as King of kings and Lord of lords.

No politician can seem to find an answer. But though violence all around, I have hope as I look toward the day when Jesus brings peace.
4

With our attention wrenched back and forth between the Persian Gulf and the national budget, one very real crisis seems to have been minimized in our thinking. I'm talking about the AIDS epidemic in America. Although it is a dreadful disease, those who are not directly involved or affected in some way tend to ignore it. After hearing something over and over again, we tend to overlook until we are forced to face it. But if we ignore AIDS much longer, without question, it will touch all of us in some way.

Recently the Associated Press reported that "The AIDS crises is getting worse and not better, with an estimated 8 million people (worldwide) now infected" and that "the worst is yet to come." It is reported that "600,000 people worldwide developed AIDS in the 1980's." The disease is now spreading at an increasing rate. Between 1981 and 1984, 4,000 cases were reported. However, the same number of cases were reported for the month of September of this year alone! And "The U.S. Public Health Service projects between 390,000 and 480,000 AIDS cases in this country by the end of 1993, with between 285,000 and 340,000 deaths."

Although many people have become innocent victims through blood transfusions and unsafe needles in hospitals, the majority of those with the disease have contracted AIDS through the practice of unsafe sex.

How can this epidemic be stopped or even slowed down? Many public schools believe education is the answer and I agree ... to a point. However, I do not agree with promoting their definition of "safe sex."

The only safe sex is that which is taught in the Bible. It is total abstinence until one unites with a lifetime mate. (Genesis 2.24) Anything other than that is prohibited as sin with the consequence of God's eternal judgment along with the possibility of a lifetime of suffering the consequences of social diseases, guilt and a destroyed character.

Will we ever conquer AIDS? I don't know. But I do believe we could at least slow it down, if individually we will commit ourselves to right living.

Top
1990 – April

1

It is amazing how quickly opinions change. As a teenager I knew all I needed to know to get along in the world. Later, it amazed me how much wiser my parents seemed to be the older I became.

I occasionally look back to those younger years, hearing again such things as: "Children were much more respectful when I was your age." "You're going to have kids just like you when you grow up." "You're going to reap what you've sown." How true!  The things that aggravate us most are weaknesses our children inherited from us.

In defense of parenthood, there are no college degrees for professional parenting. Most of the time our only option is to take from our own experience and do the best we can. We can seek professional help, buy books or go to seminars, but most of the time parenting is by trial and error.

Good advice can be found in good books. But the best guideline for parenting is the Bible. Proverbs 22.6 says "Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it."

The training of Jewish youth consisted of many things which applied would make them good citizens. They were taught respect for God and for others and respect for God's creation. They learned the importance of their heritage and honored the past.

Whether we agree or disagree with religion, we know the Bible is filled with solid moral teaching. Many parents send their children to Sunday School, church and church activities because they know they will receive solid moral training, learn discipline and develop socially in a wholesome way.

We know each succeeding generation depends on the former one for its development. The next generation will be what we make it. Why not get your children involved in a church this week?
2

Recently we were saddened when Russian troops used military force trying to persuade Lithuanian leaders to give up their efforts toward independence. It is still too early to tell what the outcome will be, but we know when a man has tasted freedom, his whole perspective of life changes. He will never again be satisfied living under oppression.

Will there be more bloodshed? Perhaps. Freedom does not come easily. The conscience of men and women often demands their sacrifice as the price of freedom for others. Some will be called heroes and heroines, but many will be forgotten except to their closest friends.

Many of our own country's heroes are forgotten. We remember their birth or death by proclaiming holidays but their day is used for everything except solemn remembrance. We can point to the hill where they fought and recite segments of their heroic acts.  But the importance of what they did for us generally slips by unnoticed.

On a hill near Jerusalem another hero fought for us. The stakes were high in this most important battle in history as he fought for the freedom of man's soul. The Bible states the purpose of this conflict clearly. "God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved." John 3.16‑17.

This weekend we celebrate the victory Christ won, obtaining our soul's freedom through His death and resurrection. Often we busy ourselves coloring eggs, eating candy and talking about Easter Bunnies.  But can we make this Sunday special? Can we take time from our schedule to commemorate this historic victory?  Attend a Bible believing church this week and give Christ the honor due Him on His day. Once you taste His freedom you will never again be satisfied the way you were before.
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"PASTOR WILL PERFORM 'WEDDINGS' FOR GAYS" That headline caught my attention. As I read on, it told of a pastor who plans to "perform wedding-like rites for homosexual couples" "despite his denomination's opposition." The story came out of Southern California and I suppose it should not surprise us for California has long been on the cutting edge of liberal theology.

Directly underneath this article was one titled, "HE'LL OBSERVE THE SABBATH, NOT BART'S TRAIN SCHEDULE." It told of a train operator, 29 year old man who is an Orthodox Jew who "faces possible  dismissal .. for refusing to run a train between sundown Friday and sundown Saturday." According to Jonathon Arthur of Berkeley, which city is a stronghold of liberal theology, "Shabbat (the Sabbath) is the holiest day of the week. It's more important than Yom Kippur or Hanukkah. I don't drive or use money (on the Sabbath). My religion is more important to me than my Job. I don't feel there are a lot of people in this country who put anything above their job. I do."

Hurray for Jonathon Arthur! Not many Christians today put their religion above their job or recreation. In the 1940's 78% of Americans felt their religion and church were a relevant and important part of their lives. Today about the same percentage of Americans attend church, but attend occasionally and only about 47% believe religion and church are relevant and important.

Hebrews 10.24-24 tells us that we are to "consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting (encouraging) one another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching."

The "Day" refers to when Christ returns to rule the earth. That "Day" is not far from us. We need to practice our faith, encourage one another to do the same and make serving God our number one priority. Is God first in your life?
4

IT'S HYPOCRISY, THAT'S WHAT IT IS! You would expect to find hypocrites in the Church but not in Rock 'n' Roll! I've often heard people say, "I won't go to church because there are too many hypocrites there." Now, to our dismay, we find there are hypocrites everywhere.

Can you believe it? Milli Vanilli won a Grammy but the award was taken away because they only did a mime. Someone else actually sang the music and they got the credit. They deceived us.

They said the record company would only promote them if they DIDN'T sing. Come to think of it, maybe they should have been awarded for acting.  Anyway, they apologized for making "a deal with the devil" then said that sometimes it is NECESSARY to make "a deal with the devil" in order to get what you want. If they hadn't, they would still be flipping hamburgers at McDonalds.

I find that offensive. It seems more and more, people think it is alright to be deceptive and manipulative as long as you have a worthy goal. This mentality has become a part of the way of life for millions of people. Do we really want to send this sort of message to our young people? And how about Burger King's ad which tells us that "Sometimes you gotta break the rules?" We have too many rule breakers in our society already. Many have been hurt emotionally, financially and physically, because someone broke the rules.

Though the Church is far from perfect, it does provide moral instruction. The teachings of the Bible encourage honesty, fidelity and integrity. In Psalm 26.11 the writer made his commitment to God saying, "As for me, I will walk in my integrity."

It is a precious commodity, integrity. Without it there would be absolute chaos in the world. Rather than "deal with the devil" let us commit ourselves to integrity. Our world would be a much better place if we will do so.

Top
1990 – May

1

This weekend many people celebrated Cinco de Mayo, Mexico's Independence Day. It was an important day not only for Hispanics, but for all who love freedom. Within every heart there resides a desire for self determination. This has been evidenced by the struggles for freedom throughout Europe, especially in Romania and Lithuania.  Every freedom loving person should be thankful whenever any country celebrates its independence day.

Whether we agree with the laws of our own country or not, America is still the freest country in the world. Most of us cannot imagine living in a country that does not allow the freedom to disagree with ones leaders. Many Chinese found this out last year in Tiananmen Square.

Freedom is defined differently depending on the country you may be in. But there is one freedom defined the same all over the world which knows no national boundaries. It is the freedom you find when you have a clear conscience before God. The Bible tells us we are all sinners and that God must judge us for our sins. But God loves us. This is why He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to die on the cross to pay for our sins. Since our sin has already been judged, God allows us to accept what Jesus did so we do not have to be judged. When we receive God's forgiveness, we also become free from the guilt of our past and made a part of God's family. If you would like to know more about becoming free through Christ, contact a Bible believing pastor who will help you find your way to real freedom.

2
There is an old, familiar hymn of the Church which says, "Just as I am without one plea but that Thy blood was shed for me, and that Thou bidst me come to Thee. Oh Lamb of God, I come." What a beautiful truth there is in that verse! Christ wants us to come to Him just as we are and let Him help us be what we ought to be. My only plea before the righteous God must be "guilty as charged." But Christ's blood was shed for me when He took my sins to Himself and paid for them on the cross.

The Bible tells us in 2 Peter 3.9 that God does not want anyone to have to be judged for their sin. He wants us all to repent and receive Christ as our Savior. John 3.16 emphasizes the fact that God loves us so much that He sent His own Son like a sacrificial lamb to die for us so that we might be forgiven for all our sin. In response to that truth, every one of us should say, "O Lamb of God, I come."

Unfortunately there are many who refuse God's offer of forgiveness. 1 Corinthians 4.4 tells us that the "god of this world," Satan, has blinded their eyes to the wonderful truth of forgiveness because he does not want them to see how easy it is to be free of their sin and the guilt of it. He convinces them there will be a more convenient time to become a Christian, perhaps later in life. But the Apostle James tells us that our life is uncertain. It is like a vapor that soon vanishes away. Oh, may we say like the hymn writer, "Just as I am and waiting not to rid my soul of one dark blot. To Thee whose blood can cleanse each spot, O Lamb of God, I come."

3
Does the Klu Klux Klan really advocate Christian values? On Sunday, May 6, they came to Kerman to recruit new members. The literature handed out was designed to make us think they were a respectable and moral organization, concerned about fairness and equality. They presented a distorted view of their history, making themselves to be a modern day "Robin Hood" and champion of people's rights. Their propaganda reminded me of a biblical warning which says that there would come a day when men would call good "evil" and evil "good".

I am thankful for people in this community who are still able to understand the difference between good and evil. While the Klu Klux Klan was celebrating hate, some of our good, upstanding, moral citizens were spending time with their family, serving the needs of others, contributing to the improvement of our community and in churches celebrating love and acceptance.
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I took great exception to their claim of holding Christian values. There is nothing Christian about their attitude toward the races. They promote "voluntary" segregation of the races but true Christianity supports voluntary integration. I am thankful for my church and others who are ready to accept any and all who wish to worship alongside others regardless of their race. That is true Christianity. They also promote purity of the races, but true Christianity offers purity of the heart which accepts our outward differences.

History is riddled with groups and sects who thrive on hate, misinformation and false hopes, offering acceptance to those who feel rejected. But if you are looking for truth and true acceptance, one place you will find it is in a Bible believing and Bible practicing church.

1990 – June

1

Well, summer is here. We wondered a few weeks ago when the mild weather persisted, but now we have entered those months when the only change we will experience is between heat and heat wave.

Until the last few years it was easy to take the weather for granted. Lack of rain and the accompanying problems have guaranteed that we will be more appreciative of the rain.

By the time each season ends we are thankful for the change. We look forward to the cooler months and get ready to settle in for the winter. By the time winter ends, we long for the warm sun. Having spent the last seven years in rainy, cloudy Oregon, you can believe I enjoy the warmth and seeing the sun.

Those who work the soil know how important the seasons are. Without the cold, certain insects would be out of control. Without the sun, crops would not mature as they should. As Solomon said, "To everything there is a season, a time for every purpose under heaven." (Ecclesiastes 3.1)

There is also a season for man. The Bible tells us that there is "a time to be born, and a time to die" (Ecc. 3.2). "What is your life? It is even a vapor that appears for a little time and then vanishes away." (James 4.14) With regard to the brevity of life the Psalmist said, "So teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom" (Psalm 90.12) and in Psalm 111.10 he said, "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom."

1990 – July

1

We once attended a Dinner Musical and the theme was "Let freedom ring". The finale featured soldiers from the four branches of service carrying in the American flag. We were led in the flag salute, then in his closing remarks, the producer had all the veterans stand.  As they stood, the crowd began to applaud and gave them a standing ovation.

As we left I turned to shake the hand of a veteran of WWII and he said, "You know all this controversy about flag burning? It doesn't bother me a bit. I don't care at all if they burn the flag ...  as long as they wrap themselves in it first."

I remember being taught in school to hold our flag in esteem, not because we reverenced a piece of cloth, but valued the freedoms it stood for. But times have changed. The right to burn the flag has become a "free speech" issue. But I believe the turmoil we see is a symptom of something much deeper. To me, protest by burning our flag means protest against everything that has been done in the name of freedom.  Isn't it ironic that flag burners protest the same freedoms which enable them to burn the flag?
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The Bible doesn't speak for or against flag burning, but does teach us the proper attitude toward government. We are taught to pay our taxes (Matthew 22.17), to be subject to those who govern us (Romans 13.1), and to pray for our leaders (1 Timothy 2.1‑2). When we fulfill this duty and still feel the need to protest, let's not strike out against that which represents our freedom, but pray a little more, get a little more involved, and vote. Let's exercise our freedoms in a positive way. Have a happy 4th!

2

We live in a high pressure society. There's pressure to achieve, perform, conform, and the list goes on. In the Bible we find tools that help us deal with pressure and during the next few weeks I will share excerpts from my study, "Dealing with Life's Pressures." Study tapes are available for this series. Our first segment is "Dealing with Stress."

Our "pressure cooker" society has made stress one of the greatest causes of heart problems. Each year billions of dollars are spent on tranquilizers and sleeping aids. The rich worry over keeping their riches and the poor worry about survival. Social classes of every description - minorities, elderly, teens, labor, management, educators, law enforcement, and business owners, ad infinitum - everyone has something to say about how things could be better for their situation.

Some stress is good. Without stress on its strings, a piano cannot stay in tune. A certain amount of stress is necessary to maintain harmony. Stress, in the form of challenge, helps us keep our lives in harmonic balance. When the challenge is met, we feel good about our accomplishment. Managed properly, stress can bring about beauty and creativity.

Stress uncontrolled causes destruction. It can do physical, mental and spiritual damage. How do I deal with stress?  God's word in Psalm 37.1 simply says, "Do not fret." This may seem over simplified, but it is possible to turn off stress; to turn it over to God and let Him worry for us.  Philippians 4.6-7 also tells us not to worry but to commit everything to God. It takes practice, but it does work.
3

Throughout our lifetime we face many pressures and some can be almost overwhelming. The body, mind and emotions can take only so much before we must have relief. Without it, major physical and emotional problems can occur. I believe the Bible helps us understand how to relieve the pressure and keep ourselves physically, mentally and spiritually sound.

What do I do when I don't know what to do? Psalm 37.3 says, "Trust in the Lord, and do good; dwell in the land, and feed on His goodness." To trust God means to put your confidence in Him to help you.

God's word gives many examples of people under pressure and how they overcame it. In Acts 16 when Paul and Silas were in jail, they sang praises to God and God freed them. David experienced the pressure of friends turning against him, and 1 Samuel 30.6 says "David encouraged himself (or rejoiced) in the Lord his God." The Apostle Paul in his second letter to Timothy said, "I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that He is able to keep what I have committed to Him." These and many others endured pressure by putting their confidence in God.

To trust God means to put yourself and your needs wholly in God's hands and waiting for Him to help you. We get in a hurry and want the problem resolved immediately. But sometimes make things worse because we acted too quickly. Sometimes we need to just wait and trust God.

To paraphrase Psalm 37.3: "Put your confidence in God when you are troubled. If you do anything, do what is good. Don't let trouble interrupt your normal course of living or unsettle your emotions but feed your spirit with continual reminders of God's faithfulness to you." It works for me, and it will work for you.

4

Pressure. Stress. In the last two issues we have considered what the Bible says about dealing with life's pressures. Many portions of God's word give us encouragement, but one of the most helpful scriptures for people under pressure is 

Top
Psalm 37 which tells us not to be fretful over all the evil that surrounds us but to trust in God who will reward those who do good. (verses 1-3)
The rest of the Psalm has good advice as well. Verse 4 tells us that if we make God and His will our priority, He will give us whatever our heart desires. Verse 5 says that if we commit our life to the Lord, His blessings will be given to us. Verse 7 tells us to be patient and wait for God to work His plan in our life. Verse 8 says, "Don’t be angry. Frustration often turns to anger, but if you will do what the first seven verses tell you to do, frustration will not get the best of you.

Verse 11 says that if you will maintain a meek attitude, God will not only bless you with material blessings, but you will also have an abundance of peace. Verse 16 tells us to be content with what we have. Verse 18 tells us that God knows us personally and He guarantees that His blessing for us will last for eternity. Verse 23 reminds us that God has a plan for our life and will direct us if we will allow Him to. Verse 27 warns us against doing evil and verse 34 tells us once again to be patient, for God will reward those who will trust in Him.

I suggest that you take each verse I've highlighted as a spiritual prescription for as you apply yourself to the teaching in this Psalm, you will find yourself living a more peaceful life.
1990 – August

1

We are already half through with the first year of the last decade of this century. We tend to take 1990 for granted, but when you consider the possibility of seeing the year 2000 ... well, it's kind of awesome.

We can see how things have really changed over the years. We take many things for granted. How many things have been invented this century that we do not believe we could live without?

I can still remember the look on the face of a child when he blurted out to a friend, "You mean you were alive before television?" Some of our children find it hard to understand that there really was a time when only the rich had automobiles and indoor plumbing. To put it in another perspective, as the population of the U.S. has increased we find that the greatest percentage of the population is under 20 and were not around when we put a man on the moon.

Other things have also changed such as attitudes toward marriage. From 1970 until 1988, two parent families declined from 40% of all households to 27%. In 1988 there were 2.6 million unmarried couples living together, up 63% from 1980!

It seems we have a general lack of concern for the word "commitment". But without commitment, things are so uncertain. Lack of commitment to doing a good job, being a good spouse and/or parent, and in fulfilling promises tears down and destroys, while faithfulness strengthens.

Proverbs 28.20 says that "A faithful man shall abound with blessings" so we see that making a commitment to be the best in everything we do and say will pay off in the long run.
2

The controversy is growing. Technology, especially Medical Science, is developing at such a rapid pace it is impossible for our legal system to keep up with the ethical issues.

Two dozen years ago there were no controversies over surrogate motherhood, genetic engineering or cryonics. Remember when the genetically engineered laboratory mouse was patented? Now the debate is whether "pure" species of animals should be patented. If this idea succeeds, perhaps in a few years we might see a "perfect" man and woman patented.

Then there's cryonics; freezing one’s body in nitrogen and stored until a cure for a deadly illness is found. We've recently heard of the man who wants his head severed and frozen until a new body can be found for him. I wonder, how far will we eventually go in our search for perfection until we are finally satisfied?
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King David had the answer in Psalm 17.15 when he said to God, "I shall be satisfied when I awake in Your likeness." His life was changed by God and he knew ultimate satisfaction would be his when he passed from this life and met God face to face.

Though we look for satisfaction through genetic engineering, cryonics, plastic surgery, ad infinitum, we miss it when we fail to understand God has something better for us; "a new heart" (Ezekiel 36.26), a new beginning (2 Corinthians 5.17), His own likeness (Romans 8.29, 1 John 3.2), and the promise of eternal life (John 17.2). So if you're not happy with yourself, try Jesus (John 6.37). Contact a Bible believing minister or a Christian friend. We would be glad to help you find the satisfaction we have found.

3

Throwing snowballs must be avoided at all costs. David Perlman of the San Francisco Chronicle wrote that "scientists seeking to unravel one of humanity's most ancient puzzles – how life first emerged on Earth – are finding the most intriguing answers from new research that links the work of astronomers, chemists and biologists." He said chemists have identified gaseous chemicals and "calculated how they could bind themselves to icy dust grains that swirl within our galaxy's clouds at temperatures hundreds of degrees below zero". They say that through the process of time and chance, life was formed. I tell you, it gives new meaning to the expression "dust ball". As for throwing snowballs, how can we ever do that again and take the chance of spoiling the evolutionary process of some unique creature yet to take form?

When we consider the theory of evolution - a theory of chance – and consider how intricate and balanced all creation is, we must conclude that everything we see could not have evolved, but must have been created. There is too much design and order to the universe.  A simple leaf is too intricate in its formation and function than to have come about by chance.

Is it simple minded to believe in a God who created all there is?  By the evidence of what we see we cannot deny that when it comes to the question of evolution or creation, it takes more faith to believe in the musing of a scientist and his theories than to believe in a God who is Creator of all.

For myself, I must side with David in Psalm 139.14 who said to God "I will praise You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made." And as for me, while scientists continue to work on their theories and look for an alternative to a Supreme Creator, I will continue to throw snowballs and sweep dust balls from under my bed.
4

Just a few weeks ago it seemed everyone was talking about world peace. Communist countries were edging toward democracy and the Berlin Wall was coming down. Then, with lightening quickness, Saddam Hussen and his Iraqi army invaded Kuwait and the shock of it has reverberated around the world.

From day to day and moment to moment it is anyone's guess what will happen as the crises develops. With tens of thousands of our troops in Saudi Arabia, most of us know or know of someone who has been sent or is on "stand by" for what some believe is an imminent military conflict and the preeminent question in our minds is: "How far will it go before we see the end of it?"

Sometimes it is difficult to sit idly by and wait for news of developments. We all have our opinion of what our President should do and if there was something we could do to help resolve the problem, we would get involved.

Well, there is something we can do. There is no question but that our President and national and international leaders need wisdom during this critical time and they can use our help. God has given us a weapon more powerful than any nuclear warhead in any arsenal in the world. It is the weapon of prayer.

The Apostle Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 2.1-2, "My advice is that, first of all, there should be prayers offered for everyone - petitions, intercessions and thanksgiving - and especially for kings and others in authority, so that we may be able to live religious and reverent lives in peace and quiet." (NJB)
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Prayer is the most potent weapon in the world. It has no distance limitation and always hits its target. As President Bush prepares to call up his military reserves, I call on every Christian of our community to

be a "prayer warrior," asking God to give our leaders wisdom and bring a quick end to this crises. As James 5.16 says, "The prayer of a righteous man has a powerful effect." (GNB)
1990 – September

1

Heart disease, Cancer and AIDS are the leading medical causes of death in our nation today. Several other medical problems are close behind and if you are not somehow affected by the suffering of those who struggle with these physical problems, just talk to someone who is going through it. You'll soon be touched by their pain.

We have enough diseases to combat without adding another to the list. However, in the Health and Science column of the Fresno Bee, Steve Sternberg reported with this headline: "Emerging disease kills in a day." He went on to report that "The disease that killed Muppeteer Jim Henson may be a new sign of an emerging public health problem – a growing pool of virulent germs, some of them increasingly resistant to the antibiotics that once controlled them." The disease is "Group A streptococcus now reported in six states as well as in several European countries." The doctor who treated Jim Henson said, "He wasn't treated fast enough, and now we have a hot strain of streptococcus on our hands that kills within 24 hours."

We are very concerned about the diseases that affect our lives and the lives of those who are close to us. However, there is one more disease that most people ignore which is more deadly than heart disease, Cancer, AIDS or Group A strep. It is the disease called sin. It can lie dormant in your life and sometimes can be "lived with" without much discomfort.  Nevertheless many have sadly realized when they met God face to face that it was too late to treat their sinful condition.
Romans 14.12 says that "each of us shall give account of himself to God" and "the wages of sin is (eternal) death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord." (Romans 6.23)

God loves you. (John 3.16) He wants to take away your sin and give you eternal life. He is preparing a place in heaven for those who receive His free gift of forgiveness. (John 14.1-3) Accept His offer to cleanse you from the most deadly disease of all.
2

For centuries preachers and prophets have foretold the return of Christ and the beginning of a universal religious kingdom. Many have ridiculed this teaching. As 2 Peter 3.3-4 says, "Scoffers will come in the last days, walking according to their own lusts, and saying, 'Where is the promise of His coming? For since the fathers (ancestors) fell asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation."

But now, more evidence points to the fact that the Bible is accurate concerning the future and the physical return of Christ. It tells us that before He returns to establish His kingdom, another world kingdom will emerge, becoming a super power greater than the United States or Russia.

God gave the prophet Daniel a vision in which he saw a beast with ten horns which represent ten kingdoms. He said, "I was considering the horns, and there was another horn, a little one, coming up among them, before whom three of the first horns were plucked out by the roots. And there, in this horn, were eyes like the eyes of a man, and a mouth speaking pompous words." (Daniel 7.7-8)

We believe that this federation of kingdoms will be comprised of ten nations once a part of the old Roman Empire and that these nations will be united and ruled by one man who is opposed to God, will call himself Christ and will demand worship.

With the exception of three nations, the European Economic Community (Common Market) is made up of nations once a part of the old Roman Empire. Their goal is to eventually have one common money exchange, one military power and some leaders now are calling for one leader who can unite them as one federation of kingdoms.

Now here is an interesting fact. East Germany was once part of the old Roman Empire. October 3, both Germanys will become one nation leaving the present number of Common Market nations at 12. According to the Bible, one more nation will emerge and three Common Market nations will be removed which will leave 10, just as Daniel said.

3

People are fascinated by the future. They are also frightened by what might happen in the future. While science and technology have brought us many wonderful things, yet we often find ourselves wondering if the rash act of one of the world's leaders might wipe out everything in a gigantic nuclear holocaust simply with the push of a button.

Although there has been an attempt at reducing nuclear arms, warheads in the United States and the U.S.S.R. still number over 21,000. This represents a combined total of nine trillion megatons with a yield equal to 10.4 trillion tons of TNT! Will man eventually mature past this madness or destroy himself? Will the whole earth be bathed in fire? What does the future hold?

The biblical record of Genesis chapter 6 tells us how God's patience ran out due to the wickedness of man. All but Noah and his family were destroyed through a worldwide flood. There is ample evidence of this flood in many parts of the world including the Western States.

But what of the future? 2 Peter 3.5-7 says that the world was created by the word of God, but perished, having been flooded with water, "But the heavens and the earth which now exist are kept in story by the same word, reserved for fire until the day of judgment and perdition of ungodly men." How will God bring this judgment? Perhaps He will allow man to finally push the button.

How can we prepare for such an awesome day? God's word promises that those who receive Christ as Savior will not experience this awful day. According to 1 Thessalonians 4, Christ will return to this earth to take believers away before judgment comes. How will this happen? And how much longer do we have? We'll look into this again next week. In the meantime, if you would like to prepare for the future, begin by receiving Christ. The way to do this is found in Romans 10.9-10.  Find a Christian friend to help you. You'll be glad you did.

4

We used to joke about the man walking the street with his sign saying, "THE END OF THE WORLD IS NEAR." For centuries, prophets have foretold not only that event but the message that Jesus Christ would soon return to the earth to establish His world-wide rule.

Countless preachers and religious groups have predicted when this would take place. One of the most publicized efforts to predict the end was made during 1987-88. Over 500,000 copies of the book "Rapture 88" were distributed all over the world. Of course, the "prophet" predicted this was wrong and proved to be no prophet at all. He is not the last. Many others have already taken his place predicting when the end will be.

In the overall scheme of things, how long or short a time do we have before these Bible prophecies come true? The Bible is often vague where prophetic dates are concerned. 2 Peter 3.8 says, "Do not forget this one thing, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day." Will Christ return today, tomorrow or a thousand years from now?

Consider this interesting fact. Traveling at 99.9% of the speed of light, we could arrive at the center of our galaxy in only 27 days. The round trip, of course, would take us 54 days. However, in during that time, the earth would age 54,000 years! As God sits high above the universe, a great span of time means little to God. When man considers a thousand years, God sees it as a day and a day from His perspective can be a thousand years.
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So when will Christ return? Jesus said in Matthew 24.36 and 25.13, "Of that day and hour no one knows, no, not even the angels of heaven, but my Father only. Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour in which the Son of Man is coming." It could be today.
1990 – October

1

Are we on the brink of nuclear conflict? Not long ago, President Bush stated that the cooperation between the United States and the Soviet Union in dealing with the crises in the Middle East has opened the way to a new era of global cooperation and harmony. Only Saddam Hussen stands in the way of peace.

Of course, we know there are many other things that stand in the way of peace. Resolving this one crises will not bring global unity. Wars and conflict affect many other parts of the world. Hussen is reported to be preparing chemical and biological weapons and has recently threatened to use them if Iraq suffers much more pressure. And if his ballistic missiles fly, will America respond with nuclear weapons? Could what we see be the prelude to the prophecy of 2 Peter 3.10? "But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and the elements will melt with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are in it will be burned up."

Peter went on to admonish us in verse 11 saying, "Therefore, since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness." He then encourages us in verse 13 that "we, according to God's promise, look for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells."

The majority of the prophecies of the Bible have already been fulfilled in detail. The prophecies yet unfulfilled will certainly come to pass. Therefore, if we wish to share in that new heaven and earth with no more crime, sickness, or any kind of sorrow, we need to plan today and become the sort of people God wants us to be.

The first step is to be born again. Jesus said in John's gospel chapter 3 that unless we are born again we will not see the kingdom of God. I encourage you to plan for whatever the future may hold and make your peace with God today.

2

On Sunday, September 23 "A global view of abortion" was featured in the Tempo section of the Fresno Bee. Two particular things caught my attention. First, worldwide, 50 million abortions are performed each year. Second, a world map illustrated which nations made abortion accessible, moderately accessible and those who were restrictive. It was interesting to see that the nations with greater technology (and who tend to believe they are more civilized) were more open to abortion than Third World nations.

How intelligent are we, really? If a fetus dies after the twenty first week of gestation, State law requires a death certificate for the child. Yet, many abortions are performed after the twenty first week. So what are we doing? Is the doctor merely removing a growth? Or have we legalized selective genocide (mass murder)?

The Bible speaks of the unborn, not as growths, but as human beings. In Jeremiah 1.5 God said, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you; before you were born I sanctified you; and I ordained you a prophet to the nations." Psalm 116.14-16 says, "I will praise You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made; marvelous are Your works, and that my soul knows very well. My frame was not hidden from You, when I was made in secret, and skillfully wrought in the lowest parts of the earth. Your eyes saw my substance, being yet unformed."

What would the world be like today if Mary, the mother of Jesus, had decided to terminate an unwanted pregnancy? There are many other examples in the Bible too numerous to mention that show us how important every life is.

I believe the abortion issue is only part of an overall attitude problem in our world today. Christianity, Judaism and Islam all teach the sacredness of life and high moral values. If everyone would carefully choose a lifetime partner and cherish the life that comes from that union, what a better place this world would be.
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We are currently celebrating Red Ribbon Week and I wonder how many have given serious thought to the cause we advocate. Red Ribbon Week was designed to turn our attention to the problems of drug and alcohol abuse in our community and seek ways to eliminate these problems.

Drug and alcohol abuse does not just destroy the lives of those involved. Others suffer the consequences of their abuse. Babies are born addicted; forced to experience withdrawals. Many are born with permanent disabilities and brain damage. Children of drug users and alcoholics often go hungry, are abused and live in fear. Theirs is not a normal world.

Throughout my ministry I have counseled adults who still suffered the psychological effects of living with addicted or alcoholic parents. One of the most difficult funerals I officiated at was for an 18 year old who lost control of his car in a turn, hitting an oak tree at 80 mph. He lived long enough to realize what he had done to himself, telling a friend, "I'm dying." He was buried in a Spuds McKenzie shirt.

A few years back I served on a committee appointed by the City Council to study alcoholic problems among the youth of this community.  When another minister and I began to raise the issue of poor adult example contributing to the problem, most of the committee refused to address the issue.

But really, aren't we sending a mixed signal to our young people when we allow Budweiser to sponsor our community activities? Are we really serious about Red Ribbon Week? Or is Red Ribbon Week just a token celebration to help us feel better about ourselves while we continue to ignore the problem? Let's celebrate Red Ribbon Week. But let's not confine our efforts to just one week, or just the youth. One week out of the year and one segment of our society is not going to make much difference. We need to take a serious look at ourselves and commit to a sustained effort to make a real change in our community.

4

October 31 - Halloween. Kids in costumes of every imagination will be knocking at the door expecting treats for their goodie bags.

Where did it all begin? It started as Allhallows Even; a religious celebration. It was first known as the vigil of Hallowmas or All Saints' day. Pope Gregory III assigned this date for celebrating the feast when he consecrated a chapel in St. Peter's basilica to all the saints. Gregory IV extended the feast to the entire church in 834.

Students of folklore believe that the popular customs of Halloween exhibit traces of the Roman harvest festival of Pomona and of Druidism. These influences are inferred from the use of nuts and apples as traditional Halloween foods and from the figures of witches, black cats and skeletons commonly associated with the occasion. In Latin countries the evening is observed only as a religious occasion.

Most people in this country have long forgotten the original purpose of the holiday and have made it into a night of costumes, treats, parties and revelry. Then there are those who are deeply opposed to recognizing this day in any way because of its ancient connection to Druidism.

I do not believe we should give recognition to the occult with costumes of witches, vampires and the like. To me, Halloween is a good time for children to "make believe," and be treated. We should not condemn those who innocently celebrate this day; neither should we condemn those who oppose the celebration. Everyone must stand in his or her conviction before God.

I do not personally take time to honor the memory of those who the church calls saints, but I do believe it is beneficial for us to stop from time to time and remember those who have been godly examples for us to follow. Whether you celebrate the day or not, we hope you will make it a safe and sane evening.
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1990 – November

1

Our annual calendar is sprinkled generously with holidays which commemorate heroes and heroic deeds. We often celebrate them with little thought as to the reason the day is special. We're just glad to get another day off work, have a paid holiday or get double time for working.

Thanksgiving is unique. We go to a lot of trouble to celebrate that day. A special meal is prepared. We have family and/or friends come to help us celebrate and we watch football games on television. Afterwards, we eat leftovers and diet. Few other days are celebrated like that day. That's Thanksgiving. Or is it?

Could we pause to remember why there is such a day? This national holiday was given for the opportunity to turn our hearts and minds toward God and give thanks for His provision and protection for the first few settlers who came from across the sea to begin a new life of liberty and religious freedom.

From that small beginning r the great nation in which we live. With all its faults, it is still the greatest nation in the world and the greatest place to live. America is still free. It still offers the opportunity to worship as our conscience dictates and it still offers opportunities for every one of us to develop to our own highest potential.

Before we find ourselves caught up in the activities and family traditions we usually find ourselves involved in, let us pause for a moment of reflection and give thanks to God for those first pioneers and their bravery and for the God who sustained them and sustains us.
1990 – December

1
SHE APPROACHED ME IN THE PARKING LOT. I'd just left Costco and was putting things in the car. She appeared out of the dark, blond and frail, with her daughter about nine years old hugging her side. Her voice was weak and barely audible. I asked her to repeat what she said. "Can you help us?" she said.

"What kind of help do you need?" I asked. "I need food for my family."

Ministers get many requests for help. Many people "panhandle." Refusing to work they live off the sympathies of the Church and conscience of good people. But lately we've been made painfully aware of the tens of thousands of homeless and hungry people in America. They did not choose to be that way, but are innocent victims of circumstances.

We condemn the Soviet Union for spending so much on their military while their people starve. Yet our own government wastes so much subsidizing pornographic art (?), dozens of worthless research programs and spends thousands for tools, toilet seats and oversized military uniforms for women that Andre the Giant would get lost in. And lest we point our finger, consider that so many of us have been blessed for so long we have become a very wasteful society.

Here I was putting Christmas wrap and wrapping paper in my car while this woman and child, skin and bones, eyes sunken in their sockets, were literally starving before me. All I had was a large bill. I wanted to tell her God loved her but I wasn't sure she would believe me. I looked at her and my purchases, and then emptied my wallet feeling guilty that I couldn't give more.  There was a brief "thank you" and they disappeared into the darkness.

I'll never forget those faces and never again consider buying things I don't need without wondering if it would be better to feed someone instead.  Jesus said we show our love for God by helping those in need (Matthew 25.31-46). As we buy Christmas gifts, may God help us be more compassionate toward the hungry and homeless.
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WHAT WILL EVERYONE THINK? A young girl sat alone in her room. Hundreds of questions raced through her mind. She lived in a very strict society with an extremely high code of ethics. In the small town she lived in, everyone knew everyone else and she was well known and well liked. But no matter how well liked she might have been, she knew that when the news got out she would be thought of as moral trash, an outcast, and excommunicated from her church.

How would she break the news to her family? She was engaged to be married. Would her fiancé still want her? How harsh would her friends be when they found out she was pregnant? Abortion was out of the question. Perhaps it would be best just to "disappear" and return after it was over with.

With all these questions she was still excited about her pregnancy. God had sent a special messenger to let her know she had been chosen to bring the Christ child into the world. For centuries prophets had foretold His coming and now she had become the center of attention of all of heaven because God had chosen her to be a part of His plan. All the questions, the shame and accusations would not matter, for she would soon be the mother of the Messiah.

Soon the child was born. Shepherds came to worship Him. Wise men came from the East to worship Him and present their gifts. Then one day He gave His life on the cross to pay for our sins.

During this holiday season it seems the spirit of giving is more evident than at other times. We shop and wrap, put gifts under the tree and double check our list to make sure no one was missed. Then we wait for that special moment when all the gifts are opened.

Has anyone been missed? Have we gotten something for everyone? Was anyone left off the list? I asked myself that question, and then remembered the One who has given me the most. "God so loved" that He gave His Son to die for me so that I could have eternal life. (John 3.16)

Mary gave herself though it meant enduring shame. The shepherds gave what they had. They gave their worship. The wise men gave their time to travel, their treasures and themselves in worship. What will I give the Christ? I will give Him myself.
3
"WELL THAT'S FINALLY OVER" he said with a frown. "What?" I asked. "Christmas." "Didn't you enjoy Christmas?" "No!" he said, "and I don't look forward to the new year." "What's the problem?" "Well, next month the bills will be coming in for all the stuff we bought. The economy is not good and what's going to happen in the Persian Gulf? What about AIDS and all the other problems?  Since before Thanksgiving we've rushed through these last two months doing what is expected of us, fighting Christmas traffic, making sure we've bought things our relatives will be pleased with ... all for a few minutes on Christmas day. Then it's back to the old grind.  People are so selfish these days. Christmas isn't what it used to be. I've just about given up on people."

It's true. Many things have changed including values. It is often difficult to hold on to the traditions and practices we value most and when we look at the crime, corruption and immorality all around us, it is easy to say, "What's the use?"

But in the midst of a world torn by so many conflicts, there is a bit of good news that outshines it all. It is the news that however men may fail, God has not and never will give up on us.

Consider this. Knowing full well Jesus would be rejected, humiliated, abused and crucified, God sent His Son to this world anyway.  Jesus came by humble birth and lay in a cattle feeding trough. He became a man, showed us God's love and then died for us - crucified by those He came to love.

Although they had committed the worst crime possible by crucifying Jesus, 50 days after His resurrection forgiveness and salvation was offered FIRST to His executioners, the residents of Jerusalem. God had not given up on them.

I am thankful God has not given up on us for John 1.12 says that whoever receives Him as Savior and Lord, they are given the ability to become children of God. My friend, God has not given up on this world. He paid too great a price to salvage us. Though the future may look dim, there is still the bright assurance - God still cares.
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