Glorious Morning Glories

This is what love looks like.

My husband planted morning glories for me on our back fence
because they are my favorite.

I love that a whole new batch of brand new blooms pops out
each morning, day after day of fresh beauty that reminds me of
Lamentations 3:23, that God’s mercies are “new every
morning—great is Your faithfulness!”

This year, we had to wait long into the fall for the flowers.
The green foliage was crazy lush and full for months, but
there were no gorgeous “blue happies,” as I think of them,
until late October.

Finally they started exploding daily with beauty and color.
Not long afterwards, an unseasonable cold snap hit us, and the
green foliage started to wither and dry up.

But the “blue happies” kept popping out!
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I had to smile at what was happening on our fence, because it
was a powerful illustration of what it's like for me to grow
older. The green leaves were getting old and spent and dry and
yucky, at the same time that every morning, there were still
fresh and new morning glory blooms sprouting out. What a
picture of what has become my new life verse, 2 Corinthians
4:16-18-

Therefore we do not lose heart, but though our outer man is
decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day by day. For
momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal
weight of glory far beyond all comparison, while we look not
at the things which are seen, but at the things which are
not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but
the things which are not seen are eternal.

My body is growing older and weaker, especially ravaged by the
lingering effects of polio. Not long ago, I spent almost two
years unable to walk at all because of severe arthritis in
both hips. (The Lord has restored so very much to me on the
other side of two hip replacements!) I'm able to walk and
stand without pain these days, for which I give thanks every
single day, but the march of time continues and, like everyone
else, I'm going downhill physically.
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But—the glorious but!—on the inside I get to be fresh and new
every day! Just like the “blue happies”! As I walk 1in
faithfulness with the Lord, seeking to abide in Him and allow
the beauty and character of Christlikeness to flow into and
through me, He keeps bringing renewed energy and joy to my
soul. Every day! I love it!

The hope for us as believers, especially older believers, 1is
that we get to be renewed daily with the radiance and vibrancy
and joy of Jesus within that keeps getting better and better
the older we get!

In fact, the Bible even speaks about our transformation as a
special kind of glory: 2 Corinthians 3:17-18 says,

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord
is, there is freedom. And we all, who with unveiled faces
contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his
image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord,
who is the Spirit.

I LOVE being transformed, a little bit every day, into the
image of Jesus, with ever-increasing glory! I get to be a
spiritual morning glory!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/glorious-morning-glories/ on December 15,
2020.

Invisible Women

Sue Bohlin addresses the call for the church to meet the needs
of single moms and those widowed by death, divorce, desertion,
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and imprisonment.

The other morning at church, I was talking to one of our
church leaders as he spotted one of our three-year-olds making
a run for the lobby. He called the boy’s name three times,
including extending his hand for a high-five, and was ignored
all three times. (I'm a boy mom. I get it. The little guy was
completely focused on escaping the worship center—no room for
any other thoughts!) Laughing, I asked my friend, “Hey, how
are you doing with that ‘feeling invisible’ thing?”

He was fine with it. But there are a number of people in our
churches for whom feeling invisible is no laughing matter. It
hurts.

A few days later, I was privileged to teach on 1 Timothy 5,
where Paul gives Timothy direction on caring well for the
widows in his congregation. In preparing for my message, I
learned that in the first century, “widow” referred to a much
larger group of women than just those whose husbands had died.

Widows could be women who had lost husbands through death,
divorce, desertion, or imprisonment. (We have all four of
those in our church.) They could even be women whose
polygamist husbands had come to faith in Christ and learned
that God’'s plan for marriage is one man and one woman, and
they sent all but one wife away. Widows could also refer to
unmarried women; the sense of “widow” in the first century was
a “without-a-man woman.” And of course in that time, when
women had so few rights and privileges, that was a scary
situation.

Paul’s instruction to Timothy on superintending the care of
widows resonates with how important vulnerable women are to
God. The 0ld Testament has 32 references to widows or widows
and orphans! If God says something once it’s important

but THIRTY-TWO TIMES??!! In the New Testament, the Lord’s
brother James sums up this Old Testament value, defining true



religion as caring for widows and orphans in their distress

(1:27).

How should the church care for vulnerable women today? The

ones who can easily feel invisible in the church?

One group we need to take better care of is single moms.

I asked my dear friend, a single mom, about her experience.
She was grateful for the ways in which a few people from her

church stepped in to provide physically in various ways:

A new friend brought her son to the hospital when she
was suddenly admitted, and then cared for him until she
was discharged.

 They mowed her lawn

= Some folks gave her a break by taking her son for a few
hours to several days

» One especially memorable year, a man took her son to the
store to get my friend her one and only Mother’s Day

gift

But she was always plagued by a constant longing-for
belonging, for protection and help, for men to provide balance

to her over-protective feminine mothering.

 She longed for a healthy family to draw them into their
home and invite them for meals and family times together
so they could see what “healthy” and “loving” and
“respectful” looked like.

= She longed for a man to invest in her son so he could
see how the boy treated his mom and take him aside to
say, “Hey buddy, it’'s not OK to talk to your mom that
way."”

= She longed for a family to say, “Come spend Christmas
with us” so it wasn’t just her and her son alone with
the Christmas tree—again.

In addition to relational needs, many single moms have needs



for practical assistance concerning their homes and cars. And
another group of “invisible women” with the same kinds of
needs are older single women.

Typical practical needs:

» Help with assembling furniture such as from Ikea

» Trimming trees and other kinds of yard work

= Home repair

» Changing out-of-reach light bulbs

 Winterizing (and then summerizing) a house

= Organizing a closet, room, or garage

 Changing the oil in the car

= Moving stuff (both to a new home and just moving heavy
furniture in the house)

» Plumbing help such as installing a new faucet, fixing a
dripping faucet or running toilet

» Installing a ceiling fan

= Grocery shopping

Rides to the doctor, chemo appointments, tests,
surgeries and procedures

» Babysitting and carting kids places they need to go

» Helping with budgeting and financial direction

» Meals: home-cooked and delivered, gift cards to
restaurants

Just as in the church at Ephesus when Paul was helping Timothy
love his people well, we need to connect those with needs,
with the people gifted to serve. Or even those without
supernatural giftings for service, but a generous, Christlike
heart to love others. That’'s how the church cares for its own.

So they don’t feel invisible.
This

blog post originally appeared at blogs.bible.org/invisible-
women/ on October 25, 2020.
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On Suicide

The incidence of depression, anxiety, and suicide has
skyrocketed as the isolation and life-disruption from Covid-19
has ravaged our world. I wrote this post in April 2013, but
it’s even more salient today.

Over the weekend, Rick Warren (pastor of Saddleback Church in
California, author of The Purpose Driven Life) and his wife
Kay revealed that their son Matthew had taken his life after a
lifelong struggle with mental illness. In an email to his
church, Pastor Warren wrote, “[0]lnly those closest knew that
he struggled from birth with mental illness, dark holes of
depression, and even suicidal thoughts. In spite of America’s
best doctors, meds, counselors, and prayers for healing, the
torture of mental illness never subsided.”

Many years ago, I was privileged to take a three-year lay
counseling class from a wise and experienced man who taught us
that those who commit suicide don’t really want to die; they
just want the pain to end. Deep depression feels like being
locked in a dark dungeon with no way out. The pain can become
intolerably intense; one friend likened it to being forced to
hold a large cauldron of boiling liquid with no hot pads.
Those of us who have been spared from deep depression cannot
really imagine how dark and how painful it 1is.

Psalm 139:16 says, “All the days ordained for me were written
in Your book before one of them came to be.” That means that
before God even creates us, He knows the day of our death.
That also means that those who commit suicide are dying on
their ordained last day. Most of the time, though, God
intervenes in people’s plans to end their lives, each story
different and drenched in grace.
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When one teenage girl learned she was pregnant, she planned to
drive one of her family’s cars into an embankment at the end
of the week-but her parents sold that car before she could
carry out her plan, and she decided she couldn’t wreck the one
remaining vehicle. Today, she is so glad she gave birth to her
baby girl, who brought immeasurable joy to her adoptive
parents, and enjoys her life of service to God which includes
her own family.

Another friend lay in bed one night planning to end her life
by walking out in front of an 18-wheeler on the nearby
interstate. As she thought about making her way in her
nightgown across the empty field that lay between her house
and the highway, she suddenly thought, “I can’t walk across
that field in my bare feet!” . . . and turned over and went
back to sleep.

When our son was suicidally depressed in high school, his
friend came to us and told us of his plan to hurt himself a
few days later. He was not pleased that his friend had
“betrayed” him, but we were so grateful-and it enabled us to
get him some badly-needed help.

There are so many stories of God’s intervention that when we
do hear of someone taking their own life, I do believe it
means God allowed it because it was their ordained day. This
doesn’t diminish the pain for the survivors, though.

My dear friend Caren Austen, responding to the news of Matthew
Warren’'s suicide, wrote an essay revealing her own struggles
with mental illness and suicidal depression so that people
would know what it’s like. With her permission, I gratefully
share these excerpts:

“I am not weak, lacking in faith, demon-possessed or
oppressed or anything else but suffering from faulty brain
chemistry.

“The disorder affects my daily life: my ability to work,



interact with other people, activities of daily living to
the point of sometimes being unable to get out of bed or
leave my house. I hate it. I hate that God has chosen this
path for my growth and sanctification. Depression is my
nearly constant companion. I rarely get a break. I wake up
with it. I work with it. I go to sleep with it, knowing that
tomorrow I’'ll wake up and live it all over again.

“There are so many of us who suffer silently, because it is
not acceptable to discuss mental illness. Cancer is OK.
People have sympathy and understanding for that. Cystic
Fibrosis, diabetes, MS and the multitude of other terrible
diseases and disorders are acceptable. Mental illness is
considered taboo. The stigma attached to it prevents people
from getting the help they need, from picking up the phone,
from asking for prayer.

“Many, many people, especially Christians, negatively judge
people with mental illness and especially those who have
made the awful decision to take their own lives. A common
statement is: ‘It’s the ultimate selfish act.’ I’'d ask you
to consider what agony any individual must be enduring to
fight every natural instinct for survival to choose instead
to die. To be feeling psychic pain so incredible that the
very thought of even one more moment is unendurable. I have,
in the past, been completely and thoroughly convinced that
if I loved my family, especially my children, as I said I
did, I would remove the evil (me) from their lives, so I
would no longer influence them for evil.

“These are the kinds of thoughts that people who choose
suicide experience. They are not to be judged harshly. They
are to be seen with compassion. Yes, it is an unspeakable
tragedy that leaves those left behind with the worst kind of
pain. A pain that I can’t even imagine as they believe that
the one who died didn’t love them enough to fight. I know
those are the thoughts, the feelings of those left behind,
but they are not the actual reasons suicide was chosen. In



fact, just the opposite is likely true. The one who chooses
suicide often does it out of love for those they care most
about, as strange as that may seem.”

Please, please pray for the Warren family and for all those
teetering on the edge of suicide. God knows who they are. It
may even be someone you know and love.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/on _suicide/.

The Internet Dad With
Millions of Kids

A father’s YouTube channel went viral during the pandemic as
he kindly taught adulting skills to the fatherless. Sue Bohlin
just loves this sunny spot on the internet!

This Father’s Day, millions of people worldwide will have a
new dad to salute and appreciate. The “Internet Dad” is a
warm, loving father-figure whose YouTube channel “Dad How Do
I?"” exploded during the Coronavirus quarantine.

Rob Kenney creates unfussy, easy-to-understand how-to videos
on practical adulting tasks like how to change the tire on a
car, how to iron a dress shirt, how to shave, and how to use
tools like a stud finder, pliers and a wrench. He’s a natural
teacher, but what has captivated over two million subscribers
in just a couple of months is his heart.

Every single video radiates kindness. You know, the fruit of
the Spirit that seems to be in alarmingly short supply these
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He starts his videos with a smiling, “Hi kids!” and always
includes a dad joke. A perfect dad joke, even when he messes
up. (“Did you hear the joke about the butter? . . . Oh, I just
blew it. Did you hear the rumor about the butter? Well, I'm
not gonna spread it . . .”) As a response to the overwhelming
number of views and heartfelt comments, Rob started creating
simple messages from the heart; his “Thank You” (for people’s
enthusiastic response) video has had over 1.6 million views in
just under a month. His description for a video titled “I Am
Proud of You” reads, “The internet can’t understand what you
all just did! Apparently it doesn’t have an algorithm for
kindness. :0) I am proud of all of you!” He has read a
children’s book with the intention to read one a month.

He's being the dad every heart longs for.

Viewers’ comments on Rob’s videos are the most eloquent
expression of the worldwide father hunger I’'ve ever seen.

One repeated sentiment Rob himself has responded to, which
really touched his heart, was the sweetly defensive “Protect
this man at all costs!”

In the comments on the “I Am Proud of You” video, I was moved
to tears by a long thread of “kids” from different countries
responding to one poster’s heartbreaking comment: “The words
any Asian child dreams of hearing their whole life.” Then
“amens” from around the globe: China. India. Eastern Europe.
Arabia. Indonesia. And, of course, the United States.



Such heart hunger! Such pain from absent, or distant, or
abusive, fathers!

= My dad.. Actually tried to kill me when I was little.. He
never loved me . . . Will you be my new dad?. . . My
Internet dad?

»I've always been scared that when I grow up and if I
become a father I won’t be able to teach my children
“dad” things because no one taught me. Thank you this
might change that.

= As someone who's dad left behind 6 girls and a wife, i
have NEVER ever appreciated a mans help before. ethis
makes my heart hurt in a good waye

= “You got this and I'm proud of you.” I have a dad and
I'm still crying

 Everytime he says hi kids i just wanna say hi dad.

= “T Love you, I'm proud of you, God bless you.” All of
the internet crying

(OK, I'm gonna stop pasting in comments now. I can’t see for
the tears.)

What delights me the most about this “Mister Rogers for
Adults” is that Rob is a Christ follower. He allows Father God
to love His hurting (and not-so-hurting) children through him.
The millions of people who watch his videos, and especially
the over 100,000 commenters, are experiencing the affection
and warmth of the God who loves them more than they can
imagine, and this God is using technology to reach millions of
people around the world with His love—packaged in a way they
can receive.

And It. Is. Glorious!

In the midst of a very hard time for us as a society, it seems
that God the Father has bestowed a Father’s Day gift on people
they didn’t know they needed.

God bless you, Internet Dad. I'm proud of you, too. And Happy



Father’s Day, brother.

This blog post originally appeared at blogs.bible.org/the-
internet-dad-with-millions-of-kids/ on June 16, 2020.

Two Sides to Every Story.
Especially Now.

Sue exhorts us to make Proverbs 18:17 our filter to find the
balance in news stories, analyses, and opinion pieces by
asking wise questions and finding trustworthy sources.

Please, please, please, make this powerful Proverb the filter
through which you process information, especially during this
Corona-Crazy time:

The one who states his case first seems right, until the
other comes and examines him.
Proverbs 18:17

We HAVE to remember that there are two sides to every story,
particularly now when we have to navigate a slippery slope of
opinion, and fake news, and deliberately skewed news, and
trustworthy reporting of facts.

Many people are grabbing one compelling-sounding video or
article or even just a meme on social media, and they stop
thinking there. We need to be asking ourselves the power
questions that help us think:

What do they mean by ? We need to make sure that we

understand what others mean by the words and terms they use.


https://blogs.bible.org/the-internet-dad-with-millions-of-kids/
https://blogs.bible.org/the-internet-dad-with-millions-of-kids/
https://probe.org/two-sides-to-every-story-especially-now/
https://probe.org/two-sides-to-every-story-especially-now/

Politically- and idealogically-charged rhetoric often uses
language that means something very different from what it
appears on the surface. For example, the innocuous-sounding
“Equality Act” is intended to severely restrict and punish
those who hold to a biblical perspective on gender and
sexuality—who, it is clear, are not considered equal to those
who hold pro-LGBT values.

Where do they get their information? There are extreme-right
and extreme-left sources that pump out nothing but slanted and
unbalanced ideas. We need to be aware of the difference
between reports from the very conservative Infowars and The
Blaze, and the leftist MSNBC and CNN.

How can we know it’s true? Much of what appears to be
journalism today is analysis and opinion pieces. How are your
discernment skills? Can you tell the difference between
factual reporting and spin? Probably not if you live in a
bubble of only opinions and voices you agree with.
“Confirmation bias” is a powerful dynamic that keeps us from
considering anything from a different perspective. This is why
it's essential to keep in mind, as Proverbs 18:17 reminds us,
that there are two sides to every story, and we need to delay
clamping down our minds on a position until we have more
information and perspective. Do you know about allsides.com?
That’s a good place to find news from the left, from the
center, and the right.

(Please see my article “Four Killer Questions: Power Tools for
Great Question-Asking”)

My extremely wise colleague at Probe Ministries, Steve Cable,
offered this counsel in his article “Seeing Through News Media
Bias: Exposing Deception and Proclaiming Truth in an Age of
Misinformation”:

“[W]le need to be on the alert for the warning signs of
misinformation. When we recognize the need for discernment,
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begin by asking God for wisdom in looking for and applying
the truth:

But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who
gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will
be given to him (James 1:5-6).

“Then we need to ask ourselves some tough questions about
the article or news report:

. Does it begin with truth?

Is it logical?

. Does it consider all of the evidence?

. Does the conclusion make sense apart from the argument?
. Does it stand up to close examination?”

o~ W N =

These are great questions.

And we need to hang on tight to common sense, not being afraid
to ask questions of what we’'re reading and hearing. Biological
viruses will not be transmitted through cell towers. Washing
our hands thoroughly will ALWAYS be a good idea. We were told
not to wear masks, now we’'re told to wear masks; maybe there'’s
not a one-size-fit-all rule?

Conspiracy theories abound; 1is anybody addressing the
assertions in them? At this point in time, Google is still our
friend in finding the answer to that question.

The bottom line is that we need to always remember that “the
first to make his case seems right, until the other comes and
examines him.” If we’ve only heard the first side, we need to
hold our thoughts and judgments loosely until we hear if there
is another side.

And be kind the whole time.

This blog post originally appeared at



blogs.bible.org/two-sides-to-every-story-especially-now/ on
May 23, 2020.

3 Truths to Feed Our Hope 1in
a Pandemic

When the world is upside down due to unforeseen circumstances,
we need hope, but not just any hope. Sue explains
that biblical hope is something different. Something better.
Because it’s about God.

When pretty much the whole world is in stay-at-home mode .
when pretty much the whole world is impacted by sudden
unemployment because the whole world is in stay-at-home mode .

when pretty much the whole world’s economy might be
affected by the crazy fall in oil prices .

We desperately need hope.

Hope that things will get better. Hope that we will be able to
experience “normal” again. Hope that everyone’s stress level
will go down, especially health care heroes and first
responders.

I’ve been thinking a lot about hope lately.

Your everyday kind of hope is a wish or expectation for the
future. It’s oxygen for the soul. An important part of mental
health is being able to look forward to something good.

But biblical hope is something different. Something better.
Because it’s about God.

Where everyday hope is about wishing, biblical hope 1is a
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confident expectation that God will be good, and He will do
good, toward us. It is faith in the future tense.

Everyday hope 1is horizontal, looking at circumstances, the
world, and other people—which are all broken by the Fall, and
they are guaranteed to disappoint. But biblical hope 1is
vertical. It looks UP instead of out. Biblical hope is focused
on a perfect, loving God who is all-knowing and all-powerful.
He doesn’t just know the future, He holds the future.

We can encourage one another daily, as Hebrews 3:13 urges us,
by reminding ourselves and each other of what is true. Let me
suggest three truths that will feed our hope.

God is good.

Probably the #1 lie of the enemy is that God ISN’'T good. It’s
what was behind his temptation of Eve in the Garden of Eden:
that God was holding out on her because He’'s not good.

And when life is hard and we live in pain, it’'s easy to look
through the filter of “God is not good, that’s why He's
letting me hurt.”

But the truth is that our circumstances are not an accurate
indicator of whether God is good or not. Our logic and
thinking are not accurate judges of whether God 1is good or
not.

Even if we don’t say it out loud, we can sit in the self-pity
puddle of the belief, “If God was good, He wouldn’t let me
hurt.”

But our pain is achieving something eternally significant, an
eternal weight of glory (2 Corinthians 4:17). When life 1is
hard, God is doing something really big in us. And eventually,
for those who have trusted Christ, God’s goodness will mean He
carries us to the place where there is no more pain, no more
tears, no more sickness or weakness or even disappointment.



That is our hope, that the future will hold nothing but GOOD
for us.

We're not there yet. But it’s coming!

God is faithful.

He is faithful in His character, He is faithful to His word,
He is faithful to His promises.

Faithfulness means being a promise-keeper, even when it’s
hard. The Hebrew word for faithfulness means steadfastness,
firmness.

On a trip to Colorado, my brother-in-law Phil learned that a
cashier at Rocky Mountain National Park was also from Chicago.
He said, “It must be cool to be here with these mountains all
the time.”

“Let me tell you something about the mountains,” she
responded. “They’re . . . always . . . THERE.” Meaning, they
don’t move, they don’t change, and it takes a long time to get
from A to B because those mountains are always THERE.

Like God’'s faithfulness.

We can have hope that God will remain faithful to His
promises, such as Jesus promising, “I will be with you
always.”

Sports Illustrated covered a memorable incident at the 1992
Olympics when runner Derek Redmond tore his hamstring near the
end of the race. He fell face first onto the track in agony.

As the medical attendants were approaching, Redmond fought
to his feet. “It was animal instinct,” he would say later.
He set out hopping, in a crazed attempt to finish the race.
When he reached the stretch, a large man in a T-shirt came
out of the stands, hurled aside a security guard and ran to
Redmond, embracing him. It was Jim Redmond, Derek’s father.



“You don’t have to do this,” he told his weeping son. “Yes,
I do,” said Derek. “Well, then,” said Jim, “we’re going to
finish this together.” And so they did.

Fighting off security men, the son’s head sometimes buried
in his father’s shoulder, they stayed in Derek’s lane all
the way to the end, as the crowd gaped, then rose and howled
and wept.{1}

Most people don’'t remember who won the gold medal in the 1992
Barcelona Olympics, but millions will never forget the
faithful love of a father who left his seat in the stands to
enable his son to finish his race.

What a picture of our faithful heavenly Father who sent His
Son from His seat in glory to earth to rescue and redeem us!
Jesus promises that He will be with us always, to the end of
the age—just as Derek Redmond’s father was with his son to the
end of the race.

God is at work in my life.

Philippians 1:6 promises that He who began a good work in me
will continue to complete it. Once God gets started on the
process of making us like Jesus, He doesn’t quit!

One of my pastors has said that if you don’t like how things
are, it means the story’s not over and God’s not finished.

How encouraging is that??!

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

Since God is at work in us, then He has a plan to make us like
Jesus, and He’s using every situation and every circumstance
in our lives as His tools.

When we open our hearts and minds to God’s plans to make us



like Jesus, and we cooperate with the Holy Spirit in the
process, it strengthens our hope that our future will be
different from the past or the present.

But to be like Jesus means we have to follow Him, which means
denying ourselves, and taking up our cross. It means not
fighting the tools of sanctification He is using to make us
like Jesus. The best way to do that is to obey scripture,
which says to give thanks IN everything, FOR everything. If
God has allowed it, there must be a purpose in it. It means
developing an attitude of gratitude by disciplining ourselves
to say, “This stinks, Lord, but You have allowed it in my life
so I will give You thanks for this crummy boss, or this
difficult roommate situation, or this physical challenge, or
this thorn in my flesh.”

When we realize we are not content with WHO we are or HOW we
are, because we long to be better, it means God’s not finished
with us. We are still a work in progress. The story’s not
over.

It means there is hope. Biblical hope.

God is good, God is faithful, and God is at work in me. Those
are the truths that will feed our hope and allow us to look at
the future with confident expectation that it’s going to be
better than OK . . . it’s going to be amazing. Either in this
life, or on the other side, we can have hope.

A living hope. Hope has a name. His name 1is Jesus.

1. vault.si.com/vault/1992/08/17/track-and-field-ode-to-joy-
carl-lewis-exulted-along-with-all-of-barcelonas-qgold-

medalists-many-of-whom-vanquished-giants-to-win-their-events.
Accessed 4/21/2020.

This blog post originally appeared at
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blogs.bible.org/3-truths-to-feed-our-hope-in-a-pandemic/ on
April 21, 2020.

COVID Conditioning: A Viral
Outbreak 1s (Re)Shaping Us
and Our World

Byron Barlowe probes the underlying implications of the global
reaction to COVID-19 from a worldview level, asking if we may
be being conditioned to accept unbiblical views without
realizing 1it.

You and I are being conditioned, you know that, right? It’'s a
daily thing. Events and messages work on us, and we need to
learn to shape them before they shape us. We must take in the
right stuff to counter lies and well-intended overreach.

ALl of a sudden a universal and ubiquitous mind-and-heart-
shaper has hit the world like an alien invasion. The tension
and suspense feels like that in the film Signs: sitting in the
basement, waiting for green “men” to creep into the boarded-up
farmhouse, getting snatches of what’s going on in the outside
world through a baby monitor. We are covered over with
everything COVID-19 virus: news of it, perhaps even the real
effects of it as a sickness. But for most of us the newly-
minted mandates by mayors and governors, and social pressures
from friends and family stemming from the worldwide reaction
is the main reality of our lives as we “shelter in place” and
are bombarded with a constant stream of information. It's
ruining investment portfolios—at least for now “on paper”-and
skyrocketing the recently record-low unemployment numbers.
People are scared for themselves and loved ones since so much
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is unknown.

How is all this change changing us? Materially, how will
shifting norms transform public policy and law, along with our
personal beliefs? What will the upending of our economy,
civic, and personal lives mean? For folks with secure jobs and
schoolchildren, is it simply about getting through a few weeks
of downtime and home-work, commonsense hygiene and personal
contact avoidance? Or will we be forever stamped with new
attitudes and convictions birthed by events beyond our
control?

We are Responsible for Our Thoughts and
Beliefs

Brain scientists confirm what good pastors, parents, and
coaches teach: we can’t necessarily control what we go
through, but our reaction to it is up to us. Don’t get
“Corona’d”! We can either fall mindlessly into lockstep with
what we’re told, or to run this experience through a wise grid
and conquer fear and foolishness. Cognitive researcher and
Christian Dr. Caroline Leaf emphasizes the power of mental
self-control: “As we think, we change the physical nature of
our brain. As we consciously direct our thinking, we can wire
out toxic patterns of thinking and replace them with healthy
thoughts . . . . It all starts in the realm of the mind, with
our ability to think and choose—the most powerful thing in the
universe after God, and indeed, fashioned after God."{1l}

The Apostle Paul, under the inspiration of our Creator God,
acknowledged this reality when writing to the first Century
Roman church and, by extension, to us today. If he were
writing what became Romans 12:1-2 to contemporary folks he may
have emphasized an action point first (verse 2) and expanded
his words’ scope to entail what early believers took for
granted: God as the center of all things. Their worldview,
including their view of the universe (cosmology), was



hierarchical and infused with “God-ness.”—Qur temptation to
trust in God-optional techno-science and complex government
structures would be alien to our ancient Christian brethren.
Yet, there were competing views of the way the seen and unseen
worlds work, so Paul’s admonition to develop their new Christ-
inhabited mind is just as germane today.

It might have read something like, “Do not be conditioned by
the world [all that is other-than-God, the cosmos, and anti-
biblical realms, including your own self-created view of the
world] but be reconditioned by the total upgrading of your
mind in a new operating system downloaded by the entrance of
the Holy Spirit when you believed. This will help you discern
how to use that new mind wholeheartedly, purely serving
through your body, which is only fitting and quite pleasing as
your service to the Master of created reality, Himself the ‘I
Am’ Reality.”

It’s Real for Me Too

I'm not immune from the scare and worry. My smartphone just
dinged: my son’s second interview for his first career job set
for 90 minutes from now was just cancelled. The recently
thriving corporation—a very promising prospect—has frozen all
hiring due to COVID-19. On the other line is a daughter who is
seeking a low-income service position since her employer has
no jobs in the pipeline. Our other daughter, an Intensive Care
Unit nurse, feels the pressure of shortages and health risks.
She posted a picture of herself in a mask and gown, disease
prevention protocols called “Droplet Precautions.” Their
medical equipment is inadequate and has to be washed and
reused. A friend’s fiancé’'s family have all been laid off:
dad, mom, and siblings. It’s up to me to regulate my Corona-
news intake, take my anxiety to God, and trust him. But I am
determined not to be led into fear and one-sided thinking and
to help others.



Mind-Conditioning: Words Matter to Our
Worldview

Harsh new realities are marked by new verbiage which is always
a sign of cultural change and often a signal of improper
controlling (“shelter 1in place,” “social distancing,”
“presumptive positive,” “an abundance of caution”). Euphemisms
like these mask meanings. In order of appearance, they clearly
mean “Stay home, keep apart, we presume that he/she is a
carrier, and we are going into high-control mode.” As
philosopher Peter Kreeft writes, “Control language and you
control thought; control thought and you control action;
control action and you control the world.” Are you and I being
conditioned to become used to changes we may not want?{2}

In the chaos, those of us with downtime and a biblical view of
life need to use it to reflect and speak into a frightened and
confused world. In the larger pluralistic community, how we
respond collectively and personally will in no small way
determine the arc of our future. As Dr. J.P. Moreland says,
“Each situation in our 1lives 1is an occasion for either
positive formation or negative deformation.”{3} Yet, this 1is
not simply a personal matter. We are citizens and need to be
active ones.

Basic assumptions about reality—-worldview presuppositions we
just take for granted-tend to sit like bedrock or sinkholes
underneath the foundations of cultures, families, and
individual lives. We either don’t know about them or ignore
them, especially in hectic times of real or perceived crisis.
They're deep, unseen, and usually of no concern until events
unearth them or an earthquake shakes things up. Sinkholes
cause collapse. Bedrock stands.

Specific Concerns About Corona-



Conditioning

Here are some concerns I have as a teacher of biblical
worldview discernment as this worldwide quake rattles on:

Have we become too beholden to medical science for direction?
Every human life is infinitely precious—a very biblical stance
given that we are made in God’s image, that He died for all
people, and that He desires for none to perish (Genesis 1:27;
John 3:16; 2 Peter 3:9). Yet, how does a society weigh its
view of life-value versus the inevitability of sickness and
death? Citizens demand a disease-free life without pain and
engage in death-avoidance, then take “death with dignity”; the
medical establishment pretends it can deliver all that. Can
outbreaks like this be allowed to shut down entire economies
and render personal freedoms moot? Only if we play along with
such pretense. An international obsession with killing it
ignores everything else. Will our COVID-19 response cause more
harm than good? How one answers such concerns, not whether
such dilemmas should happen, 1is at issue. Our personal
worldviews and collective societal constructs—which we can
help change—will determine controllable outcomes. We will not
determine uncontrollable.

This 1is not to say that public health decrees are wrong in
principle nor to necessarily question at least some of those
being decreed in this situation, for example voluntary at-home
work and study. Repeating louder this time: I am not saying a
massive and unusual response is bad or wrong in and of itself.
Nevertheless, history is absolute regarding the exercise of
such power—it almost never regresses. 9-11 and subsequent one-
off attempted terrorist acts put in place onerous rules for
air passengers that look permanent. Progress, in this sense,
may be regress if it unrealistic and ill-conceived.



Conditioning Reality Itself?

Is Modern mankind seeking to short-circuit reality and its
consequences? This 1is the biggest underlying issue. There'’s
something new in the air: near-unanimous mass morality based
in rapidly fueled public opinion further fed by transnational
fear. I call it “CoronaVirus Virus.” So far, epidemiologists
and medical scientists are calling the shots for a global
society. Pundits pump up the hype before we can know. Public
peer pressure (along with corporate acquiescence and
promotion) guarantee an unquestioning going-along for most
people and institutions.

We constantly hear and read the phrase, “It’s just the right
thing to do.” This orientation raises the question, “Why is it
the right thing to do? What is the moral grounding for that
decision?” “The greater good” is the mantra of a utilitarian
worldview that eventually erases the kind of individual
freedom of moral agents which Scripture honors. The people 1in
power decide what is good for all the rest. In a pluralistic
society like ours, the privileging of choice was traditionally
baked into the very fabric of public policy. Law allows leeway
for disputable matters of conscience—-at least they did before
the advent of “hate crimes” which require God-like knowledge
of motives. Such fundamental precepts of liberty have long
been eroding. In this new Corona-driven milieu, dictates like
government ordered shuttering of businesses and stay-at-home
decrees means they may never be fully regained. Let’'s at least
realize this, even if the calculus of health-risk mitigation
over civil liberty wins the day.

Then there’s the prospect of the next pandemic. Some virus 1is
surely incubating for debut next year. Will this draconian
level be the new standard of response? How will our economy or
that of the world (who often follow our lead) survive under
such control?
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“What, again, is government’s role?”

Who 1is pausing even for a moment to ask about various
requirements, “Is this a bridge too far?” That leads to the
other great concern: the directives from medical science’s
mass diagnosis-for-the-world are, of course, implemented by
government. But the biblical view of the role of government is
pretty much limited to policing and making war. Admittedly,
society and hence, government has multiplied in complexity-an
unbiblical situation given the limits mentioned-therefore
public health and economic interventions are somewhat
necessary. Absolutely, there are critical emergency situations
and this is one of them. It would be unconscionable to allow
an epidemic to spread willy-nilly on its own.

However, again, 1s anyone hitting Pause to ask how far is too
far? One hopes that in retrospect, this crisis engenders a
throttling back and overturning of policies that helped us get
in this pickle (e.g., Federal Reserve-mandated interventions
and supposed fixes which are being implemented again; also,
allowing a Communist foreign nation a choke hold on
pharmaceutical and medical supply chains to gain the “common
good” of cheap goods while caregivers do without). Government
solutions for all of life. Did we vote this in? Will we do it
again in November?

Government Tyranny in Sight?

Most worrisome is a move toward what appears more like a
police state. In Jordan, missionaries report that 400 people
have been arrested for leaving their apartments. Refugee
relief workers cobble together care in an impossible
situation. A Kentucky man was kept in his home somehow after
he refused to self-isolate (another new term in the popular
vernacular)-I don’'t know the details. That spooked me. I wish
he cared enough to stay away from people, but when it comes
down to it, he could be shot in his own
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neighborhood—presumably on his own property—for leaving.
Explain that to your six-year-old. A shelter in place order
for all counties surrounding Kansas City is to be enforced by
police. Cops deciding to fine or arrest you for leaving your
home for other than trips to the doctor, grocery story, or
cleaners? Politicians telling us what’'s essential may be
necessary but seems arbitrary at best. Talk of state borders
closing for a sickness? This is a novel consideration, far as
I know! Does the Coronavirus rise to the level of a nuclear
fallout situation? Is this our shared future? As author and
apologist Dr. Ken Boa asks (in a personal email), “Given the
nature of interconnectivity in a digital world, we now live
within plausible sight of a fear-induced technological plague
that could lead to a totalitarian outcome.”

Choices, Not Conditioned Responses

Again, all I am asking is, “Does the necessity of this drastic
a world-changing meta-response go without saying? Could a
relatively restrained response now be wise—despite the public
relations suicide of facing a sometimes mad mob morality?” On
the other hand, “Is freedom—economic and cultural-worth more
lives? Whose feet would that be laid at? Politicians? The
medical establishment (they are simply doing their calling)?
Fate’s? God’'s?”

If the choice is between saving every possible life and
forever changing life itself for earth’s entire population,
where is the middle ground and how does a society find it?
That boat has sailed, I fear. Relativistic, ever-changing
ideals and their progressive promotion have won the day. The
mindset of “We are going to win this thing, no matter the
cost!” reigns triumphant in headlines.

There’s a worldview at work—learn to notice it: note the irony
of a Postmodern relativism entwined with a Modernist certainty
regarding mankind’s ability to control what used to be called
an “act of God.” That’'s what the highly moralistic and



humanistic John Mauldin is unabashedly promoting, I believe.
One more mass-mediated call to controlling an out of control
universe. As if we could.

Be At Peace, Christian, And Spread That
Peace

For individual believers, a biblically realistic and
optimistic response is to shelter in place (“abide in Me”).
Rest in the peace and assurance of a loving, sovereignly
overseeing Creator who will make all things right someday,
whose agenda 1is being met. The best outward response toward
unbelievers is to share not only the certainty of that hope,
but the gospel that leads to hope in a disease-free, worry-
free, perfectly functional and loving society of brother and
sisters in Christ. Eternal perspective is the conditioning we
must seek. Because we’re all being conditioned. It is truly a
daily thing.

Meanwhile, pray for the individuals in charge and their
decision-making to be sound. As a new normal reconditions
minds and hearts around the globe at the speed of Internet
connections, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed” by the mind of Christ (Romans 12:2).

Notes

1. Dr. Caroline Leaf, Switch on Your Brain: The Key to Peak
Happiness, Thinking, and Health, p. 20, emphasis mine.

2. www.azquotes.com/quote/1333869, accessed 3/23/2020.

3. J.P. Moreland, Finding Quiet: My Story of Overcoming
Anxiety and the Practices That Brought Peace (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2019).
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Responding to COVID-19: God
Already Had It Figured Out

As America grinds almost to a halt as we try to suppress the
spread of the Corona Virus, governments are closing things up
and shutting things down. As we are instructed to stay in our
homes and keep our distance from other people, we are also
being encouraged about how to think about these restrictions.
We're hearing pleas to younger people, especially, not to
gather in bars and restaurants, because it speeds up the
transmission of the virus. This will help protect the
physically vulnerable-older folks [um, *wince*-somehow that
now includes me] and those with compromised immunity.

What strikes me about the messages we are receiving 1is that
God came up with them first.

These calls to citizens parallel God’s calls to believers.
Several of the “one anothers” of scripture are particularly
salient to our needs right now to pull together to fight this
invisible enemy: not merely as a nation, but as human beings
facing a global pandemic together.

Love one another (John 15:12). It is loving to keep your
distance from others and stay home in order to keep yourself
from catching, and even worse become an unknowing carrier for,
what is a serious and sometimes deadly virus. It is loving to
wash our hands for 20 seconds because it kills the virus and
helps us keep from spreading the virus to others.

Serve one another (Galatians 5:13). It just delights me to
receive texts from friends asking if they can go to the store
for us, and to read offers on my Next Door app from people
offering to run errands and shop for the older and health-
challenged people in our neighborhood.

Bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2). Saying no to
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ourselves (such as wanting to hang out with friends in groups)
in order to protect others is one way of bearing each other’s
burdens. Buying online gift cards from restaurants that now
can’t serve diners in order to provide a cash flow when they
are strapped is another. Providing childcare, eldercare and
respite care is yet another. Reaching out by phone, text and
other social media is how we can bear the burden of loneliness
to people in isolation.

Be hospitable to one other (1 Peter 4:9). Leaving food gifts
on a neighbor’s door step. Sending/leaving notes to assure
people they are remembered and they are important.

Pray for one another (James 5:16). We need to pray for
protection, especially for health care workers who expose
themselves to danger every minute of their working day. We
need to pray for those struggling against the symptoms of the
virus. Is there anything as scary as having trouble breathing?
We need to pray for business owners and employees who have
lost their ability to provide for themselves and their
families.

I have a mental list that I pray through every time I wash my
hands.

Finally, I especially love Philippians 2:3-4 in view of our
current challenge:

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with
humility of mind regard one another as more important than
yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal
interests, but also for the interests of others.

The entire country is being asked to put the risks and needs
of other people ahead of our own. In a spectacular display of
biblical thinking, Dallas County judge Clay Jenkins said we
need to “turn from selfishness to sacrifice.”

Yes we do. Jesus said, “Greater love has no one than this,



that one lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). In
big and small ways.

It’s an exceptional opportunity for all of us to do things
God’'s way. Because He knows what works best.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/responding-to-covid-19-god-already-had-it-
figured-out/
on March 17, 2020.

How Can I Make God Answer My
Prayers My Way?

How can I get God to give me what I want? That’'s often at the
root of our interest in prayer. If we’re honest, that’'s the
gquestion we want answered when we read books on prayer, listen
to a message or podcast on prayer, or talk to people known as
prayer warriors.

Instead of New Year'’s
Resolutions

Fill in the blank: New Year's

You probably either supplied “Eve” or “Resolutions,” right?
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Resolutions are intentions that may last days or weeks, but so
often they peter out before we even get used to using the new
year 1in our dates. May I suggest that instead of forming
resolutions, we spend time asking some powerfully insightful
questions that will help us evaluate ourselves

truthfully and helpfully?

Here are three questions that many community/accountability
groups ask each other regularly (as in, weekly):

What am I doing to feed myself (spiritually)? How am I
spending time in God’s word and other sources of spiritual
truth and wisdom such as books?

What am I doing to feed my flesh? How am I indulging my
appetites and desires in ways that glorify myself instead of
God?

What am I doing to feed others? How am I pointing others to
Christ and helping them grow spiritually?

My pastor at Watermark Community Church-Plano, Kyle Kaigler,
is especially good at pointed questions. Every morning, as he
thinks back on the previous day, he examines himself in four
areas:

Where was I hooked? (caught in a bad habit that controls me)

Where was I cold? (being so self-focused that I failed to be
loving and kind to those around me)

Where was I scared? (allowing my fear of man to keep me from
saying and doing the things I should be)

Where was I proud? (taking credit for what God did)

(Pastor Tim Keller asks +these same questions:
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/erik-raymond/help-wit
h-praver-simple-clear-gospel-devotion-from-tim-keller/)
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Kyle also offers these questions:

John Piper says that “God is most glorified in us when we are
most satisfied in Him.” So, looking back over the last 12
months:

What are the most God-glorifying occasions over this past year
that came from finding satisfaction in Him? When was I moved
to erupt in gratitude and praise for what God did in my life?
Were there sweet moments of deep connection with others, or a
“lightbulb moment” when He revealed truth to me in a way that
zapped lies and wrong beliefs? Were there moments of realizing
I was just immersed in His goodness?

What was a distraction to the glory of God? In what areas of
my life is my stubborn affinity for my flesh, getting my way,
insisting on staying in my comfort zone, serving like mud that
covers up “Christ in me, the hope of glory”? Where did my
entrenched habits (such as continually checking my phone)
function like a stop sign, keeping God at a distance? How have
I tuned Him out so that I miss the ways He wants to nudge me,
direct me, lead me through the day?

Here are some helpful spiritual assessment questions:

What has God been teaching me in His word? We should be
recording the things the Holy Spirit is showing us in our time
in His word so we can remind ourselves of His lessons and
insights. Otherwise we are the guy from James 1 who looks in a
mirror and then turns away, thoughtlessly unaware of what he
looks like.

How’s my time with the Lord?

a. Consistent and meaningful (It’s ok to choose this option)

b. Consistent but not so meaningful (I am faithful to go
before the Lord but I leave the time unfulfilled)

c. Inconsistent but meaningful (I don’t do it very often but
when I do, He is faithful to meet me there)



d. Inconsistent and not meaningful (it’s just not happening)

(If a or c¢) How 1is God transforming my life? What is God
revealing about Himself and His desire for my life? How is my
heart being changed to more faithfully follow where He 1is
leading? What have I surrendered (or still working on
surrendering) to Jesus’ control? How is my life changing so He
is increasing, and I am decreasing?

(If b or d) What are the barriers to consistent and meaningful
time with God? (Busyness, worldliness, selfishness, sin-lust
of the flesh, lust of the eyes, sinful pride of life)

Am I sharing my story of how Jesus Christ changed my life?
Am I being a good steward of the body God gave me?
Am I being a good steward of the resources He has given me?

And finally, again thanks to Kyle, here are some interesting
survey questions for family members:

Spouse survey

1. What were the best memories that we made together this
year as a couple?

2. What were the best memories that we made together this
year as a family?

3. What would you consider the key challenges we faced as a
family this past year? What about in our marriage?

4. If someone were to ask you, “Describe your current
marriage relationship.” What would you say and why?

5. If you could change anything about last year, what would
it be and why?

6. Based on the experiences that we have had as a couple
and as a family, what have you learned about God and His
work in
our lives?

7. What are 3 trips or activities that you would enjoy



doing together this next year?

8. What do I do that really ministers to you and you would
love it if I did it more?

9. What are your top fears/concerns for each of our
children?

Kid Survey

1. What have been some of the best times you have had with
me this past year?

2. If you had to give me some advice on being a better
parent, what would it be and why?

3. What are some things that you would like to talk with me
about and why?

4. What are some of your fears that you would like me to
pray for you about?

5. What is something that you would like to do with me?

6. How can I help you grow as a Christian?

7. As you consider conversations and time together as a

family over the past year, what new things have you
learned or understood more about God?

I think these powerful questions, answered thoughtfully and
truthfully, will serve us better than any New Years Resolution
we'’'ve ever made.

This blog post originally appeared at

blogs.bible.org/instead-of-new-years-resolutions/ on December

31, 2019.
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