Keeping A Gratitude Journal

Some years ago Dr. Billy Graham was a guest on Oprah. I will
never forget his answer to her question, “What are you most
thankful for?”

He said, “Salvation given to us in Jesus Christ . . . and the
way you have made people all over this country aware of the
power of being grateful.”

I loved that he took advantage of the platform to share the
core of the gospel message, but also that he honored Oprah for
making a difference in the culture by stressing gratitude the
way she has. Millions of people have discovered the power of
keeping a gratitude journal because of Oprah’s testimony of
how it impacted her life.

There’'s a difference between a grateful thought popping into
our heads, even if we turn it into a prayer of gratitude, and
the intentionality and physicality of daily writing down three
things from that day for which we are grateful. There’s
something about writing with pen and ink on paper that carves
the thoughts into our brains. (See my blog post Pen > ‘Puter)

There’s also something about recording our gratitude that
changes the way we think. We become more aware of the ways in
which God blesses us with what I call His “hugs and kisses”
throughout the day. Instead of taking for granted the fact
that the traffic lights were all synced up to allow us to sail
through green lights all the way to our destination, we say,
“Oh, thank You, Lord!” light after light, our sense of wonder
and appreciation enlarging with each intersection. When the
rain starts literally the second after we climb into the car
and slam the door shut, we say, “Oh Lord!! Bless You!” instead
of saying, “Wow, that was lucky.” When we wake up in the
morning and realize we didn’t have to get up and use the
restroom, we see it as the blessing and gift that it is rather
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than taking it for granted.

I always suggest keeping a gratitude journal for those
battling depression. If they are especially depressed, I
suggest writing down ten things instead of three or five. When
we are deep in the weeds of despair and hopelessness, it'’s
easy to believe the lie that nobody cares, including God. But
even those immersed in the mire of darkness can still find
things to be grateful for: any body part that works, any body
part that doesn’t hurt, heating or air conditioning, a bed to
sleep in, access to clean water to drink and bathe in, being
surrounded by people who speak the same language, internet
access, a car, family members who still love them, a job,
their memory, the ability to read . . . the list goes on and
on, if they will pay attention. (Let me take a moment to point
you to an excellent article on Bible.org by my dear friend Ann
Golding: “Helping a Friend Through the Darkness of

Depression.”

Several years ago, Ann Voskamp taught more millions of people
to keep a gratitude journal in her book One Thousand Gifts.
She explained that everything that God allows to happen to us
is filtered through His love and grace, so even if it’s
horrible and painful, it is transformed into a gift for which
we can say “Thank You.”

One of my pastors regularly posts to Instagram a picture of
the gifts he’s grateful for, hashtagged with a number. Having
started at #1000, he’s at #538 today. Not surprisingly, IJP
[@jpokluda] is one of the most joy-filled people you’ll ever
meet. He lives immersed in always-conscious gratitude that
overflows into joy.

It would be reasonable for you to wonder about MY gratitude
journal, right?

Well, I kept one many years ago when I first learned about
God’s command to give thanks not only IN everything, (1
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Thessalonians 5:18) but FOR everything (Ephesians 5:20). And
an interesting thing happened: developing and maintaining an
attitude of gratitude become a way of life for me, like
breathing. Recently I realized that my “thank Yous” outnumber
my “please” prayers by about a 9-to-1 margin. I guess the
discipline of keeping a gratitude journal became a part of who
I am.

And I'm good with that. :::smile:::

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/keeping a gratitude journal
on June 27, 2017.

Free Indeed!

Recently I had the privilege of speaking in a women’s prison.
I shared my story which I call, “How to Handle the Things You
Hate But Can’t Change.” (How's that for a topic of interest
for incarcerated people?)
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But then I was able to
speak briefly about
what we have in common,
a situational loss of
freedom. I have lost
the ability—-the
freedom—-to walk, and
they have temporarily
lost the ability-the
freedom—to walk out of
lockup. Still, even
while imprisoned by our
situations, Jesus
offers true freedom
that has nothing to do with our circumstances. He promised to
His disciples, “You will know the truth, and the truth will
set you free.” He even said, “If the Son sets you free, you
will be free indeed.” (John 8:32, 36)

So what does THAT mean?

What was so crazy great about this opportunity to speak to and
hug and love on the precious ladies in the women’s prison, was
that the previous weekend I had given four messages on freedom
at a women’s retreat at sea. (You can listen to the recordings
here, if you like.) So many facets of freedom were already
rolling around in my head as I thought about Jesus’ offer of
freedom to women in prison.

* As we look at our past, Jesus can set us free from guilt
when we confess our sins and receive His forgiveness and
cleansing (1 John 1:9). He can set us free from shame, that
feeling of not just making a mistake, but being a mistake,
when we receive His gift of honor as He showers pleasure and
acceptance on us.
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they had to be perfect in order to be acceptable. The weight
of needing to be perfect is soul-killing because it’s
impossible for imperfect people to be perfect! But we can be
set free by embracing the truth that only God is perfect, so
we can let go of the unrealistic expectation that we can ever
live perfectly this side of heaven. God knows we will stumble,
and He has promised to hold our hand when we do. And beyond
that, He understands our longing for perfection is actually a
longing for the perfect home of Eden, which we will get to
experience on the New Earth we read about in the book of
Revelation.

e We can walk in the breathtaking freedom from the soul-
crushing imprisonment of unforgiveness by forgiving those who
have hurt or offended us. The weight of others’ sins against
us is bad enough, but Jesus said that if we refuse to forgive,
we will be subject to tormentors—demonic torturers (Matthew
18:34-35). When we release our offenders over to Jesus for Him
to deal with, we are set free—free indeed!

* As we think about the future, there is glorious freedom when
we trust God instead of being controlled by fear. So often, we
are in bondage to fear because we want to be in control. We
forget that we are not God, wanting to manage not only our own
lives but the lives of others. There is freedom in trusting



God instead of trying to control others.

* Proverbs 29:25 assures us that fear of man is a snare. This
isn’t talking about being afraid of people like some are
afraid of heights, or the dark, or spiders. Fear of man 1is
about working for other people’s approval and fearing their
disapproval. When we look to Jesus, though, we see how He
modelled living for “an audience of One,” caring only about
pleasing His Father (John 8:29). When we follow Christ’s
example, living to please the Father instead of fickle people,
there is freedom! I can personally attest to this. Because of
my stubborn attachment to a biblical sexual ethic, I have been
slimed online by people who despise God’s standards. The slime
slides off, though, when I keep my focus on the Lord and, like
Jesus in Hebrews 12:2, I can “despise the shame” by refusing
to accept it. That's what freedom feels like!

e There is true freedom in accepting God’s choices for our
lives: personality and temperament, introversion or
extroversion, health limitations, even capacity. (Some people
naturally have a “gallon” energy tank, while others naturally
have a cup.) Resenting and fighting God’s choices—even
gender!—leads to expending mental and emotional energy that 1is
restricting and costly. But embracing God’s right to make
these decisions for our design and our lives, laying down our
non-existent “right” to define ourselves the way WE want,
brings us freedom.
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completely responsible for their part.

e And finally (though definitely not exhaustively), we are
free to choose our attitudes. We can decide to either live in
bondage to an attitude of entitlement or a continual
expectation of the negative, or live in freedom by developing
an attitude of gratitude. I love Dr. Charles Swindoll’'s poem
on Attitude:

The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude
on life.
Attitude, to me, 1is more important than facts.
It is more important than the past,
than education, than money,
than circumstances, than failure, than successes,
than what other people think or say or do.

It is more important than appearance, giftedness, or skill.
It will make or break a company . . . a church . . . a home.
The remarkable thing is we have a choice
everyday regarding the attitude
we will embrace for that day.

We cannot change our past
we cannot change the fact that people
will act in a certain way.



We cannot change the inevitable.
The only thing we can do is play on the one string we have,
and that 1is our attitude.
I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me
and 90% of how I react to it.
And so it is with you . . . we are in charge of our Attitudes.

’

It’s possible to be “free indeed.” Regardless of your
circumstances. Choose the freedom Jesus offers!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue _bohlin/free indeed on July 25,
2017.

The Great Pains of
Perfectionism

Some wag has said that a perfectionist is someone who takes
great pains . . . and gives them to others.

Once I asked my Facebook friends for examples of perfectionism
and controlling behavior. Ohboyohboy, is that ever a problem!
I've never had so many responses to a question! Here are just
a few (and you can tell that there is a specific person
attached to every example):

= Doing all the household chores because that way they
will be done right. Then feeling resentful because no
one ever offers to help and here she is, doing all the
work herself.

= Reading Every. Single. Greeting card. To make sure they
picked the perfect one.
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 Rearranging the dishes in the dishwasher to her
standards.

= Correcting details in your spouse’s stories.

= Laying out your children’s clothes every day. Making
their beds. Cleaning their rooms. Not letting them learn
how to do anything for themselves because it won’t be
perfect like you do it.

 People who drive in the fastest lane and go exactly the
speed limit, trying to control others’ behavior.

» Telling a child they can’'t eat egg “on the toast,” you
must take one bite of egg, then one bite of toast.

= Staying up all night to clean for a party because
someone might see one speck of dirt, or one thing out of
place (as if someone is going to look in every corner of
your house).

» After my mother vacuumed the living room floor, if she
found footprints in the carpet, she lined us up and
measured our feet to the prints. The culprit was made to
bear the shame of messing up her hard work and had to
re-vacuum the floor.

« If unhappy with your wife’s figure, as she eats things
you disapprove of, you actually remove it from her hands
and throw it in the trash.

= The table top is dirty. If you don’t use a tablecloth or
placemats, you are scum and she won’t eat your food. One
time I stacked the placemats the wrong way (one on top
of another instead of folding them to the inside and
stacking them, so that the table dirt doesn’t spoil
them), and they all had to be washed. One time I
unknowingly put clean laundry in the dirty laundry
basket and it all had to be re-washed. She washed all
kitchen knives, poured boiling water over them and baked
them in the oven!

At the core of a controlling person is fear. “I am not okay
and I'm going to be exposed as not okay.” That fear makes them
feel that life is outside of their control, so they have to



manipulate other people and situations to get control back. I
learned this when I was trying to control my high school son
who kept making choices I didn’t approve of, and I tried to
pull in a third person to do SOMETHING to make him do what I
wanted. That third person, who became one of my mentors,
refused to be triangulated into the situation, and explained
how my controlling behavior showed my panic at not being in
control, and was a pathetic attempt to get it back. But since
control has always been an illusion (like driving on ice!), it
didn’t work.

That’s when I moved from control freak to recovering control
freak.

The perfectionist’s 1life purpose is the pursuit of the
impossible, the ideal, the perfect-and the absence of pain.
Usually this pursuit is at the expense of relationships. It's
really hard to be in relationship with someone with
unattainable standards!

The longing for perfection is understandable. We lost it when
Adam and Eve were kicked out of Eden (Genesis 3), and we've
been longing for it ever since. When we are reconciled to God
by trusting in His Son, we can look forward to living in Eden
again, literally heaven on earth (Revelation 21). But it isn’t
going to happen this side of eternity.

Perfectionists have the right longing, but the wrong time
frame. They need to be patient for the perfection of the new
heavens and the new earth. Controlling people need to let go
of the illusion that they can control anyone other than
themselves, and anything other than their own attitudes and
perspectives.

Both of them (us!) need to stop taking great pains . . . and
giving them to others.



This blog post originally appeared at blogs.bible.org/the-
great-pains-of-perfectionism/ on June 13, 2017.

Remodeling a Home—and a Soul

We are in the midst of a major
remodeling project in our home
as it 1s made wheelchair-
friendly. Doors are being
widened, our closet is being
reconfigured so I can reach my
hanging <clothes, and our
bathroom’s tub and step-in
shower are being replaced by a
roll-in shower.

I have been struck by the similarities between remodeling a
home and remodeling a soul-otherwise known as the
sanctification process. Sanctification means “being made
holy,” and holy means set apart. I am being set apart for
God’s kingdom, for His purposes, and with a plan to make me
into the image of His own dear Son (Romans 8:29).

The first thing that happened was that things got moved. Our
bed was moved to an enclosed porch, which is a great blessing
given the amount of construction dust in our bedroom. Our
hanging clothes got moved to rented racks in our dining room,
along with all the suitcases and other kinds of things on
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shelves. (It pretty much looks like a bomb went off in our
home!)

When God 1is remodeling our soul, He also moves things,
particularly moving us out of our comfort zone. We get moved
into a discomfort zone—a change zone, a growth zone. In this
part of the process, we can find out how easy it is to make
idols of comfort and the status quo. And like all other
challenges and trials, the answer to the test is to trust God
and rely on Him.

Before making any changes, the project director went up in the
attic to check the load-bearing walls. I was so glad to learn
this; it meant that nothing would be torn down and taken out
that would weaken our home and make it unstable.

When God is doing the remodeling, He takes into account how we
were designed and built (by Himself!). He knows how much
stress we can take, and won’t violate His own design for us.
Just as He promises us not to allow us to be tempted beyond
what we are able (1 Cor 10:13), He always remembers that we
are but dust (Psalm 103:14), and He knows our limits.

The trim around doors was pulled out, and sections of sheet
rock were cut out and removed. The garden tub was cut up and
hauled away, and the huge mirror over it is now gone. The
glass shower was taken out.

I've noticed that part of the sanctification process means God
removes the old things in our hearts that have outlived their
usefulness—things like coping strategies and childish ways of
thinking and living. In order to grow us up to maturity, the
old has to go.

They parked a trailer outside our back door, and it was soon
filled with sheet rock, wood, marble and glass that needed to
be taken to the city dump because it was trash. I mentioned
this to the man in charge, who cheerfully agreed that “You
gotta get rid of the ugly!” Since I also shared with him my



thoughts about the parallel to sanctification, he laughed with
me that that’s what God does: He gets rid of our ugly. He
targets anything that’s not glorifying to Himself or helpful
to us, and pulls it out. Or calls us to let it go into His
hands.

I noticed there is a definite order to things. The open spaces
for closets and bathrooms were widened before installing new
doors. The walls were textured before being painted. The
bathtub was pulled out, and its faucet and spigot were
removed, before the tiler comes to give us a beautiful new
wall.

This made me realize that God knows the best order for
addressing issues in our lives that need to be changed. Like
knowing which are the load-bearing walls, He knows what needs
to wait until He deals with other problems first. For example,
we often want Him to get rid of nasty habits or addictions,
but He’s more interested in working on our hearts so that the
change in our behaviors is a more (super)natural, organic
result of growth.

Remodeling a house means a lot of inconvenience. I have to go
to a gym that has a roll-in shower because our other shower is
in a bathtub, and I can’t climb in and out of bathtubs
anymore. We are having trouble finding some things that were
moved temporarily. There 1is dust everywhere. I can’t have
people over very easily. These are all temporary, but they are
still inconvenient.

God's remodeling process also feels inconvenient because there
are so many adjustments to new ways of thinking and reacting
and living. We have to practice new ways of thinking when God
makes changes in our belief system and our trust system.
Adjustment means change, and change is rarely convenient!

The owner of a construction company that does these remodeling
jobs for mobility-challenged people like me has a picture in



his mind of what all these changes will look like in the end.
I have a vague idea of what changing the entrance to our
bedroom will look like, and how the reconfigured closet will
work, and what it will be like to roll into the shower, but he
has a very specific plan in mind based on experience and
knowledge and wisdom.

My heavenly Father has a very specific plan for my remodeling
too. He knows what making me over into the image of His Son
means, so I will look like Sue and Jesus both.

And just as I need to trust the architect of our home remodel,
even more I need to trust my Father, who knows what He’s doing
in remodeling my soul and does it all well . . . and in love.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/remodeling a home—and _a_ soul
on May 2, 2017.

How to Ensure Your Kid Won't
Walk Away From the Faith
After Graduation

That title sounds like clickbait, doesn’t it? What parent
doesn’t want to make sure their not-ready-for-prime-time young
adult will continue to walk with the Lord, honoring Him with
their 1life, and making wise, biblically-based decisions?
Wouldn’t it be great if such a 5-point guaranteed method
existed?

Too bad. It’'s doesn’t. Life isn’'t like that. We can’t control
other people like that.
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But I can make some suggestions that have made a difference in
other families.

1. PRAY. And never stop. Our children are the targets of
spiritual warfare. They are hated by the enemy of our souls
who hates God, hates His people, and wants to destroy our
children.

2. From the time they are itty-bitty, play “Spot the Lie.” Pay
attention to the lies of the world, the flesh and the devil (1
John 2:16), and talk about them with your children when you're
sitting at home, when you’re walking and driving, when you're
putting them to bed, and when they get up in the morning
(Deuteronomy 6:7). For example, one day when my now-grown
children were in elementary school, the car radio played Bette
Midler’s song “From a Distance,” which says that God 1is
watching us from a distance. I asked, “Is that true?” My sons
thought about it and said, “No! He’s right here with us!”
Exactly. We spotted the lie. And called it what is was.

3. Educate yourself about how to answer the Big Questions of
Life so you can talk to your kids about them: How do we know
there is a God? How do we know we can trust the Bible? How do
we know Jesus is God? Why does a good God allow pain and evil
and suffering?

What makes kids walk away from the faith is usually having
unanswered questions. They might not ask for fear of a lame
answer, or they might deduce that they shouldn’t doubt,
shouldn’t question the things we teach them, and they should
“just have faith.” Well, here’s the thing: we should trust our
lives and our eternities to Christ not because of warm fuzzy
feelings, but because Christianity is true! Do you know WHY
it's true?

Let me recommend a couple of new books, written by moms to
equip other parents to be confident in their own faith so they
can effectively teach it to their kids.
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Keeping Your Kids on God’s Side: 40 Conversations to Help Them
Build a Lasting Faith by Natasha Crain is super accessible and
understandable. One of the best apologetics books I've seen.

Teaching Others to Defend Christianity by Cathryn Buse 1is
written by a former NASA engineer (now a stay-at-home mom of
littles) who uses her “mad logic skillz” to walk the reader
through the basic Big Questions of Life in an organized way.

One other resource: a few months ago I was asked to speak to a
group of moms on “Apologetics for Parents of Littles.” You can
download the recording here and get the handout here.

4. Talk to your kids about these big questions of the
Christian life: about God, the Bible, Jesus, pain and
suffering. Ask them what they think and how they’re working
through these very important issues. Talk about these things
before they leave your nest after high school!

5. One final suggestion: send your kid(s) to Probe Ministries’
Mind Games camp, a one-week total immersion in worldview and
apologetics, both classic apologetics (those Big Questions of
Life) and cultural apologetics, such as Grace and Truth About
LGBT, Genetic Engineering, The Differences Between Guys and
Girls, How to Watch a Movie, Christian Views of Science and
Earth History, and more. It’'s a faith-builder and question-
answerer, with lots of free time for fun and connecting with
other campers. For many of the campers, it deeply impacts
their hearts and souls, nailing down the glorious fact that
Christianity is TRUE! My husband I have been privileged to
pour into high school and college students through Mind Games
for over 20 years; it is truly our joy! This year it’s June
11-17 at Camp Copass in Denton, Texas. Check out the videos
and lots of information at probe.org/mindgames.

I am deeply grateful to my friend Dr. Kathy Koch for allowing
me to guest blog for her. This post was originally published
at drkathykoch.com/faith-graduation/ on May 22, 2017.
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What’s Your Superpower?

If you could choose a superpower, which one would it be? When
asked this question as an icebreaker, I’'ve heard some people
say they’d love to fly; others say they would choose
mindreading. Some would love to be invisible.

But for the believer in Jesus, the idea of having superpowers
isn’t a fantasy.

It is the reality of being indwelled by God Himself, the
source of actual and real supernatural power. And He gives
gifts, spiritual gifts, that consist of supernatural enabling.
We find the spiritual gifts in four places in the New
Testament: 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12, Ephesians 4 and 1
Peter 4.

Consider these spiritual gifts—superpowers, if you will—given
by the Holy Spirit to allow His people to minister to others:

Teaching — The supernatural ability to explain clearly and
apply effectively the truth of the Word of God.

Pastor/Teacher - One who is supernaturally equipped to
shepherd and feed the flock of God with the result of their
growth and maturity.

Evangelism — The supernatural capacity to present the gospel
message with exceptional clarity and an overwhelming burden
for those who don’t know Christ.
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Word of Knowledge — The supernatural ability to receive
information and truth directly from God without natural means.
To know without knowing how you know.

Word of Wisdom — The supernatural ability to have insight
concerning God’s perspective and relay this insight succinctly
to others. “Deep insight with handles.”

Faith — The supernatural ability to believe God for the
impossible.

Exhortation (Encouragement) — The supernatural ability to come
alongside and help others by comforting, encouraging,
challenging, and rebuking.

Showing Mercy - The supernatural ability to minister
compassionately and cheerfully to those who are difficult to
minister to.

Giving — The supernatural ability to give of one’s material
goods to the work of the Lord consistently, generously,
sacrificially, with wisdom and cheerfulness.

Leadership/Administration - The supernatural ability to
organize and lead projects while handling people tactfully and
providing the vision to keep them at the task.

Service — The supernatural ability to serve faithfully and
joyfully behind the scenes, in practical ways, in long—term
commitments to service.

Helps — The supernatural ability to minister joyfully to God’s
people in short—term service with flexibility and sensitivity
to what needs to be done.



Discernment of Spirits — A supernatural ability to distinguish
between the spirit of truth and spirit of error, between
holiness and evil. Can instantly sniff out when someone’s a
phony or lying.

My husband and I created a list of diagnostic questions to
help people find their superpowers, which you can find here:
www.probe.org/how-do-you-determine-your-spiritual-gift/

Flying and mind-reading aren’t on our list, but you might find
your superpower here!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/whats your superpower on
Apr. 4, 2017.

“This Too Shall Pass”

I wrote this blog post on May 7, 2012, not quite five years
ago. I had no idea that by this point, I would hardly be
walking, using a scooter 95% of the time and unable to move
without a walker for the rest. Pain and serious weakness are
my daily companions. As I noticed the counts on my most
popular blog posts and discovered this one among the top, I am
grateful that the wisdom God gave me five years ago is even
more true today. And I am grateful that I can even minister to
myself .

Sometimes it’s the simplest things that help us navigate life.
The old, old adage “this too shall pass” is one of them.

No matter what trial, grief, trouble or challenge we face,
there is comfort in reminding ourselves that it’s temporary.
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Some are very short-lived—-the time crunch of a deadline, the
pain of recovering from surgery, waiting for results of a test
or an application. We can remind ourselves, “By this time next
week (or month), this will be behind me. This too shall pass.”

Some are very long-term—a permanent disability like my polio
or my dear friend Lael Arrington’s painful rheumatoid
arthritis. The death of a loved one, or a marriage, or a
cherished dream. The realization that God is choosing to give
us grace for, not deliverance from, our thorn in the flesh.
Even so, when we remember that our time on this earth is short
compared to our life on the new earth, we can remind
ourselves, “A hundred years from today, this trial will be
just a memory. I can either be glad for how I handled it, or
regret the short-sighted choices I made. Because this too
shall pass.”

It’s helpful to remember that even the good times, the fun
times, the stress-free (or low-stress) times will also pass,
because life is like that. When we remember everything 1is
temporary, it helps us hold onto sweet moments and days with a
looser grasp while reminding ourselves to be grateful for the
blessings we’re enjoying because “this too shall pass.” If we
are mindful of the transience of the good days, we won’'t be
devastated when they dissipate.

“This too shall pass” is one way we can live in light of
eternity, keeping our earthly life in perspective. When the
hard times come, whether moments or years, we can comfort
ourselves with the truth that “our momentary, light suffering
is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all
comparison because we are not looking at what can be seen but
at what cannot be seen. For what can be seen is temporary, but
what cannot be seen is eternal” (2 Cor. 4:17-18).

When the good times come, we can give thanks for the way they
point like signposts to heaven’s unending joy.
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Which will NEVER pass away!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/tapestry/sue bohlin/this_too_shall pass on May
8, 2012.

The Voice in My Head

I love my husband’s recent Christmas gift to me: a hearing
aid. (Actually, he appreciates it about as much as I do, since
I'm not daily asking, “Excuse me?” and “What?”) A number of
years ago I had been diagnosed with a 25% hearing loss in one
ear, but it had grown to 45%. That's a lot of missed words in
conversations, sermons, and TV shows.

Mine is a little device that sits in my ear canal, pretty much
invisible. Because it’'s so small, the battery is teeny tiny
and needs to be replaced every five days or so. I know it’s
time to swap it out when a little metallic voice suddenly says
“Battery” in my ear. That means I have maybe two minutes
before a final, second “Battery”—then a small click that means
my wonderful restored hearing is gone and I'm back to the
world’s sounds being muffled till I put a new battery in.

I am grateful for that little voice because it tells me
something very important about something I need to do, and
fast.

And every time, I am reminded of Isaiah 30:21-“And thine ears
shall hear a word behind thee, saying, This is the way, walk
ye in it, when ye turn to the right hand, and when ye turn to
the left.” My immediate prayer is, “Lord, please teach me to
hear you as clearly as I hear that little voice in my ear!”
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Hearing God'’s voice 1s a realistic part of being 1in
relationship with him. In the 0ld Testament, Jeremiah 33:3
records God’'s invitation: “Call to me and I will answer you,
and will tell you great and hidden things that you have not
known.” In the New Testament, Jesus promises, “My sheep hear
my voice, and I know them, and they follow me” (John 10:27).

So how do we hear God’s voice?

1. Choose to listen. It starts with being intentional. We need
to believe that God speaks to His children, and act on that
belief by putting ourselves in “listening mode.” That’'s not
about sitting down with a demanding spirit that says, “OK,
Lord, you have five minutes to talk to me or I'm outta here.”
In my experience, the God of the universe does not respond to
self-centered demands like that. It’s more like turning on a
baby monitor and leaving it in the “always on” position. And
keeping one ear “open” for any sounds coming from the monitor.

The primary way God speaks to us is through his word.
Sometimes as we read the scriptures, a verse seems to leap off
the page, right into our hearts, and burn with a personal
application. Even as a new believer in college, I knew that
when I read Isaiah 55:2, the context was God speaking to his
people Israel: “Why do you spend your money on that which is
not bread, and your wages on that which does not satisfy?” But
in 1973, struggling with a holy discontent about my college
degree plan, God spoke to me through this verse, giving me the
freedom to stop college at the end of my junior year. And sure
enough, in the 43 years since, I have never once regretted not
earning a degree in elementary education because being a
classroom teacher was never God’s plan for my life. Teaching,
yes, but not in a school classroom.

But God also speaks to us in our spirit. My friend Bob was a
pastor. One morning he felt impressed to drive to a nearby
lake to meet with God. He sat there on a picnic bench waiting
to hear from God (and, frankly, expecting some direction on



what to preach the following Sunday). After 45 minutes of just
quietness, hearing nothing, he sensed God say to him, “0K,
Bob, you can go to your office now.”

Eyebrows raised, he said, “I thought maybe you were going to
give me some instruction on what you want me to preach this
Sunday . . .? What's the point of sitting here for almost an
hour, Lord?”

In his spirit, Bob heard, “I just wanted to spend some time
with you.”

It takes time and practice to learn to hear God like Bob does
(and he learned over time and by practicing). But that’s what
friends do. They talk with each other.

2. Expect God to speak. Who knows how many things in life we
miss simply because we weren’t expecting them, so they blow
right by? When we live with an attitude of expectancy, it’s a
lot easier to hear that “still small voice” (1 Kings 19:12)
when God does speak to us.

I learned this while at a conference a number of years ago. So
many of the conference attendees lived with this attitude of
expectancy that it was common mealtime conversation to share
what people had heard and experienced from the Lord that day.
I wanted that for myself! I went from one session to the next
“with my ears on” (in old CB-radio lingo), hopeful to hear
from God.

I was in one breakout session about fifteen minutes when I
suddenly became aware of a strong impression—a pressure on my
heart—that I was supposed to call my husband. Right then. It
came out of the blue, connecting to nothing I was hearing in
the breakout, so I left the session and walked to my dorm room
to get to a phone (oh, how things have changed with the
invention of the cell phone!) When my husband answered, I
learned that he was very sick and was feeling even worse
because there was no way to contact me and he was feeling not



just miserable, but alone and miserable. He was quite
surprised to learn that God had told me to call him. There
wasn’'t anything I could do from the other side of the country,
but it was comforting to both of us that God intervened so
that we could talk to each other.

3. Predecide to focus on God’s voice despite what other voices
you're hearing. It takes time and experience to learn to
recognize his voice, but I can promise you this: it will never
contradict his word, and his peace will be attached. We hear
the “voice” or sounds of what matters to us. I once read a
story about a native American who accompanied a city dweller
to New York City. As they walked down the sidewalk, the native
suddenly stopped in the midst of all that concrete and said,
“I hear a cricket!” His city dwelling friend scoffed: “Are you
kidding? How can you hear such a small sound with all this
racket?” At that, the native pointed to the soil surrounding a
small tree growing out of a concrete planter in the sidewalk;
sure enough, there was a cricket rubbing its legs together.
His friend shook his head, amazed. The native said, “It’s not
so amazing. We hear what’'s important to us. Watch this.” He
reached into his pocket, pulled out a handful of coins, and
threw them on the sidewalk. Instantly, scores of people around
them stopped, swiveling their heads at the sound of money
hitting the ground. “See? What’s important is money to them,
and nature to me. We hear what'’s important to us.”

We need to filter out the sounds and voices of the world,
which would call us away from intimacy with God, and “keep the
first thing, the first thing.” When God speaks, we want to be
found listening.

Because when he speaks, it’s something far more important than

“Battery.”

This
blog post originally appeared at



blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/the voice in _my head on
February 7, 2017.

Mental Illness and the Family

The January 2017 shooting at the Ft. Lauderdale airport 1is
still being investigated, but what surfaced immediately in
seeking a motive for Esteban Santiago’s deadly action was his
family’'s observations that he appeared to be fighting a mental
health challenge. When he returned from military service in
Iraq, he reported hearing voices and his family reported that
“his mind was not right.”

Sparks of
Redemptive Grace
Seeking and Seing God

Amid b Loved One's
Mental Hiness

Catherine P. Downing

Totally apart from the issues Mr.
Santiago is dealing with, both psychologically and legally, my
heart goes out to his family. The family members of a person
struggling with mental health issues carry a heavy load, often
in isolation and silence, because of the stigma of shame often
associated with mental illness.
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I am more sensitive to this after recently reading a different
kind of book. Sparks of Redemptive Grace — Seeking and Seeing
God Amid a Loved One’s Mental Illness is a short but powerful
book written by the mother of a young man in a battle with bi-
polar disorder.

Catherine P. Downing offers grace-drenched perspective that
can and should change the way we think about this struggle. I
learned a lot from her. For example, she writes,

It is a heartbreaking truth that I had to learn to say,
“Douglas has bipolar disorder,” instead of, “Douglas 1is
bipolar.” A minor wording difference. A monumental identity
distinction. To have a disease, rather than to be one, 1is a
defining stance of dignity.

But it’s not just the family members dealing with mental
illness who need to be educated on how to think and respond
and love well. We the church family also need to be better
equipped to love “the least of these” with the compassion of
Jesus. That is going to mean loving the family members
staggering under the weight of their loved ones’ illness as
well. We are often quick to arrange meals for new mommies or
families where someone has had surgery, but what about the
families trudging through the exhausting day-in-day-out
invisible battle when it’s the brain or the mind that 1is
diseased?

One of the ways we can love families dealing with mental
illness is by adjusting our unrealistic expectations. Mental
illness isn’t something people “get over” quickly . . . and
sometimes not even on this side of eternity.



And then there is the ongoing grieving for the should-have-
beens of lost dreams and hopes, and even the loss of the
“normal” kind of life most of us assume we will live. The
first sentence of the introduction reads, “My husband, Nelson,
once said that if we ever write a book the title should be, It
Wasn’t Supposed to Be Like This.” Those living with this kind
of unrelenting grief need friends who will support them, never
give up praying for them, being “Jesus with skin on” for them.
(Check out this really excellent list of how to pray for
families impacted by mental
illness: sparksofredemptivegrace.com/31days3lways2pray4familie
s/ )

I was blessed to read this short list of suggestions for how
the church can support the families of those dealing with
mental illness in the Bible.org article “Mental Health and the
Church”:

1. Make your church a safe place for those who suffer. To do
that, a church body needs to be transparent about brokenness
and acknowledge that all of us struggle with weak areas 1in
our lives.

2. Equip your church with the tools it needs to serve those
with mental illnesses and their families. Develop or identify
your congregation’s theology of suffering. Train clergy and
staff. Offer support groups. Create alliances with local
mental health professionals.

3. Treat hurting people like people. Be a friend. Include
them in gatherings. Invite them when groups are going to
lunch. As needed, refer them on to professional help, but
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don’t pass them on. At the same time, set healthy boundaries
in your relationships. Don’t expect them to be able to do
that.

4. Address the stigma of mental illness by talking about it
openly. Include general prayers for the mentally ill 1in
congregational praying. Highlight and financially support
local ministries who serve the homeless, the incarcerated and
indigent mentally ill populations.

5. Treat those with mental illnesses and their families as
you would any who have chronic pain in their lives or are
lifelong caregivers. Pray for and with them. Give them space
to talk about what is going on in their lives. Attend to
practical needs such as transportation to medical
appointments, assist, when appropriate, with extraordinary
expenses.

I have committed to make hearing new news about the Ft.
Lauderdale shootings a reminder to pray for the family members
of the troubled shooter. At the same time, I want to be “Jesus
with skin on” for those in my world who need comfort for the
same kind of pain in their family.

Also check out the website for this helpful little book,
www. Ssparksofredemptivegrace.com

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/mental illness and the famil
y on January 10, 2017.
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Well Educated

On more than one occasion, Joseph Pearce has written an essay
based on a bumper sticker he has seen. Sitting in traffic he
saw one that declared: “What you call the Liberal Elite, we
call being well educated.”

The woman in the car in front of him obviously wanted to teach
him and us a lesson. She is well educated, and we presumably
are poorly educated if we don’t agree with her politics and
perspective. After all, we know that well-educated people tend
to vote for Democrats. The less educated tend to vote for
Republicans. She and many of her liberal friends probably
believe they know better how to run your life than you do.

Joseph Pearce writes that her problem is that “her education
is not as good as she thinks it is.” She is educated in our
secular system. That means she probably learned nothing about
theology. She may know next to nothing about God. She may not
even believe there is a God, but probably couldn’t defend her
atheism or agnosticism anyway.

“If she was educated in our secular system, she will know
nothing of philosophy.” If she does know something about
philosophy, she probably concluded that there is no philosophy
worth taking seriously before René Descartes.” She won’t know
anything about the philosophy of the Greeks or of any
Christian philosopher.

“If she was educated in our secular system, she will know
nothing of history.” If she does know anything, it will be
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viewed from her own twenty-first century perspective or from
the perspective of those who taught it to her.

“If she was educated in our secular system, she will know
nothing of great literature.” Once again, if she does know
anything about literature, it will be from her own twenty-
first century pride and prejudice or from those who taught it
to her.

In summary, we should see that to be “well-educated” today
means to be ignorant of theology, philosophy, history, and the
Great Books of the world. Joseph Pearce rightly calls this the
arrogance of ignorance.

This blog post originally appeared at
pointofview.net/viewpoints/well-educated/ on Dec. 27, 2016.
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