On Gender and Refusing to
Disclose It

There was a storm of controversy recently (June 7, 2011) over
a Toronto couple’s announcement that they were not disclosing
the sex of their now 4-month-old baby. They “believe they are
giving their children the freedom to choose who they want to
be, unconstrained by social norms about males and females.”
Not only are they raising their child Storm to be genderless,
but they decided not to tell the world-and the world did not
like that one bit.

The mother, Kathy Witterick, writes, “When the baby comes out,
even the people who love you the most and know you so
intimately, the first question they ask is, ‘Is it a girl or a
boy?’ If you really want to get to know someone, you don’t ask
what’s between their 1legs.” But genitals are only one
indication of sex; gender-bound brain structures and
chromosomes also delineate the fact that we live in a boy/girl
world. And the way God set things up—to maintain the boy/girl
distinction-you don’t have to ask what’s between someone’s
legs because there are plenty of other signs far less
intimate.

Ms. Witterick and her husband, David Stocker, hold a loose
ideology about gender, which they are encouraging in Storm’s
brothers, Jazz (five years old) and Kio (two). Jazz loves
traditionally girly things like pink and purple, and chooses
to wear his hair long in braids, which regularly invites
people to assume he’s a girl. His parents give him total
freedom in how he presents himself.

“It is true that my oldest son Jazz does not have a
traditional notion of what boys should wear, look like or do.
It is also true that we believe our children should have the
right to choose their clothes and hairstyle. Jazz has a strong
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sense of being a boy, and he understands that his choices to
wear pink and have long hair are not always acceptable to his
community. He chooses freely to do them anyway, because he
also has been taught to respect difference, love himself and
navigate the world in a way that is true to his own voice.”

This is a five-year-old boy. How free is he, really, to make
choices that he “understands” are “not always acceptable to
his community”? How much understanding of the nature of the
world does a five-year-old have?

Jazz’'s mom suppresses her natural instincts in order to parent
ideologically:

“In my heart of hearts, I squirm when my son picks a dress
from the rack (won’t people tease him?), even though I know
from experience and research that the argument that children
need a binary gender orthodoxy taught to them in order to feel
safe is simply incorrect.”

I would suggest that teaching “a binary gender orthodoxy” 1is
not incorrect; it is woven into the very nature of how things
are because God made it that way: “God created man in His own
image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He
created them.” (Genesis 1:27) When we depart from a biblical
explanation and understanding of reality, and we start making
it up as we go along, we invite chaos and confusion.

I think she’s right to squirm when her son picks a dress from
the rack, and not just because people will tease him. The
binary nature of gender is part of God’s plan for helping us
maintain boundaries between things that need to be kept
separate. The 0ld Testament includes a prohibition against
cross-dressing (Deuteronomy 22:5) to support the natural
distinction between the sexes. Creating confusion by dressing
in the other gender’s clothes is not consistent with God’s
intent to maintain separations between things that should not
be confused or blurred. Genesis 1 tells us that He separated



the light from the darkness, the waters above from the waters
below, the land from the sea. And when he created humans, He
created them in two distinctly different types: male and
female. Then, in Isaiah 5:20 He said, “Woe to those who call
evil good, and good evil; Who substitute darkness for light
and light for darkness; Who substitute bitter for sweet and
sweet for bitter!”

I do understand the frustrations of Storm’s parents concerning
society’s too-narrow definitions of boy and girl. (Please see
my blog post “The Gender Spectrum.”) Jazz is one of those
emotionally sensitive boys who delight in color, texture,
fabrics and vibrancy, and his parents apparently fully support
the kind of gifted, creative boy he is, which is great. But
when parents fully indulge a boy’s gravitation to pink, and
dresses, and long hair, yet he wants other people to know he’s
a boy (as Jazz does), there’s some needless confusion going on
because of a lack of common-sense boundaries.

There'’s another aspect of this philosophy of parenting that 1is
disturbing: the desire for children to discover “their true
gender self,” as psychologist Diane Ehrensaft puts it, and to
choose what they want to be. Storm’s mama wrote,

“[I]ln not telling the gender of my precious baby, I am
saying to the world, ‘Please can you just let Storm discover
for him/herself what s(he) wants to be?!. . . . We've
decided not to share Storm’s sex for now—a tribute to
freedom and choice in place of limitation, a stand up to
what the world could become in Storm’s lifetime (a more
progressive place? ..)"

There are lots of legitimate choices that children can make
for themselves, and exercising those “choosing muscles”
develops self-confidence. But some choices are not legitimate:
deciding whether or not to brush their teeth, refusing to eat
anything but junk foods, discovering their own religious
“truths”. . . and choosing their gender, regardless of what
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their body tells them. From a biblical perspective, God as
creator is the one who gets to choose a child’s gender, and
His choice is revealed in the first moment of birth: “It’'s a
boy!” or “It’s a girl!” It is our place as His creations to
accept and embrace God’'s choice for us, not insist on the
personal freedom to define ourselves according to our own
limited ways of understanding. That is anarchy. That kind of
independence from God is the essence of sin.

I am reminded of the deep wisdom of Proverbs 14:12, “There 1is
a way which seems right to a man, but its end is the way of
death.” Just because something sounds good to us at the time
doesn’t mean it will end up well. And this seems especially
true of encouraging children to make their own paths without
parental limitations.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/on _gender _and refusing to di
sclose it
on June 7, 2011.

Helping Homosexuals Change?
Yeah, Right.

ABC News recently did a story on presidential candidate
Michele Bachmann’s family business, a Christian counseling
center run by her husband, Dr. Marcus Bachmann. The focus of
the story was a biased, “can you believe this?” exposé of the
fact that the counselors help people who don’t want to be gay,
address their unwanted homosexuality.

They interviewed two people, a man whose mother had taken him
to the clinic when he came out as homosexual, and an
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undercover reporter who brought two recording devices into the
sessions with him. Neither man believed their homosexuality
was changeable—and when it comes to the counseling office, if
your mind is made up that something cannot be changed, guess
what? It won’t be.

The reporter used the now-familiar phrase “pray away the gay,”
which is an effective and condescending dismissal of what
actually happens when people do successfully shift their
sexual orientation. (And I personally know a number of people
who have experienced significant and lasting change in their
orientation.) Some do successfully engage in reparative
therapy, which addresses the emotional deficits in those who
find themselves attracted to the same sex using purely
psychological methods. But what is more effective is the
transforming power of the gospel in the life of a fully
devoted follower of Jesus Christ. And, like all discipline of
radical discipleship, which means saying “no” to our flesh and
“yes” to the flow of Jesus’ resurrection power in our lives,
it takes hard work over a period of years. There is no easy,
1-2-3 magic prayer to change the way we think and feel.
Sanctification is a long process of cooperation with the
Spirit of God.

n

The message our media pumps out today is that sexuality is
fluid—except for homosexuality, which is fixed and can’t be
changed. This means it’'s okay to give into your secret
cravings and come out as gay, in which case folks like Oprah
will celebrate you embracing your “authentic self,” but it'’s
not okay to say, “God didn’t make me gay, and I choose to
accept the identity HE gives me instead.” It’s not okay to
say, “I used to be gay and now I'm not.”

Which explains why there was an explosion of rage when Dr.
Robert Spitzer, eminent professor of psychiatry at Columbia
University, released the results of his landmark 2001 study
that showed that change is possible in highly motivated
individuals: rare, in his estimation, but possible. (Dr.
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Spitzer had been the pro-gay lobby’s hero since he spearheaded
the American Psychiatric Association’s removal of
homosexuality from the DSM-IV manual, which 1is the
psychiatrists’ bible of mental disorders. That decision was
the result of caving into political pressure, not the result
of any research.)

The idea that people can experience change not only in their
behavior but in their hearts is threatening to those committed
to the idea of homosexuality as a fixed and unchangeable
truth. (I personally believe the reason for their insistence
is an understandable defensive reaction to trying to change
their orientation on their own unsuccessfully, including
attempting to “pray away the gay,” which doesn’t work. I have
written about why that is, here.)

Many of the loud voices insisting that homosexuality is not
changeable hold to an unrealistic standard, that only a
complete shift from 100% homosexual to 100% heterosexual
constitutes change. I suggest that nowhere else do we hold to
that standard: would we denounce a former alcoholic who has
successfully lived for years in freedom from the destruction
of alcohol, as not really changed if he thinks that a cold
beer on a hot day still sounds good?

Dr. Spitzer’s findings back up the message of the New
Testament: that Jesus Christ changes the lives and thus the
behavior of people caught in all kinds of sin. Remember this
list of changed people in the church of Corinth?

Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the
kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! The sexually immoral,
idolaters, adulterers, passive homosexual partners,
practicing homosexuals, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, the
verbally abusive, and swindlers will not inherit the kingdom
of God. Some of you once lived this way. But you were
washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name
of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (1
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Corinthians 6:9-11)

Change 1is possible. That is part of the good news of the
gospel. And, for the believer in Jesus, change is a normal and
expected part of being a follower of Christ.

Even if the world laughs at the notion with a “can you believe
this?” contempt. Can homosexuals change? It’'s not “Yeah,
right.” It’'s “Yes! Amen!”

This blog post was originally published at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/helping homosexuals_change y
eah_right on July 19, 2011.

What the Dallas Mavericks
Show Us About Worship

We had a little excitement here in Dallas last week (June 20,
2011). Our Mavericks won the NBA Title. (For you non-sports
people—like me, actually-this means that our local
professional basketball team won the game that makes them Best
Basketball Team in the U.S. It’s like winning the World
Series. Or the Superbowl. It’'s really big.)

The game was on the TV in our living room, and I (being a non-
sports people) was working on my laptop in the same room. I
enjoyed watching the Facebook news feed churn out all kinds of
happy updates from ecstatic fans. Then the news showed over
five thousand Mavs fans crazy happy outside the American
Airlines Center in Dallas, the reporters giddy with excitement
and the cameras recording people who looked like they were
ready to explode with joy. Immediately, scores of people drove
to sporting goods stores to buy t-shirts commemorating the
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freshly-minted champions.

This corporate fervor was so much more than simply being
pleased that the home town boys had won a championship!
Everybody was a Mavericks fan that night and for the next
week, especially leading up to the big parade in downtown
Dallas. People were thrilled by the almost electrical
connection to The Mavs as a winning team — and the joy of
being a part of something bigger than themselves. People
streamed to downtown Dallas the night of the big win and to
the parade the following Thursday so they could be with other
people honoring and praising the heroes.

I was struck by this great illustration of our hearts’ desire
to be connected to the transcendent, to be part of something
bigger and more important than ourselves. Our hearts were made
for something greater than our lives and our individual
stories; I believe our hearts were made for Kingdom living,
and for a quality and quantity of Life that is far more and
better than our puny little earthly kingdoms. And there 1is
something powerful, almost magical, about being connected to a
community of joyful people all celebrating the Something-
Bigger-Than-Ourselves together. I believe our hearts were made
to be knitted together with other Kingdom hearts as well.

People’s desires to shout out happy praises for Dirk Nowitzki
(the Mavericks’ superhero) and the rest of the team was, I
believe, a part of our design to be worshipers. We were made
to worship—and if we won’t worship the One most worthy of
worship, our Creator and Lord, then we will worship the
creation. Such as the Mavericks. We are incorrigible
worshipers. And there is such a feeling of “rightness” when we
worship, because that is how we are made. Perhaps those who
get the most excited about whooping and hollering at
professional and college (and even high school and younger)
sporting games, just might be the best worship leaders some of
us will ever see, if they would direct their worship to the
One worship was created for!



Whenever I hear people say they think heaven will be boring,
like one interminable church service, I think about times like
the Mavs’ win. Yeah, heaven will be boring like the Mavs
winning the NBA title is boring! We were made for worship, and
worship is joyous, ecstatic union with God and with other
worshipers. So maybe, just maybe, all the hoopla over our team
winning the title is an emotional peek into what heaven will
be?

Bring it on!
This blog post originally appeared at

blogs.bible.org/what-the-dallas-mavericks-show-us-about-
worship/ on June 21, 2011.

In the Scope of Eternity. . .

There’s a piece of my calligraphy in our bathroom, where it’s
been for many years in a place where my sons would see it
(over the commode!), of one of life’s most important
questions: “In the scope of eternity, what does this matter?”

n the scope of

what do¢s this
matter?

This simple question can create a
lens or filter through which we can assign value and
importance to our experiences. It helps us know if something
is worth getting upset about or not. If it’s not going to
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matter two weeks from now, much less in eternity, let it go.
Many of our stressors would be less stressful if we would just
put them in perspective.

Both of my sons were athletes when they were growing up. They
had a full supply of testosterone and were quite competitive.
When you play sports, there are going to be wins and losses;
when you’re a boy or a young man, you can think those wins and
losses are a lot more important than they actually are. But
when filtered through the question, “In the scope of eternity,
what does this matter,” you can see both wins and losses as
valuable for teaching and revealing character. (I put another
calligraphy plaque in the bathroom as well: “Win without
boasting, lose without excuses.”)

I find myself invoking this question when trying to encourage
people caught in the throes of temptation. One of my friends
is in the excruciating process of withdrawing from an
addictive and sinful relationship. I ask her, “One hundred
years from today, where will you be? When you are facing
Jesus, what do you want to be glad you did now, and what do
you want to avoid regretting? Think back on this difficult
time from the position of one hundred years from today, when
you are in eternity.”

One of my dear ones has been doing hard work in counseling for
over a year. When the challenge of facing one’s internal pain
is filtered through this question about eternity, it 1is
encouraging to realize that cooperating with the Holy Spirit
to uncover and relinquish his unhealed and broken parts is
changing him forever, making him more fit for future Kingdom
responsibilities and glory. The answer to the question, “In
the scope of eternity, what does this matter,” is “The hard
work and pain will be totally worth it.”

It’s helpful to ask myself this question when I'm experiencing
nighttime sleeplessness, or physical pain, or financial
stress. And it’s also helpful to ask myself this question when



I'm concerned about my loved ones; when the answer is, “In the
scope of eternity, this is REALLY important,” it motivates me
to pray. Hard. And long.

What are you wrestling with? In the scope of eternity, what
does it matter, really? Does this question help?

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/tapestry/sue bohlin/in the scope of eternity
on Aug. 30, 2011

Is 1t Time to Change Your
Filter?

Life doesn’t just happen to us; we experience it and interpret
it through a filter. That filter, like a pair of glasses,
consists of beliefs and values we might not even realize we
hold.

The same event could be experienced and interpreted 1in
different ways by different people because of their different
filters: for example, getting a flat tire. One person might
get out of the car, see the flat, and start to rage: “What the
**¥*x* is this? Why does this kind of **** always happen to me?
You stupid tire!” This response is the result of a filter that
believes life should be good and easy, that nothing bad should
ever happen to her. This unrealistic expectation is a setup
for massive disappointment and anger when 1life doesn’t
cooperate.

Another person might see the flat and think, “Oh bummer! Well,
Lord, thank You for protecting me from a dangerous high-speed
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blowout. Please help me here—would You send a road angel to
help me change out the spare?” This very different response is
the result of a filter that recognizes we live in a fallen
world where unfortunate and even bad things happen, but God is
still good and we can call on Him to help us at any and every
time.

We can’t change life or the things that happen to us, but we
can change our filter to bring it into alignment with biblical
truth.

You might need to change your filter if:

* You consistently see the glass half-empty instead of half-
full; if you always put a negative spin on any news you
hear. [Check out Philippians 4:8]

* You see any comment other than glowing praise as a
personal attack that threatens your well-being, and you
aggressively growl back. [Check out Philippians 2:3]

* You dismiss other people’s answers to prayers, and
blessings they receive, as yet more proof that God loves
everybody but you. [Check out Romans 8:38-39]

* You evaluate everything in terms of how you feel about it.
You are nice to your spouse or your co-worker only when you
feel like being nice; you don’t repent if you don’t feel
repentant; you don’t spend time with God if you don’'t feel
like it; you are obedient when you feel like being obedient,
etc. [Check out 2 Corinthians 10:5-6]

* You view everything in terms of the here-and-now,
temporal, earthly sphere, and ignore the eternal, spiritual
dimension. [Check out 2 Corinthians 4:18]

* You get uncomfortable when people bring spiritual
conversations into Monday through Saturday because they only
belong to Sunday. [Check out all references to the Lord



Jesus Christ]

What do you think. . . is it time to change your filter?

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/is it time to_change your fi
lter
on Aug. 16, 2011.

Ah, Sweet Mystery of Life.
Like It or Not.

Recently I have been engaging in an email conversation with a
lady who is deeply burdened by the sinful choices and ungodly
thinking of a young man dear to her. As we have talked about
what she can do, our conversation turned to prayer. Yesterday
she asked, “How does intercessory prayer make/change/mediate
the young man’s own will? How does the person we pray for ‘get
the message’? How can we pray for God’'s will to be done when
it is against the will of the person we’re praying for? How
does our prayer help the person to want God’'s will for
themselves? How does my intercessory prayer help the person
I'm praying for yield their own will and turn it over to God’s
will?”

I answered, “You’'re asking about the mechanics of how
something spiritual works, and I don’t know that the Word
gives us that kind of information. But think about how you
have changed your thinking about anything. How did you go from
being dead in your trespasses and sins, to being alive 1in
Christ? How did you go from caring more about yourself than
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anyone else (because sinful humanity is inherently selfish) to
having a desire to pray selflessly for others?

“I would suggest that God gave you enlightenment, showing you
more and more truth, at the same time drawing you into His own
heart. You started gravitating toward what was true, and Jesus
said, ‘I am the truth.’

“At the same time, God never violated your will, allowing you
to freely choose to turn to Him in faith and in choices that
matured you. How those work together, I don’t think anyone
understands.”

Ah. Mystery. We keep running into it, don’t we? And that makes
sense, since God is so other, so immense, so brilliant—do we
really expect that we would be able to figure out how the
spiritual realm works, much less figuring out God Himself? But
with our modernist, Western, scientific mindset, we are set up
to disdain mystery (and all things supernatural). The
progression of scientific knowledge and understanding has
stripped the apparently mystical and miraculous from things
like how babies are conceived and how illness spreads. Our
culture’s misplaced confidence in science to solve all
problems extends to mystery; we tend to think, “0Oh, we just
haven’t figured it out yet. . .but we will.”

We want to know how things work, and there’s nothing wrong
with that. I think that wrestling with that question is one
way we can love God with our minds (Matt. 22:37). But there
are also going to be times to choose to be content with
mystery, and let it serve its role of pointing us to the One
who delights to weave mystery into life like a divine
tapestry.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/ah sweet mystery of life. 1li
ke it or not.
on Aug. 2, 2011.
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Feelings: A Lousy Idol

It's so easy to look down our 21lst-century noses at the
“primitive” peoples of biblical times, especially Israel’s
problems with idolatry in the 0ld Testament. “WE don’t bow
down before idols and false gods,” we think. “That was when
people were less evolved intellectually and spiritually, but
we modern people are so much better than that.”

I'm wondering if God agrees. I don’t think so.

I think that idolatry is at least as rampant in our society,
but it’'s more pervasive because it’s so subtle; the idols we
worship aren’t physical, tangible items. We could create a
long list of the abstractions we worship, but today I just
want to focus on one.

Feelings.

Our culture treats feelings as if they were an inerrant
internal compass that always points to truth and reality.
“Follow your heart.” “What does your gut say?” “You can’t help
who you fall in love with.”

High school and college students flunk out because they don’t
feel like getting out of bed and going to school. Then they
become people who lose their jobs because they don’t feel like
going to work.

Young people of all ages dress, act, and talk in ways that
will make them feel popular and accepted by their peers.

Married people find themselves attracted to someone other than
their spouse, and they feed the marvelous feelings of
infatuation because it makes them feel so alive and magical.
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We indulge bodily appetites, whether for sweets or drink or
overeating or sexual pleasure, because they feel so good and
because refusing to indulge them feels so bad.

The materialism porn of magazines and newspapers starts an
internal burning desire to buy and to accumulate. It feels so
right to go out and get what we want! If we don’t have the
money, we put it on credit because, hey, “I should have what I
want.”

We are happily addicted to our comfort because we believe that
feeling comfortable is a basic right of life. So we don’t give
ourselves away 1in service projects or missions trips or going
without in order to use the money for someone who has less
than we do, because then we wouldn’t feel so comfortable.

Why is this? Why do we make our feelings into idols?

I believe it’'s because the toxic “pickling brine” of our
culture puts a much higher emphasis on the immediate, the
here-and-now, of the physical world (which our feelings are
part of). The majority of Christians, the research shows,
think just like the non-Christian world around us, and that
includes ignoring the unseen, eternal world and focusing on
the visible, temporal world.

When we recalibrate our focus to include the unseen sphere of
life, we are aware of the spiritual dimension of life and not
just the physical. It makes us more balanced people. We can
put feelings in their place: they are like lights on the
dashboard of our car, indicating what’s going on “under the
hood.” But if we focus on the dashboard lights while we drive,
instead of on the road, we’ll run off the road-or worse,
crash. We can acknowledge them but refuse to let them lead us.

For example, Hebrews 12:2 tells us that the Lord Jesus “for
the joy set before Him, endured the cross, despising the
shame.” He focused on the eternal (the joy set before Him)
instead of the temporal (the shame of the cross). Corrie Ten
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Boom wisely said, “Don’t pray when you feel like it. Have an
appointment with the Lord and keep it.” This lady really
understood how to put feelings in their place. This survivor
of the WWII death camps also said, “Forgiveness is an act of
the will, and the will can function regardless of the
temperature of the heart.”

Feelings are not evil; we have feelings because we are made in
the image of a passionate God who experiences a robust range
of feelings. But they are fallen because everything about us
is fallen ever since sin entered the world.

That’s why feelings make lousy idols.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/feelings a lousy idol
on May 10, 2011.

Funeral Myths

I went to a friend’s funeral yesterday where I heard a number
of things to add to my running mental list of “funeral myths.”
With the ever-increasing degree of Bible Illiteracy, combined
with the growing number of believers who are “cultural
captives,” more conformed to the culture than to Christ
(please see my earlier blog “Are You a Pickle?”), it’s not
surprising that people would have unbiblical beliefs about
death, heaven, and God.

Several songs were played at my friend’s funeral. One 1is
called “Borrowed Angels,” which started like this:
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They shine a little brighter, they feel a little more
They touch your life in ways no one has ever done before
They love a little stronger, they live to give their best
They make our lives so blest, so why do they go so soon?
The ones with souls so beautiful

I heard someone say-—

There must be Borrowed Angels, here in this life

They come along, into this world, and make this world bright
But they can’t stay forever

Cause they’re heaven sent

And sometimes, heaven needs them back again

No, people are not “borrowed angels.” God created the angels
before He created mankind. We are very different from angels;
they were created to serve God and serve us, and we are
created to be drawn into and enjoy the love, fellowship, joy
and delight of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. They made us
in Their image (Genesis 1:26), which elevates us above angels.
People and angels are two different kinds of creation, and one
does not become the other.

Which brings me to another myth I heard yesterday: that
Valerie is now “our guardian angel.” While this may be a
comforting thought to those gripped by loss, no she’s not.
She’s enjoying unhindered, face-to-face worship of Jesus and
fellowship with those who now live in heaven.

Do we have guardian angels? The Bible doesn’t give a
definitive answer on that, although the Lord Jesus did say,
“See that you do not look down on one of these little ones.
For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face
of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 18:10). And Psalm 91:11
promises, “For He will command His angels concerning you to
guard you in all your ways” (from my article Angels: The Good,
the Bad and the Ugly at Probe.org).

At yesterday’s funeral, people stood up to make comments about
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our friend. One distraught lady concluded her remarks with an
angry, “God, You'd better take good care of her.” My heart
went out to her, not just because of her grief but because she
doesn’t know that God is good and doesn’t need to be cajoled,
much less threatened, into caring for His beloved daughter.
Sometimes people get angry with God for taking someone home
earlier than they want, and the anger comes from a sense of
betrayal-as if God doesn’t have the right to determine the
length of a person’s life. Yet Psalm 139:16 says, “All the
days ordained for me were written in Your book before one of
them came to be.” None of us lives a single day more, or less,
than God had determined before He even created us. A loving
God is in control-and that extends to the days of our birth
and our death.

The man who conducted the funeral told a story about how they
used to keep a little girl in their family in 1line by
threatening that Valerie would get after her with her spanking
switch. “Well now Valerie’s not here,” he told us, “so we tell
the little girl, “Valerie’s got her spanking switch with her
in heaven and when you get up there she’s gonna bust your
butt.”

Uh, no.

Romans 8:1 says, “There is therefore now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus.” Valerie’'s not busting any
butts in heaven, and part of the good news is that God isn’t
either!

When my aunt died, someone tucked a deck of cards under her
hands in her casket because Aunt Maggi loved to play cards and
they were sure she was having a great time up in heaven
playing pinochle with her brothers. When my mother died,
several relatives comforted each other by laughing about how
Mom had finally joined the great heavenly card party. This 1is
another myth about heaven, that it’s a lot like our human
activities on earth, only better. People who believe this myth



usually have no concept of the greatness and glory of the Lord
Jesus Christ, or they wouldn’t be willing to settle for images
of unending card games and fishing and bowling tournaments.

What funeral myths have you come across?

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue _bohlin/funeral myths
on April 12, 2011.

Praying for Japan

I don’t know about you, but the continuing news stream (March
15, 2011) of devastation in Japan just breaks my heart. The
compassion of even the most tender-hearted person in the
world, I believe, 1is just a drop in the bucket compared to the
infinitely huge compassion of our God. He weeps over the death
and destruction unleashed by the effects of sin in a fallen
world. I cannot imagine the sound or the size of the tears of
God.

But I think Jesus invites us to take His yoke upon us (Matthew
11:29) and co-labor with Him in intercessory prayer. How can
we pray for such an unspeakable tragedy?

I think we can pray on a scale big and small. “Oh God, help
Japan and the Japanese people” seems like such a pitifully
inadequate prayer—and in our own puny human strength, it is.
But the Word tells us that “the Spirit also helps our
weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the
Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for
words” (Romans 8:26). We can trust the Holy Spirit to
translate our inadequate, too-small prayers into the language
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of God. We can rely on Him to be faithful to His promise.

But then, we can also pray with the newspaper (or website) in
hand, gqguided to pray for specific people highlighted in the
news. I keep thinking about the man rescued on the rooftop of
his house two days after the tsunami and almost ten miles out
to sea. I think about how Jesus was with him on his roof as
the house floated away from land, and when his wife slipped
into the water. I pray for him, that he would be granted grace
to sense Jesus’ presence and comfort, and turn to Him 1in
faith.

I pray for the people named in the Dallas Morning News
stories, that they would not rest with the fact that their
lives were spared, until they come to Jesus in faith. I pray
for the spiritual cataracts that would keep them blind to His
reality to fall from their eyes so they can see the truth:
God loves them personally and passionately, and saved them
from death for a reason.

I pray for the people not named, but mentioned: those
searching for bodies. The survivors of lost loved ones. The
officials responsible for cremating an unrealistic number of
bodies. Those trying to restore water and electricity. The
workers in the nuclear power plants who knowingly expose
themselves to the risk of deadly levels of radiation. Those
securing and those passing out food. Those plagued by
nightmares that don’t go away, and those who will help the
traumatized process their terror. All of them need God’s help
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and grace. Their ancestors will not help them. False gods will
not help them. Only the true God is there for them.

And so I pray for the Christ-followers and the churches in
Japan, few though they be, to shine in this time of
breathtaking need, to be “Jesus with skin on” in this crisis.

Lord, have mercy. Lord, show up in Japan in a way never before
seen.

And Lord, what would You have ME do?

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/praying for_japan

Prayer Notch-Bumpers

This weekend my understanding of the power of prayer was
bumped up a notch.

I was at a retreat that was being bathed in prayer; 50 young
people, all battling unwanted same-sex attractions, gathered
to find fellowship with each other and pursue greater intimacy
with Jesus. The fact that they were there at all is an
evidence of the power of God and the fact that He answers the
prayers of their loved ones. The fact that so many of them are
experienced some degree of change in the way they think and
act, with a resulting change in the intensity of their
feelings, is also evidence of the power of God. Nothing builds
my faith like seeing His love and grace and power released
into the lives of precious people like these dear friends of
mine.
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But the “notch-bumper” came in the form of two incidents.

Several of the board members of this ministry, of which I am
one, came to teach seminars. After we finished, I visited with
two of them, both pastors. We were talking about how spiritual
warfare rages in the weeks before, during and after our
retreats. One pastor said, “I confessed to the Lord the other
day, ‘I know You say to pray without ceasing, but I just
don't.’ He said, ‘If I let you see for just one second the
battle that rages around you, you would never stop.'” Whoa. It
was a good reminder to not remain content with simply looking
at the physical, material world as if that were all that
exists. There are angels and demons at work and at war all
around us—all the time!

That night, while we were all singing worship songs, a young
lady asked to speak to me outside in private. She asked
permission to leave the building because she needed to be
alone with God. I had a sense there might be something else
going on even if I didn’t know what it was, but the Lord
didn’t give me a “red light” in my spirit about letting her
go. So we agreed that she would be back by 9:00.

By 9:10, she still hadn’t returned. I started praying that the
Holy Spirit would draw her back to the rest of us. I
envisioned a rope tied around her heart, and in my spirit I
kept pulling on the rope. A few minutes later she walked in
the door with a funny look on her face. I walked over and gave
her a long, warm hug, whispering, “I'm so glad you came back.”

The next day a group of us were talking with her about her
time alone with God. Apparently, she was unhappy with Him and
was arguing with Him about something. I told her about my
prayer and my pulling on the rope, and her eyes grew big.
“That was you??” she asked. “I didn’t want to go back, I had
no intention of going back, but all of a sudden I found myself
on my feet, and then I was walking back to the building where
everyone was, and I was saying, ‘What’s going on? I don’t want



to do this!’ But then I found myself in the room with
everyone.”

It gave me spiritual goosebumps. When we abide in Jesus—the
theme of the retreat-our prayers are His prayers, and He
answers them. In ways that bring Him glory. . . and bring us
goosebumps.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/prayer _notch-bumpers on
March 1, 2011.
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