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thought for today

Only __ days remaining
until salvation

The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because
our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. Romans 13:11

he airliner was on its final
Tapproach to the runway for

a routine, late-night landing.
Then, suddenly, the runway lights
went out. The pilot was able to
bring the plane down anyway, but
since he had no idea where he was
on the runway, he slammed on the
brakes and blew the tires before
skidding safely to a stop well
before the end of the runway.

The pilot acted wisely. If he had
simply assumed that he had plenty
of runway left and made a normal
landing, he may have gone off the
end of the runway and had a colli-
sion that could have injured the
passengers and crew.

QOur salvation is near

Some people live under the
assumption that their lives have
plenty of runway left. It’s not just
the young and healthy, but some-
times also the old and the ill who
don’t acknowledge that their lives
could be over—or that Christ could
return—at any time. That’s why the
apostle Paul advises us to know
what time it is.

What time is it? “Our salvation
is nearer now than when we first
believed,” Paul writes. “Aha!” the
skeptics respond. “The passing of
nearly 2,000 years has shown Paul’s
belief in the nearness of Christ’s
return to be erroneous.” But Paul
doesn’t set any dates. He simply

Paul M. Janke

wants us to know that the “next big
thing” that God’s people are watching
for is the return of our Savior. The
salvation God planned in ages past,
the salvation that appeared to all men
when Jesus was born—that salvation
is going to reach its glorious culmina-
tion on the day that our Lord comes
again and claims us as his own.

This salvation is near because
Christ could appear at any time. It’s
certainly nearer than it was when
we first came to faith in Jesus. With
each passing day we find ourselves
24 hours closer to the day when we
will experience the fullness of the
salvation Jesus won for us.

It’s time to wake up

What time is it? It’s time to wake
up from our slumber. This is an odd

kind of sleepiness that has people
staying up late trying to satisfy the
desires of the sinful nature. This sort
of slumber finds people dulling their
senses with immoderate amounts of
alcohol, which lowers inhibitions
and can lead to sexual immorality.
Jealousy and dissension also dull
our spiritual awareness. They sap
the energy that might otherwise
have been used to serve fellow
believers and win the lost.

So Paul issues a wake-up call,
loud and clear. It’s time to get up!
We answer this call when we repent
of our sins, putting aside the deeds
of darkness and clothing ourselves
with Jesus Christ. Then, clear-eyed,
clear-headed, and wide awake in
Christ, we live each day in the full
assurance of faith, rejoicing that
Jesus, who came the first time to
bear our sins, is coming again to
take us to glory.

How many days remain before
our salvation arrives? No one can
say precisely. It’s not like counting
down the days to Christmas. But
the day is drawing near. So, even
as we move closer to another cele-
bration of our Savior’s first com-
ing, we live in eager expectation
of his second coming.

*

Paul Janke is pastor at St. Peter, Modesto,
California.
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May the Lord our God be with us as he was with our fathers; may he never leave us nor forsake us. 1 Kings 8:57
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Merry Christmas! Our Christmas articles are wrapped in different
ways, but they all contain the same message—Christ is born today.

e Have you ever visited a new mom and her baby at the hospital?
Steve Geiger reminds us that a cute baby boy was born on Christmas
night. But this wasn't a normal birth, and Jesus wasn’t a normal
baby. He was true God and true man. Don’t miss “It's a boy!” (p. 8).

e |s getting the perfect Christmas tree important to you? Linette
Scharlemann shares a lesson she learned about the dangers of
artificiality in “An artificial Christmas” (p. 18).

e Have you received “looks” for singing loudly in church? One of
our authors has, and she’s proud of it. In “Never too loudly” (back
page), Deborah Koestler-Kuck reminds us to share our joy loudly
this Christmas.

Do you know what “chikondi chodabwitsa” means? You may
remember from our October issue that it is Chewa (African) for
“amazing grace.” President Karl Gurgel wonders if it could also be
a new way to say “Merry Christmas” (p. 31).

e Do you feel conflicted at Christmas? FIC editor Gary Baumler
shares his thoughts on why this may happen and what the cure is
in “Conflicted at Christmas” (p. 34).

Our Interactive Bible study this year taught us about God's story—
the Bible. We thank Randy Hunter for helping us know God better
through a study of the Old Testament. His final article is on p. 21.

You may think that our index of articles and authors for 2003 is
missing. It's not. It's just not printed in the magazine. You can find
everything we printed this year and in years past (through 1981)
on our on-line index <www.wels.net/nlarch/search.pl>.

—JKW
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How can a worshiper come before
God with the “right attitude” and
still be bored as Phil Wagie sug-
gests [“Readers forum,” Oct.]?
Reverence and awe are missing
ingredients in the worship life of
many as we, the totally unworthy,
come into the presence of the most
worthy. Consider, for example, the
attitude of the Israelites as they
stood at the foot of Mt. Sinai for the
giving of the Law (Exodus 20). One
wonders whether worshipers who
claim to be properly motivated, but
nonetheless bored, are not really
looking for the excitement of being
entertained.

Although some may find the
alternate forms of worship exciting,
others may find them distracting
because they disturb their prepara-
tion for coming into God’s pres-
ence through hearing his Word.
Worshipers assume active worship
roles as they sing the Magnificat or
the Gloria, but the alternate forms
often cast them in a more passive
role as they respond to a leader or
leaders. Alternate worship forms
therefore require judicious use.

Howard Rauch
=, Manitowoc, Wis.

I ordinarily don’t find
myself writing about
something I liked or
didn’t like in a pub-
lication I read. I
react and then
often forget.
However, this
time is differ-
ent. I was read-
ing Forward in
Christ [Oct.]
and stumbled
across the arti-
cle geared for
teens, “My friend,
the atheist.” The
reference to C. S. Lewis’s Mere
Christianity was fantastic.
I have found myself in countless
situations where my faith is dis-
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cussed—mostly people wondering
how I could believe this stuff. See,
I hang around with an intelligent
crowd. I love them dearly except
when their intelligence seems to be
a stumbling block for them—in this
case rationalizing themselves out
of needing a Savior. So, I read C. S.
Lewis’s book and found it to be
amazing! It gave me confidence

to talk about my faith more openly.
That and Proverbs 1:7: “The fear of
the Lord is the beginning of knowl-
edge, but fools despise wisdom and
discipline.” Great passage.

I currently run my congregation’s
youth program. I encourage my
teens (ha ha—I"m only 21) to read
C. S. Lewis and found it quite nice
to see that other young Christians
received similar encouragement
from it.

[ S
= Jude Kirstein

I

Re: God’s plan [Oct.]. Having
quoted one of Scripture’s great
statements on the comforting doc-
trine of election, “ ‘I know the
plans I have for you,” declares the
Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and
not to harm you, plans to give
you hope and a future’ ” (Jeremiah
29:11), Thomas Westra fails to
apply the doctrine in its primary
sense. He seems to equate God’s
gracious act of election with the
divine attribute of omniscience.
These are not the same thing.

Indeed, “God knew from eternity
precisely when and where you would
be born,” but when Paul proclaims
that God “‘chose us in him [Christ]
before the creation of the world,”
he teaches us that already in eternity
God “foreknew” us, that is, knew
us intimately as his children. In
unfathomable grace he elected us.
This he did long before we were
brought to faith.

This clear Bible truth, which sur-
passes all understanding, is for our
comfort, especially when we are
assailed by troubles.

Roland Welch
Bay City, Michigan

Thomas Westra responds: Thank you
for the reminder that the doctrine of
election involves far more than God’s
omniscience.

To your concern that I equated the
two, I would point out that:

1. The main thrust of the devotion
was that God has a wise and loving
plan for each of our lives. The
Ephesians passage was quoted to
show that the plan goes back before
the creation of the world.

2. The idea that God chose us in
love before the creation of the world
to be adopted as his children is some-
thing that the passage states quite
clearly. I didn’t think that it needed
a lot of additional commentary.

3. In the paragraph that followed
the quotation of that passage, the
devotion states quite clearly that
God’s plan included our salvation
through the work of Christ and the
Holy Spirit—something that God did
for us in love. He had in mind to do
all these things for us when he chose
us before the creation of the world.

In “When does life end?” [Nov.],
Prof. John Schuetze states Solomon
as the author of Ecclesiastes without
any reservation. This is frequently
done in our circles. I believe this is
saying more than Scripture itself
says. While Solomon is the most
natural choice and probably no
one fits better, to say without any
qualification that Solomon is the
teacher to whom Ecclesiastes
refers, says more than Scripture
says. We would be better to follow
the practice of Prof. Eickman, who
always referred to the author as
“The Teacher” and left it at that.

Nathan Strutz
—. Galesville, Wisconsin

Send your letters to Readers forum, 2929
N Mayfair Rd, Milwaukee WI 53222-4398;
FAX, 414/256-3862; <fic@sab.wels.net>.
Include full name, address, and daytime

phone number. Letters are edited for
clarity, conciseness, and relevance.
Writers’ views are not necessarily those
of WELS or Forward in Christ magazine.

. ...via the Internet




editorial comment

Trust not 1n princes

Armin J. Panning

he world we live in has become a
I scary place. A major contributing
factor is the feeling that we don’t
know whom we can trust. There is always
the specter of foreign terrorists striking
again. We have instituted a Department
of Homeland Security, but can we trust
it to protect us?

It is, however, not just outsiders whom
we fear and distrust. We have misgivings
about our own government and our elected
political leaders. Recall fever is in the air,
fueled by massive distrust of politicians.
In times past in the field of business there
were “captains of industry” whose com-
panies brought national prosperity, but
currently many of those companies are
run by CEOs who seem more interested
in lining their own pockets than serving
the general good. In the financial world,
the huge mutual fund industry, largely
scandal-free in the past, is reeling from
charges of improper trading practices.
Can we rely on those to whom we have
entrusted much of our money? Can we
trust anyone?

Sounding a note of caution regarding the
role of leaders, particularly political leaders,
is not something new. In a familiar hymn
(“Praise the Almighty; My Soul Adore
Him,” Christian Worship 235), the poet
Johann Herrnschmidt in 1714 wrote: “Trust
not in princes, they are but mortal; earth-
born they are and soon decay” (stanza 3).

That thought, of course, is not original
with him. It is a reflection of Psalm 146:
“Do not put your trust in princes, in mortal
men, who cannot save. When their spirit
departs, they return to the ground; on that
very day their plans come to nothing” (3,4).

Leaders in government have been
fallible and mortal, ever since Adam
and Eve fell into sin. Their judgment is

occasionally beclouded, their motives tend
to be impure, and their tenures often short.
Yet, with all their weaknesses, they have
one overarching quality: they are God’s
representatives through whom he wishes
to bless us.
In writing to the Romans, Paul says,
“Everyone must submit himself to the
governing authorities, for there is no
authority except that which God has
established. The authorities that exist
have been established by God” (Romans
13:1,2). Two verses later Paul continues:
“. .. he (the person in authority) is God’s
servant to do you good.” And let’s not Under the
forget that when Paul wrote this to the
Romans, Nero was their emperor. Hardly hand of our
a model leader!
Obviously individual leaders, operating
with their own abilities, are not “princes” d I |-p0WG I'fU'
in whom we can safely put our trust. But
under the hand of our all-powerful Savior Savior God’
God, even flawed administrations serve
his good and gracious purpose. Once more
the psalmist steers us in the right direction.
After warning against trusting in princes,

even flawed

he continues, “Blessed is he whose help administrations
is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the

Lord his God, the Maker of heaven and serve his go od
earth, the sea, and everything in them—

the Lord, who remains faithful forever. :

He upholds the cause of the oppressed and gracious

and gives food to the hungry” (146:5-7).

Again the hymnwriter catches it well: purpose.

“Since then no one can help afford,
Trust only Christ, our God and Lord.”

Trust only Christ, our God and Lord.
Therein lies the assurance that daily sus-
tains us in what would otherwise be a
very scary world indeed.

Armin Panning, a member at St. Matthew, Port

Washington, Wisconsin, is a professor emeritus at
Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, Mequon, Wisconsin.
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Was Jesus’ birth less exciting because it wasn’t a surprise?

Stephen H. Geiger

omething is inside.
Of that there is no doubt. The mother

knows first. The father finds out. As time
passes, wise and curious eyes discover the secret.

Something is inside that womb. A tiny human.
But what is it? Is it a girl or is it a boy?

In years past this mystery remained a mystery.
For nine months suggestions would fly from women
experienced to that mother brand new: guesses
about how you can tell whether aunts should buy
pink or whether aunts should buy blue.

Finally, the moment of truth. The mystery
emerges—sharp pains but lasting joy—and the
doctor shouts out, “It’s a girl!” or “It’s a boy!”

Then came ultrasound.

Women enter clinics for periodic checks and
mysteriously, almost magically, the secret can slip.
Ultrasound, so that the words, “It’s a boy!” may
no longer be a surprise.

Some preserve the surprise. They look away
from the monitor. In their minds, the excitement
of a birth increases all the more when all the
mysteries are uncovered at once.

Does that mean that the birth of baby Jesus
wasn’t quite as exciting as it could have been?

For Mary and Joseph, there was no surprise.
But it wasn’t because they had peeked over the
shoulder of the ultrasound technician. Mary and
Joseph didn’t have ultrasound. Yet what normally
would have been a mystery had been known for over
nine months. God told Mary, “You will be with
child and give birth to a son” (Luke 1:31). While

- Joseph was sharing with innkeepers the news of a

pregnant wife and her need for a room, he could

have added with a grin, “It’s going to be a boy.”
The gender of the child wasn’t the only secret

God let slip. Before Mary was even pregnant, God

. had given out the baby’s name, the baby’s occupa-

tion, how long the child would live. Mary could
have sent out birth announcements months in

advance with more information than most mothers
can send out months after the fact. Had that hap-

Mary could have sent out birth announcements months in advance with more




pened, one wonders what the proud
father could have added in the custom-
ary post-birth phone calls. Maybe
height. Maybe weight. But the good
stuff was already out there.

For those who enjoy a bit of mys-
tery or surprise, this birth seemed to
possess little if any of the normal
suspense.

And little if any of the normal
reaction from the maternity ward
visitors. It’s not strange for family
and friends to peek through the glass
at that collection of cribs, wondering
which little face is theirs. When they
finally arrive at the room of the rest-
ing mother, what giggles and smiles
if the child is already with her, in her
arms. How cute. He looks just like
you. Look at those cheeks. What
thick, dark hair. Fingernails perfect.
Skin soft. He’s beautiful.

Yet nothing of that do we hear
from the shepherds as they stepped
their way into a straw-filled nursery.
When their eyes finally focused and
saw that young child, their words
spoke not of fingernails and skin but
of words that had been told them by
an angel: “Good news, he said! Great
joy for everyone. Today a Savior has
been born. This is the Savior.”

How the shepherds needed a Savior.
Imagine the fears of men who had
sinned. Selfishness, jealousy toward
wealthier sheep watchers, wicked
thoughts in lonely moments, frustra-
tion and anger when sheep misbe-
haved. Consciences accusing. Guilt
troubling. Eternal death waiting.

When a holy, heavenly being
appeared, they were terrified.

But the voice: “Do not be afraid!”

This was their joy when eyes fell
on the child. Sure, it was a boy. Yes,
he may have been cute. But this
child was the reason they didn’t
need to fear. “Mary and Joseph, God
is not out to hurt us. He has come

information than most mothers can send out months after the fact.

down to help us. Though sinners,
we are at peace. We have a Savior.
This is Messiah, promised for ages
to prophets and kings. Promised
to Abraham, Adam, and Eve.”

Words of the shepherds continued
cascading. “Mary and Joseph, you'd
never believe—even more angels!
‘Glory to God,’ they joyfully sang.
‘Peace on the earth,” their clear
voices rang.”

Peace. There is peace, though
disappointments may still haunt.
With life eternal in hand, what
more would we want.

All was well, and the maternity
ward audience was in awe. The words
overflowing from lips of those men
left Mary and Joseph amazed.

What brings such awe to your
Christmas? What makes this day a
most wonderful one of the year? Is it
special because of a baby, so cute, on
display? Is there excitement because
of a truth unknown then suddenly
shared: “It’s a boy”’? Are the feelings
of Christmas little different from the
joys of any maternity ward?

Surely there is joy in those hospi-
tal rooms, but find this Christmas a
joy far beyond.

While shepherds no doubt
observed the beauty of a baby, the
awe they repeated came not from
Jesus’ age. Their feet did hurry and
their hearts did sing because God had
come to save. God had torn apart the
heavens and come to earth to help.
God had witnessed a creation con-
demning itself and chose to love.

God saw men and women, boys
and girls, who think first so easily
of their own needs and look forward
first to earthly presents and even at
Christmas focus first on parties and
family and wrapping and things—
things all temporary with joys never
lasting. God could have left us to our-
selves, to discover that mere earthly

gains are followed by eternal pains.
Yet when God saw people who natu-
rally love first not him, God came
down to earth to help.

God saw men and women, boys |
and girls, who already were feeling 4
the pains of a sin-affected world. He |
saw those who have lost loved ones
and feel dearly life’s futility. He saw
those sick and troubled, who have
faced disappointment and failure,
whose shoulders sag under guilt and
shame. God saw and came down.

But not to torment even further.
He could have sent angels but not
with good news. That God’s patience
was finished. That life’s pains would
never end. Today is born an avenger.

But this is not what happened.
God came down to help you. Angels
announced neither abandonment nor
judgment. The angel rejoiced, “Today
is born in the city of David a Savior;
he is Christ the Lord.”

At Christmas God came down
to save.

This is what was lying in the
manger. Yes, it was a little boy. Yes,
he may have been cute. But this was
God, and also a man, who came to
steal from us our sin and give to us
something far better in return: peace
?f conscience, freedom r{{ 2
rom guilt, good news 2 Ny
of forgiveness, and
great joy for now
and for forever.

Smiles in that
maternity ward.
And not just because L
it was a cute little boy. f}_'f‘

This is your Savior. \(‘ :

This is Christmas joy. '

¥

Steve Geiger is pastor at Prince
of Peace, Yankton/Christ Our
Savior, Vermillion, South Dakota.
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worship

LET WORSHIP WORK

We sometimes introduce the idols named I’ and “OK” into
worship, thereby hiding the gospel. We need to tear those
idols down and let the Spirit do his work.

( jhristians gather for worship
to proclaim in speech, song,
and symbol the good news

that God saves sinners. Through

this gospel the Holy Spirit creates,
strengthens, and preserves faith in

Christ. When the gospel dominates

worship, worship always works in

the Holy Spirit’s economy. Without
the gospel, worship can’t work as
the Spirit wills.

Satan knows the value of public
worship that proclaims the gospel
and has used human weaknesses
to obscure and even overthrow the
gospel. Like Solomon did in the
Old Testament, believers today
sometimes introduce idols into
the worship of God. When they
do, the devil can hide the gospel.
Without the gospel, the Spirit can-
not create and strengthen faith.

The idol named “I”’

“I don’t like the new order
of service.”

“I like the old songs better.”

“I can’t stand organ music.”

“The liturgy bores me.”

There has never been a
time in the long story of
the Church when the idol

10  Forward in Christ, December 2003

James P. Tiefel

named “I” hasn’t caused trouble and
confusion in public worship. The
congregation in Corinth was filled
with talented people, but they all
wanted to do their own thing when
they gathered for worship. In chap-
ter 14 of his first letter, Paul urged
the Corinthians to think of others
before they thought of themselves.
“Since you are eager to have spiritu-
al gifts,” he told them, “try to excel

in gifts that build up the church” (12).

They needed to place parameters
around their personal preferences:
“You may be giving thanks well
enough, but the other man is not
edified” (17). Worshipers could
have their favorites, Paul wanted to
say, but “these must be done for the
strengthening of the church” (21).
If our goal at worship is to pro-
claim the good news about Jesus,
we need to be more interested in

what people around us need than
what we may like or dislike. The
new order of service that I don’t like
may provide a fresh setting for the
gospel that other worshipers are
longing for. My favorite old songs
may not communicate the gospel
clearly to new members, young
adults, or people from other cul-
tures. The organ that sounds so bad
to me may be the only instrument
capable of leading several hundred
worshipers in hymns that proclaim
the gospel. The liturgy that bores me
may repeat the gospel in such a way
that people can remember it and
have it close to their hearts.

Personal preferences don’t always
obscure the gospel; what Christians
like at worship often enhances the
proclamation of the good news. As
long as Christians have a sinful
nature, however, congregations have
to work through this issue as they
plan public worship. When it comes
to worship, individual likes and dis-
likes are never as important as pro-
claiming the gospel to people. The
Spirit is at our worship and is ready

to create and nourish faith.

If the idol named “T” stands in
his way by hiding the gospel,

ity




second of a three-part series

we need to tear the idol down and
let worship work as the Spirit wills.

The idol named “OK”

“It’s good enough” is usually not
good advice. It implies that doing
something well isn’t important. “OK”
is never the same as “well done.”

Sometimes Christians set up the
idol named “OK” in their public wor-
ship. Their eyes droop as they listen
to the sermon. They mumble through
the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. They
sing the hymns with half a heart. But
it’s OK, we say. The piano hasn’t
been tuned, the organ wheezes, and
the building’s acoustics muffle the
music. But it’s OK. When dozens of
mistakes emerge as the lessons are
read and the hymns are played, it’s
obvious somebody didn’t practice.
But it’s OK.

The devil delights in OK, for
worship that is only good enough
always draws attention away from
the gospel. Our words may proclaim
that a Savior gave his best to save
the world, but less-than-our-best
efforts say something very different.
Penny-pinching may save the con-
gregation money, but it may also
lead worshipers to wonder if we
really believe that Jesus became
poor that we might become rich.
People are willing to accept mis-
takes, but not when mistakes signal
a lack of preparation. At that point
mistakes attract the attention, not
the gospel.

It is true that the Holy Spirit
compensates for our weaknesses
as we proclaim the message of the

Savior. It is also true, however,
that God never promises to bless
unfaithful stewards. When the idol
named “OK” leads us to give less
than our best as we speak and sing
the good news, we hide the gospel.
More than that, we insult the Spirit
and test his patience. We need to
demolish OK and let the Spirit do
his work.

Paul urged the members in
Corinth to give their best by point-
ing them to Jesus. “For you know
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,
that though he was rich, yet for your
sakes he became poor, so that you
through his poverty might become
rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). Thus, the
same gospel we proclaim at worship
works on us and empowers us to
bring down the idol that can com-
promise our gospel proclamation.

Many WELS congregations are
taking a serious look at public
worship these days, for they rec-
ognize the impact that worship
has on members and non-mem-
bers alike. Making decisions
about worship is often difficult
and sometimes painful. But
the experience will serve the
Savior’s kingdom and be a
blessing to our churches as
believers keep both the gospel
and people in clear focus.

More than anything else,
people need what Jesus gives.
When we gather for worship,
therefore, we can do nothing
better than repeat the Savior’s
story. With that gospel in our
hearts and on our lips, we will

do our best to proclaim the story
to all those for whom he died.

*

James Tiefel is a professor at Wisconsin
Lutheran Seminary, Mequon, Wisconsin.

If you missed the first article
in this series, go to our magazine’s
on-line archive at <www.wels.net/
nlarch/search.pl> and search the
Nov. 2003 issue for “Worship that
works.” Don’t miss Prof. Tiefel’s
final article in this series in the
January issue.
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Christian service

How to find.

Recruiting and retaining volunteers—
it’s a struggle for most churches.

Find out here what works.

With two-income families
and overly busy schedules,
volunteers are endangered
entities. How can your
church get and keep
volunteers?

Using volunteers

Is recruiting, training, and retain-
ing volunteers worth the effort it
takes? Why not just assign the duties
to paid staff or do it all yourself?

By offering volunteer opportu-
nities, members share the joy of
Christian service. Christ’s commis-
sion to his followers (that’s every-
one in the pew) is not a choice but
a command that promises blessings.
Even the tasks one might consider
small are needed to support the
more obvious mission opportuni-
ties. God’s Word tells us to “serve
one another in love” (Galatians
5:13) and “encourage one another
daily” (Hebrews 3:13). Paul calms
our fears about doing so by remind-
ing us, “I can do everything through
him who gives me strength” (Philip-
pians 4:13). Whether it’s wiping
noses in preschool or assisting at
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the Lord’s Supper, all are important
tasks that can give glory to God.

With the Holy Spirit’s guidance,
volunteers enable congregations to
do their work. Their involvement
provides a sense of togetherness.
New friendships are formed, and
relationships grow deeper as individ-
uals work toward a common goal.

Personal development is another
byproduct of service. As gifts are
used for God’s purposes, faith is
nourished. Giving as much atten-
tion to spiritual needs as to physi-
cal ones is a necessary balancing
act for all-around health. Out of
our gratefulness for God’s grace,
volunteering reminds us that we
are “saved to serve.”

Recruiting volunteers

If putting a “help needed” blurb
in the worship folder causes a crowd
to sign up in your congregation,
count your blessings. Typically,
however, people want to know

1. exactly what the job entails

and why it is necessary,

2. what the time commitment is,

and

3. if they have the skills/knowl-

edge/confidence to do it.

pnteers

Sue Fink

Recruiters need to have a suc-
cinct job description to share before
asking for help. Personalize your
plea. Use or update a talent and
interests survey to help make the
connections between needs and
prospects. A church volunteer coor-
dinator or an assimilation commit-
tee can be the matchmaker.

Timing is also important. When
people express a desire to share
their gifts “some time,” follow up
on that offer soon, before their
enthusiasm wanes. If no obvious
job is already in place, create one.
When you have those talented indi-
viduals doing and enjoying service
projects, convince others to “job
shadow,” so they might glean the
same skills, joy, and confidence.
This is an especially good way to
encourage young people. It lets
them know they are a valuable
resource, needed in kingdom work.

Keeping a good thing going
and growing

As in any productive setting,
two-way communication lines are
required—between committee
members, chairpersons, church
leaders, staff, volunteers, and




(when needed) all members. Good
communication will help avoid
misunderstandings and help you
reach your goals on time. Reports,
e-mail, and informal discussion
all promote good communication.
You just need to figure out what
will work best in your situation.

It’s a good idea to include volun-
teers in evaluations of the service
they provide. An informal coffee
klatch encourages their input, sug-
gestions, and comments. Use their
feedback to improve either the vol-
unteer tasks or the service provided.
The more a person’s constructive
advice is used, the more he will take
ownership of a project. Then, with
God’s blessing, you are working
with people who are hooked for fur-
ther involvement, and they become
your best recruiters.

Be open to change—can the
same goals be met, but in a way
that better fits a person’s schedule
and skills? Make sure to ask volun-
teers if they would like to continue
in the project or get involved with
something else.

As your congregation recruits and
uses volunteers, remember that a
“thank you” means a lot. Share an
e-card from <www.wels.net>, a
small gift (““You're a life-saver!”
on a piece of candy, for example),
or a sincere hand-hug to express
appreciation. As we work to estab-
lish kingdom-growing volunteer
opportunities, “Let us consider
how we may spur one another
on toward love and good deeds”
(Hebrews 10:24). In this world,
there’s nothing better to do!

¥

Sue Fink, a member at St. John, Manitowoc,
Wisconsin, is a volunteer coordinator at a
local hospice.

Solutions to volunteers’

OBJECTIONS

( ) Objection: “I don’t have the confidence to try it.”
} ~ Solution: Offer a positive job shadowing experience
and ask for feedback. Encourage the individual to
count on God’s promises of help and encouragement.

y Objection: “I don’t understand what is needed” or

7 “T don’t think that job is necessary.”

Solution: Supply prospects with specific, readable
job descriptions.

( ) Objection: “I don’t think I can fit any more into
3 my hectic schedule.”

/ Solution: Create episodic (one-time) opportunities or
spell out the limited time needed (a half hour a week
for one month, etc.) Make sure to respect their time
constraints—don’t let a project drag on too long.

Young people can ask schools for release time or to
use the volunteer experience to count as an assignment
or extra credit. Teachers could incorporate volunteer
work in the classroom or provide hands-on mission
experiences such as Youth In Service projects through
WELS Kingdom Workers. Young students can fold and
stamp prospect newsletters. Older students can make
church library displays. Teens can promote youth group
activities to other teens, and members of any age can
visit or write to shut-ins.

¢  Objection: “I don’t know anyone (and I’'m too
\ shy to come alone).”

/ Solution: Invite them to bring a friend. Have experi-
enced, friendly people walk a new person through the

opportunity.

( ) Objection: “I don’t spend enough time with my

\J family the way it is.”

/ Solution: Design family volunteer work that provides
meaningful time together; strengthens relationships; and
teaches kindness, empathy, respect, and the joyful habit
of serving Christ’s church.
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A Christian |/ guide to meditation.

Peter J. Leyrer

ould you like to decrease stress, lower your
s ’s / blood pressure, and enjoy the benefits of
health that would follow? According to the
article “Give Peace a Chance: Meditation for Busy,
Normal People” by Carol Krucoff in the October 2002
Reader’s Digest, more and more Americans find those

benefits in the ancient practice of meditation.

What is meditation?

According to the article, meditation means a sort
of “time out” from a busy day, a little time to
sit quietly and do nothing. The article recom-
mends that during meditation one should focus
on breathing or perhaps a simple object such
as a candle flame. We’re told that some people
increase meditation’s benefits when they chant
a simple syllable or phrase during meditation.
The health benefits of this kind of meditation
shouldn’t surprise us. The stress of life in most
industrialized nations leads to a number of physical
problems. Medical science and common sense both
recognize the benefits of a short break in a busy schedule.
The article doesn’t mention any religion, but people famil-
iar with Buddhism will recognize the ideas. A Buddhist Web
site promises

Many times as | have considered the | ¢ same heatth
different facets of God’s Word, the || benefits, and

more, through

Holy Spirit has led me to a sudden and | pcditation.
deeper understanding of God'’s truth. || Buddhism also

teaches that
only beginners need a focus during meditation. Instead,
during meditation we should try to empty ourselves and
allow thoughts to come and go freely without examining
or stopping them.
“Very dangerous!” concludes a Taiwanese Christian
evangelist with whom I recently spoke. Evil spirits can
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and do take up residence in this kind
of “empty mind.” Jesus himself said
that demons prefer a “house” that is
“unoccupied, swept clean, and put
in order” (Matthew 12:44). That
kind of house sounds almost like

it belongs in a Buddhist textbook
describing the goal of meditation.
Even in the West we say, “An idle
mind is the devil’s workshop.”

How do Christians meditate?

Is there a Christian way to medi-
tate? Certainly! Throughout the Old
Testament we are told to “meditate.”
Unlike Buddhist meditation, this kind
has a focus. Christians meditate upon
God’s Word or upon all of God’s
“wonderful works” (Psalm 145:5).
Since God records his “wonderful
works” in Scripture, I’'m not sure
there’s much difference between these
two focal points for our meditation.
On the other hand, a Christian will
probably often want to remember and
draw comfort from God’s “wonderful
works” in his own life, e.g., the way
that God led him to faith or provided
some help in time of need. This kind
of reminiscence might also be part of
the Christian’s meditation.

Our English Bibles use “meditate”
to translate two Hebrew words. The
first of them (you can find an example
in Joshua 1:8) suggests reading God’s
Word out loud in a soft, “murmuring”
voice. I find eastern Christians much

more accepting of and comfortable
with this practice than their brothers
and sisters in the United States. I also
find that this kind of meditation helps
me focus on the meaning of the words
as I read them. So, if you haven’t tried
this kind of meditation, I suggest that
you find a quiet, private space and
meditate. Give it a little time; you’ll
need to overcome some discomfort
over a new way of doing things. But
do try it. God is waiting to bless you
through it.

The second Hebrew word that we
translate “meditate” (for an example,
look at Psalm 119:27) means more
like “think about” or “consider.”
Christian meditation includes using
our minds to “turn over” God’s Word
and think about its meaning. Think
of examining a beautiful jewel: as we
look at its different facets, we discover
new depths of beauty. Many times as
I have considered the different facets
of God’s Word, the Holy Spirit has
led me to a sudden and deeper under-
standing of God’s truth. We call this
work of the Holy Spirit “enlighten-
ment,” and the Spirit uses God’s
Word to accomplish it. Believers of
many religions consider life a search
for enlightenment. We need search
no further than the Scriptures.

Many Christians use the phrase
“prayer and meditation” as if the
two mean the same thing. They
don’t, but they do belong together.

Unlike Buddhist meditation that
seeks to create in the mind an open
landing strip for whatever spirit
may be out there, Christians pray
that the Holy Spirit will guide them
in their spiritual journey.

Unlike Buddhist teaching that
every thought should be allowed to
come and go as it pleases, Christians
recognize that Satan and his demons
will try to intrude upon our quiet
times with God. Every thought must
be examined. “We take captive every
thought to make it obedient to Christ”
(2 Corinthians 10:5). “Whatever is
true, whatever is noble, whatever
is right, whatever is pure, whatever
is lovely, whatever is admirable—
if anything is excellent or praise-
worthy—think about such things”
(Philippians 4:8).

Can we promise improved health
for those who meditate upon Scrip-
ture? I think that my blood pressure
may have actually gone up a few
times when God’s law revealed
a sin in my life for which I need
to repent. But keep turning to the
Scriptures. There’s also forgiveness
there, and it belongs to me and you
and all who come to the Father
through Jesus. Keep your focus
on him and let your soul rest.

¥

Peter Leyrer is @ WELS missionary in
Taiwan.
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Opinions varied regarding the lifesaving testimonies that Jesus gave
when he visited Jerusalem for the Festival of the Tabernacles.

77 he events in this unit of John’s
Gospel cluster around Jesus’

i

I visit to Jerusalem for the

Festival of the Tabernacles, cele-
brated eight days to commemorate
Israel’s deliverance from Egypt.
The visit is noteworthy for display-
ing the sharp differences of opinion
among those who heard Jesus: the
uncommitted views of the bleacher
sitters; the honest appraisals of the
courageous; and the know-it-all,
know-nothing cocksureness of

the authorities.

In urging Jesus to attend the
festival to flaunt his miracles, the
brothers of Jesus exhibit what most
people, now as then, expect of reli-
gion: glory instead of cross, a savior
of dazzling display rather than a
savior from sin.
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Theodore J. Hartwig

When Jesus does appear at the
festival, the crowds express amaze-
ment at his unaccredited learning.
Though all the disagreement over
his identity offered an ideal moment
to arrest him, the effort fails. It is
another example of man’s time not
harmonizing with God’s time.

A further attempt by the Jewish
leaders, now with help from the
temple guards, not only misfires,
but draws from those guards a
stunning testimony to the wonder
of Jesus’ words.

Neither do I condemn you
(7:53-8:11)

The story of the woman taken
in adultery seems to have become
separated from the author’s original
manuscript. It may have been inserted
at this place because, shortly after,
Jesus declares: “I pass judgment on
no one” (8:15). Casual reading of

the story could miss the fact that
only the woman was arraigned, the
man allowed to go free. It may be
another example of not uncommon
ancient and wrongheaded attitudes
that, for the sin at hand, women
were more culpable than men.
My testimony is valid (8:12-59)
The continuing controversies
over his identity now bring into
the open four stupendous testi-
monies by Jesus. He declares:
“I am the light of the world.” He
challenges his accusers to find him
guilty of sin. He promises eternal
life to all who cherish his Word.
Finally, he speaks of himself as
“I Am.” His first claim reveals the
worldwide extent of his mission.
The second affirms a personal life
without blemish. The third exalts
his teaching as the way to heaven.
The fourth declares his eternal




existence with God: he is of one
being with the Father.

These testimonies confront all
people with a choice. Was Jesus
only a great moral teacher, or was
he also true God? On this question,
a prominent defender of Christianity
in the 1900s wrote: “Anyone who
was only a man and said the things
Jesus said would not be a great
moral teacher. He would be either
a lunatic or else the very devil of
hell. You must make a choice. Either
the man is the Son of God or else
a madman or something worse. You
can shut him up for a fool, kill him
as a demon, or fall at his feet and
call him Lord and God” (Mere
Christianity, C. S. Lewis) There
is no middle ground. In Jesus’ own
declaration: “He who is not with
me is against me” (Matthew 12:30,
Luke 11:23).

The chapter’s most familiar pas-
sage radiates at its center. There
Jesus promises that all who hold to

his teaching are his disciples
indeed, who as his disciples will
know the truth, and this truth will
set them free (8:31,32). Holding to
his teaching means making it one’s
natural element as water is the nat-
ural element for fish. Then, by liv-
ing in Jesus and clinging to his
Word, the big questions of life are
resolved: who are we, why are we
here, why the passage of time, and
where is it going? The truth about
these questions is found in Jesus,
and possession of this truth brings
freedom from doubt and slavish
f