

[image: ]




Endorsements


T. W. S. Hunt can write, and he understands his topic. His book will give real help to believers working their way through the winter he describes.


~J. I. PACKER


Theologian and best-selling author of Knowing God


T. W. S. Hunt is the best of both worlds—a true writer and a true thinker. He is poetic in his expression, profound in his thought, and biblical in his passion. Winter with God displays moments of brilliance and creativity that mark the marvelous debut of a young, up-and-coming writer who deserves to be noticed and read.


~GARY THOMAS


Best-selling author of Authentic Faith and Sacred Marriage


T. W. S. Hunt has the three qualities I most value in a spiritual writer: honesty, depth, and verve. Winter with God crackles with surprising images, a lively play of language, and probing commitment to truth. An auspicious debut from a vibrant new voice!


~MIKE MASON


Author of The Gospel According to Job


The combination of rich, poetic writing and practical, forthright questioning makes this book unique. It will warm the hearts of those in winter.


~S. C. WILLIAMS


Author of The Shaming of the Strong
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For my mother.


You gave me literacy,


I give you literature.
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One must have a mind of winter …


[To see] nothing that is not there


and the nothing that is.


Wallace Stevens, The Snow Man




Spiritual Winter


You always expect to be sad … each year when the


leaves fell from the trees and their branches were bare


against the wind and the cold, wintry light. But you


knew there would always be the spring, as you knew


the river would flow again after it was frozen.


Ernest Hemingway, A Moveable Feast1


Shakespeare’s Richard III doesn’t say that now is the winter of our contentment. Quite the opposite, winter is the season of our “discontent.”2 Winter is the graveyard of the entire year: all of spring, summer, and autumn are buried deep within it. And long after Christmas carols have ceased to be sung, many of us are still singing, “I really can’t stay (But, baby, it’s cold outside).”3


Winter is something we learn to live with and live through. We have to because it lasts a quarter of the calendar year or much longer if, like me, you live in Canada! Still, the season has its charms. As Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “For the attentive eye, each moment of the year has its beauty.”4 In Canada, sunny winter skies unveil themselves in champagne brightness, the air is crisp and fine like cut crystal, and ice turns waterways into highways. Also, the skiing is superb! But more than any other season, winter is one we watch from behind a window. It’s the season we long for least, and the one we’re least sad to see go.


So too, with our spiritual winters—our days of discontent: when God’s divine light rises late and sets early. In such times, nothing seems to grow. Where warmth once abounded, things come to feel frigid. And the landscape of our lives—whether it’s felt within or without—appears colorless, formless, and lifeless.


Whereas we can predict a meteorological winter’s beginning and end, there’s no methodology for when we winter with God. For us, seasons with God feel like what time is to God. As Peter wrote, “A day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day” (2 Peter 3:8 NIV). There’s simply no telling when winter with God will end. We only know that it will end in this life or the next.


The spiritual work of winter is to survive the cold by keeping warm one’s love for God. We mustn’t try to avoid this spiritual season—praying, as in Scripture, “that it may not happen in winter” (Mark 13:18). Because it’s in winter that we learn to love God out of season, or rather, in spite of the season. It’s then that we stop asking from God and instead ask for God. And in the bleak midwinter, we begin to fathom what it means to love God with all of one’s being.


This slim volume of spiritual meditations is wintry in its outlook. It points to the ways in which grace descends upon life, like a soft, quiet snowfall. It wants to walk beside you in the cold and show you the fresh footsteps of Jesus. And it aims to fan dying embers into living flames, to stoke the fires of refinement in order to ignite a life of discipleship. For in this chilly and darkened season, God has given us the gift of fire. Jesus is the spark, and we are the kindling. To keep warm, we must burn with love, and to see far, we must burn very brightly.


This book recommends that we throw everything into the flames—starting with ourselves—so that everything will be illuminated and transformed by the Refiner’s fire. But rest assured, we shall neither be scorched nor singed. As the prophet Isaiah promised, “When you walk through the fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you” (Isaiah 43:2). The light of the fire is only meant to see us through the winter and the warmth of its blaze to keep us till the spring.
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Winter with God is best explored chronologically over the span of days and weeks. This slow and considered approach—reading one chapter at a time—will gradually expose you to the forces of spiritual reformation. Like weathering on a rock, it will reshape you in new and unexpected ways. Into what exactly, or whom, neither the author nor the reader can know. I only hope this book will help you through your spiritual winter. I pray that you will evermore live in God, and God will even more live in you.




1


Faith Alone?


If I have all faith, so as to remove mountains,


but have not love, I am nothing.


1 Corinthians 13:2


On November 7, 1940, the 2,800-foot-long carbon steel torso of the Tacoma Narrows Bridge unraveled amidst moderate to strong winds. A YouTube video shows the gigantic bridge eerily waltzing with the wind, writhing and weaving, and then violently it disintegrates and descends into the waters of Puget Sound. In the video, however, the trees in the foreground and background seem unbothered by the wind: the bridge breaks but the trees barely bend. This is a result of the wind’s external frequency matching the bridge’s natural structural frequency. The bridge collapsed—not by accident—but by (poor) design, because the resonant frequencies of the wind and the bridge coincided, thus creating a natural mode of vibration. In essence, the wind did to the bridge what a soprano’s voice could do to a glass; it shattered.


Similarly, faith in Jesus Christ is the frequency that shakes the world. His Spirit “blows where it wishes” (John 3:8), and when it does, things tremble. It can turn a Saul into a Paul, water into wine, empires into ashes, and death into life. As Jesus said, “If you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you” (Matthew 17:20).


Faith is a mystery. But when the mystery moves, mountains do too: physical disease, debilitating doubt, cultural atrophy, national apostasy, entrenched evil, even death itself. They are all cast into the sea. And yet, whose prayers can move mountains? Mine certainly don’t. But it does seem like tremors can be felt when we genuinely pray, “Not my will, but thine, be done” (Luke 22:42 KJV).


Our faith is atomic: powerful in its potential but minuscule in its size. It’s the one atom we seem unable to split. But how might we? How can faith believe all its been told? How can it assume “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1)?


To begin with, the solution is not found through believing harder or becoming more mystical. Nor is faith best augmented through signs and wonders, because faith can’t actually believe in everything. As Paul wrote, it’s “love … [that] believes all things” (1 Corinthians 13:7). Love also bears all things, hopes all things, and endures all things. Faith doesn’t exist apart from love but through it. So if we want more faith, we should pray for more love: the love of God, love for God, and love for one another.
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Application: When we feel loved, we feel like loving. Reflect on who or what has made you feel truly loved.


Supplication: Jesus, my Friend, give me both faithful love and loving faithfulness. Help my faith to reach up to you by reaching out to my neighbor. Give me your eyes to see the invisible; your hands to help the hapless; your heart to love the loveless; and through loving them, may we both love you. Come, Holy Spirit. Amen.




2


How Long?


The LORD has made everything


for its purpose.


Proverbs 16:4


The human desire for purpose is as natural as our need for food. If we have a purpose, we can get by with little else; as Nietzsche wrote, “He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.”1 But the opposite is also true. He who has no purpose has no how or why to live. After all, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick” (Proverbs 13:12). When King David couldn’t discern any purpose behind his suffering, he cried out, “How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?” (Psalm 13:1). And how long will it be for us until the life we believe that we were made for becomes the one we actually get to live? How long will it be until we see God’s purposes come to fruition in what we do, whom we love, where we live, and who we are?


The answer to “how long?” might be very long. The biblical imagery for life and growth is organic, seasonal, and perennial. The growth of a vine, for instance, is gradual. A new vine takes three years before its branches can produce the first grapes fit for wine, and it takes another seven years of pruning before reaching full production. “Be patient, therefore,” wrote James. “See how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth … until it receives the early and the late rains” (James 5:7). Be patient, when there is no rain at all—no hope of purpose or fulfillment in life—because in times of drought a vine’s roots grow stronger as it digs for moisture. In the future, the wine produced by these grapes tastes better, not worse, for having experienced drought. And the same is true for the dryness we experience when our lives seem to lack direction or meaning. The absence of purpose can produce an abundance of character because who we are isn’t dependent on what we do.


Jesus said, “If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit” (John 15:5 NIV). This harvest might come when the conditions seem just right, when the vines are ready to be picked, and the wine to be produced. Instead, the harvest might be delayed until winter—when our hopes and dreams are frozen on the vine—because God has a special vintage in mind. This will probably seem like too little or too late, but as every spiritual sommelier knows, God is, in fact, making ice wine: an exquisite drink of terrific sweetness, which is produced through terrible stress.2 As Adam Gopnik explains, “Every winter, the grapes … are left [on the vine] not merely to chill but to freeze … and the brutal cold forces all the natural sugar into the core of the grape, where it waits to be pressed out.”3 So long as the fruit remains on the vine, the temporary pain contributes to the winemaker’s true purpose: the world’s most remarkable wine.
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Application: It’s hard to persevere when you feel as if you lack a purpose. So indulge yourself with a wholesome pleasure by cooking your favorite meal and invite God to dine with you.

OEBPS/images/half.jpg
WINTER
WITH
GOD





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Fope %ﬂ 24 pinit
,Q%(Mwyf/ %ﬁ o Focd

(RS RENER





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlef.jpg
W?ée /f‘ f/; ,@/’w'ﬁtft’, v
M@e;y{/ /f‘ t‘% g;w/

TW.S. HUNT

BroadStreet





