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    I have been shaped and defined over the years by mutual commitments and covenants with others. I treasure the wealth of real friends who pursue together the common goods of truth as a superior, lasting and incorruptible reality that can be enjoyed in its entirety by more than one person at a time. The best kind of friendship is one that is based on the mutual pursuit of the highest goods: truth, goodness, beauty and the source of all these goods—God.


    While there are certainly others who have greatly enriched me, this book is dedicated to twelve covenantal friends with whom I have shared this kind of fellowship:


    
      
        Bick Cardwell


        Russ Chandler


        Joe Clamon


        Bill Fagan


        Errol Kendall


        Edgar Schafer


        Peter Spanos


        Len Sykes


        Al Van Horne


        Raymond Walker


        Archie Wanamaker


        Carl Woodruff

      

    


    The Greeks used to say that “between friends, all is common.” In the sixteenth century, Erasmus said that the statement still held true because “nothing was ever said by a pagan philosopher that comes closer to the mind of Christ.” I see it still true in my own life. The things of the inner life become richer when they are held in common with treasured friends.
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Your Broken Story
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    Maybe you were fourteen years old when your parents divorced. Up until that time, you didn’t have much to worry about, aside from keeping up your grades. Next thing you knew, you were being asked to decide where you wanted to live! Now you’re twenty-eight and alone. It’s taken you this long to realize that you never quite recovered from the trauma that hit in your first year of high school. You lost the budding faith you had in God, relationships and the goodness of people. You wonder if this is all there is for you and if you will always feel alone.


    Or maybe that’s not it. Perhaps you enjoyed a good childhood with no trauma, or you overcame the few obstacles you faced. A beautiful family picture hangs over your fireplace mantle, and you have a job that you love. You are busy and productive and “on the right path” to reaching all your goals—but lately you have realized something that is plaguing you. Your responsibilities are increasing, as are your skills, knowledge and salary. But your physical capacities aren’t what they once were. Time seems to pass faster than it ever has before, and you realize with clarity and force that many of the hopes and dreams that you’ve only just recently been able to define are going to go unfulfilled. You stand face-to-face with your mortality. But why? Couldn’t you achieve more if you didn’t know that your life would one day end? Life is good, but you’re beginning to see that something is wrong with the bigger picture.


    Maybe you’re an addict. You can’t stop taking prescription medications or looking at pornography or drinking or yelling at your wife. Maybe you can’t keep a job or a spouse. Maybe you aren’t welcome in a lot of places anymore, or maybe every­one welcomes you and thinks you’re brilliant because no one knows the truth about you. You are trapped in a cycle of addiction that you cannot seem to escape—the same story, over and over. When wisdom brings a moment of clarity, you realize that you are broken.


    Maybe you’re a mom, and since your children are old enough to think and do things for themselves, you feel like all you ever do is manage their schedules and drive. And clean house. And cook. And drive some more. And make lunches. And check homework. Plunge a toilet and fall into bed exhausted. You can remember dreams you used to have, but you gave them up for this. You love your family, but this is not the story you imagined when you were younger. There are moments when you wonder why this is your life. Somehow, you feel a little lost.


    Realizations like these can be devastating for people whose expectations are limited to this planet and its offerings, but they are only moments, not the whole story. Everyone has a broken story, and everyone has a choice. When moments like these come, you can embrace your broken story and repair it by setting it in the context of a greater story, one that begins and ends well. Your pain can bring redemption when it forces you to reexamine what you believe. An eternal perspective can change everything, and it can help you to make sense of the story you are living right now.


    For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal. (2 Corinthians 4:17-18)


    
      
        Temporal Perspective:


        This world is all there is. There is no life after death.


        Eternal Perspective:


        Life on earth is important, but there is more than this world has to offer. We were made for eternity.

      

    


    An eternal perspective is one that sees that while life on earth is important, it’s not all there is. This perspective is anchored in the faith that what the Bible says about eternity is true: God knew us before we were born, he is with us while we are on earth, and Jesus has prepared a place for his followers to one day live with him forever. There are better things for us that we cannot see yet. The Bible says that God has set eternity in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11). And C. S. Lewis says, “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”1 An eternal perspective acknowledges these longings and believes that God gave them to us as a reminder to set our hope on him and on things that will last forever. When we begin to develop an eternal perspective, we take on our new life in Christ and we see everything differently. With this new perspective, we can see the true story about us; it is a far better story than we could have ever imagined.


    Writing Your Verse


    There is a riveting scene in the 1989 film Dead Poets Society.2 On the first day of school, English professor John Keating (played by Robin Williams) directs his students’ attention to an old trophy case in a dramatic attempt to communicate to these adolescents the truth about mortality—a virtually impossible task because most adolescents have no consciousness of mortality. In the case are pictures of graduates from seventy or eighty years before. As he gathers them around the case, Keating asks one of the students to read a poem, Robert Herrick’s “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time”:


    
      Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,


      Old time is still a-flying:

    


    
      And this same flower that smiles today


      Tomorrow will be dying.

    


    He tells them that Herrick was right: “We are food for worms, lads. Because, believe it or not, each and every one of us in this room is, one day, going to stop breathing, turn cold and die.”


    He’s right in one sense. From a human perspective, we are food for the worms. It’s a grim thought, but we must hold in mind that we believe there’s something more than this.


    Keating goes on. As they all stand looking at the faces in the case, he moves behind them. The camera moves in closer, and he says:


    They’re not that different from you, are they? Same haircuts, full of hormones just like you. Invincible, just like you feel. The world is their oyster. They believe they’re destined for great things, just like many of you. Their eyes are full of hope, just like you. Did they wait until it was too late to make from their lives even one iota of what they were capable? Because, you see, gentlemen, those boys are now fertilizing daffodils. But if you listen real close, you can hear them whisper their legacy to you. Go on; lean in. Listen, you hear it?


    The students don’t know what to do. On this, their first day with this teacher, he seems like a total nutcase. But the boys lean in, and Keating whispers in an eerie, rasping voice:


    Carpe. . . . Hear it? Carpe. . . . Carpe diem. Seize the day, boys. Make your lives extraordinary.


    The following day, he quotes Walt Whitman’s “O Me! O Life!”:


    
      O me! O life! of the questions of these recurring,


      Of the endless trains of the faithless, of cities fill’d with the foolish . . .


      The question, O me! so sad, recurring—What good amid these, O me, O life?

    


    
      Answer.

    


    
      That you are here—that life exists and identity,


      That the powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a verse.

    


    Looking away, Keating asks the students, “What will your verse be?”


    This was not a bad way to try to communicate mortality to kids. Keating’s desire, inspired by Henry David Thoreau, was that they begin to “suck out all the marrow of life.”


    The problem with Keating’s speech, though, is that it stops short. It’s insightful, but it’s fundamentally flawed because it’s based on a temporal perspective—the proposition that one should gather all the gusto one can get because after death, there will be no more.


    While that scene is very moving, it only presents part of the picture. An eternal perspective invites us to come to an experiential awareness of the brevity of life, just as Keating invited his students to do. But followers of Christ don’t stop there. They don’t see themselves as “food for worms”; instead they understand that this life is incredibly important in context. To Christians, eternity does not begin when we die but at the moment we choose to live in Christ, usually right in the middle of our broken experiences. We do not gather rosebuds with the futile attitude that we will be food for worms; instead we embrace the fact that what we do now has ripple effects into eternity, and our time is meant to be invested.


    Responsibility and Focus


    When we are older, the brevity of this earthly sojourn is much easier for us to grasp than it was for Keating’s students. But the invitation the world offers us is to disregard what starts to become obvious, and with that invitation come the tools to do it. While our bodies are demonstrating for us that we are clearly not meant to live here forever, the responsibilities and pressures of this world clamor for our attention over seizing the day in any way. They promise the reward of fulfilled dreams and provide ample distraction from the realization that could be leading us into a deeper trust in God’s promises. At this point, when we are busier and maybe more productive than ever, we must force our attention toward what lasts. Reminders of our mortality need not shake us. Instead, we can welcome these interruptions as invitations to reassess our focus.


    The apostle Paul attempted to interrupt us with his eternal perspective: “Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day” (2 Corinthians 4:16). This “deepest you” will go on unharmed by the world into the presence of our loving Father. If we anticipate this, it can help to increase our hope and give us a new quality of existence.


    So how do we maintain our eternal perspective? In A Testament of Devotion, Thomas R. Kelly says that God has ordered our minds in such a way that we’re actually capable of thinking on two levels at one time.3 It requires practice and willfulness. We all suffer from flabby wills, but we can make a conscious choice to be aware of God’s presence, meditate on his word and pray without ceasing while we go about our ordinary tasks. The amazing thing about thinking in this way is that the ordinary begins to take on the character of another plane. As our minds dwell on the spiritual, we begin to see God in everything and everyone, whether we’re driving down the road, sitting at a restaurant or flinging out the trash.


    One simple and practical way to set this “eternal perspective” in motion is to keep Scripture with you, perhaps by writing a verse on a piece of paper and wrapping it around your debit card. Use a verse such as: “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10). Every time you use your card, you will be reminded that your business is not your own. When you are making wealth, it’s God’s wealth. When you’re with people, they are his people, relationships he’s given you, people whom you can serve with eternal values at heart. Everything is sacred if you have grasped this principle.


    The context in which you view life will determine if these realizations turn you toward crisis or process. A temporal perspective will inevitably lead you to a crisis. If the world is all there is, becoming less able to do things at exactly the time when we are becoming responsible for doing more can become a collision course. But an eternal perspective helps us avoid that collision and realize that all of life is a process, divinely ordained to draw us ever closer to God and his purposes. Those limitations that may have seemed like a curse are a gift! Through this divine process, God weans us from friendship with the world and builds within us a desire for our true home.


    
Crisis or Process


    An old Pennsylvania Dutch adage contends that we grow “too soon old and too late smart.” Is it true? If it doesn’t come to our attention sooner, by midlife there will be no getting away from the realization that some of the dreams of our youth are disappearing, and along with them the supposition that we’ll have all the time in the world to accomplish our goals.


    So now a choice is at hand. We can simply listen to the voice that says we are destined for more, or we can act on what it whispers in our ear. We must evaluate our activities and responsibilities in light of the “something more” for which we are destined. We might need to make adjustments to our lives, but once we have taken our hope off the world’s promises and put it firmly back on Jesus, we may find that our faith grows and our trust in him increases. These moments of realization, then, are no longer cause to fear; instead, they are cause for joy and permission to rest.


    We let eternity inform our present day and live each day in light of the fact that we will one day see Christ. This is an eternal, biblical way of seeing. It runs contrary to the idea that coming into contact with our mortality is a bad thing; instead, it offers hope. Pain and sorrow, disappointments and shattered dreams in this world get contextualized into God’s bigger picture when we begin to see that the story is not over at the end of this life.


    When we watch a play and all the important characters die in the end, we call it a tragedy. Hamlet is a tragedy. If we see a play and it looks like it’s all going to go completely awry, but somehow things turn out well at the end, as in Much Ado About Nothing, it’s called a comedy. It’s not always funny, but it has a happy ending. We are in something not far removed from Dante’s The Divine Comedy; trouble may abound, but paradise is at hand. All things will end well.


    And that is what God wants us to see. All of the pain, sorrow, disappointment and brokenness in our lives can be used to draw us to Jesus. These times can actually become, as we look back, moments of grace. They can shatter our autonomy, our independence and our arrogance. They can cause us to walk in dependence on God and in humility. We can learn to help others out of our own weakness instead of out of our own strength, depending on God’s strength instead.


    Wisdom will help us loosen our grasp on the illusory hope in the promises of this world. Instead we can embrace the hope of the promises of God’s Word—the hope of something better. And this will become the radical difference in our lives. “The hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27) will be manifest in our lives. When our story is part of Christ’s story, we have no beginning and no end. Our life goes on forever. Because he lives, we will also live; because he rose from the dead, we will rise from the dead. His destiny is now our destiny; his inheritance is our inheritance.


    In light of this, God’s plan for us is an incredible concept! And we ain’t seen nothing yet! “‘What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, and what no human mind has conceived’—the things God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Corinthians 2:9). We just don’t have the imagination to begin to fathom all that God has in store for us. But he promises that any pain we go through is to be considered as nothing compared to what he is offering us!


    Remembering Who We Love


    Tell me what you love, and I will tell you who you are.


    Author Unknown


    This saying was so popular among European writers from the nineteenth century that it’s impossible to determine who said it first. Perhaps it’s so popular because it’s so insightful. We have been in this world so long that we may be unaware when our attachment to it is growing stronger. We are cautioned against loving the world or anything in it, but we frequently forget. “If anyone loves the world, love for the Father is not in them” (1 John 2:15). John tells us what is in the world: “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16). We are to avoid the allure of these because they cause us to suppose that temporary things are treasures and that we will always have time at the end of our lives for getting right with God. The world’s promises mislead us, and its goods are destined to pass away. “But whoever does the will of God lives forever” (1 John 2:17). We are destined to live forever!


    The book of James also tells us that “anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God” (James 4:4). These are strong words, but as we become more aware of and more serious about our relationship with our heavenly Father, we take them to heart. As eternal beings, this is the perspective we must maintain: we can only love one or the other, and we are being called to make a choice.


    Jesus spoke strongly about what is important: “You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of others, but God knows your hearts. What people value highly is detestable in God’s sight” (Luke 16:15). As we become intentional about our relationship with God, we avoid the foolishness that once caused us to disregard these words. If this text from Luke is true, then it should have a huge impact on the way we live our lives. Our goals should begin to be less oriented toward impressing people and more toward pleasing God. This takes maturity and strength of will; it also takes faith to believe that pleasing God is worth the effort. That is why this shift can only come in the context of a growing relationship with the Father as we remember how much he loves us and wants what is best for our lives. The decisions we make will tell whether or not we believe it.


    A Real-Life Example


    Though Payne Stewart was a nominal Christian when he first gained notoriety as a professional golfer, those who watched him play would not have known it, and neither would the players he mocked for attending Bible studies. Stewart was as well known for his egotism and surliness as he was for his signature uniform of knickers and tam-o’-shanter cap.


    But something happened as he watched his friend and fellow professional golfer Paul Azinger battle cancer with grace and faith. It shook Stewart, and he began to attend a Bible study at the home of professional baseball player Orel Hershiser. No one can say what the realization was or when it happened, but Stewart began to change. Those close to him noticed first, and soon the public couldn’t help but notice. With a new set of priorities, Stewart was playing less, winning more and thanking the Lord—publicly!—for the changes in his life. After his 1999 win at Pebble Beach, the press stood dumbfounded as Stewart responded to their questions about golf with words about Jesus and told them that he was taking the following fall off in order to spend more time with his family. This professional athlete who had become known for his ambition and rudeness began to be recognized for his peace and goodness. Stewart was living a new story.


    British golfer Colin Montgomerie played against Stewart and the American team on the last day of the 1999 Ryder Cup. American fans heckled Montgomerie all day, and things were getting tense. Stewart sacrificed his own concentration several times to point out the unruly conduct of his fans to tournament personnel. After Justin Leonard sealed the US victory, Montgomerie and Stewart continued to play out an intense round. But the heckling of Montgomerie became too much. On the final hole, just when it looked like Stewart would emerge victorious, he picked up the ball and handed it to Montgomerie, conceding the match. Even years later, Montgomerie says he will never forget that day or that man.


    It turns out that 1999 was not only the height of Stewart’s career but also the end of his life. On October 25, Stewart died in a plane crash. But before his death, he had safely placed his story in the center of Christ’s story. Stewart’s transformation began because his friend Azinger lived a convicted life, showing Stewart that eternity was worth another kind of effort. At Stewart’s funeral, Azinger said, “Payne Stewart has finished the race, he has kept the faith, and now the crown of righteousness is his.”


    When these moments come that bring you to the realization that you are broken, that you are lost or that your story is just not what you hoped it would be, it is a gift. It is wisdom whispering for you to seize the day. Listen closely. Wisdom is not reminding you to simply make the most out of life and gather rosebuds before it’s too late. Wisdom is telling you that you are here for a reason, that life exists because of God, and that your identity and story is with your Creator. God’s powerful play will go on with or without you, but he has placed you on the stage, in his story, and you’re invited to contribute a verse.


    What will your verse be?
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    In the rest of this book, we will look at how to set the scene for your story in an eternal context, how to find hope when your story hits a snag, how to return to the storyline when you’ve strayed from it, how to fight temptation, how to leave a permanent mark and how to set your story in motion, leaving a legacy behind.


    
For Further Reflection


    After reading each chapter, consider taking a day off from reading to practice what you’ve learned. Each chapter is followed by a section with questions, Scripture to ponder and practices that will bring you closer to the heart of God. If you aren’t in the practice of keeping a journal, now might be a good opportunity to start one.


    
      	If you’re reading this book, there’s a good chance that you relate to the concept of a “broken story.” Write down what is “broken” in your story.


      	Have you ever thought about what it means to set your story in the context of God’s greater story? If you’re trying to figure out how to get your story back into the context of God’s story, reflect on how you got off track.


      	What was the good in what Professor Keating told his young students in Dead Poets Society? What was the problem with what he said?


      	Has God ever “interrupted” your life with the realization of your own mortality?


      	How strong is your concept of eternity? What do you do to feed your hope? If it is not strong, consider reaching out to someone who could mentor you in this area.


      	Write what you hope will change in your life as a result of reading this book.

    


    Scripture focus. If you have embedded your story in the context of God’s great story, there are truths about yourself that will be revealed, great things you may have never known. Read 2 Corinthians 4:16. Consider committing it to memory.


    Practice. Consider reading Thomas R. Kelly’s book A Testament of Devotion (mentioned in this chapter) and putting some of the very tangible and helpful suggestions from that book into practice.
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Investing in Eternity


    We fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.


    2 Corinthians 4:18
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    Paradigm


    Paradigm is a word that has existed for centuries, but it was popularized by Thomas S. Kuhn in his 1962 book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Since then, it has become part of our vernacular, signifying a set of rules (implicit or explicit) that molds a person’s perspective and affects the way one forms a view of the world.


    All Christians must make a fundamental paradigm choice: the decision between what is and what seems to be, what will last and what won’t—between the eternal and the temporal. This choice is examined repeatedly in Scripture. Jesus spoke more about the temporal versus the eternal than any other topic. The choice we make is between that which God says will endure and that which won’t. Followers of Jesus will naturally want to be a people who treasure what God says is a lasting treasure.


    Folk rock band The Byrds popularized a song written by Pete Seeger called Turn! Turn! Turn! It was a huge hit based on Ecclesiastes 3. Many of us know the Scripture from the song: a time to weep, a time to laugh, a time to mourn, a time to dance, a time to love, a time to hate, a time for war, a time for peace. In that same chapter, Solomon says, “I have seen the burden God has laid on the human race” (Ecclesiastes 3:10). And here is the key verse: “He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the human heart; yet no one can fathom what God has done from beginning to end” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). We don’t get to see the whole picture now, but one day we will (1 Corinthians 13:12)!


    
      
        Temporal Perspective:


        that which relates to this passing world order and will not go on into eternity.


        Eternal Perspective:


        that which can be sent ahead from this life into the next life and will endure forever. The Bible is written from an eternal perspective, so a biblical perspective or a biblical worldview is also an eternal one.

      

    


    To value what God values, we have to shift from allowing other people and the world around us to shape how we see things to allowing what the Bible says to shape our view of life. We are constantly under pressure to cave in to viewing things like every­­one around us does. The world is so ambient, so present and so constant, inviting us to see things from this present darkness rather than from God’s perspective. But God has set eternity in every person’s heart, and he can use our times of brokenness to rewrite our stories. Embracing a biblical (eternal) perspective, we move toward the wisdom that will help us understand our present, fleeting opportunities in the context of a very real eternity.


    
The Impending End of Your Life


    Let’s examine this practically. Suppose you go in for a routine physical examination and you’re told by your doctor that you have an illness that is not palpable or evident to you but that will be terminal. You’ve got about a year (or maybe less) to live. You go to two other physicians, and they confirm the diagnosis. There won’t be any really obvious effects until the disease reaches its final stages, but you will surely die within a year.


    Now, ask yourself these questions:


    
      	How would this diagnosis affect your vision of life?


      	How would it affect your view of your roles on earth? (friend, parent, daughter, son)


      	How would it affect the way you invest your money and time?

    


    Clearly, such a realization that we have so little time could have a huge impact on us. But understand this: the degree to which it would alter your present perspective and practice is the degree to which your current view of life and the biblical view of life diverge. The distance between your current view of life and the biblical view of life is the degree to which you would expect this announcement to have changed your whole perspective and practice in the world. Your vision of life ought to be the same, whether you have one day or thirty years to live.


    Second, how would it change your view of your roles? Are you living in such a way that you regard relationships and treat people as if this could be the last time you’ll ever see them?


    And third, how are you investing your money and time? If there has to be a radical modification, you should probably ask yourself why. If you are already spending your money and time for God’s purposes, you shouldn’t need much adjustment.


    Frankly, none of us know that we have even a year. We can’t presume on the future. We can’t control one day. And so we ought to treasure the opportunities of the present by enhancing the roles we play by serving other people and investing our money and time wisely and well, viewing our service to the people in our lives as service to Christ himself. Only two things will last forever: God’s Word and people. We would be wise to invest one into the other, making sure that the remaining days of our stay on this planet have optimal impact and lasting consequences on the lives of other people, leveraging the wealth of this world for eternal gain. That is living from an eternal perspective; that is investing in our eternal future.


    Death from a Temporal View: Denial


    The temporal perspective usually denies the imminence of death, allowing—almost encouraging—us to believe that we might live forever. We don’t want to think about or deal with the idea of death. Doing so would launch an assault against our own perspective and acknowledge our lack of control and the brevity of our lives. Many people are only confronted with the reality of their mortality when they’re at a funeral. A funeral is a window of reality, a time of vulnerability. It causes us to question the dash between the birth and death dates on our tombstones.


    It’s rather striking that, until we’re at an event such as a funeral, we fail to see what’s right in front of us. We have incredible mechanisms in place that help us avoid what is critical. We dress up cadavers and make them comfy. We put them in cushioned little beds, as if it’s going to matter whether they have silk lining or a pillow, and then we refuse to talk about death. We use words like “the departed” and “passed away,” euphemisms that help us avoid the healthy reminder a funeral could actually be—to value our lives and remember they won’t last forever.


    In Ecclesiastes 7:2, Solomon says, “It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, for death is the destiny of everyone; the living should take this to heart.” He’s right; we have to be realistic. We are a strange people who seek to avoid what is obvious. People die around us all the time, yet we continue to act as if death is something that will happen to someone else.


    Death from My Perspective


    I don’t have the luxury of thinking death is for someone else. For reasons I cannot explain, I have stared death in the face on numerous occasions. It’s happened in a variety of contexts; many times it was so serious that I was absolutely sure I was living my last minutes. For example, in the summer of 1978, I went on a three-week Holy Land tour with a friend and fellow graduate from Dallas Theological Seminary Arnold Fruchtenbaum. For part of our tour, we stayed on a kibbutz campsite on the southern shore of the Sea of Galilee. One day, when we had some free time, I thought I would go for a swim alone on the sea. I saw a raft only about a tenth of a mile away from shore and decided to swim out to it and lounge a bit. But that’s not how my afternoon went.


    The Sea of Galilee is a basin at the bottom of Galilee hill country on one side and the Golan Heights on the other. It is known for being calm and peaceful; the Jews say it’s God’s favorite of all the seas. However, when winds become trapped in the basin of relatively shallow water, they can cause deadly storms that seem to come out of nowhere. Waves on the small sea have been recorded up to ten feet. If you’ve heard the story of Jesus calming the storm that terrified his disciples in Matthew 8, this is the same sea.


    But it was a beautiful afternoon, and I suppose I wasn’t thinking about Matthew 8. I swam out to the raft and then turned around and headed toward shore. On my way back, a storm came out of nowhere. The winds began to move the sea, and like water on a shaking saucer, it was instantaneously tumultuous. I found myself embroiled in the violent movements of the water and couldn’t make any progress back to shore. It was difficult just to stay afloat. I kept trying to make progress in the right direction, but the wind and the waves kept pushing me back, and I was far from safety.


    This lasted for what seemed to be a really long time, and my energy was spent. I became aware that I wasn’t going to make it. I knew I was on the verge of drowning, and my life flashed before my eyes, like in a movie. Time seemed to dilate. I saw so many things in a flash, but I had no experience of terror because I became aware of something bigger than the storm. It was suddenly clear to me that I had a lot of unfinished business on earth. During this profound divine/human dialogue, God told me that my work for him on earth was not complete.


    And then I was at the shore. I have no idea how I got there. There was no way I had the strength to swim that distance against those waves. I was just at the edge of the water. But there were rocks on the shore, and they were extremely slippery. I was unable to get a purchase on the rocks so that I could get out of the water. And then it happened again. Suddenly I found myself laid out on a grassy area above the rocks. I have no idea how I got above the rocks. I couldn’t have pulled myself out of the water, and there was no one around who could’ve helped me.


    I lay there for a while, caught my breath and reflected on the situation. I knew I had unfinished business, and it was not my time. The message was unmistakable.


    It’s funny to think now that if I had drowned in the Sea of Galilee, people might have said, “Oh, what a man of God—he died on the sea where Jesus walked.” But that was not my fate that day, nor was it my fate on the many other occasions when I came face to face with death.


    The flashbacks and that sure sense of “I’m not ready yet; something still has to be done” occurred each time I faced death. And somehow, each time, God pulled me out of there. Disease, an accident, another near-drowning—somehow, he’s always given me more time. So now I realize that I’m on borrowed time. Frankly, we all are. Every breath we draw, every beat of our hearts is something given by God. We don’t control our time on this planet.


    Death from an Eternal View: Numbering Our Days


    The sixth and seventh stanzas of Isaac Watts’s hymn “O God, Our Help in Ages Past,” based on Psalm 90, say:


    
      The busy tribes of flesh and blood,


      with all their lives and cares,


      Are carried downwards by the flood


      and lost in following years.

    


    
      Time, like an ever-rolling stream,


      bears all its sons away;


      they fly, forgotten, as a dream


      dies at the opening day.

    


    At first that sounds really depressing, but what Isaac Watts is really meditating on is Moses’ observation of the radical difference between God’s eternality and the brevity of our stay on earth. The psalm begins:


    
      Lord, you have been our dwelling place


      throughout all generations.


      Before the mountains were born


      or you brought forth the whole world,


      from everlasting to everlasting you are God.

    


    
      You turn people back to dust,


      saying, “Return to dust, you mortals.”


      A thousand years in your sight


      are like a day that has just gone by,


      or like a watch in the night.


      Yet you sweep people away in the sleep of death—


      they are like the new grass of the morning:


      In the morning it springs up new,


      but by evening it is dry and withered. (Psalm 90:1-6)

    


    Verse 12 is the key to this Psalm and tells us what we should do if we are to be wise: “Teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom” (Psalm 90:12).


    A Hebrew professor I had took this to heart. He combined this verse with verse 10: “Our days may come to seventy years, or eighty, if our strength endures” (Psalm 90:10). So my professor calculated how many days he had left and wrote that number minus one more each day on his calendar. You might think that sounds morbid, but that’s what the ancients called a memento mori, a reminder of your death. It’s like an Ash Wednesday service, when they give you the sign of the cross on your forehead with the ashes. They say, “Remember that dust thou art and unto dust thou shalt return.” This is to remind us to use our time wisely because our time on this earth is brief. These things aren’t meant to make you morbid. They’re meant to remind you to value the days you are given and use them to become wiser.
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