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Peter Christopher and

Amy Catherine

children of the King, now with Him
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Peter Jonathan

whom He has loaned to us
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FOREWORD


The other day I pulled a copy of my book Beyond Our Selves from the bookshelf and was startled to note again its date—1961. Thirteen years! It scarcely seemed possible!

Writing it seems like only yesterday. Yet there have been so many changes that the thirteen years might have been fifty. For the world of the seventies is very different from the world of the late fifties and early sixties.

My personal world has seen changes too. In the Foreword of Beyond Our Selves, I wrote,

Just at the point when I thought child-rearing was over, Len’s three children have joined Peter John in calling me “Mother.”…A man swimming a horse across a turbulent stream does not stop to take a picture of the experience. I’ll get my colts across the stream, see them thoroughly dried off, well fed, and on their way—then perhaps the picture.

Well, it has happened. The colts are on the far bank. Jeffrey, a tot of five when I wrote Beyond Our Selves, is now a senior at the McCallie School. Chester is a junior at Taylor University. Linda has graduated from college and has a job in Washington. Peter John and his wife, Edith, minister to a lively, bursting-at-the-seams congregation on Cape Cod.

At times during the crossing, the stream was rough, the current swift, the wind shifty. Yet these thirteen years have been exhilarating, a learning process all the way. The pages that follow are not a photograph album of the crossing, but here and there snapshots are tucked in.

The setting of our lives has changed from Chappaqua, New York, to the east coast of Florida with frequent stops at Evergreen Farm in Loudoun County, Virginia, where my mother, after whom I modeled the heroine of my novel Christy, still lives, delighting in organic farming and conservation and enjoying her family and friends who come to her from all over the world.

The involvement with facets of the rebellion of the young, together with the death of two grandchildren have forced me to reexamine my faith, groping for ever-surer foundations.

At further range, the rapidly changing world scene, creating its own uncertainties, has challenged the tensile strength of our faith. Even in the early sixties most nations were full of hope. Surely, we thought, progressive education and our expanding social consciences would gradually eliminate the problems of society. As the dark side of human nature was educated out and away, together with the marvelous advances made possible by scientific knowledge, a golden age, Utopia, would eventually emerge.

Now we are in a position to see clearly that the progress we hoped for has not been achieved: we are not golden men living in a Utopia. Violence and crime have risen to new heights. The home and family units, the chief crucible from which our stability and creativity should have come, are a shattering vessel.

The present generation looks with skeptical eyes on both education and science and refuses any longer to regard either as a god. Standards of ordinary truthfulness, honesty, unselfishness, reverence for life, cherishing children, sexual morality previously accepted by past generations (even when individuals did not themselves measure up to those standards), are now under serious attack as not being necessarily desirable. Situation ethics have gotten us into increasing difficulty. Moral and sexual perversions are being flaunted in books and movies. Superstitious practices involving witchcraft and the occult have reappeared from the subterranean depths in which they had lain since the Middle Ages and are quite literally courting the Devil. Confusion reigns.

Principles, laws, institutions, positions of trust on which we have depended for structure, are crumbling all around us. Over most of the world a leadership vacuum has left men feeling rudderless with a sense of betrayal. Fear seeps like dank fog across the earth creating suspicion and mistrust, damaging relationships, and raising the specter of economic disaster.

Where do we turn for help in times like these? Is there nothing on which we can depend?

A long time ago when Roman civilization had also reached an impasse because of its corruption and state of decay, one small group of people who were certain they had the answer called themselves followers of “The Way.” They were disciples of a Jew named Jesus who had been executed about the year A.D. 29 in an obscure province of the Empire under the Roman governor Pontius Pilate.

“Seek a new way.”. . .The Way, they called it.

But is it really? If the way advocated by Jesus is the way for us today—then why hasn’t it worked? Why hasn’t Christianity eliminated poverty and war and brought us the good life? Because we have still never tried Jesus’ way. Not enough of us. Not on a large enough scale.

Could it be that His way contains an answer that we have almost completely overlooked? Perhaps the reason we haven’t found the answer all these centuries is that all the while it has lain in that portion of man we have mostly ignored—the spirit. Is it possible that the sole agent who can knit each human being back together, heal the wounds, and bridge the gaps between the heterogeneous elements of society is the one agent neither secular society nor the organized Church really takes seriously—the Spirit? By which I mean a specific: the divine Spirit tabernacling within each man’s spirit—the Creative agent in life, writ small enough to live within each of us, to work through mind, body, emotions, will, and conscience, not only synthesizing them, but demonstrating a new and creative way—The Way—in every one of life’s arenas.

The itinerant rabbi Jesus told us that we—you and I—would be living in the era of the Spirit of Truth.

We have never needed truth so desperately.

The pages that follow offer you experiences from my life and the lives of people well known to me as case histories of what happens in the twentieth century when we say “Yes” to the Spirit of Truth, allowing Him to invade us and lead us out into the light. These are men and women from all walks of life with backgrounds and temperaments as varied as humankind itself is varied. Their experiences come from every aspect of life—where evil strikes into the lives of “good” people, in matters of health, family relationships, rebellion, business and money, safety, remorse, resentments, and estrangements.

There are some surprises in this raw material from life. For the Christian the emphasis is usually on the original commitment to the religious life as symbolized by joining a church. Most sermons and religious books do not lead us to expect much to happen spiritually between our “entering in” and the end of life. The “rewards” are to come in afterlife.

Yet the true stories related here tell us that commitment is only our birth into the new life. Then begins learning and growth. The process of being molded into a mature person in Christ Jesus becomes more challenging with each year that passes. I am finding that the knowledge of God grows often by means of the very experiences that would sweep us downstream, the turbulence I would prefer to escape.

As we grow older the pace and dimension of physical life must wind down. But it is meant to be just the opposite with the spiritual life—growth at an ever-accelerating pace. The heights and depths of the spirit, and enthusiasm for God isn’t for children. In the latter half of life the normal Christian almost breaks into a jog or a run. Excitement and aliveness build. An altogether new quality of joy is given to us. It has little to do with the circumstances of our lives—good or bad—but everything to do with knowing Him who is managing the circumstances. It is joy that has the feel of permanence, even of eternity about it. Deep within we know that nothing that befalls us today or tomorrow can ever defeat that joy.

There are other reasons for the joy too. How great it is to realize, for instance, that the Holy Spirit did not limit His revelations to the truths contained within the canons of the Old and New Testaments. “I have much more to tell you,” this Jesus told His companions around the table during His Last Supper talk with them, “but you cannot bear to hear it now. When He the Spirit of Truth is come. He will reveal all.”

All—more and more. Always something more.

No matter how late the hour, no matter how desperate the moment, we cannot despair; the joy and the riches He has promised us stretch like a shining road into the future!

Catherine Marshall

Boynton Beach, Florida

March 4, 1974


1


YES, GOD IS IN EVERYTHING

At last we were safely airborne. December winds buffeted the little Cessna 205 four-seater as if it were a helpless leaf tossing in the vastness of the sky. There was room only for the pilot and my son Peter, his wife Edith, and me. Directly behind Edith and me was the baby’s casket—so tiny with a spray of pink rosebuds atop it. It was the casket of my first grandchild, Peter Christopher Marshall, who lived for only two weeks. The special flight was the only way we could make it that day from the funeral service in West Hartford, Connecticut, to the graveside service at Fort Lincoln Cemetery outside Washington.

Inside the plane the noise shut out conversation. Pictures kept intruding on my thoughts. So much had happened in only fifteen days.… Peter’s first telephone call on December 3rd, “It’s a boy. Mom.” But his voice was not as excited as a man’s should be over his first child. Then it came. “Something’s wrong. Mom. ‘Poor muscle tone,’ the doctors say.”

Lung congestion had followed, the threat of pneumonia. That Sunday Peter had crawled in under the oxygen tent to christen the baby Peter Christopher—“Christ-bearer” or “light-bearer.”

I remembered that morning in Florida thirteen days later when the inner release to go to Connecticut had finally been given me. The message had been so clear, “Go—and crown My prince with thanksgiving.”

Then that seemingly interminable three-and-a-half-hour delay at New York’s Kennedy airport. Something was happening to the baby. I could feel it. Later I found out: Peter Christopher had stopped breathing; he had turned blue, then stony white. Loving hands had been laid on the baby in prayer and miraculously, he had begun to breathe again.

But not for long enough.

Sitting there in the bumpy little plane with the roar of the engines and the shriek of the wind in my ears, I could shut my eyes and remember my first glimpse of my grandson—pink and normal looking, that perfect round head with, its suggestion of blond hair.

I had wanted to cuddle him—but first, I must do what He had told me to do. So there in the hospital room we offered up our sacrifice of thanksgiving, crowning His little prince with His own blessing.

Thirty-five minutes later, the young doctor had spoken. Simply, “He is gone.”

Lord, I don’t understand. When Peter Marshall died Your sure word to me was that “goodness and mercy would follow me all the days of my life.” Lord, is this goodness and mercy?

Scarcely a person but knows similar earthly partings or heartache or loss. The mail I read day by day dramatizes our shared human plight; the young wife who had received one of those dreaded telegrams from Vietnam: “Killed in action”; a grandmother struggling to save her grandson from drug abuse; a husband with an alcoholic wife; a doctor’s verdict of terminal cancer; a brush fire that destroyed one’s home and possessions; a businessman cheated by a dishonest partner; a marriage breaking up in disillusionment and bitterness.

“How can God permit such things to happen?” is the cry that rises from our hearts. If He exists at all and is a loving God, He would not want such evils to befall us. Yet how could He be God and not have the power to prevent these disasters? These are the most difficult of all questions for those embarked on the Christian walk. Certainly for me this problem of evil has been a real stumbling block.

In my groping to understand, back in the forties during a long illness I “discovered” a body of Christian literature unknown to me. It was experiential, the true personal experiences of other people. Compared to most church literature which I knew so well—largely theory—this was exciting reading. I gobbled up everything that A. E. Simpson, Glenn Clark, Starr Daily, Rufus Mosley, Frank Laubach, Rebecca Beard, Dorothy Kerin, Roland Brown, and later on, C. S. Lewis and Agnes Sanford wrote. In addition, I began to search out the journals and letters of some who had lived in other eras—Brother Lawrence’s Conversations, John Foxe, John Wesley, Hannah Whitall Smith, George Müller, Evelyn Underhill. These journals and letters proved a rich mine of personal experience.

I recognized that the experiential approach had firm New Testament precedent. For example, when John the Baptist sent messengers to Jesus to ask if He was really the long-awaited Messiah, Jesus’ response was not a theological discourse. Instead, He pointed John to His miracles—the healing of all manner of disease, of the blind, the deaf. These facts were the evidence.

And I remembered the ringing words of Jesus’ apostles to those who would silence them, “We cannot but speak the things we have seen and heard.”1


But thrilling and helpful as those books were, there was one chapter in Hannah Smith’s The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life over which I had stumbled. Able to accept and profit from all the rest of Hannah’s book, my rebellion was violent against chapter twelve entitled “Is God in Everything?” I asked myself how God could be “in” the death of a three-year-old who wandered into the street in the path of a truck? Was God in war? In cancer? The answer that welled up inside me was a resounding “Certainly not!” Further, I even considered such submissiveness wrong when Christians confronted with such tragedies, intoned, “Then it must have been God’s will”. . .and piously quoted old, harassed Job, “The Lord gave, and the Lord taketh away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”2 To me this seemed an especially cruel and offensive form of piosity.


But despite myself there were two bits of Hannah’s chapter twelve that stuck to my mind like glue. The first was an illustration. The author related how at an informal prayer and sharing meeting one night, a woman had risen and told this story. …

She had been much troubled by the seeming contradiction of a God supposed to have all power in heaven and on earth versus human instrumentality or “second causes.” It seemed to the woman that stubborn, evil mankind was always messing up God’s perfect plans. So she had pleaded with God to set her straight on this question.

The result had been an interior vision:

She thought she was in a perfectly dark place, and that there advanced toward her, from a distance, a body of light which gradually surrounded and enveloped her and everything around her. As it approached, a voice seemed to say, “This is the presence of God! This is the presence of God!” While surrounded with this presence, all the great and awful things in life seemed to pass before her—fighting armies, wicked men, raging beasts, storms and pestilences, sin and suffering of every kind.

She shrank back at first in terror; but soon she saw that the presence of God so surrounded and enveloped herself and each one of these things that not a lion could reach out its paw, nor a bullet fly through the air, except as the presence of God moved out of the way to permit it.

And she saw that if there were ever so thin a film, as it were, of this glorious Presence between herself and the most terrible violence, not a hair of her head could be ruffled, nor anything touch her, except as the Presence decided to let the evil through. Then all the small and annoying things of life passed before her; and equally she saw that there also she was so enveloped in this presence of God that not a cross look, nor a harsh word, nor petty trial of any kind could affect her, unless God’s encircling presence moved out of the way to let it.3


So for this woman (and subsequently for Hannah Smith too), one of life’s most thorny questions was forever settled: God is in everything. The events of our lives do come to us, moment by moment as from His hands, no matter how evil the instrumentality or second cause may appear to us to be.

The acceptance of this principle, Hannah Smith asserted, was the only possible basis for the Scriptural admonition (repeated over and over—Old Testament and New): “In everything give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.”4 And “everything,” she insisted, did mean everything—bad things as well as good.


It was Hannah’s warning that unless we do accept God in an all-inclusive “everything” we can know no contentment. In that case a life of faith and victory becomes a romantic mirage. For how can we accept or give thanks for what is less than good, or even evil, if we do not believe that God’s shielding Presence has deliberately stepped aside to allow those forces to get to us? Even more, that His purpose in stepping aside is for good—not evil?

Well, the matter may have been settled for Hannah Smith. But not for me. I could not understand her explanation fully. I convinced myself I was hanging the matter on a hook for further consideration. Practically speaking, this was simply rejection.

But surely few are as stubborn as I! I held out on Hannah Smith’s thesis from 1945 until 1972. Twenty-seven years!

In those twenty-seven years a great deal happened, including the worst I could imagine: on the morning of January 25, 1949, with only a few hours’ warning, my husband Peter Marshall slipped over into the next life.

For the first week, I was supernaturally carried over and above grief. Then inevitably, I fell to the bottom of the pit asking, “Why? Why?” Even—“Have I been mistaken to put my faith in God? Has everything I’ve ever believed been wrong?”

In essence, my husband’s death at only forty-six had thrown me squarely back once more against Hannah Smith’s assertion that God is in everything—either to accept or refuse it.

What is needed is to see God in everything, and to receive everything directly from His hands, with no intervention of second causes. . . .

An earthly parent’s care for his helpless child is a feeble illustration of this. If the child is in its father’s arms, nothing can touch it without that father’s consent, unless he is too weak to prevent it. And even if this should be the case, he suffers the harm first in his own person before he allows it to reach the child. If an earthly parent could thus care for his little helpless one, how much more will our Heavenly Father!. . .5


But I was still not quite ready for that “completely restful” life of the spirit. Perhaps my mind, always questioning, always seeking the answer to “Why?” got in the way of the deeper life, the longer view.

I did understand and could accept the difference between God’s ideal will and His permissive will. For the Creator refused to make His creatures puppets whose strings He could manipulate to force us to obey. He took the risk of giving us free will. Therefore, men are sometimes going to go their own stubborn way, bringing unhappiness, grief, and horror into human life. Upon those occasions, God “permits” the disobedience. Thus the permissive will of God is a fact of our life on earth.

In Peter’s case, I am certain that it was not God’s ideal will that he die of coronary occlusion at forty-six. Why then, did God “permit” it? I had some clues, but not the final answer.

In the meantime, I forced myself to stop asking “Why?” and face stark reality: I was a widow with a young son to rear without his father. So what was I to do next? What was God’s ideal will for me right then?

Lovingly and surely, I was taught one of the greatest lessons any of us can ever learn. In essence, it could be summarized like this. . . Sin is in the world. And sin is “missing the mark,” missing God’s perfect plan. There is so much of this missing the mark that it is going to impinge on every person’s life at some points.

If God left us with only this, real happiness or victory in this life would be an impossible mirage. But the Gospel truly is good news. The news is that there is no situation—no breakage, no loss, no grief, no sin, no mess—so dreadful that out of it God cannot bring good, total good, not just “spiritual” good, if we will allow Him to.

Our God is the Divine Alchemist. He can take junk from the rubbish heap of life, and melting this base refuse in the pure fire of His love, hand us back—gold.

Out of that understanding I was led to claim for my personal crisis and for my young son the promise that, for me, is gold:

And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.6


The results of this claiming were amazing. Gently and tenderly, God brought to my mind the teen-age dream of wanting to write. “Now is the time,” I seemed to hear God saying. “Go forward and I’ll open the doors before you.”

The words soon became fact. The first venture was my editing some of Peter Marshall’s sermons. This became Mr. Jones, Meet the Master. I was hard at work on it within six weeks of Peter’s death. A year or so later, thousands of people were reading Peter Marshall’s words. Clearly the Lord was telling me, “Catherine, your job is to spread his message.”

From that time the path has gone on and on through my delight in the editing and writing of eleven books. Of course, the “good” that God, the Alchemist, worked for me has gone far beyond merely a satisfying career as an author. Blessings have been heaped upon me, including eventually, eleven years after Peter’s death, marriage to Leonard LeSourd and the challenge of taking on a new family—Linda, Chester, Jeffrey. The new family responsibilities in addition to my writing have taken all my resources of physical and spiritual strength and have given back a full life.

There have been many joyous experiences. Like that when my granddaughter Mary Elizabeth Marshall was born. On the second day of the baby’s life, the head nurse on Maternity had bounced into Edith’s room. “Of all the babies I’ve seen born in this hospital,” she announced jubilantly, “yours has the greatest muscle tone!”

“It was like a direct message,” Edith told us later. “That nurse didn’t know about Peter Christopher. It was like the Lord saying, ‘See, I’ve handed you a special joy. I’ve heaped it up.’”

My cup overflowed. . .The total rapture of a one-year-old as she received her first doll The fun of painting Christopher Robin and Pooh Bear figures on a little girl’s bedroom furniture, of reading to her and watching understanding grow and unfold.

In the midst of such joy it seemed to me that I could forget Hannah’s challenge—that God is in everything, good and bad. I left it on the hook where I had hung it years before. I still wasn’t convinced.

Then in 1971 a family crisis brought it to the forefront again. On July 22nd of that year a third child was born to my son Peter John Marshall and his wife Edith. It was apparent from her birth that Amy Catherine had suffered severe damage to internal organs because of some unknown genetic difficulty. Medically speaking, there was no hope.

The family decided that we could but pray in total faith, asking for a miraculous healing. We were joined by Peter’s congregation on Cape Cod, by a group of sixteen who flew in for days of intensive prayer in a retreat situation, and by many, many others. If ever a family went out on the end of a limb of faith, we did. As for me, not since Peter Marshall’s first heart attack had I thrown everything I am and have, every resource of spirit and mind and will into the battle for a human life.

Meanwhile, the sixteen people gathered there were experiencing in the space of a few days extraordinary answers to prayer: one of the group prayed for a little girl on the same floor with Amy Catherine at Boston Children’s Hospital and later found that the child’s miraculous recovery had begun that day; our daughter Linda experienced a cataclysmic reordering of her life, lifting her out of darkness and confusion into a new beginning; our friend Virginia Lively was given the key to her daughter’s health; a woman’s life, blighted twenty years before, which no amount of prayer, counseling, and psychotherapy had alleviated, was lovingly restored; a man’s resentment against his father, festering since childhood, was healed; a floundering marriage was made right again.

It was as if the tiny baby Amy became a divine catalyst, calling forth a concentration of God’s power and love for others.

After the retreat, I stayed at the Inn near Children’s Hospital in Boston while Peter and Edith took turns keeping the vigil over Amy and driving back and forth to Cape Cod to be with Mary Elizabeth. Day after day we sat beside the baby who was stretched out on a slanting “Heat Bed” under a big light. Amy was hungry and would open her mouth expectantly like a baby bird, yet she was too weak to suck; she had to be fed intravenously, the seemingly endless tubes sticking out in all directions.

“She needs to feel loving arms,” my heart kept telling me. Finally, the nurses assented and one morning carefully placed her in my arms, tubes and all. She cuddled up, nuzzling me. After that it became a ritual, and I was holding our baby only minutes before her heart stopped beating. Amy Catherine’s time on earth had been but six weeks.

Had I long before received the truth of “Is God in Everything?,” then I could have endured Amy’s death in the spirit in which I had accepted Peter Marshall’s. But the years of nonacceptance had taken a larger toll than I had realized. I fell on my face. There followed months of rebellion against God, sharper questioning than ever: what can we believe about healing through prayer?”

I experienced the most intense misery I’ve ever known. Life went gray. Nor was it all psychological or spiritual. Events in the exterior world began going against me. Things like: a major Hollywood studio purchased my novel Christy, then decided not to produce it. The fiction manuscript on which I was working was presenting problems so great that I began to see that after pouring myself into it for three years, I was going to have to suspend work on it. An almost wild succession of small, vexing personal inconveniences came on in waves: the dishwasher went out; the bathroom plumbing went awry; a truck driver backed into our mailbox and demolished it; the lawn developed chinch bugs; the car kept stopping cold on us.

When sorrows come, they come not single spies.

But in battalions!7


wrote Shakespeare. It is true. Trials do have a way of piling up.

The question is—why? Once again I was brought back to Hannah’s thesis. If we don’t accept the circumstances God’s permissive will has allowed and ask, “Lord, what is Your will for me in the midst of these circumstances?,” then He permits the difficulties to heap up. For most of us that’s the only way He can get our attention.

In my misery He had my attention all right. Obviously, I was meant to turn off my grumbling and wait upon Him. I was to listen and to learn.

Finally the words of truth began to break through—“His loving allowance for us”. . . “Must see all of life as coming directly from His hands.” Hannah Smith again! After twenty-seven years of rejecting her!

To explain the evolution of my belief to that moment when I knew that I’d made connection with the transcendent power of God, I must backtrack briefly. When still in my twenties a lung condition had put me to bed. After a year and a half of the four walls of my bedroom, desperation had set in. Every other way medically and spiritually had failed me. I had been forced to the Prayer of Relinquishment, “I stop demanding anything. I want only what You want for me, whatever it is.” There I had touched the hem of His garment and found health. And is not relinquishment very close to the “acceptance” Hannah wrote about?

Yet I had been puzzled, as had others, about a seeming contradiction between relinquishment and praying with faith. For how can we pray “Thy will be done, whatever it is, even unto death,” and mean it, and at the same time have faith for healing?

Suddenly, it was as if a searchlight played upon my own experience of relinquishment8 to illumine it for me further. Having ascertained through reading of the four Gospels that God’s will is for health (as Satan’s is on the side of disease, death, and destruction), I had felt myself to be in accord with God’s will in asking for healing. I loathed the idea of disease and of being sick and had self-righteously set myself not to submit to illness. Thus in my mind there was the sharpest kind of dichotomy between, on the one hand, disease and sickness—the Destroyer’s territory, and on the other, wholeness of spirit, mind, body—God’s kingdom.


Yet back in 1943 a year and a half of asking on the basis of that dichotomy and of “believing” to the limit of my ability (what I thought was faith) had resulted in—nothing. The reason was, I perceived now, that God would not allow me to get well until I saw Him even in my illness. Disease is of Satan’s kingdom, but God had allowed it for me. Blame it on Satan, I might, but see God in it, I must. He would hold me at that point until I did.

He held me firmly right there, until out of desperation, I bowed to Him. That was all He required. I had dropped my human “reasoning”—the basis of my authority in asking—and had laid everything at the feet of the Greater: He had taught me through hard experience that as His creature, I had no authority of my own. When I finally acknowledged that. He raised me up speedily.

I realized then what I’d really been saying to Him. “I’ll keep a certain amount of rebellion and pin it to a good cause (against disease).” Then I had added with due piety, “Of course, God, I only insist on this because I know it’s Your will.”

But God’s reply had never varied. “You can’t insist on anything. I will not let you harbor rebellion for any cause. Lay your arms down.”

I had also been guilty of a Pharisaical stance in relation to my understanding of prayer, healing, and the like—a fearsome trap laid for those who have done their homework by reading a lot of books, attending many meetings, complemented by a minimum of experience. I cringed as I saw myself alongside that Pharisee in the temple,9 standing and praying with myself, “God, I thank thee that I am not as other men are. I’ve done so much reading and thinking and praying. I have more understanding than most of them.”


My situation was perfectly set forth in this incisive statement in Romans 1:21:

Because that, when they [rebellious men] knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful, but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened.

No wonder God had been unable “to justify” me! No wonder I couldn’t hear His voice at all until I had deposited my “understanding” along with my “proper rebellion” at His feet. Then I heard (I don’t know about other people, but He doesn’t always speak to me in King James English), “You did read the Gospels correctly about healing. But the important thing is not whether your ideas are right. Learn this: you can’t trust in your own understanding any more than you can trust in your own righteousness. I am offended by even one odious whiff of intellectual or spiritual self-exaltation.”

Thus it was that the searchlight playing on my healing through relinquishment lighted up some ugly facts about myself. I saw that previous to being willing to bow before God and worship Him, lifting only empty hands, I had been steadily refusing to recognize the totality of God’s authority in my situation. God is in everything—even illness.

I recognized better what Hannah had meant by God being “in” everything. Further, new light was shed on one of Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount:

Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall not fall on the ground without your Father.

But the very hairs of your head are all numbered.

Fear ye not therefore, ye are of more value than many sparrows.10


The Greek word for “without” (verse 29) is a strong word implying more than sympathy or even empathy. I was told by those knowledgeable in New Testament Greek that this word “without” can be used not only as “without the knowledge or consent of” but also as “without the Father’s participating presence.”

Then I was given an insight on a facet of Jesus’ teaching that had escaped me—His identification with every human being in need. The Gospel accounts show Him with a passion for helping those in trouble. He has not changed! The minute we need saving from anything. He stands ready in His role as Savior.

He illustrated this identification in a variety of ways to show us that it is a real fact of our world. When we minister to someone hungry or poverty-stricken or ill or in prison, we are ministering to Him.11 When we persecute others, we persecute Jesus.12 When we receive and welcome one little child, we receive and welcome Him.13 Frank Laubach has put this in a memorable way: “At the center of every need He stands pleading with us to help Him as He moves to help others.”14 He is not only “in” trouble and sorrow, but is there in a particular way—to have dialogue with us, to teach us, and then to rescue us.


Putting this together with the Sermon on the Mount passage, Jesus was telling us that since not even one insignificant sparrow can perish without the knowledge and consent of a loving Father and, more. His participating presence (since He stands waiting at the center of every need), then we should have no fear. Each of us is infinitely precious in the Father’s sight, so much so that He knows every detail about us, even to the number of the hairs on our head.

Therefore, nothing can happen to us without His knowledge, His consent, and His participating Presence as Savior. All of that Hannah had meant by God being “in everything.”

Now, so many years later, God had given me this new insight to illuminate the heartbreak of Amy Catherine’s death. Once again, I had been making the same errors: once again, I had been leading with my “understanding” that it was surely God’s will to heal an innocent baby. As before, I saw Satan’s work all over the physical problem, the tiny, genetically damaged body. And just as steadily, I was refusing to see God “in” the situation at all. So I had been attributing Amy’s death to the combined factors of our failure in prayer plus the power of evil. Seeing it that way, I had not been able to receive the baby’s death as from God’s hands in a greater scheme of things not yet given to me to understand.

It was a shock to realize that as a result of this defective thinking I had actually ascribed more power to evil than to God. To the mind of Jesus, as consistently portrayed to us in the Gospels, this would be unthinkable. For any one of us to believe that His Father could be frustrated or vanquished by any rival power would surely call forth His sad, “O ye of little faith! How long must I bear with you?”

Nor is this the viewpoint of the Gospels alone. Like a great bell tolling and tolling over all the land, deep-throated, its echoes ringing in our ears, the consistent voice of the sovereign power of God reverberates throughout Old Testament and New. He is the God of the supernatural—omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient in this life and the next. We cannot believe this and also think that our God is no match for the evil of the world.

Yet even believing in God’s power doesn’t help in our crisis situations if we cannot also believe that He wants to help us. Frequently, we hear people say, “I know God has power—‘if it be His will’ to use it . . . ” Like that leper who pleaded with Jesus, “Lord, if You only choose. You can cleanse me.”

Jesus ringing response leaves no doubt: “I do choose. Be cleansed.”15 And Jesus is the portrait of God. Here is the One who leaves the ninety-nine sheep safely in the fold and goes out after the one lost lamb—because He cares.16 By every word and deed, Jesus made it clear that His Father not only cares, but that no detail of any life is too insignificant for His loving providence.


The accounts of Jesus’ miracles portray Him working out His Father’s love for each man, each woman, each child. He went about demonstrating the Father’s delight in restoring deranged minds to sanity, sight to blind eyes, hearing to deaf ears, the joy of unfettered motion to the lame and the paralyzed; in satisfying hunger, dispelling pain, curing diseases of all sorts—no matter how far gone or how hideous.

So often the styluses of the Gospel narrators etched the word “compassion.” No wonder! In Jesus they had encountered a caring of such depth and magnitude, yet often stooping to attend to such minute detail, that language failed them in describing it. He who was the embodied revelation of God had the profoundest sense of the sacredness of human personality of any man in history. The Galilean’s tender love for any human being in misery or pain or need is the Gospels’ eternally true message about God. In the eyes of Jesus today, our Contemporary Lord, no set of facts in any century should ever shake this central core of truth about the character of His Father.

Yet as the twentieth century has progressed men have found the truth that God cares about each one of us increasingly difficult to believe. We need to be searchingly honest here. As children of a scientific age we have grown up indoctrinated with the concept of a mechanistic universe. Machines have all but taken over our everyday lives. The individual has come to feel lonely. Is anyone at home in the cosmos? Perhaps God is dead. And machines are not much company.

To loneliness is added helplessness. The individual feels like an all-but-worthless cog in the machinery of huge industrial bureaucratic nations. No wonder we find it a long leap from our century’s framework of thinking to Jesus’ sure teaching about the Fatherhood of God.

Yet whenever we are emboldened to accept and act on Jesus’ revelation of the Fatherhood of God, always and always we find solid ground beneath our feet.

With a love and patience beyond imagining, God brought me slowly back step by step to take a fresh look at Hannah Smith’s thesis, at what’s wrong with grumbling about our lot in life—even baby Amy’s death—and at the relinquishment that brings such miraculous results. He seemed to be saying, “Now that you’re fully persuaded of the value of relinquishment, you’re ready for the next lesson. But relinquishment is only a stopping place on the way to praise. It’s as nothing compared with the power of praise. Now begin to praise.”

My thoughts went back to the Apostle Paul’s “In everything give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ concerning you.”

“You mean. Lord,” I asked, “that in the midst of tragic circumstances, by an act of will I’m to praise You? How can I make it real? Wouldn’t it be just words, almost hypocritical?”

“Obedience means turning your back on the problem or the grief and directing your eyes and attention toward Me. Then I will supply the emotion to make the praise real.”

One early morning not long after Amy Catherine’s death I went out on the patio to begin. Hadn’t nature always brought me closer to God? Birds sang in the branches of the fiscus tree in the back yard. The sky was still gray-white with the faintest suggestion of blue. I began to praise that first time hesitatingly, woodenly:

“Lord, I think I’ll begin with the small irritations first—that truck driver demolishing the mailbox. Surely, I’m not supposed to thank You for that! I can see. Lord, as I talk to You that the mailbox is of no consequence. Looking at You puts petty problems into perspective in a hurry. I can feel Your humor that I took it so seriously. So thank You, Lord, for perspective. Thank You for humor. Thank You for You.”

As I persisted on down the list, another instruction was given. “Now write down every situation in your life that seems less than good, that you would like to see changed.”

That wasn’t hard. I went inside to get my red notebook and a pen and proceeded to fill five pages. But what came next was hard: “I want you to go down the list and praise Me for every item.”

“Lord, I can see praising You for bringing good out of all these things, but I still don’t understand how I can praise You for the bad things. Doesn’t that make You the Author of evil?”

“I am Lord over all—good and evil. You start praising. I’ll supply the understanding.”

Step by hesitant step, I was being led on an exciting spiritual adventure.
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THE GOLDEN BRIDGE OF PRAISE

My first discovery was that I knew almost nothing about praise, neither what it was nor how to praise. Beyond some joyous hymns and a few “Praise Gods” and “We adore and worship Thee” with the lips, what then? We Protestants sitting so properly in straight rows of pews staring straight ahead, how can we know how to praise? The subject is mentioned occasionally as a nice worship exercise, a sort of icing on the cake as a gesture to God, but praise as the key to answered prayer, no. That was a new concept altogether.

A short time after I began my amateurish praise efforts with the five-page list, a new book came in the mail one day: Prison to Praise by a former Army chaplain. Merlin Carothers. The author’s thesis is that God steps in to change unhappy or even disastrous situations in our lives when we thank Him for the situation itself This makes sense only when we see that life as it comes to each of us day by day is our schoolroom. That, in turn, can be true only when we at last understand that God is “in” every circumstance—good or bad—that He allows to come to us. Growth comes at the point of our hang-ups and problems when we take an active step toward God who stands waiting for us at the center of the problem. The quickest way to go to meet Him is through praise. No wonder we meet Him there, for Scripture goes on to teach us that God actually “inhabits” (lives in) the praises of His people.

Carothers concedes that when most people are first presented with the concept of praising God for unhappy situations, they are resistant and even incensed, as I was when I was told to offer praise after baby Amy’s death. But Chaplain Carothers records incident after incident of miraculous answers to prayer following praise.

There is such a thing as the “fullness of time” for an idea. Following Carothers’ writings on praise, books by other writers on the same subject began appearing on booksellers’ lists, such as Let Us Praise by Judson Cornwall and Praise the Lord Anyway by Frances Gardner Hunter.

The Scriptural basis for this is not only solid but overwhelming, such as:

Rejoice evermore.

Pray without ceasing.

In everything give thanks: for this is the will of God…17


Continue in prayer, and watch in the same with thanksgiving.18


But out of many such passages,19 it was the concept of praise as a sacrifice which began to show me the way:


By him [Jesus] therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips giving thanks to his name.20


The fact that the word “sacrifice” is used tells us that the writers of Scripture understood well that when we praise God for trouble, we’re giving up something. For sacrifice means “the surrender or destruction of something prized or desirable for the sake of something considered as having a higher or more pressing claim.”21 What we’re sacrificing is the right to the blessings we think are due us!


We are also sacrificing our human desire to understand everything. Obviously, praising God for trouble makes no sense from the earthly side. Human reason asks, “Why should I thank God for dark and negative circumstances when He is the Author of light and goodness alone? So when we bypass our “right” to understand and offer up suffering to God in praise, the Bible is right in calling this a “sacrifice of praise.”

When we offer thanksgiving in the face of circumstances such as Habakkuk set forth, that’s a sacrifice.

Although the fig tree shall not blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines; the labour of the olive shall fail, and the fields shall yield no meat; the flock shall be cut off from the fold, and there shall be no herd in the stalls:

Yet will I rejoice in the Lord, I will joy in the God of my salvation.22


The Bible gives us many illustrations of praise being the hinge upon which great events turned. Just one example among many is the story of how King Jehoshaphat of Judah pleaded with God for help when the Moabites joined with the Ammonites to come against his little country. The answer came: Jehoshaphat and his people were to turn their back on their enemies and spend their time worshiping God. . .

And when he [Jehoshaphat] had consulted with the people, he appointed singers unto the Lord, and that [they] should praise the beauty of holiness, as they went out before the army, and to say, Praise the Lord; for his mercy endureth forever.

And when they began to sing and to praise, the Lord set ambushments against the children of Ammon and Moab. . . which were come against Judah: and they were smitten.23


When we turn to the New Testament there are many examples. There was the time Paul and Silas were cruelly beaten at Philippi and put in jail under maximum security with their feet chained in stocks.24


In this crisis the prisoners gave themselves to prayer, which is understandable. But to praise? So exuberant did their rejoicing become that it flowed over from words of thanksgiving into songs of praise.

Praise for what? we might ask cynically. That their backs were raw and bleeding from the “stripes” so cruelly laid upon them! That they were in prison with all the city authorities against them? That with their feet in stocks, they couldn’t even move around their cell? Thanking God for that? From any human point of view, it makes no sense. It’s foolishness, maybe even hypocrisy. Foolishness, that is, so long as we are looking at the human circumstances and not at God.

Paul admits to us that anything about Christ’s cross or about the crosses you and I bear in life is “foolishness” to the world. But he had learned that God allows us to have disappointments, frustrations, or even worse because He wants us to see that our joy is not in such worldly pleasures as success or money or popularity or health or sex or even in a miracle-working faith; our joy is in the fact that we have a relationship with God.25 Few of us ever understand that message until circumstances have divested us of any possibility of help except by God Himself.


It is a stripping process that we experience as we go on in the Christian life. The process has gone by many names in Christian literature: “the dark night of the soul”. . . “inward desolation”. . . “the winter of the Soul”. . . “the way of the cross”. . . “the Valley of the Shadow”. . . “the Dispensation of Darkness.”

Once we have only God to depend on—as Paul and Silas had at Philippi—then we can with joy “draw water out of the wells of salvation.26 We draw out the precious water by rejoicing in Christ, our Deliverer, not in our circumstances or in anything about ourselves. Not even pride at our wonderful experiences or our faithfulness, or what we’ve learned, or even our joy.


About midnight, as Paul and Silas, still bruised and bleeding, turned their minds from self and sang their thanksgiving to the Lord, rejoicing in Him, an earthquake rocked the city of Philippi, shook the foundation of the prison, burst the gates and wrenched the chains from the walls. Two other miracles followed quickly. The jailer and his entire household became followers of the Way. And when morning dawned the city authorities in a complete about-face withdrew all charges and bade Paul and Silas “depart, and go in peace.”

As the former prisoners strode on their way, Paul could exult, “I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, to be content.”27


Out of such a framework, we would do well to listen to this giant among apostles when he admonishes us to

Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say. Rejoice. . . in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God.28


Just to be certain that we fully understand, Paul carefully details for us some of the difficulties he had undergone in the midst of which he had practiced “rejoicing”: official scourgings of thirty-nine stripes—five separate times; three times beaten with rods; stoned once; three shipwrecks; innumerable journeyings in peril of robbers and other enemies; weariness; pain; hunger and thirst.29 Few of us can match Paul’s list.


Even as God asked praise of Jehoshaphat and of Paul and Silas, so He asks it of each one of us. And the longer one ponders this matter of praise and experiments with it, the more evidence comes to light that here is the most powerful prayer of all, a golden bridge to the heart of God. No human situation is too burdensome, no circumstances too calamitous for praise to bring as marvelous results today as it did then.

Gladys, a missionary in Ecuador, has written me several times. One of her letters related her brother Clem’s story. His marriage had broken up after the couple’s only child, a three-and-a-half-year-old boy, had died in a drowning accident. Clem was an efficiency expert for an industrial consultant firm, traveling a great deal, usually staying in one place about three months until he could get a particular company’s problems straightened out. Yet he was handling the problems of his own life with anything but efficiency; Clem was miserably estranged from God.

Clem’s and Gladys’s father had died suddenly when Clem was fifteen. Ever since, the boy had been angry at God. Whatever church services she and her brother would attend, he viewed every preacher and every congregation with a critical eye. Gladys had been praying for her brother’s change of heart for twenty years. So far as she or anyone else could see, nothing had happened as the result of these prayers. Indeed, a deterioration process was apparent in her brother’s life.

Then the Prayer of Praise came to Gladys’s attention. She decided to praise God for Clem’s life just as it was, believing that God was working in spite of outer circumstances.

Almost immediately a chain of unexpected events began. Clem’s employer, based in Chicago, sent him to Seattle on a six weeks’ consulting job. There he met some distant relatives who were retired missionaries. He had long talks with the missionaries, finding them easy to confide in. They took Clem to their church where for the first time he found the atmosphere to his liking—warm and friendly and loving.

Then Clem’s work in Seattle was over and unwillingly he went back to Chicago. The rest of the story was in Gladys’s letter:

Clem decided that he would get right with God someday, but he could do this best in Seattle where the atmosphere was more to his liking.

In the ensuing months Clem consistently put the cart before the horse by trying to solve his problems and then he would give his heart to God. Dejection set in.

At last there came an opportunity for him to be in Seattle over a weekend, staying at the home of the same relatives.

On that Sunday morning Clem awoke overwhelmed with the knowledge that Jesus loved him. At a Sunday evening service Clem was also aware that many of the people there were praying for him. That night the pastor asked anyone who wanted to hand his life over to God and to become a follower of Jesus to stand.

Secretly (so Clem told me later) he had told the Lord that he would go forward if the pastor asked. But he would not rise.
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