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            I Need a Big God

            My life is messy. Which God do I need to fix my mess?

         

         I’m that small-town guy who is more comfortable getting my hands dirty working on a garage door than typing on this computer keyboard. I would also rather respond to an emergency pager or fire siren with my fellow firefighters than walk out on a stage to face a crowd of people.

         When a family is crying together in pain or outrage at the hospital over the bed of a family member, I have a sense of belonging. It might be uncomfortable and painful, but something inside me says that I belong among the “dirty” situations—the traumas and struggles of life. It’s not just the sense of being needed or useful that takes me to those places. It’s also a sense of understanding. Pain is the humbling equalizer of humanity. Rich or poor, healthy or sick, we all eventually experience it. One way or another, all our hands get dirty.

         So, I work with people and get dirty. Not just that, I am dirty! I live there amid the emotions, pain, and questions that everyone else struggles with, too. Life is hard, and the quick, clean, Disney World–style happily-ever-after solutions people throw around just downright offend me at times. This is especially true about the cheap, pat answers that come from some Christians. It’s as if they live with a blind disconnect between this world and their “faith” world. I’d rather we all be real about these things.

         My journey has been difficult. It’s been crooked. Sometimes I feel like I’m moving in circles, not knowing how to get above life’s challenges and see the meaning of it all!

         And then God.

         Yep, just him. God has a way of stepping into my mess and bringing me what I could never grab ahold of by myself.

         I know that some of my life’s story has been put on public display because of the book and movie Heaven Is for Real. Talk about awkward! I’m guessing that God is still laughing at me as I squirm even now just thinking about it. I do have to say that I am still amazed at actor Greg Kinnear’s portrayal of me. I don’t know how he observed me so quickly or if God gave him special help or both, but he showed my struggling fairly and downright realistically. The real Todd Burpo has issues—lots of them.

         If you are like me, you have wondered out loud about the source of life’s problems. I’ve been crushed personally at times, seeing people deal with hurts far greater than my own. Because of them, I live with a sense of gratitude that my problems aren’t so bad in comparison.

         So, what gives? Is it me? Or is it God? Or is it beyond me to even understand it all? But what do I do when God doesn’t do what I thought he should have done?

         When we were children, we all asked questions, lots of them. Being a parent reminds you of the awe of life as your little one starts asking for explanations and bounces with excitement at the next big thing life introduces to them. But now we are older, and life’s just not as innocent as it once was. We keep problems to ourselves because our questions are now harder to answer, and the answers themselves are harder to grasp.

         These days, though, I don’t just find children asking me hard questions; I have met people around the world asking me about the broken parts of their lives and wondering out loud if God is big enough to deal with the dirt and hurt they are facing. Or is he too distant even to care about their problems in the first place? They just don’t know. I understand their pain. I have asked those same questions myself.

         I carry the heartache of burying a loved one. I have the scars of betrayal from people I trusted as friends. I have been lied about, mocked, and schemed against. Where is God in my yesterday, my today, and my tomorrow? Where is he in all of this dirt and mess?

         One thing I’ve learned is to look for his presence in the pain. Instead of just trying to get an answer to make things make sense, I look for his presence in the stuff that doesn’t make sense. If I look for him and am sensitive to it, I find him there in meaningful ways. Apparently, God gets his hands dirty just like I do.

         Maybe that’s why I feel I belong there in the dirt. God isn’t afraid to be found there. I find him more ready and willing to respond to the broken and to the hard parts of people’s lives than in the neatness and the “put-togetherness” of a nice and pretty church service.

         Could it be that God is so big, our dirt doesn’t bother him as much as it bothers us? Could it be that God isn’t as put off by my failures and questions as I think he is? And could it be that he even gently laughs at me when I get mad?

         I remember what I used to say to my children during their tantrums: “Are you done yet?” I would remind them that I was the parent and they weren’t. Yes, I may have gotten angry with them at times. But not one of their fits ever threatened my love for them. It’s just what the bigger person in a relationship does.

         My friend John’s life was changed when he brought this “bigger person” of God into his life. His struggle was alcohol. It consumed him.

         After years of brokenness, I saw John in a grocery store one day, and he was excited. He announced that he had found Christ and that everything was different. John remembers what I said to him that day even though I forgot it myself. I believe it was one of those moments when God just took over.

         John tells me I said, “Remember, you’re better off now, but you’re not better than anyone else.”

         Because that’s where so many of us get put off when people talk to us about God, isn’t it? There is that moment we sense them looking down their noses at us as they tell us about God. Then we step back from both that person and God rather than lean forward to think about what God could do in our own lives.

         When people have this attitude, it doesn’t sound like the Jesus we’ve heard about or would want to follow. When you try to ask for help with the problems you’re going through, many of the people who seemed caring quickly become disinterested or even put off by the dirt and the mess.

         Experiences like that can leave us with a bad taste in our mouths for spiritual things. That bad conversation or uncomfortable moment has the real danger of keeping us stuck in the past, resistant to God and to anyone else who might want to bring him up as a difference-maker in our lives.

         God changed me from being chained to my low moments by using my son. Yes, I was and I still am a pastor. But I never have been all that put together. My life’s issues had the ongoing tendency to rob my joy and weigh me down both emotionally and physically. You’ll hear more about that in the pages to follow. But my son’s confidence, innocence, simple childlike faith, and matter-of-factness about Heaven and the God who calls Heaven home astounded me. In fact, it just plain energized me.

         The hope my son has for returning to Heaven is just as solid as his faith. He misses Heaven. He misses his sister, too. But he knows that he’s going to see them both again one day. Truth be told, I have imagined meeting my daughter so many times now that I feel like I have had a chance to get to know her through my son. I miss her, too.

         To this day, I still have a difficult time imagining how a God big enough to hold the world in his hands can exude so much love that a child stands in his presence completely unafraid. But that is exactly my son’s description of God. The Bible even backs my son up. The writers in the Bible use more complicated words, but they still describe God the same way. I do believe that perfect love removes all fear, and my son has tried to describe that kind of big God love for years now.

         My son is more than unafraid, however. He is drawn to the bigness of God. And why wouldn’t he be? Who needs a small god? No one does. A small god is no good to anyone. But of course, there’s a difference between needing and wanting what we need.

         I need a big God, and so do you, but I didn’t say I want a big God. Sometimes, I act as though I want a small god. I want a god that fits into my world. I want a neat and tidy god that fits on a chain around my neck, or on a bumper sticker on my truck. I want a god that does what I want him to do—one that fits my own personal philosophy.

         Maybe I think a small god will be more convenient. I’d like my small god to be like the waiter of a restaurant, who brings my orders to the table fast and hot. If my coffee cup stayed full and if my every desire was not only met but anticipated, I would probably even tip my small god just a little bit more. And if there were an owner of the universal restaurant, I would be sure to note the areas that god could improve on before my next visit.

         This “small god who serves me” attitude is a preposterous way to approach the real God, of course. But isn’t that a bit of our instinct in the way we relate to God in this world?

         Let’s take a good long look at what God is really like. In our private moments on these pages, maybe you and I can look at one another with honesty and openness about the dirt in each of our lives and the questions we both ask about God. Big problems need big solutions—and our world creates some huge problems. Big questions need big answers—and a small god is not going to answer our questions. That small god will only cause more questions.

         Let’s talk about the things that scare us and challenge our faith in God. Let’s talk about the times we have been abandoned to despair and have struggled to hold on to hope. Let’s talk about our search for true love and the hurts we need healing for. If we do that, I suspect at the end of this time together, both of us will have a bigger picture of God.

         A small god could never help us have this talk. A small god wouldn’t have it in him to face—let alone answer—these kinds of questions. But a big God might use this time to speak to both of us. That’s just one of the reasons I need a big God, and so do you.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

            Getting Your Attention

            Why should I even be interested in all this God-talk?

         

         I was in Culver City, California, for some meetings, the part of Los Angeles where the Sony building is found. We were staying in a very old hotel called the Culver Hotel, one of those buildings shaped like a triangle because of two streets that separate at a sharp angle. I was tired and just wanted to get settled in our room for a good night’s rest. A long drive that day followed by a long flight that evening had wiped me out.

         This hotel had been restored to its old glory in the redesigned and refurbished rooms, but many things about its entrance were still a little odd. We walked into the ground floor with a bellhop who was on the street when we approached. The first floor of the hotel had no registration desk or anything—no lobby at all. Instead, it was a very crowded restaurant with a live band. The only thing my tired mind could pay attention to was the fact that the music was blaring. The familiar signage of most hotels was missing. If we hadn’t had the bellhop guiding us through, we would have had no idea where to go. As the bellhop grabbed my wife’s luggage, he agreed that the only way my wife and I were going to get much rest that night was if we lucked out and got a room on one of the top floors. He led us down a few odd corridors while we shimmied ourselves around those passing the other direction to a back elevator that took us up with our luggage to the floor above the band playing below.

         On that next floor, I was expecting to find a normal hotel lobby (thinking perhaps we had just entered the wrong side of the building), but instead, the clunky elevator doors opened to a long hallway of various-size hotel conversation rooms, probably designed for business travelers or occasional family reunions. There was a small desk in the hallway like you’d find in a dorm room. A lady was sitting behind it. The bellhop led us there, and the lady at the desk began to ask the standard registration questions. I was a bit out of sorts at this point. I didn’t realize that going to the town where they make surreal movies would feel so much like I was living in a surreal movie myself.

         As I gave my information, I realized that the thumping bass from the band downstairs was reverberating the floor beneath my feet, and I could even make out the words of the songs. I continued to worry if I would get the rest I needed that night. One look in my wife’s eyes and I could tell she was thinking the same thing. I had asked the bellhop earlier how late the band would be playing and he told me it could be 1 or 2 a.m.

         I thought back to the street view of this oddly shaped triangular hotel and remembered that it went several stories up, perhaps even six stories or more. As we were being registered, I sighed a bit, in a sort of audible representation of the simple, selfish, but necessary prayer in my heart at that moment: Please, God, I need to sleep!

         The bellhop helped us gather our things, and we entered the elevator again. Without even having to ask, the lady at the desk had graciously assigned us a room located on the second-highest floor of the hotel. As we traveled slowly up the elevator shaft, I could hear the music receding into the distance. My shoulders relaxed as I started thinking of the sleep I would get in just a few short moments once we unloaded. I also had an undeniable feeling of gratefulness knowing that God had just responded to my simple but desperate prayer.

         Force or Favor

         Throughout the historic hotel there were many pictures from The Wizard of Oz, particularly those featuring the actors who played the Munchkins in the film. Apparently, all the Munchkins from The Wizard of Oz stayed in this very hotel when it was filmed. When I told this part of the story to people back home in Nebraska, they had some good fun with me, because I’m such a short guy: “You should have felt right at home in the Munchkin Hotel, Todd!” My basketball friends know just how to rub it in!

         Fortunately, as we exited the elevator on our floor, I could feel that great wave of sleep expectation flow over me as I no longer heard the sound of the band below. You know how you feel just a few minutes before sleeping after a long, hard day of work or travel? That was me. I hadn’t paid a great deal of attention to the bellhop until then, but as he carried our things out of the elevator, he said to me, “Wow, the Force must be with you!”

         I looked at him a little blankly, not understanding, since I was already practically snoring where I stood. He explained, “You must have used the Force to get this room up here on this floor, because you got exactly what you wanted—most don’t.” I’m sure you can imagine my wife Sonja’s eyes rolling. She knew his comment bothered me and just wanted me to let it pass, but…I couldn’t ignore it.

         I shook my head and just said flatly, “Well, actually the Force has nothing to do with it. I’m not a Jedi, son. I don’t much believe in karma, either. Instead, I prayed that I would get a good night’s sleep, and God provided. That wasn’t the Force, that was God’s favor.” I said this not thinking much of it. I wasn’t trying to have a deeply spiritual conversation with this bellhop, but I couldn’t let his “Force” comment go without just a little bit of truth slipping out of my mouth.

         As we unloaded into the room, the bellhop did something I’ve seen many times before when I bring up God to people: He changed the subject to some other benign story that related to God, but only to end the conversation. My talk of praying for a good night’s sleep and getting my prayer answered must have made him uncomfortable.

         He stuttered his way through the first part of the sentence, but eventually said, “Yeah, there’s this kid who went to Heaven and they wrote a book and they’re going to make a movie about it or something.”

         I looked over at my wife and she gave me another look, knowing this would start a much longer conversation than she had intended for us to have with our bellhop. But even she nodded slightly and agreed that God was calling me out. As I held out the tip for him I said, “That’s me. That’s my son you’re talking about. That’s why we’re here.”

         I’ve never seen a bellhop ignore a tip before. His mouth opened so wide I could see his tonsils as he stared back at me. I saw realization wash over him in that long pause. I mean, what were the odds? Out of the billions of people on Planet Earth, the parents of the little boy from the book and coming movie were the very ones he was facing. His attempt to dodge a conversation about God had backfired.

         I filled the awkward silence of the moment by saying, “I think God’s trying to get your attention. Do you know he cares about you just as much as me or my son?” By the look in his eyes, I could tell that this small-framed eighteen-year-old who was hustling for tips had realized a new truth for what might have been the first time in his short life. He mattered to God. Movies may refer to “the Force” at work in space dramas on the big screen, but moments like this undeniably point us to the real God.

         How is God trying to get your attention? As you read this book right now, think about what is happening in your life, and how God might be orchestrating events to get your attention. He’s a big God, and he works in big ways.

         How many God moments have you had to explain away? Have you walked away from a wreck that you shouldn’t have? I did. Have you survived an emergency surgery or a cancer scare? I have. Have you had a stranger’s generosity, a song or message on the radio, or a conversation with a friend occur at crucial moments in your life’s journey, as if they were being orchestrated by someone bigger than you and the others in your world? You bet, all that’s happened to me, too.

         One of the men who eventually produced the Heaven Is for Real movie said this to me: “I can’t sleep at night. God won’t let me. I have to make this movie about what your son saw.” Now, he didn’t give me any more details than that, but in some way he had come to the conclusion that he couldn’t deny that God was the one interrupting his life.

         But we are just beginning our discussion together. We will go on to talk about hard questions, deep mysteries, and problems great and small and annoying. All of these matters are often brought up as doubts, possible reasons why we don’t trust God, or why we maybe shouldn’t believe in God or listen to those who do. I’m guessing you have many of these questions already rolling around in your heart and mind. I hope to offer helpful wisdom on these things, I really do.

         But I believe that something more, something bigger, is happening as you read this right now. These questions you have, the pain you face, the struggles you see in the world today: These are all things God is using to get your attention. He isn’t fazed by your questions—he wants you to ask them, especially your most difficult questions. And he doesn’t mind staying in the hard parts with you. I don’t mind, either.

         My job is not to do public relations for God. Instead, we’ll face the hard stuff and see if we can find God in the middle of it all. It won’t be a made-up God who solves everything for you like a genie in a lamp. It will be the real God who exists even in the hard and dirty parts of life.

         If God is trying to get your attention, I hope you’ll give it to him.
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            New Life in Newtown

            Can I do something about the dark and ugly evil that exists in this world, even in me?

         

         What were you doing the morning of December 14, 2012? It was a regular day in my hometown in Nebraska; I bet you’d call it boring. I got the kids off to school and headed out to work. With Christmas only eleven days away, most in my town were pleasantly distracted by school programs, special services at the church, and the presents we would buy to put around the tree.

         Then halfway through the morning we heard the news of a shooter in a small town on the East Coast.

         Ten times more people live in Newtown, Connecticut, than my town of Imperial, Nebraska, but it is a pretty small town by comparison on the East Coast. With a population of about twenty-seven thousand, Newtown has been there for three hundred years, sitting sixty miles outside of New York City, where some nine million people live. Still, Newtown is a quiet place, with only one homicide in a decade. Until December 14, 2012.

         The shooter entered Sandy Hook Elementary School and began to fire. First he killed the principal and school psychologist in the hallway, and then he walked into a classroom of first graders. There, a tragic sequence of events took place. The substitute teacher had wisely pushed the children toward a bathroom. But the shooter found them and killed all but one little girl.

         That brave little girl hid there, staying very still among her friends, playing dead and somehow not getting hit, and later she sneaked out of the room.

         In less than ten minutes, 152 bullets were fired, and twenty children and six adults were dead. A teacher from another school in town said what I might have said about my town, and perhaps you about yours: “Stuff like this does not happen in Newtown.”

         But it did.

         Why?

         Not long after the shootings, I started to get requests for us to send our book to Newtown for people dealing with the tragedy. These requests mostly came from those who had been touched by the story, and they thought it might help. We didn’t get involved in this way, as even a well-intentioned effort to help can hurt those in the middle of such a tragedy. So, we kept our distance and just prayed.

         I personally could scarcely wrap my mind around this event. My youngest child, Colby, was about the same age as those in that first-grade classroom, although he was in second grade at the time. If this happened in our town, I wouldn’t even know what to say. I think it’s normal to admit that. It’s okay not to know what to say. But I do know where to turn, and that’s to God.

         Along with the rest of the country, as I grappled with this horrible event, I started to ask questions. My questions all started with “Why?”

         Why didn’t we know about this madman?

         I wanted to know why we didn’t have this guy on a list somewhere. Why didn’t we see this monster a mile away? Of course, no one saw him as a monster until that moment. They saw him as a relative, a neighbor, a student, even a son. It turns out that the shooter was a seemingly quiet young man with no criminal record. But he still killed his mother in their home before driving to nearby Sandy Hook. He was a bit of a recluse, and had his challenges, but nobody who knew him or treated him saw this coming. It was a mass shooting with no clear motive. There is no helpful answer to this “Why.” So, we have more questions…

         Why wasn’t the school more secure?

         No one expected the level of violence that day, but some precautions were already taken there. The school had gone through lockdown drills just a few weeks earlier. The safety policy meant that you had to ring a doorbell at the front after the doors locked that morning. But that didn’t stop the shooter, who shot through a large panel of glass adjacent to the door to gain entrance. Many schools instituted new policies after Newtown, but most of those were merely safety policies that Sandy Hook already had in place at the time of the shooting. There is no helpful answer to this “Why,” either. So, we keep asking questions…

         Why wasn’t it stopped by police or staff?

         Small-town first responders, like those in Newtown, know what the buildings are like, and they often know the people in those buildings. I’m a first responder myself, and on the way to a fire a whole list of pre-planning questions go through my mind: Which way is the wind blowing? What weather changes are coming? But for Sandy Hook, there is no way to pre-plan. There is no training that prepares you for that. There is no fire truck that can put out the immensity of this dark burn in such a lost human heart.

         Multiple stories of heroism came out soon after the tragedy. The six adults killed all lost their lives by confronting the shooter while trying to protect kids. Teachers helped kids out of windows or ushered them to closets and bathrooms to hide. The first officers were on the scene in fewer than five minutes from the very first 911 call, after which the shooter promptly shot himself even before the officers entered the building. This “Why” leads nowhere, so we keep asking…

         Why did he have all those guns?

         Officials investigating the incident noted that the guns weren’t the shooter’s in the first place. They were his mother’s guns, which he took from her and then used to kill her, followed by those at Sandy Hook. In retrospect, we all think he shouldn’t have had access to his mother’s guns, but again nobody saw it coming. Unable to find answers for this one situation, we ask bigger questions…

         Why does this happen so often?

         Newtown doesn’t want to be known for and defined by this tragedy, but it joined the list of other places where horrible killings occurred: San Bernardino, Charleston, Chattanooga, Fort Hood, the Washington Navy Yard, Aurora, and Columbine. In the United States, we are deeply concerned that this happens so very often. These are added to the list of towns and cities around the world where mass killings have also taken place, like Sang-Namdo, Hungerford, Kunming, Cuers, Port Arthur, Sagamihara, Erfurt, Akihabara, and Utøya. What is happening in the world? Are there really that many of us who are ready to snap and kill people? We can’t seem to answer this question. So, I wonder if we need to ask a bigger “Why?”

         The Big Why

         All these questions are legitimate, and we need to keep asking them. Sometimes there are answers. Sometimes there’s something we can do. But often we just need to admit that the world is filled with evil. Ordinary people can have the capacity to do unbelievable evil. In many, if not most, of these cases we hear about, those who knew the killer say that before the tragedy the person seemed “normal” even if a little odd. Usually nobody sees it coming.

         When I think about the shooting in Sandy Hook, and picture that shooter heading into a room of first graders and doing this, I am gripped by the darkness of it all. I don’t care how many lights were on in that schoolroom. As he walked in there with his finger on the trigger, a darkness spread into that place that is bigger and more complex and more abysslike than can be contained in any one person. It is Darkness with a capital D.

         This darkness is the big “Why.”

         How could someone do this? To children?

         Adjusting to the Dark

         This is what happens to us when these events take place: We get used to the darkness around us because it is gradual. But these tragedies show us just how dark we are, as humans, inside. Have you noticed how your eyes adjust to the dark? When the lights go out abruptly, you can barely tell where the walls are. But then if you wait a bit, your eyes adjust and you get comfortable again.

         The same thing happens in our world. Darkness creeps into life much the way the sun sets in the evening: gradually. And we adjust to the absence of light just as our lives also adjust to the absence of God. I know people who used to pray. But they eventually got busy and distracted. Slowly, the God they heard about as a child was replaced by entertainment promoting violence. The manners and dignity they displayed at one time were replaced with the name-calling and vulgarity of comedy and politics. They don’t have time to read about God or visit a church, but they fill their hours watching the news reports about wars and victims of crime. Terrorism and bombings have become common, and family prayers and values have become scarce. People have become accustomed to the dark and the evil possibilities that accompany it.

         So often, as with this tragedy in Newtown, we find that no one saw it coming in the perpetrator. Nobody could have guessed that this man would be the one to cause such pain. He probably never would have guessed it, either. My guess is that he adjusted to the idea of his evil acts gradually. Either through hurts inflicted on him by others or by failed dreams that he might have blamed on God, the man gradually became capable of lashing out with violence. He couldn’t see the evil growing in his life before it was too late for those innocent children and teachers. Somehow the light from goodness and God became so dim that no alarms were sounding in his life to wake him up.

         We might come up with all kinds of people and things and systems to blame, but it is clear that at least one thing is common among them all: evil.

         Why are we so vulnerable to evil? Why don’t we have any protection?

         Our big “Why” needs a big God to answer it. In the end, I ask these questions not to my family members, not to the news reporters, not even to my church. I ask these questions to God directly. Only God can respond to questions like this and make a difference. Newtown seemed to be one of those places where only a special light could break through such deep darkness.

         I talked of when the lights go out, but have you ever been in a dark place when suddenly the lights went on? It is shocking. It makes you close your eyes and maybe even hold a hand up, shielding against the light. Light penetrates darkness and interrupts our comfort zone since our eyes have adjusted to the dark.

         What if you wait just long enough for your eyes to adjust to the light? Could spiritual light do to evil what physical light does to darkness? Could fear be replaced by peace and security? Could our wandering be replaced with a clear sense of direction? Could light lead us to the ones we love and out of the lonely dark?

         Texas

         A few months after the Sandy Hook shooting, I found myself in Texas in a very nice dining room at a steak house. Everyone was dressed up for the special function with tablecloths and fine china. It was fancy, but it was also Texan, meaning everything was big and bold.

         At this dinner, a woman came up to me who was in her thirties, and fairly short (and by that, I mean she was still a little bit taller than me). She had two super-cute little girls with her, a two-year-old and a four-year-old.

         This woman said, “Thank you for sharing your story.” I asked why she said that. She began to cry and shared that her daughter had died in the Sandy Hook shooting. As she unloaded her heart, I started to cry. I remember her daughter’s name, which I won’t mention here, but to lose the treasure of that little girl is unimaginable.

         She told me that after the shooting she had more than thirty copies of the Heaven Is for Real book given to her. I was embarrassed and so I just said, “I’m sorry.” She said, “No, I really couldn’t believe that one book had impacted so many people I know. But I’m not thanking you for that—I want to thank you for the Heaven Is for Real for Kids because it’s the best way we’ve found to talk about all this with these girls. We read it every night.” As our conversation went on, these little girls started to quote our book back to us. I realized that for this family, the book was a resource helping them explain death and the afterlife to two little girls who missed their sister. Instead of just tears, they now talked about what their sister was doing in Heaven every day. This tragedy was not the end. Smiles and laughter returned in some moments. Light was starting to shine.

         Heaven’s Light

         Not long after that time in Texas, we found ourselves officially invited to one of the largest churches in the Newtown area. Of course, I think all the churches in Connecticut could fit inside some of the churches I’ve seen in Texas. But still, it could seat a lot of people.

         As I prepared to speak, I was confronted by my lack of words for this mother I had met in Texas. I remember thinking, These are hurting people struggling with such huge darkness, and I’m just a wrestling coach who preaches on the weekend. Are you sending the right guy, God?

         We felt led to go there with a message from the first chapter of the book of John: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness can never extinguish it.”1 We believed that no matter how deep that darkness in Sandy Hook was, that light couldn’t be destroyed by it—even there.

         That night my son Colton had just turned fourteen years old, and he sang for the first time a song called “Heaven” based on Colton’s own words as written in Heaven Is for Real for Kids. It was such a special moment. As he sang, the tone of the gathering went from somber mourning to cheering joy. I sat stunned, sitting in the front row next to a Newtown policeman who was working security for the event.

         As Colton came out to sing later on in this event, two little girls rushed up the platform steps to shake his hand on stage, right in front of everyone. As they went back to their seats I noticed the policeman crying, his tears reaching all the way down his neck to his collar.

         I leaned over to this man and asked if I could do anything. He shook his head and told me he was just overwhelmed because he knew one of those two little girls. He repeated to himself, “That’s her. That’s her.”

         Now I was really confused. “I don’t know who you are talking about. What do you mean by her?” I asked.

         “I didn’t know she was here. I didn’t notice her or her family come in the room tonight, but that’s the little girl who survived the shooting in the first-grade classroom,” he cried.

         That’s when I started to cry, too. The light can shine through even the deepest darkness. How could a little girl who had experienced something so evil feel safe enough to rush the stage and shake my son’s hand in front of such a large crowd of people?

         I was seized with the reality that God does do something about evil. This was a defining moment for me: I realized that no matter what anyone else says, we can pierce through the darkness, and it is worth it to bring the light of God to those deeply hurt by the darkness in this world. Regardless of how inadequate I feel about myself, I will never forget the chance that God gave to us to encourage that very special little girl. I felt like God was saying that day, “Don’t you dare turn off your light.”
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