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This book is dedicated to two very important people in my short little life.

First, to Vivian Brodine, my faithful assistant for sixteen years through thick and thin; I miss you. We fought some wars and saw a lot of healing.

Second, to my doctor, Dr. Ray Vath, who probably saved my life and taught me how to live again. He is a great healer.
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BY GEORGE BARNA

How many people do you know who are hurting at a deep level? How many do you know who are struggling to understand the purpose of their lives or to achieve some degree of fulfillment in life by grasping its ultimate meaning? How many individuals can you identify who are struggling to overcome an addiction or to become integrated into the lives of other people? If you don’t know anyone who fits these descriptions, you need to pay close attention to people’s behavior and really listen their stories.

My research consistently shows that although America is currently enjoying a period of tremendous economic prosperity, unprecedented levels of interest in religion and spirituality, and a resurgence of interest in values and morality, tens of millions of people have been driven to such interest by the emotional, relational, and spiritual tragedies and emptiness they have experienced. For instance:

• More than seventy million adults are currently struggling to find meaning and purpose in life.

• More than twenty-five million people are profoundly lonely, and most of them are not elderly people living alone after the death of a spouse.

• More than fifty million citizens have endured the hardship of divorce, which exacts a toll on people’s lives for years after the marriage is dissolved.

• More than twenty million adults have serious problems with gambling.

• An unknown number of adults and children suffer from physical abuse, typically at the hands of family members, and while estimates of such abusive behavior exist, they are almost certainly substantially lower than the reality.

• Substance abuse continues to plague the nation, with alcoholism on the rise and drug use stubbornly maintaining ground despite legislative and legal enforcement efforts to rid the land of illegal narcotics.

• The most frequent concern registered by teenagers and adolescents is that they do not receive unconditional love from their parents. This hardship afflicts an estimated two out of three kids between the ages of eight and eighteen in the U.S.

The examples could continue, but the point is unmistakable: A majority of Americans are seeking some form of healing in their lives, whether it be from physical addictions, unhealthy relationships, toxic spirituality, or other forms of hopelessness or unhealthiness.

But this raises the unavoidable question: Who will take the responsibility for reaching out to these people and trying to facilitate their healing process? We know it won’t be the government. Businesses have tried to penetrate the market with a broad variety of approaches, products, and services; but many, if not most, of those have left people in even worse shape. The media are effective at reporting the disease but clueless regarding the solutions. Families are the ideal means through which such healing could be fostered, but few families are prepared to usher in healing solutions.

It appears that God’s solution is, in fact, the best and most appropriate solution: The church must assume its role as the facilitator of such healing.

Consider our recent history in dealing with the many signs of need and unhealthiness. As a nation, we have tried a variety of solutions. We tried economic prosperity as the means to joy and fulfillment, but it left us emotionally and spiritually impoverished. We tried promiscuous sexuality, but it left us emotionally and spiritually drained. We tried to find meaning and purpose through career and achievement, but the result was an unsatisfying physical fatigue, family dissipation, relational emptiness, and spiritual hunger. We tried playing and partying in the hope that we could entertain ourselves into health and significance, but that also failed.

Ultimately, the only means to being a holistic, healthy individual is to be appropriately reunited with God. That means having an intense relationship with Jesus Christ and living life for the purposes of God. It means having a vibrant, growing connection with God’s people through the instrument that he created to facilitate our joy, wisdom, and overall development. That instrument, of course, is the church.

But therein lies the rub. When you encounter friends who have deep emotional pain and need healing, to whom do you refer them? Often, the church is not even on the list of possibilities that come to mind. When family members or neighbors confide in you about the suffering they are enduring and you realize that they are crying out for help, you may even love them so much that you go out of your way to protect them from churches. It is a sad commentary on the American church that we have become so acculturated that we have lost a tight, unyielding grip on the one imperative that must distinguish God’s people from all other individuals, groups, and organizations: love. We preach the love game, of course, but we don’t practice what we preach as often as we like to imagine.

Please do not make the grievous mistake, however, of believing that because we are not presently living up to our potential as agents of love, healing, and reconciliation that we cannot aspire to better things. That is where this book comes in. In a gentle, honest manner, Doug Murren reminds us of the unique calling of the church and gives us some guidelines on how to develop a church that can bring much-needed healing into the lives of the millions of people who desperately want a touch from God. God will deliver it through us if we are primed for the task.

I have had the privilege of knowing and ministering with Doug for more than a decade. I can assure you that few people have experienced such a roller-coaster ride with the church as Doug has. I’ve been there when he has been on top and when he has hit rock bottom. In some cases, the church demonstrated a tremendous healing touch that enabled him and the many who are affected by his ministry to be lovingly healed. In other cases, it has been the church itself, at its political and relational worst, that inflicted the wounds that would later require healing.

As I have studied churches and church leaders during the last twenty years, I have discovered that we can learn something from everyone. However, we can learn a lot more from those who have been through both the good times and the bad times, who have taken the time to assess their experiences, and who are willing to share their painfully gained wisdom with others. They have been trained by the toughest, most effective teacher available: experience. It’s one thing to read about the ups and downs of life and to theorize about how you should cope with such challenges. It’s another thing entirely to go through it all and to come out on the other end, bruised and battered but triumphant and ready to share the secrets of the journey with those who have ears to hear.

Doug has emerged from the trenches of ministry, bruised and battered but triumphant in Christ. He has led a church that has attracted and aided literally thousands of wounded people, bringing them to a better place through a spiritual journey that enabled the congregation to be the kind of healing salve that Christ intends us to become in this dangerous and wounded world. This book is Doug’s way of sharing the key insights and lessons from his journey. I hope you have ears to hear. There is not much theory in this volume, and just as little overt theology. What Doug provides is a review of the hard-won lessons of life in light of God’s mandate that his church be a place of safety for the scared, healing for the hurting, reshaping for the hurtful, and acceptance for the unloved.

This book addresses core issues related to the healing function of a church. There is a discussion about the importance of creating an environment in which healing can occur, the significance of personal responsibility in affecting others’ lives, and the role of family in developing a church that does more than simply come together for an event every weekend. Doug’s experience has helped him to emphasize the centrality of relationships in the healing process—just as the Christian faith is centered on an authentic, growing relationship with Jesus Christ. In chapter after chapter, you will read vignettes and nuggets of truth that will challenge some of your assumptions about ministry as well as spark new concepts of how to minister more effectively.

One of the most obvious and prolific themes of Jesus’ ministry on earth was his healing of those who sought his help. His response to those in need of his touch is more than just good bedtime reading or an image-building library of stories. Jesus recognized that we have a substantial need to be healed—emotionally, physically, relationally, spiritually. His life was a model for us to emulate. The local church, as a group of Christ-lovers and Christ-imitators, must therefore demonstrate the healing touch too. Just as the evangelistic fields are ready for a major harvesting, so are the lives of Americans ready for a major healing touch by God, delivered through his people.

Do not turn your back on the need. And do not waste your time and energy seeking to reinvent the means by which churches can be agents of healing. Doug has done the homework for you. Read his words, analyze your ministry, pray for God’s wisdom and blessing, and apply the insights necessary to convert your church into a haven of healing for the hundreds of people whose lives are influenced by those who call your church their spiritual base.
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I want to acknowledge the great help that Michele Buckingham was in editing and redesigning many portions of Churches That Heal. Michele’s wise input improved the book greatly. Her years as a senior editor for Ministries Today magazine have made her a pretty tough writing partner, but that’s what makes for a good manuscript. I look forward to many more partnerships.

I also want to thank Marcus Maranto, who helped me get the initial presentation together. He, too, is very good at what he does.

My friend and advisor, Dr. Terry McQuirre, lent a lot of affirmation to the process and offered many careful insights that worked well here. Thanks for your confidence in my communication abilities.



[image: Image]


Restaking the Claim for Healing

Why should churches be places of healing? That’s the question I got from several doctors when I mentioned the title of this book to them. We have modern medicine. We have great scientific understanding. We have new breakthroughs occurring nearly every day. Why in the world would churches want to get into the act?

In addition to conventional medicine, the New Age healing arts are deeply entrenched in my hometown of Seattle. Crystals, alternative therapies, mind/body science—with so many options available, who needs the church?

From all appearances, the church has been left out of the picture when it comes to healing today. The body of Christ has all but lost its claim to healing gifts that address the tangible needs of an ailing society.

I, for one, want to restake that claim.

One of my friends who is not a believer thought I was engaged in a very funny pursuit. “We all know why churches should heal,” he said. “It’s because people need healing! But can they do it? It seems to me that churches cause wars and make people ill by stifling creativity and fighting science. Maybe you should address those things, then come back and talk about healing.”

While my friend’s opinion of the church is somewhat jaded, he did hit on a key: Churches should heal because people need healing! That is the major reason any compassionate community of believers should want to create an environment where healing can take place.

And there’s a higher reason: We want to heal because it glorifies God. Like worship, healing is a form of ministry to our heavenly Father, the Great Physician.

Healing can mean the mending of a body that is physically broken. It can mean the restoration of emotions that have been battered and bruised. But I have come to believe that the greatest healing next to salvation itself is the turning of a stony heart into a thankful heart. I want to turn your attention to a Scripture passage that we will refer to again and again. I call it “The Periscope of the One Healed Leper.”

Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. They stood at a distance and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!”

When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were cleansed.

One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan.

Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” Then he said to him, “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.” (Luke 17:11-19)

As I will explain later, I believe that thankfulness is the final act in a complete miracle of healing. So as you read on, read thankfully, and soak up anything that will help you make your own church a church that heals.

ONE LIFE MADE WHOLE


I never had the opportunity to meet Corrine.

I did not know the pain she had suffered. Nor did I have any idea of the wonderful inner healing God had performed in her life through the services she attended at Eastside Church in greater Seattle, where I was pastor for sixteen years.

The first member of Corrine’s family I met was her sister, Dorrine. I could see from photographs that she and Corrine were nearly identical twins, both blond and in their early thirties. My staff had filled me in on some of Corrine’s story. But I wasn’t prepared for what Dorrine told me, with tears in her eyes, the day she asked me to lead her sister’s memorial service.

“Corrine thought so much of you,” she said, gripping my arm. “She said she would never have gotten sober if she hadn’t found this church, if you weren’t her pastor.” She explained that through one of the twelve-step programs at our church designed to help hurting people grow spiritually, our leaders had shown Corrine true, unconditional love.

Dorrine began to cry. “She knew she was going to die, you know,” she said.

Puzzled, I asked, “What do you mean?”

“Last Monday, we attended the outreach meeting where you taught on life after death and Ricky Skaggs sang,” she said. “Corrine was so happy. She’d only known the Lord for six months. Those were the richest six months we ever had together as a family.”

“That sounds like a wonderful gift,” I responded.

“When she came home that night after the event, she said she knew for certain now that there was life after death and that she was going to heaven to serve Christ. Then she turned to me and said, ‘Make sure that Pastor Doug does my funeral.’” Dorrine paused and gently wiped her eyes before continuing. “She said, ’I want to be remembered in that church, because I’ve sensed God there so many times.’

“You know, Pastor, I told her to stop talking like that. She was young—only thirty-one years old! But she insisted. In fact, she made the whole family promise her that if she died, we would attend Eastside in memory of her and would receive the Lord. Pastor, she could be feisty, and we all agreed we would.”

Then Dorrine, finally overcome with grief, couldn’t speak anymore. I was glad to have heard more about her sister. I assured her that I would consider it a great honor to lead Corrine’s memorial service.

Later that day, I heard the rest of the story from Corrine’s mother. For nine years Corrine had been a drug addict, totally lost to her family. Then she’d gotten sober, found Christ, and was wonderfully healed. Corrine’s family had never seen her as happy as she was in those last months, when she was a part of our church family. In fact, her mother said to me, “She was really being healed from the inside out.”

As it happened, Corrine and Dorrine had attended one of our church’s quarterly Monday night outreach meetings. At these events, the regular attendees in our congregation invited skeptics and cynics to come and have fun while hearing a presentation of the gospel suited perfectly to them.

The next night, Corrine went to the Alcoholics Anonymous meeting at the church. Her ride home was late, so she set out on foot. As she walked beside the road about half a mile from our building, she was struck by a driver who didn’t see her. Corrine was killed instantly.

If Corrine’s death seems tragic, the story of God’s redeeming and healing work in her life through the people at Eastside Church is truly inspiring. I have made it my personal quest to discover the conditions under which people like Corrine can experience God’s wonderful acts of healing in their lives.

A HEALING ENVIRONMENT


I have become convinced that God uses the church’s environment, as much as our prayers, to bring healing. Not all churches have an environment that is conducive to healing. There are many “toxic” churches today—communities where guilt, manipulation, fear, and shame reign, poisoning the spiritual atmosphere and making healing all but impossible.

What traits can churches aspire to that will allow them to avoid these toxins? How can we build churches that heal?

Through extensive study, prayer, and practice, I’ve identified what I believe are the main characteristics of healing churches. I share these characteristics with you as a fellow journeyer in the Spirit who longs to see more true healing taking place in the church today.

I am a pastor, an evangelist, and a leader. But I’m not a theologian. Thus, in this book, I will not give you a theological treatise. Instead, in the process of looking at biblical texts and sharing true stories, I hope to give you practical knowledge and skills that will help you create a church that can actively bring healing to your community.

I encourage you to read this book with an attitude of openness, appreciating whatever benefit it offers you while having patience with any shortcomings you may detect. If you have this attitude, you may find that you are being healed as you read.

And that’s important—because in order to develop a healing church, we, as “wounded healers,” must be willing to acknowledge the toxins in our own lives that could affect the healing environment we seek to create.

Ultimately, the best healers are the ones who’ve experienced their own pain. It’s like having a doctor who has the same disease you do; you realize he probably knows more than just what the books have to say, and that makes you more open to his diagnosis and treatment.

So, from one wounded healer to another, let’s discover how we can begin to develop churches that heal.

 

You don’t build a wall a mile at a time. You build it a brick at a time.
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Fern Murren (my granddad)



1
Why Churches Don’t Heal


Several years ago, I performed my last baptismal service—not because I don’t love sharing such a joyful time with new believers, but because our church leadership decided that laypeople would begin officiating at baptisms. Pastors don’t have to do everything!

I vividly remember that particular morning. The last person to be baptized was an attractive twenty-three-year-old named Cathy.

“How long have you been attending Eastside Church?” I asked her as we stood before the congregation.

She smiled and leaned into the microphone. “Two years,” she said.

“And when did you receive Christ?”

She let out a high-pitched laugh and responded, “Just last week!”

As I baptized her, I couldn’t help but wonder to myself, Why did it take two years? Afterward, I hurried back to catch her as she emerged from the changing room in dry clothes, a towel draped around her head. Cathy was typical of the kind of people our church was trying to reach. I knew there were things I could learn from the experience of this joyful new believer.

“Cathy, can I speak with you for a moment?” I asked.

“Sure, Pastor.” She politely sat down.

“You said you have attended Eastside for two years. I am interested in finding out: Have you been coming just once in a while, or have you been here every week?”

“Oh, Pastor, I have attended almost every week. I love the music, and your messages always help me get closer to God. Why do you ask?” She looked at me with brown, doe eyes.

“Well, Cathy, why did you wait two years to receive Christ? I want to learn from your experience.”

Cathy hesitated for a moment as she collected her thoughts. “Pastor Doug,” she began, “I was really hurting when I came to Eastside. I had had three abortions by the time I was twenty-one. I knew that was wrong. And I had also just quit drinking. I realized I needed God; I just didn’t know how to find him.

“My parents were Christians—that is, until I was in seventh grade,” she continued. “Then they lost their faith and got a divorce. So when I realized I had to make a big change in my life, I went to live with my grandparents, who were Christians. They really helped me. They even told me not to come to their church, which they had attended for years, because they were sure I would feel even worse there!

“They told me to come to Eastside Church, because they knew I would be loved here. Pastor, it took two years for me to truly see that you were for real. Now I know even more than that: I know that Jesus is real in my life.” As she finished, a big, beautiful smile came over her face, revealing the deep joy and healing she had found.

And I couldn’t help but smile too. With the guidance of her grandparents, Cathy had found a church environment that had not only given her an awareness of God’s love, it had ministered the personal healing she so desperately needed.

TRYING TOO HARD


I think Americans still secretly hope that the church is all she says she is. When a crisis hits, many people still think first of going to a pastor to receive consolation and help. In more than two decades of pastoring, I have often received phone calls from people who have never been to church yet want me to pray for them for healing or strength in a severe life challenge. I’m convinced that despite a documented slide in the popularity of true, biblical Christianity in America, your neighbors and mine are secretly hoping that we still believe Christ’s grace is sufficient to heal them.

But what happens when people in need of healing arrive at church? Do they find an environment that demonstrates God’s unconditional love and promotes personal healing? Too often, they do not.

Why not? Why is the formerly suicidal new believer simply dumped into a position of service rather than placed under the care of a wise leader who can help him rebuild his broken life? Why is the unique, creative individual treated like a misfit rather than helped to find out where she fits best in the body of Christ? Why is the confused teenager, pregnant with her father’s child, shamed in front of the youth group so that she becomes bitter and resolves to never again attend church?

Sometimes our churches don’t heal because we simply try too hard. This may seem like a surprising statement since we know that many churches make no effort and place no priority on personal healing. But often, in churches that want to heal, we try too hard; we take our church roles too seriously.

I am convinced that Jesus’ inclination to attend parties shows us what church should be: a joyful group of people partying with the most unsuspecting types.

Jesus would probably have declined an invitation to your home or mine in order to keep a social engagement with Jack Kevorkian or John Gotti and his friends. He would have visited with O. J. Simpson or spent the weekend matching wits with students at a notorious fraternity.

Jesus still likes a good party! But too often we in his church get so overly serious about ourselves and so zealous about our mission that we end up crushing those we are trying to help. We drown them with wordiness; we prescribe too many prohibitions that benefit no one.

The Holy Spirit can turn joy and fun into holiness much more readily and quickly than he can transform living by rules. Take Zacchaeus’s moral and ethical healing in Luke 19:1-10, for example. Jesus could have lectured Zacchaeus in the street about his crooked business practices. Instead, the Lord risked his own reputation by going to the tax collector’s home for a party.

No doubt Jesus had a good time in Zacchaeus’s house. And by the end of the festivities, Zacchaeus announced that he was going to follow Jesus, give half of his possessions to the poor, and pay back four times anything he had stolen from anyone!

With this in mind, I think every church should place the following words at the top of its weekly bulletin: Lighten up in Jesus’ name! As surprising as it may sound, fun—that is, carefree enjoyment or playfulness—is a necessary characteristic of the Holy Spirit’s healing presence. Yet most of us take the opposite track. We try hard to be “righteous” enough to bring healing to people, but that very effort works strongly to prevent the healing we strive so hard to promote.

Broken people see through these labored exertions. They know that being good isn’t enough to bring healing. They’ve already tried it.

We also tend to talk too much. We can’t heal others if we don’t listen to God first! Even Jesus said he could only do what he saw the Father doing (see John 5:19). Nor can we make others feel loved unless we listen to them. St. Francis of Assisi was at the peak of his genius when he personalized the Great Commission for us, saying, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel. And use words if you have to.”

WATCHING SEEDS GROW


Let me tell you a modernized version of a Native American tale set in the woods of the American Northwest.

A raccoon and a possum met and soon became good friends. One day the raccoon invited the possum to his home near the river. When the possum saw a beautiful garden outside the raccoon’s home, he was envious. “Could I have a garden like this?” he asked.

“Why, of course, anyone can,” the raccoon answered. “It’s hard work though.”

“I will work hard! Give me some seeds,” the possum said.

“Okay, here is a bag of seeds. Just throw them on the ground and bury them, and they will grow into a beautiful garden like mine,” the raccoon instructed.

So the possum ran home as fast as he could with the bag of seeds in his hand. When he arrived he took a spoon and dug out the seeds. He threw them all around, laughing and dancing. Then he covered them with dirt.

Afterward, the possum went into his house, ate a cheese sandwich, and fell asleep. When morning came, he jumped out of bed and ran outside. But to his amazement, there was no garden! Anger welled up within him. He began pounding the ground and screaming, “Grow, seeds, grow!”

Animals and birds from throughout the forest gathered to see the possum rage. The possum’s raccoon friend was among the spectators.

The raccoon spoke up. “What are you doing, Possum? Your racket has awakened the whole forest,” he scolded.

“I have no garden. I tell the seeds to grow, but they do not grow,” the possum answered, and he demonstrated by stepping from seed to seed and thundering, “I command you to grow!”

All the animals began making fun of the possum for thinking he could make seeds grow by yelling at them. But the possum only yelled louder.

Finally, the raccoon could stand it no longer. “Hold on now, Possum,” he said. “You can’t make the seeds grow. You can only make sure they get sun and water, then watch them do their work. The life is in the seed, not in you.”

The crowd dispersed, and from that point on the possum began watering the seeds regularly. Sometimes, though, when the other animals weren’t around, he still did a little shouting.

Finally one morning the possum awoke to see that his garden was full of beautiful green sprouts. Just a few days later, flowers began to bloom.

He ran and asked the raccoon to come and enjoy his garden with him.

The raccoon was pleased. “You see, Possum, all you had to do was let the seeds do their work while you watched.”

“Yes,” smiled the possum knowingly. “But it is a hard job watching a seed work.”

There’s a lesson there for all of us. Sometimes, as Christians and church leaders, we work too hard and take ourselves too seriously instead of simply planting people in the proper environment and letting them grow.

I remember a couple whose son was diagnosed with severe asthma. Desperate for help, they attended a “healing conference” where they were taught a seven-step process for receiving healing. As they described it to me, I couldn’t help but think that the process resembled New Age chanting more than anything remotely biblical.

The family tried hard to use this process. It seemed to them a great failure and a lack of faith on their part when they finally had to give in and put their son on the medication prescribed for his condition.

“Would you pray that our faith would increase?” they asked me.

“No,” I said, to their surprise. “Instead, I prescribe a celebration. Thank God for the medical discoveries that have provided effective medication to help your son. Your faith will grow as you become thankful to God. Don’t try to make a miracle or healing happen—just enjoy God and celebrate that he cares.”

They promised to do just that, and we prayed accordingly. No immediate miracle took place, but their journey to healing became filled with joy, and the illness was eventually checked.

Both the Bible and medical science agree: Joy is good medicine! I’m convinced healing can only be realized as we approach God with joyful hearts and release our problems to the One who cares so deeply about us.

A PLACE OF ACCEPTANCE


Even if churches don’t try too hard, they still may not bring healing. Often the church is just not a safe place for us to let down our guard and be real. Imagine needing urgent medical care and going to a hospital where you dare not admit that you have been injured! Similarly, it often seems that the last place we can admit to a personal struggle is in the church. And so we are not healed, and we do not heal others.

One Saturday afternoon, as I walked the halls of our church praying for the celebration service that would be held there that evening, the phone began to ring at the reception desk. A volunteer’s voice rang out from the other end of the hall, “Pastor Doug, could you answer that for me? I’ll be there in a minute.” I was glad to do it.

“Hello, Eastside Church. Can I help you?”

“Yes, who am I speaking to?” a quiet voice asked on the other end.

“This is Pastor Doug Murren. Can I help you?” I repeated.

The man on the other end paused, then began to cry. “Can I come to church if I have been divorced? I have to find God.”

“You’re welcome here, no matter what!” I assured him.

Unchurched people today often feel that we don’t like them—that we don’t want them around. Yet they hope we will. They want to be healed!

Of course, no church is ever a perfectly healing church. All churches are a mixture of healing and toxicity—hopefully, more healing than toxic. Even churches that heal don’t get it right every time. A vision to heal is like the buoys that mark the channel to a port.

You know the way to go, and when you fail, you know how to return and get back on course. If there, is no thought given or plan implemented to promote healing, churches can get off track and drift off into toxic waters. But we know where to return when we find ourselves failing: to the incarnate, forgiving, divine healer, Jesus Christ.

This is a great comfort to me because I have so often failed at what I preach that sometimes I have just wanted to give up.

In the seventies, I worked twice a month with the chaplain of Washington State Penitentiary. Through an unexpected turn of events, I was offered the opportunity to meet regularly with the death-row inmates.

I got to know three of the inmates quite well. One was an eighteen-year-old biker who had taken the life of a teenager whose leather coat he wanted. Another had murdered his wife and her lover. The man I came to know most closely was named Tom; he had robbed and killed two elderly women to get money for heroin.

Of the three, all but the biker became Christians. Eventually the death penalty was dropped in Washington State, and these inmates were released into the general population.

I had neither seen nor thought of these men for twenty years. Then one Sunday morning, as I was praying with people and giving counsel in the front of our church auditorium, I saw Tom with his new wife. I am sure my face drained of color. I felt nothing but fright at seeing this man—he was a murderer, after all!

Tom and I chatted briefly and cordially. He asked me to go to lunch with them, but I politely turned down the offer. I knew the only reason I refused was that I didn’t want Tom to feel connected to me. I was sure it would be a big job to have him around, and I was so overloaded already—at least, that’s how I justified my behavior to myself. I am still ashamed as I think about it today! Clearly, my tone and body language communicated, “I don’t accept you. I can’t get beyond your past.”

I wasn’t a healer that day. I looked for Tom and his wife in the congregation for weeks afterward, but they never returned. This man had taken the risk of reaching out in my direction, and I had let him down. Oh, Jesus, forgive us our failures! That one failing drove me to my knees and back to the most basic foundation of Christian ministry: love, acceptance, and forgiveness in Christ.

Churches that don’t heal, frankly, sometimes don’t want to deal with the mess of broken lives seeking help. What are we afraid of? We need to ask God to heal us of our fears!

MAJORING ON NEGATIVE EXPERIENCES


I have not always found church to be a friendly environment—neither as a young layperson nor as a pastor for nearly thirty years. As one friend of mine says, “Doug, there’s a lot in the church that isn’t in the Bible, and there’s a lot in the Bible that isn’t in the church.”

I have experienced betrayal; I have been misunderstood; I’ve been robbed; I have been libeled deliberately; I have felt so very alone in the midst of the fight—even as I was giving my all to the church. I have been bitter many times, convinced the church no longer had much to offer me. In that, I’ve not been alone. I’m aware of many, many pastors and leaders who are cynical about the church.
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