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Our Choices
INTRODUCTION


Six of our grandchildren were playing chase, and the condominium rang with the music of their young voices. Five boys and one little girl took turns racing around the traffic pattern of our home, trying to avoid being caught by the others. Once apprehended, the caught one could be a chaser too. Five little boys had now become the hunters, which left Christy screaming at the top of her lungs and flying into my arms. “Keeping quiet and out of sight might be your best choice right now,” I suggested as I entered into the spirit of the game and popped her into the kitchen cupboard alongside the broom. After the boys had a hasty powwow to decide what to do next, I found them in a V-shaped corridor: two of them flattened up against a wall, two others in a stairwell, and one behind the coatrack. They were ready for Christy.

“What are you doing?” I asked them innocently.

“It’s a twap for she!” replied one of our three-year-old grandsons seriously. (He was sorting his hers and shes.)

Poor little she, I reflected. From now on, Christy would be facing plenty of “twaps” in this complex world as she grew into a woman desiring to live out authentic Christianity. For—make no mistake about it—the devil lies in wait at the very center of our lives, baiting his traps with all sorts of tempting morsels from his infernal cheese market. I prayed at that moment that whenever Christy faced one of those critical, life-changing choices, she would fly for safety as urgently into her heavenly Father’s arms as she had into mine!

My desire in this book is to look at some of our most important choices as women, keeping our eyes wide open so we can separate God’s way from the more comfortable, even at times deceptively successful, way to live we see all around us. How grateful this particular “church mouse” has been for the godly men and women throughout my life who have helped guide me in many a dangerous moment of choice with their words of warning and wisdom. Above all, I can testify to a loving, caring, compassionate, heavenly Father who has caught me up in his arms so many times and held me until the trouble has passed. Truly, truly, “God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms” (Deuteronomy 33:27).


CHAPTER 1
To Resist Pain or Use It


THE ME TRAP

Many of us have borne the heartache and sorrow of belonging to a family in which some of those nearest and dearest to us do not know and love the Lord as we do. Even Jesus had that experience! His half brother James grew up alongside him, misunderstanding his mission and worrying about his Messiah complex. Everything was probably fine in the family circle until Jesus left home and began his very public ministry. Surely the family began to be concerned about that turn of events!

You can imagine the talk around the supper table as Mary and the children discussed what steps might be taken to persuade Jesus to give up his crusade and come back to the carpentry shop. It was not that the ministry was going badly. On the contrary, things seemed to be going exceptionally well for Jesus and his followers. It was just that there were unsettling rumors about thronging people—the sick, the lepers, the poor—and reports of growing opposition by the rulers in high places. James and the rest of his family must have also worried about the strain of the ministry on Jesus’ health.

Perhaps it was the last straw when one day a visitor from Capernaum, the town where Jesus was teaching, brought the information that Jesus and his disciples were so busy they did not even have time to eat! (see Mark 3:20). It might have been James who exclaimed, “He is out of his mind” (v. 21). We don’t know who said that, but we do know some family members left their work in Nazareth and traveled thirty miles to Capernaum to try to “take charge of him” (v. 21). When they got there, the crowd was so thick that they could not get near enough to talk to him, so they had to resort to sending him a message. Jesus was told, “Your mother and brothers are outside looking for you” (v. 32). Imagine James’s reaction when he learned that Jesus had replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers? … Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother” (vv. 33-35). We can only guess at the conversation as the family returned to Nazareth without their mission accomplished, but with Jesus’ words ringing in their ears. What could he have meant? Did they not matter to him anymore?

No, James was not in tune with his older half brother’s mission in those turbulent days! However, after Jesus had been crucified and had risen from the dead, James changed his mind about him. (Imagine how your own mind might change, if your dead brother paid you a visit [see 1 Corinthians 15:7].) Thus we find James, converted and thoroughly convinced of Jesus’ divinity, becoming a greatly respected leader of the church in Jerusalem (see Acts 15:13-21; 21:18; Galatians 1:19; 2:9). Concerned about the twelve tribes of the dispersion, he wrote the Jewish Christians a letter.

A Call for Authentic Christianity

As we see reflected in the book of James in the New Testament, James’s consuming passion was authentic Christianity. He wanted to see the followers of Christ live like Christ and die like Christ. In a world where myriad religious philosophers vied for men’s minds, James urged believers to act according to their beliefs and practice what they preached.

James believed that real religion—transparent, winsome, clean, exciting, and trustworthy—must be practiced daily if an unbelieving world was to take the Christian message seriously. Such faith, he warned, was bound to be challenged. Darkness cannot abide light, error hisses at truth, and corruption tries to bury resurrection life. Being a disciple of Jesus Christ was not for sissies. Jesus, James’s half brother, had used vivid imagery to warn his followers what lay ahead. He had talked about sending them out as “sheep among wolves,” (Matthew 10:16) where devils and demons would do their worst and the prince of all evil, Satan himself, would surely treat the Master’s servants as badly as the Master himself was treated. And that is exactly what James was talking about in his letter. He said in James 1:2-3, “When all kind of trials and temptations crowd into your lives,… don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them as friends!” (PHILLIPS). Friends bring blessings into our lives. When some missionary friends of ours had their house broken into for the third time and their belongings stolen, they “joyfully accepted the confiscation of [their] property” (Hebrews 10:34). They recognized a friend! If we can only realize that such things happen to us to test our faith and produce in us the quality of endurance that helps us to become spiritually mature, we will find a huge measure of comfort in that.

You may be asking, “Maturity for what?” Maturity so you are ready for anything! Some of us are ready for nothing, but James says, “When the way is rough, your patience has a chance to grow. So let it grow, and don’t try to squirm out of your problems. For when your patience is finally in full bloom, then you will be ready for anything, strong in character, full and complete” (James 1:3-4 TLB).

In James’s day, church leaders led, Christians bled, and darkness fled as the infant church fought the devil bravely. And the blood of martyrs nourished the seed of the church. No doubt, even in such a time as this, while moral failure and other sins among the rulers of the church were unthinkable, they surely happened. But we might wonder how the state of church leadership then compares with our leadership today. At the beginning of our twenty-first century, we see church leaders as prominent as James using all modern means, including television, to tell the old, old story in a new, new way Unfortunately, all too often we have watched from thousands of armchairs as these modern versions of James have shocked us by exposing their prime sins on prime time! Can you imagine what an impact there would have been on the early church if Peter had confessed to adultery, Nathaniel to mishandling of funds, or Mary and Martha to hiring an illegal alien! In James’s day, as persecution purified the church, temptation and trials served mainly as a dark backdrop that highlighted the golden deeds of sinners who became saints in a hurry

When James wrote his letter, Christians were everywhere. Every day they multiplied. Unsaved people had a chance to work the plow with Christ’s followers. They could daily collect water from the well or ride to market with genuine believers. It was not long till everyone seemed to know someone who was talking about Jesus of Nazareth. As the world’s people heard the gospel and watched the early church in action, thousands found Christ.

One of the problems with our world, as compared to James’s world, centers around the enhanced visibility of leaders without Christian integrity and the scarcity of lively laity! Many people probably equate a born-again, evangelical Christian with the one or two prominent TV personalities they have become accustomed to seeing on the tube. The highly visible fall—and crash—of some of those well-known televangelists into the moral abyss has too frequently served to make ordinary Christians objects of ridicule rather than lights in a dark world.

A friend of mine attended a PTA meeting where she struck up a conversation with a young mother. In the course of their talk, my friend spoke quite naturally about her faith and about how Christ had been a personal help and comfort to her. The young mother listened with fascination and wanted to know more. “You’re the first born-again person I’ve met who isn’t on TV,” she said. That’s scary!

The world’s cynicism toward authentic Christianity was brought home to me personally one day when I received a call from a viewer who had been watching our church TV program and who bluntly asked me, “Is Briscoe genuine?”

I dislike anyone calling my husband “Briscoe,” but I needed to answer civilly. “I live with him,” I replied, “and the answer is yes!” We had a good talk after that, with the caller explaining that he liked to watch my husband but had been so disillusioned by other TV preachers messing up that he had become somewhat of a cynic about so-called religious people.

I could not blame him—but I was able to encourage the caller to “watch on,” pointing out that if he found one doctor who was a quack, it probably would not deter him from using the services of other members of the health profession! Putting down the phone, I thought of James’s letter and his call for authentic Christianity and imagined how horrified he would have been to receive such a phone call. How is it, he would have asked, that so many Christians have fallen into such a me trap? Today others ask, “How can so many believers be so much like soft-serve ice cream—light on nutrients and with so little substance?” Perhaps we need to read James’s letter regularly, just to keep sharp and prevent a blunted conscience.

The Blessings of Pain

The devil baits his me traps with tempting, promising, easy cheese, and we church mice are taken off guard, believing we have an inalienable right to be happy, healthy, and loved by the world at large and the church in particular. We rudely slam the door in trouble’s face and race back to our flowery beds of ease, horrified at the specter of hardship. We are convinced that being a favored child of God brings exemption from the pain that others experience. James actually suggests we should welcome such intrusions as friends and not regard them as enemies, going so far as to tell us to count such trials as “pure joy” (James 1:2).

Satan hopes the narcissistic tenor of the world around us will mold our minds and our manners to match the thinking and actions of people who do not know the Lord and his ways. Because the whole human race outside of Christ has already been ambushed into the me trap, their total way of life appears to be an effort to avoid pain and embrace pleasure. With that outlook, if we have a headache, we dive for the aspirin; if we do not like our job (or our spouse), we change it (or him).

This is not to say that Christians should be masochists! I do not believe we are to place ourselves in harm’s way, but we can certainly expect a few uninvited visits from trouble. Pain can be a good thing. It triggers healthy reactions and helps us avoid danger; it acts as an early warning system. Philip Yancey in his book Where Is God When It Hurts? says, “Not only is pain useful as a warning, it may also be an essential dimension in our richest experiences.” He adds that this may seem odd to the modern Christian mind, which has been trapped into the thinking that “pain is the antithesis of pleasure.”1

Pain Helps Us Turn from Sin

Paul, commenting on the questions that crowd into our minds when crisis comes calling, says, “God sometimes uses sorrow in our lives to help us turn away from sin and seek eternal life” (2 Corinthians 7:10 TLB). This was certainly the case for me. God once used a pain in my stomach to get me into a hospital—but more importantly to get me into heaven! I was a busy, happy student, minding my own business and having a good time. Then came the stomachache that would not go away. In the end the ambulance came and whisked me off to be prodded and poked, X-rayed and examined. It was a full week and a half before the medical staff came up with some answers. During that time—my first in a hospital—I saw sorrow up close. The face of a mother keeping watch over her dying teenage daughter. The elderly lady always alone, even when the rest of us had visitors at our bedsides. The woman who lost her father while she was immobilized after surgery and so could not attend the funeral. Lots of pain, lots of tears, lots of sorrow.

Yet God used my own personal pain to help me “turn away from sin and seek eternal life.” Pain prepared me (in a way pleasure could never have done) to consider the issues of life and death and decide for Jesus Christ. Once I had become a Christian, I discovered that sorrow was not to be feared but rather endured with hope and expectancy that God would use it to visit and bless my life.

Traveling around the world as I do, I have been struck with the different attitudes toward suffering that I have encountered. As someone has said, “In the West we cry, ‘God, get this trouble off my back,’ whereas Christians in the East have been accustomed to cry out instead, ‘God, strengthen my back to bear it!’” If, as women reflecting our culture, we claim the right to be pain-free and pleasure-satiated, we will find ourselves caught tightly in a misery-me snare, notwithstanding our Christian faith.

Pain Helps Us Be God-Centered, Not Me-Centered

Erma Bombeck (one of my favorite prophetesses), commented wisely in a newspaper column I clipped more than twenty years ago:

During the last year, I have dissected my marriage, examined my motives for buying, interpreted my fantasies, come to grips with midlife, found inner peace, outer flab, charted my astrological stars, become my best and only friend. I have brought order to my life, meditated, given up guilt, adjusted to the new morality, and spent every living hour understanding me, interpreting me, and loving me. And … you know what? I am bored to death of me.

The results of being egocentric instead of Christocentric are boredom, nonfulfillment, and a bad self-image. It stands to reason that God’s creatures living in God’s world, sustained by God, intended by God to live for God, will be pretty miserable divorced from God.

In his book titled The Great Divorce, C. S. Lewis wrote about sin coming between God and humanity. He believed that the remarriage of God and man through Christ’s death and resurrection brought reconciliation between the divorced parties. Yet some Christians seem to flirt with the world for the rest of their lives, thus falling into the me trap and putting their relationship with God on hold.

God says that reconnection with him will never be boring, for at his right hand are “eternal pleasures” (Psalm 16:11). This wonderful God-connection is totally fulfilling. Those who have experienced this relationship will tell you that its pleasures will far outweigh any transitory pain.

How, then, do we get out of the me trap? We can start by asking the Lord to lift the steel spring and set us free. Christ has the strength not only to liberate us but also to keep us free! But first we have to recognize that we have made the choice to follow Satan’s deception, to eat the cheese he offers. We can start by looking at our reaction to suffering. If we ask angrily, “What is this trouble doing in my life?” we have not realized that the trouble we are suffering is acceptable to the Lord and therefore should be acceptable to us. If we continue angrily fighting against what God has allowed, we are well trapped into an attitude of mind that can only add to the trouble that has already invaded our lives!

When the troubles in Bosnia were at their height, Gary Cox, a Christian worker helping relief agencies with refugees in the camps in Serbia, wrote a report in which he demonstrated that the troubles in that war-torn corner of Europe were introducing people to life and liberty of an altogether different kind than that sought by the warring factions. “It’s not just our stomachs that are hungry but also our hearts,” is one comment he recorded from a Serbian refugee whose Muslim husband was a prisoner of war. A Serbian evangelist is quoted as saying, “Some Serbian refugees even express joy at losing everything but finding Jesus.” The report tells of pastors with waiting lists of new believers requesting baptism. Apparently, though many are skeptical about lasting political solutions to the region’s problems, there is considerable interest in the promise of peace with God!2

Pain Helps Us Get Closer to God

C. S. Lewis wrote in The Problem of Pain, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains; it is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” But our society has convinced us—Christians and non-Christians alike—that we will be content only if we can avoid trouble. Some of the most discontented women I know have the most trouble-free lives! On the other hand, a quadriplegic woman named Joni Eareckson Tada has testified, “My paralysis has drawn me close to God and given a spiritual healing which I wouldn’t trade for a hundred active years on my feet!” How could she say that? Because the God of grace has visited her world of suffering, and he and she have become the best of friends! It was trouble that introduced Joni to God.

A few years ago, our church invited Joni to speak to our community. The night before we were to have the meeting, Joni and her caregivers stayed in a local hotel. I called to take her to the meeting the next morning. She had a room on the top floor, and we waited for the elevator along with quite a large group of businesspeople. “What are you going to speak about?” I asked Joni, drawing a few curious glances.

“Grace,” she replied. “But I’m going to sing first.” By now we were all crowded around her wheelchair in the elevator. As clear as a bell, Joni began to practice. Seemingly oblivious to the people locked into the experience, Joni sang “Amazing Grace” right through! I looked around the elevator. Some folk were staring at the ceiling, but most of the men and women were staring at “grace” personified. They saw a beautiful woman paralyzed from the neck down but more whole than most of us in that small box with our bodies in good working order. There were not a few tears as we reached the ground floor and went on our way.

How can you be content in a refugee camp with your husband a prisoner of war? How can you be content in a wheelchair? Only by knowing the God of grace, who sent Jesus to be Prince of Peace and who can give us the peace “which transcends all understanding” (Philippians 4:7). Anyone can understand having peace of heart when all is well, but it “transcends understanding” when you experience peace in the midst of disaster.

And there are so many disasters today! I often find myself listening to a litany of trouble detailed and recounted by Christian brothers and sisters who are in immense pain. I marvel at the endurance and perseverance of so many who go through those deep, dark tunnels of affliction. They do not have it easy. But they do have it licked! Trouble is beating down on them, but they are beating trouble! Christ does that for them, and Christ can do that for all of us. What is more, these people talk of the blessings these troubles have brought along in their train.

Pain Helps Us Be Ready for God

Pain can make us ready for God. When do we most urgently seek the Almighty? I suspect it is when trouble intrudes itself into our peaceful lives and we need his guidance and wisdom.

A traveler reading a book on a train noticed a friendly little girl playing around the seats, talking to the other passengers and showing them her toys. The traveler put down his book and exchanged a few words with her, wondering whom she belonged to. She seemed perfectly at ease with everyone, so it was hard to tell. Suddenly the train entered a long, dark tunnel, and the lights flickered. The traveler smiled when the little girl darted toward a man sitting at the end of the carriage and flung herself into his arms. There was no doubt now whom she belonged to!

The world constantly watches those of us who love Jesus. Perhaps they wonder whom we belong to. While everything is going well, it may be hard to tell. But let us enter a long, dark tunnel, and there will be absolutely no doubt. They will watch us dive into the arms of God, and then they will know! Just as surely as suffering gets us ready for him, it also alerts a watching world to a source of help they know nothing about. There are many travelers on the train of life who need to see that happen.

How can we possibly experience peace without battle, joy without sorrow, or wisdom without problems that have to be solved? We cannot know one without the other. Even more important, however, we can know in reality a love that will not let us go in the midst of the trouble.

—GEORGE MATHESON, 1882

O Love that will not let me go,
I rest my weary soul in Thee;
I give Thee back the life I owe,
That in Thine ocean depths its flow
May richer, fuller be.



O Light that followest all my way,
I yield my flickering torch to Thee;
My heart restores its borrowed ray,
That in Thy sunshine’s blaze its day
May brighter, fairer be.



O Joy that seekest me through pain,
I cannot close my heart to Thee;
I trace the rainbow through the rain,
And feel the promise is not vain
That morn shall tearless be.



O Cross that liftest up my head,
I dare not ask to fly from Thee;
I lay in dust life’s glory dead,
And from the ground there blossoms red
Life that shall endless be.

Pain Helps Us Experience the Presence of God

The apostle Paul wrote that problems and trials help us to experience the presence of a God who is love and who develops perseverance in us as we persevere. And patience develops strong character in us and “helps us trust God more each time we use it until finally our hope and faith are strong and steady” (Romans 5:3-4 TLB). The Phillips translation renders this passage, “We can be full of joy here and now even in our trials and troubles. [Taken in the right spirit] these very things will give us patient endurance.” Such a good experience with suffering demands that we share with others the secret of the blessings of pain! This way we can begin to serve others who are also in trouble.

The Joy of Serving Others

Serve Those in Need

You may well ask, “How do I know who will need my help?” James drew up a catalog of needy people for us, in case we asked that question.

Serve “the brother in humble circumstances” (James 1:9). There are many of those in our world. If you link yourself up with a reputable Christian relief organization such as World Relief (7 East Baltimore St., Baltimore, MD 21202) that serves the church in trouble worldwide, you will be sent pictures of your brothers and sisters in the humblest of circumstances and shown how to serve them on a practical level.

Serve the person “who perseveres under trial” (1:12). You do not have to look to the Third and Fourth Worlds to find one of these. They live next-door, work in your office, and serve you in the grocery store!

One day while grocery shopping, I heard some talk about my next-door neighbor. It was casual scuttlebutt, but it alerted me to the fact that my neighbor’s husband had just walked out on her. Here was a middle-aged woman whose husband had left her for a younger model! Though I did not know this neighbor, I plucked up enough courage to make an apple pie, walk over the back lawn separating our houses, knock on her door, and say, “I’ve heard what happened. You’re in trouble, and I’m so sorry. Can I help?” The lady practically grabbed me by the lapels and pulled me inside the house.

Serve the poor. This includes the person in “shabby clothes” (2:2), the hungry and those “without clothes” (2:15), “orphans and widows” (1:27), and underpaid workers (5:4). These are all people we walk past (or over) in the train stations and downtown in any metropolis, or find ourselves sitting next to in the church pew on any given Sunday. We will have eyes to see them only if we choose to live in a serving, not a self-serving, mode.

As a busy young mother of three preschool children, I was once invited to go to downtown Manchester, England, to see what some local Christians were doing about some needy street kids. At first I did not feel I had the necessary time, energy, or inclination at the end of my hectic day But my friend persuaded me to get a sitter and go. (After all, I got sitters for other things!)

If ever I met need on my doorstep, it was that night. These young people fitted James’s descriptions perfectly. They were wearing ragged clothes; they were homeless, orphaned, or totally destitute. I knew it was up to me to get involved. But what about our own kids? We were living on a very small salary If I began to spend time with other people’s children, what would happen to mine? Yet was not the whole point of living Christianity to be living like Christ lived? He always extended himself for people in trouble, and he never had much money or time either! What I chose to do with this opportunity depended on whether or not I was in the me trap. James must have had his older half brother in mind when he urged his readers to go beyond themselves and serve others in need.
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