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“We all learn from the life we live, but my dear friend and extraordinary spiritual leader Jim Garlow seems to have learned a lot more than most of us! His is a life well-lived and well-learned and he shares the good, the bad, and the ugly of it in his delightful and insightful book. From the highest mountains to the deepest valleys, Jim Garlow has walked it, lived it, and now shares it in a practical way that will satisfy those who ask, ‘What’s in there for ME?’ Plenty, my friend! This book isn’t about Jim—it’s about YOU. You can thank me later for putting you onto this practical and powerful message!”

—Author, TV show host, and former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee

“I have known Dr. Garlow for over a decade, including the season of life in which his wife died. Every person has highs and lows. But the key is to learn not merely from the joys and successes of life, but to learn in the moments of pain and failure as well. In God Will See You Through This, Jim accomplishes this, which is why you should read it.”

—Author and former U.S. House Speaker Newt Gingrich
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Go to www.GodWillSeeYouThroughThis.com to find:

Links to videos done by Dr. Jim Garlow for each chapter

Information regarding the audio version of God Will See You Through This

Study questions for small-group discussions
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PREFACE

God will get me through this.

I was counting on those words being true when Carol died. We’d been married for forty-two years. I had been so deeply in love with her—and now she was gone. Franky, I felt lost. I could not see a way forward. My heart was broken. Shattered. In fact, to be honest, there were moments where, in my deep sadness, I was not sure how to function.

Would God get me through this?

Though I will talk more about the loss of Carol later in the book, I can tell you this much: we all have a “this.” By “this,” I mean a major life setback, tragedy, loss, major wounding, or other calamity that knocks the air out of us and makes it hard simply to keep going.

So let me ask you: what is your this? Have you lost a spouse, child, or dear friend? Were you abused, abandoned, ignored?

Whatever your “this” is, I want you to know there are others who understand. You may feel alone or believe that, in fact, no one really cares. But, even if you live on a desert island (like Tom Hanks in the film Castaway) with no other humans around you, I promise you that Someone cares.

And He, my friend, will indeed see you through your “this.”

I know because, if you look at the story of my life, God has done just that—over and over again. You know, my life has been good, but it has been rather unremarkable. I am not a celebrity, nor am I internationally famous.

I have never held high public office. Actually, I have never held any public office.

I was never a superstar athlete. In fact, I was not much of an athlete at all.

I never starred in an award-winning movie. In reality, I was never in any movie.

I never recorded a platinum album. (I did record an album that sold a couple thousand copies. Does that count?)

I only wrote a few bestselling books, although some other books I wrote did just okay.

I am not a well-known scholar, although I do have some advanced degrees.

Truth be known, I am a rather ordinary person. A common guy. A very simple person.

But what makes my life so meaningful is the same thing that makes your life so meaningful: God is at work in you and me. He is with us in both the darkest experiences and in the ordinary, common events of daily living.

You may not have realized the truth of this unless you’ve stopped to think about it. If you were to ponder this, you could write a book on what God has taught you. About how resilient you are, and what you’ve overcome in your life. And you should write a book. If you can’t get a publisher to take it, fine. Self-publish. If you can’t self-publish, fine. Then just type it out and hit “save.” If you can’t type, fine. Then write it out longhand. If you can’t write it out longhand, fine. Then just record it. If you cannot do that, fine. Ask someone to record it for you. Your life needs to be recorded. Written down.

My life story is certainly not over—not by a long stretch, I hope. But I’ve chosen to write a book covering some of the hardest times I have experienced and the lessons I have learned through them.

Although my life stories provide the explanation for each point, this book is not about me. Rather, it’s about God. It is really about what God taught me and how He taught me these principles. In my stories, my prayer is that you will see a bit of your story too. And as I said above, my purpose in writing is not to focus on me but on God. Specifically, that even in the worst of times, the most painful “this” seasons, God is there. For you, and for me.

My story here will cover twenty-six lessons that God taught me through some of life’s toughest experiences. There were many more principles, but I chose these twenty-six for now.

And what did I learn from this? That God has, does, and will get me through this! And what’s more—and most exciting—is that God doesn’t want to just help me survive, but thrive.

And He will do the same for you. He wants to heal you and bring you to a place way beyond your “this”—to a place where you live out His destiny for your life!



Chapter 1


MORTALITY

Remembering that I’ll be dead soon is the most important tool I’ve ever encountered to help me make the big choices in life. Because almost everything—all external expectations, all pride, all fear of embarrassment or failure—falls away in the face of death, leaving only what is truly important.

—Steve Jobs
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Life is short. Very short. For some, it is shorter than for others. Wise are the people who learn to live life in such a way that they have few, if any, regrets when they come to that “final breath.” God wants you to come to terms with the fact that you are not going to live forever on this earth in your current body. He wants you to address your mortality in a way that allows you to have the promise of living forever—that is, an eternal life.

In other words, God wants you to know that whatever crisis you are currently going through, it is very temporary. As hard as it may be to see beyond your current problems, having His eternal perspective will give you hope. He loves you so much that He wants you to live with Him—forever.

Instinctively, we don’t like to talk about death. Why not? Because we were made for living, not for dying. God never designed you to die. He designed you to live. Jesus is the only Person Who came to earth to die. Well, He came to live first, as He had much to accomplish. But ultimately, He came to die—for our sins.

But we intuitively know that we were not born just so we could die. We were created for life. We have an innate sense that we were made for permanence. Eternity is written on our hearts. But life does not feel very permanent.

Each of us has a story of how we came to realize our own mortality. At some point, every person comes to the awareness—even if one lives to be one hundred—of the brevity of life.

You have a story of how you came to realize your mortality. Here is mine.

MY SISTER JANIE’S DEATH


My mother and father lived through arguably the toughest kind of loss a person can bear: the death of a child. Actually, two of their five children did not make it past their nineteenth birthdays; Janie didn’t even make it to her first.

Here is Janie’s short story.

Like almost all young couples of the 1930s and 40s, my parents did not have much of anything. Dad was born into a family of eight children. My mother was the middle of three girls. Both families had very little. But that was normal. Today, we would say they were poor. But that thought never occurred to their generation.

They got by on what they could. They sacrificed. They worked hard. In fact, extremely hard. They loved each other. They honored vows. They loved their country. They worshipped God. They lived lives of integrity and honesty. They were rich in values. And they were rich in family relationships. They lacked material possessions, but they had what people most needed.

Burtis first noticed Winifred when he was about eighteen. She was much younger, so he had to wait. And wait he did. The stories of my parents’ courtship were told repeatedly, freely, and openly around the dinner table as we were growing up. They teased each other about others they had dated—people that we, as children, knew.

As of this writing, my mother still lives independently, drives, and gets on planes and flies by herself. She is ninety-eight years old. My parents were madly in love from the first time they saw each other until the moment Dad crossed over to Heaven after fifty-eight years of marriage. I suppose I should say they are still in love. Mom’s license plate is “WJG (heart) JBG.”

My dad’s first name was James, but he always went by his middle name, Burtis. Some folks would misunderstand his name and call him “Curtis”—or worse, “Brutus.” (He did not appreciate being called the name of Julius Caesar’s traitorous friend and assassin.) Dad died in 1998, but Mom still becomes very animated when she speaks of her lover, Burtis.

They were married on April 5, 1940. Weddings then did not cost tens of thousands of dollars. The couple themselves would put up a few decorations in the church. A small crowd would gather. The wedding would take place, and then the couple would take the decorations down. They might drive a few miles for their honeymoon. A couple days later, they would be in their new home and back at work.

My parents lived on a farm along Kansas State Highway 9, eight miles east of Concordia. The tiny house, built in the 1800s, consisted of a small walk-in basement (as the house was built on the slope of a hill, three of the walls had dirt around them) and four small rooms upstairs, along with a lean-to kitchen. With no indoor plumbing or running water, there was a well and a hand pump nearby, along with an outhouse, placed an appropriate distance from the main house.

There was no such thing as air conditioning. Heat was obtained by burning logs in a stove. Electricity had not yet come to this little farmhouse. Thus, my father got a wind charger (wind-powered electricity is not a new thing) to power a single bulb hung by the outside entrance and another in the kitchen. Prior to the wind charger, they had to make sure they lit the kerosene lamp each evening.

Thirteen months after the wedding—on May 18, 1941—the happy home was blessed by the birth of a baby girl: Jane Ann Garlow, affectionately called “Janie.” She was the pride and joy of the happy parents and grandparents.

At eight months, she was beginning to say “Da-Da,” and “Mama” and “bye-bye.”

At nine months, she was learning to walk by pushing a little red chair around in front of her, using it as a walker, while sometimes holding onto furniture.

But then something happened.

On the morning of March 1, 1942, she couldn’t keep her milk down. She began vomiting and didn’t stop for the entire day. Burtis and Winifred called their physician, Dr. Gelvin. He recommended they immediately contact Dr. Martin, who still made house calls. (Most people cannot imagine a time when physicians came to the patient rather than the patient going to the doctor.)

Dr. Martin came to the home, took a throat culture, and drove back to Concordia. He later called and recommended getting Janie to the old red brick St. Joseph Hospital, which was next to the large white stone Catholic church on Fifth Street. High fever persisted. Penicillin was a relatively new discovery in 1942, but they had it shipped from Kansas City, three and a half hours east.

My parents and Janie were put in a small room near the back of the hospital. Nearby lived the Catholic nuns of the convent that operated the hospital. Every morning, the sisters would stop in and see the very sick little girl, marveling that she was still alive. But no one could figure out what was wrong with her.

My dad and mom slept on an Army cot provided by the hospital. It was so narrow that it was often necessary for one to try to sleep in the rocking chair. But that rocking chair was not a place of sleep. It was a place to hold their daughter, who seemed to be moving closer and closer to death.

Janie had been a very happy baby. In every photo taken during her first ten months, she is smiling. But the last month was painful. Janie was alert enough to recognize “the ladies in white,” as nurses all wore white uniforms and nursing caps back then, and begin to cry because she knew another painful shot was coming. Finally, the medical team reached a diagnosis: Janie had a “pneumococcus germ in the bloodstream,” which results in spinal meningitis. And it was taking a huge toll on her little body. Her little back was badly bent, and her legs had gotten stiff.

On April 4, 1942, Janie seemed to be doing better, so my dad decided to go out to the farm to catch up on much-neglected field work. However, word soon came through various people, “Your Janie is not doing well. You need to get to the hospital now.”

He arrived in time to see his baby daughter die. Janie was in a little crib. Her mommy was on one side, her daddy on the other. The nurse, Vivian Insley, would later say that the hardest thing she ever had to do was tell this young couple their baby was gone.

On the beautiful Saturday afternoon of April 4, 1942, at the age of ten months, two weeks, and three days, Janie answered the tender voice of Jesus and left this life of sorrow and suffering forever.

My mother quietly said, “Oh, she is with Jesus.”

Janie’s Great-Great-Aunt Nora Morgan carried her little, lifeless body to the car as a broken-hearted daddy and mommy processed out of the hospital to waiting vehicles.

In those days the “wake”—housing and viewing of the body—was often held in the private home of the deceased. That sounds strange to us now, but it was very common then.

After the mortuary had prepared the body, Janie was brought back to the tiny farm home where she had lived. It was normal for two men in the community to come to the home and “sit with the body” through the night, allowing the grieving family to get some sleep. Two neighbors graciously offered themselves for that purpose as my mother and father tried to get some rest. But sleep was not to be had.

The house had a bedroom so small that the bed occupied almost all of it. There was an even smaller bedroom next to that. Back when Janie was born, my mother wanted to create a connection between the small master bedroom and the tiny bedroom for Janie. Not to be intimidated by the task of connecting two rooms, my mother and my Aunt Veda took hammers to the wall, sawed out the studs, knocked out the lath and plaster in between, and cut an “archway” between the two rooms. They took the metal from tin cans, rolled them out, shaped them, and nailed them to the top and sides of the archway. Wallpaper went over that, and a nice arched doorway connected my parents’ bedroom to Janie’s.

But what had been a joyous connection between two rooms then now became a reminder of pain and loss. On the night of the wake, Janie’s tiny body lay in an equally small casket, surrounded by flowers in that connecting room. My mother sobbed and sobbed. My dad was not sure how to help her finally get some sleep.

Wondering if the pain was too much for her, my father suggested that if she was unable to stop crying and get some sleep, they would have to take Janie’s body back to the mortuary until the funeral. My mother did not want that; she wanted her baby near her.

The morticians had skillfully placed Janie’s right arm in an extended, upper position, to the right of her head, with her tiny fingers wrapped around the stem of a rose.

A decade later, the pictures—including the tiny hand grasping the stem—impacted me as a five-year-old child. I looked at them often. We—my sister and brothers—grew up in a home that had an understanding of dying, death, and Heaven.

The cameras back then were time exposure: one had to hold the camera still for five minutes to take a picture. My mother described how the room was so small that she could not get back far enough to take the picture of Janie in the casket. She had to crawl up on a dresser, then hold the camera still for a full five minutes in hopes that when the film was developed, the picture would turn out. How painful this was for that twenty-year-old mother.

My Aunt Luella Garlow Lloyd—who shared Janie’s May 18 birthday—would write this a few days later:

When a tiny bundle so significant of God’s divine love was placed in the care of two proud parents . . . their joy knew no bounds. . . . So sunny was her disposition. Life proved to be a story briefly written and soon finished [italics mine]. She lived with her parents a happy, healthy baby until in some unexplainable way the dreaded pneumonia germ entered into the vital organs of her little body . . .

THE PRINCIPLE OF MORTALITY


The rest of us Garlow children never knew our sister. She died one year before Judy was born. Four years after Judy, I was born. Seven years after me, twins Bobby and Billy were born.

While we never grew up with the pain of the loss of our sibling, we did grow up in a home that understood dying, death, and Heaven. Janie was freely mentioned in conversation. Pictures of her abounded, including pictures of her at the funeral in the casket. As a child, I often looked at that picture, pondering the death of a sister I never met.

From this came three strong convictions of my heart: 1) Heaven has a “tug,” a “pull;” 2) God did not just “pluck” Janie because He wanted her; and 3) life is short.

Let me explain.

First, as children, we grew up understanding the “tug of heaven” that was on the hearts of our parents. They talked about their desire to see Janie. Not morbidly, but joyously. They always lived with high expectancy that the “reunion” would be spectacularly fulfilling. With time, Heaven’s “pull” increases. With time, Earth’s “hold” decreases. And time enhanced my parents’ desire to see Janie. Don’t misunderstand me: they loved being on this earth, and they lived life to the fullest. But they also longed for Heaven.

But there was a second component. My inquisitive mind was trying to sort out another dimension of Janie’s shortened life. Someone had written a poem for Janie’s funeral, comparing her to a beautiful flower. The poem contended that God looked down, loved the “flower,” and “plucked” it for Himself.

While that might have provided comfort to some, it did not do that for me. God “plucked” the “flower?” My sister? What kind of God would look down and just pluck someone out of this life so He could have them? That did not sound like a God I wanted to serve.

Yet I knew that God was—based on the Bible—loving. So how could I reconcile this “plucking” God? Even as an elementary and high school student, I became increasingly convinced that the poem was just not good theology. God was not a “baby plucker” just because He liked this one or that one.

There had to be a better explanation. That understanding would develop as I further understood the impact of sin on this world. God gave humanity free will, the capacity to choose. And with that came the capacity for Adam and Eve to choose evil—which they did. With evil came heartache, pain, suffering, sickness, tears, and death.

In other words, Janie died not because God said, “I want her, so I will pluck her like a flower.” No, we live in a sinful, broken, and busted world that includes, tragically, the fact that babies can die before their first birthday.

But the third issue was most compelling. All of us children were aware that life is short. Truly, life—as Aunt Luella had written—is a story briefly written and soon finished. Why? How could that be? Life is—as the Bible states—like a vapor. It appears for a time, and then it’s gone!

So where does that leave us? You will not live forever; the pain you may be experiencing now will die with you. Beyond that, in Heaven, there will be neither pain nor suffering.

When we are going about our daily activities, we don’t have much time to ponder our demise. We drive by a cemetery and see tombstones with names engraved on them. Those people were once driving by that cemetery, with little thought that their name would soon be there as well. We don’t often think about it, but we should. Why? Because life is short and eternity is long.

Thus, since death is real and life is short, we need to contemplate this topic we like to avoid. We must live this life with the reality that death is inevitable.

No matter how hard we try, we can’t add a single hour to the span of our lives (Matthew 6:27). In one sense, that is very comforting; as eighteenth-century American missionary David Brainerd once said, “If God has work for me to do, I cannot die.” That is a huge motivator to be about God’s work, to honor Him and not waste time.

What will eternity be like? The good news is that God did not make us to experience sorrow in eternity. He promises to wipe away every tear, as we read in Revelation 21:4, and that includes the tears of grieving parents, spouses, siblings, or even good friends.

While on this earth, will we understand the ultimate reasons why some die young and some old? Other than the reality that we live in a broken, busted-up world, we may not.

We may not understand some of life’s biggest issues this side of Heaven. After all, the secret things belong to God (Deuteronomy 29:29). However, we do know that God is a loving God, and as Job 42:2 reminds us, His purposes in our lives and the lives of our loved ones cannot be thwarted, no matter how much we may want it otherwise.

We live in a world that is cursed—not because God wanted that but because of man’s sin (Romans 3:10-11). Death is the ultimate reminder of that fact. But God gives to Christians an assurance of a new, precious, eternal life no matter what happens to us in this one (see Romans 8:37-39).

That may ultimately be part of the eternal mystery of God’s mind and the purposes He promises to show us when we are eventually with Him, as 1 Corinthians 13—the Love Chapter—tells us.

Live your life in such a way that you are prepared for the crossover from “here” to “there.” Frankly, you are not really ready to live until you are actually ready to die. This is what it means to embrace the principle of mortality. You can also take solace in knowing the death of a Christian loved one is not the end. Like my parents, you probably already feel that “tug” to see them again someday. And you will!

Personal Declaration Regarding the Principle of Mortality

I recognize that life here is short and eternity is long. Therefore, I will plan and live my life on this earth accordingly. And then, when I do die, I will be reunited with my lost loved ones in the presence of Jesus.



Chapter 2


COMMUNITY

The person who loves their dream of community will destroy community, but the person who loves those around them will create community.

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Our relationship with each other is the criterion the world uses to judge whether our message is truthful—Christian community is the final apologetic.

—Francis Schaeffer

[image: Image]


We were made to be with each other. None of us started out this life alone. We were even created in a type of “community,” that is, a male and a female came together. Once born, it took a community—called the family—to sustain us. Even after we grow older and become more independent, we are struck by the fact that we need each other.

A person is not a person if he or she is totally alone. Personhood only exists, by definition, as we relate to others. A person totally isolated is, or becomes, sub-human. Babies that are never held in the arms of a loving mother or a loving father do not properly develop. Persons locked up in solitary confinement can lose their mental stability because we are not made for isolation.

The older one gets, the more one realizes the extent to which we need each other. Each of us have our own journey through which we learn the importance of being in a healthy community. And especially during hard times, it is that community that will help sustain us.

Here is my story of coming to appreciate and value community.

ICE SKATING AND TRACTORS


The emergency ring sounded on the old party-line telephone. What is an “emergency ring”? It is not 911. And what is a “party-line phone”? It is not a special phone to arrange parties.

Before the small cell phone, there were big mobile phones. Before those were landline phones that sat on a table with buttons to push. Before that, there were phones that had a round disc with holes in it, in which you would put your finger to dial numbers. Prior to that was a phone with a hand crank so you could “ring up” the operator and then ask to be connected with a certain number. The wall-mounted device consisted of a sizeable wooden box, with a mouthpiece protruding out, and a “hook” on which the earpiece hung, with the little crank on the right side.

In addition, the sound of your phone was not just a ring. There were long rings and short rings. Thus, your personal phone sound might consist of—for example—three short rings and one long one.

If you lived out in the country, circa 1935 or 1940, you were unlikely to have a phone. It was considered a real luxury when rural families actually got one, but it was certainly not private.

Sixteen families shared the same phone line. If one of those families was “on the line” talking when you lifted the receiver, you had two options: 1) hang up and keep checking back to see when they were done so you could place your call or 2) stay on the line and eavesdrop. While the former was more polite, the latter was more fun. You got to hear all the neighbors’ gossip.

If there was background noise in your house, the neighbors could tell you were listening and might say, “Whoever is listening, please hang up!” Once again, you were faced with two moral choices: 1) be nice and hang up or 2) continue listening and just enjoy it. Frankly, it was always best to hang up and wait till your neighbors were done because during your personal call, some of your neighbors might choose to listen to your conversation. (And they did.)

But there was more to the party line than eavesdropping. There was one profound benefit. In the case of an emergency, someone could do the “emergency ring”—a set of repeated short rings—to summon everyone on the line to pick up their phones.

When I was in the second grade, I heard one such emergency ring. Dad picked up the phone to hear the frantic calls of the farm wife who lived a half mile north of us. We all got in the car and hurried down the dirt road. My big sister and I were instructed to stay in the car as my parents raced for the door to see how they could help. Tragically, there was not much my parents could do since the woman’s husband had just died from a heart attack.

But an emergency ring could bring good news as well. When it sounded on the old party-line telephone, families would race to answer. Multiple families were now “on the line,” all waiting breathlessly to see what the “emergency” might be.

Sometimes, the one who placed the call would state succinctly, “The ice on Goernandt’s pond is great,” and hang up. That meant the temperature had been well below freezing for some time and that someone had taken an axe and chopped a hole in the ice to make sure it was at least four inches thick.

This signaled to all that it was time for ice skating. By the time we got our skates and drove our 1950 Chevy the four miles to Frank Goernandt’s place, cars were already parked along the dirt road, and people were going down into the ditch to crawl through the four-strand barbed wire. Some of the men had arranged for light in the darkness by dragging some old tires into the middle of the pond, pouring kerosene on them, and igniting them. The fire—with all its black smoke swirling up—gave plenty of light for the skaters.

It was there that I first learned to skate, probably at about age four or so. Wearing unusual double-edged skates that strapped onto my winter boots, we beginners would push a chair on the ice in front us. Once stable, the chair was abandoned, and we would attempt to skate on our own.

But the real value of the cold winter ice skating was not the act of skating itself. It was community.

*  *  *

Sometimes bad things happen. People can get hurt. But in a community, everyone can pull together.

Win Moberly was hurt. A tornado had taken down his barn—with him, his wife, and their dairy cows in it. He was injured. His wife was more injured. That meant Win and his brother Roy could not work the farm on which they all lived. But when you are in community, your work gets done.

The word went out: We need to plow the fields for the Moberly brothers. On the appointed day, all the neighbors showed up with tractors and plows. We went to work on the field. Work that would have taken multiple days was completed in a few hours. I was in high school, driving our Massey Ferguson 95 tractor with a 3 bottom, 3-16 moldboard plow. Some had larger tractors and plows. Some were smaller. Some were John Deere green or Oliver green or Minneapolis Moline yellow or Allis Chalmers orange or Massy Harris red. But we were all working together.

A local cooperatively owned rural gas station—appropriately called Co-op—furnished the gasoline for free to all the plowing farmers. In a short time, the entire field was done, and a caravan of tractors headed for the shade, where the women of the community had prepared a meal for us.

I loved that day. It was quite thrilling to work in a field with so many other farmers and tractors. But what I really loved about it was community.

*  *  *

One cold fall evening, the furnace at our country church—Morgan Chapel—wouldn’t start. Dad and my Uncle Glen went down into the tiny one-room basement, a tiny room with only dirt walls and a dirt floor. In that “room”—both intriguing yet terrifying to me as a fourth grader—was the furnace that would not light. My dad and Uncle Glen fiddled with appropriate parts of this source of heat for our church and lit a match to ignite the burner. But unknown to them, a faulty part had been leaking propane, and the lit match caused an explosion. We heard it upstairs but did not know how badly hurt they were. They were able to walk up the stairs, but they were a bit dazed. Dad was apparently in front of Uncle Glen and received the brunt of the explosion with some arm burns and facial burns, including eyebrows being singed off.

Dad could do no field work due to his burns. He was unable to plant his wheat. I was probably in the sixth grade by this time. It was not unusual for farm boys to stay home from school to do field work during times of planting or harvest.

Dad did not have me miss school, but he emphasized that I would need to get home from school and “drill” wheat. (A “drill” was the machine used to plant the wheat.)

The teacher picked up the well-used hand bell and rang it at the stroke of four. I grabbed my lunch pail from the school cabinet, ran outside, and strapped it in the basket of my bike. The spectacular chrome Schwinn had belonged to my grandfather Lester McHenry—he said I could have it as soon as I could ride it.

I peddled hard out of the dirt school driveway and made the curve to the right to head down the hill. Magaw’s Meadow was on the right; Walnut Grove Cemetery was on the left, and it held the graves of my grandparents, uncles and aunts, and my sister Janie.

Since the school, meadow, and cemetery were on a fairly high elevation, I could look down on the entire Republican River Valley where our farmhouse, barns, machine shed, and fields were located.

The sights were—to me—breathtaking. I loved it. But what I saw next was a sight I never expected to see. As I came down the last hill, there in our field, where I was supposed to plant the wheat, were a dozen or more tractors and wheat drills, all planting wheat for my father.

What would have taken days was done in a half day, thanks to our community.

That sight will always be in my mind. What I loved about it was not that I no longer had to do the job, or even the brightly colored tractors and drills, each stirring up its own dust. It was the sense of community.

Whether ice skating, plowing Moberly’s field, or watching our neighbors plant wheat, I loved the community.

Community is not a secular construct. It is the way our Creator made us. We need each other. We really need each other.

TRUE COMMUNITY


I’m not saying that “it takes a village to raise every child,” which is often another way of saying government should be our parent. To the contrary, we were created to be with other people relationally, not institutionally. God knows best, and He knew from the very beginning that it wasn’t good for Adam to be the only human being on the planet. So He “gifted” Eve to him and started the first family (see Genesis 2:18).

In fact, the entire Bible talks about “community” in many ways besides families. Revelation 7:9 speaks of “every tribe and language and people and nation.” What happens within each of these larger relationships is the sharing of common values, of what is important and what is trivial, what is acceptable and not acceptable. And, in each community, there are understandings of what comprises good character and integrity. Because God has given us all a conscience (Romans 2:15), there are also shared moral virtues and an understanding of what James 4:17 refers to as knowing the right thing to do.

Growing up in a rural community, I was exposed to wonderful examples of people helping each other, enjoying each other, anticipating each other’s needs, and, yes, even experiencing sorrow together. This can happen in urban areas also, but more often than not, cities begin to stifle broad social relationships and devolve into self-oriented relationships.

Isaiah 5:8 warned us about that: “Woe to those who join house to house, who add field to field, until there is no more room, and you are made to dwell alone in the midst of the land.” Did you catch that? Being stacked together can result—if we are not careful—in living alone where true community is absent.

Perhaps you did not experience the type of childhood I was blessed to have, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be part of a truly wonderful community. New Testament believers experienced true community in a way they had never experienced before. In Acts 2:44-45, we see this extraordinary example of shared values, love, and concern:

And all who believed were together and had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people.

The common factor: love of God through the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Though family is our earliest and closest community, nurturing neighborhoods are our broader community. But these are just a foretaste of the community comprised of brothers and sisters in Christ—our strongest community since we share faith and will share fellowship into eternity.

Our shared values are beliefs that not only conform to God’s perfect will, but also answer the deep questions our souls long to have answered: where did we come from, why are things the way they are, where are we going? Neighborhood communities, whether they are urban or rural, may never adequately answer these deep questions that are answered so powerfully in community in and around Christ.

What’s exciting is that no matter what your background—no matter if you were raised in an apartment, a tract home, or on a farm, whether your family environment was horrible or wonderful, whatever your ethnicity or nationality or primary language—in Christ we are all adopted into an eternal community of believers who share the deepest common fellowship imaginable. We all come together as one. As Paul noted, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28).

Life is lived best when one understands the principle of community. And this truth is exercised most clearly when we are suffering and community is there to support us.

Personal Declaration Regarding the Principle of Community

Knowing that life is not lived alone and that we really do need each other, I will seek to be part of a community. If I cannot find one, I will, with God’s help, join with others in creating one.
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