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“I’ve learned that no matter what happens, or how bad it seems today, life does go on, and it will be better tomorrow.”


MAYA ANGELOU


MICHELLE


new growth,


NEW SEASON


“THAT WAS REALLY GOOD TODAY,” I SAID TO MY OLDER SISTER AS SHE FINISHED TEACHING THE ONLINE BIBLE STUDY WE’D BEEN SHARING ON FACEBOOK. “WANT TO GO TO LUNCH?”


“Sure,” she said, grabbing her purse.


It had only been about three months since my brother-in-law passed away from COVID. It was unexpected, and horrible, and heartbreaking. My sister had been very strong throughout the entire ordeal, but I knew losing her precious husband was the most devastating thing she’d ever faced. As we headed out her front door, my sister gasped.


“Look,” she said, pointing to the little green sprouts, barely visible, next to her front steps. “My hostas are coming back!”


I squinted. “Yes, I see them! I think we can officially say that Spring has sprung,” I joked.


“It’s about time,” she said.


I could hear the emotion in her voice. Winter 2020 had been colder and darker on so many levels. We not only craved Spring; we desperately needed it. We needed to see new growth poking through the ground. We needed to feel the warmth of sunshine on our faces. We needed to hear the birds chirping. We needed it all. Of course, none of those things would bring back my brother-in-law, but the changing of seasons brought with it the promise of better days ahead. And every day since the afternoon those little hostas made their appearance has seemed a bit brighter and more hopeful.


If 2020 has taught us anything, it’s taught us that life is precious, that every moment is a gift, and that Jesus is still good in the midst of bad times.


Just like those little hostas that were dormant for a season and sprang to life at the appointed time, so will we. If you’re having a hard time right now; if you’ve recently suffered a great loss; or if you’re still in that dormant season—hang in there. Know this—God hasn’t forgotten you, and He is right there with you through every season. Remember, we often grow the most during those dormant times so trust the process and hold onto the hope you have in Jesus. Your Springtime is coming.


plant the word—


“For I am about to do something new. See, I have already begun! Do you not see it? I will make a pathway through the wilderness. I will create rivers in the dry wasteland.” (Isaiah 43:19, NLT)


pray the word—


Thank You, God, for loving me and sticking by me through every season. Help me to trust You even when I can’t see anything but darkness. Help me to have faith even when I can’t feel Your presence. And help me, Lord, to be sensitive to others who might be experiencing loss. Let me show them Your love. Amen.


work the word—


Do you know someone who is suffering great loss right now? It’s difficult to know what to do or say when someone you love is grieving, but experts agree on a few helpful things you can do.


• Rather than say the generic, “Call if there’s anything I can do,” make a specific offer to help. For example, say: “Could I go grocery shopping for you?” or “Would it be helpful if I stopped by and did some cleaning for you?”


• Rather than ask the standard, “How are you?” which will probably generate the automatic (but nonauthentic) response, “I’m fine,” ask: “Are you sleeping at night?” or “Are you overwhelmed with visitors?” Or “Would you like some company?”


• Most importantly, don’t just say, “I’m praying for you,” in a flippant way. Actually take the time to pray for that person every single day. You might even ask if they would like you to pray with them at that very moment.


DID YOU KNOW?


Psalms 56:8, NLT, says: “You keep track of all my sorrows. You have collected all my tears in your bottle. You have recorded each one in your book.” That verse really shows us that God has compassion and mercy toward His children, and that’s us! He knows about every tear you’ve ever cried, and He cares. Why not let your Heavenly Father love on you today? Just bask in His promises for a bit.




[image: image]


“If you are in Christ, when He sees you, your sins are covered—He doesn’t see them. He sees you better than you see yourself”


MAX LUCADO


ANDY


doggone,


THOSE DOGWOODS


WINTER’S BLAND GIVES WAY TO SPRING’S BEAUTY.


Before Spring, all but the evergreens blend in with one another. The barren branches speak of the death of what was. What began so beautifully the previous spring became the brown drab of the winter. But a new season has come.


In North Carolina, our state flower is the flowering of the dogwood tree. Every Spring, the beauty of life in the dogwoods overtakes what appeared dead before. The white blooms create a breath-taking view.


Along my drive to church, a house captures my attention. The long driveway to the house features nothing but a line of dogwoods, their splendor noted by all who pass by. Twenty dogwoods announce that a new season dawns and the majesty of a new scenery gives hope.


The first time we drove past, I told my wife and kids, “Doggone! Look at those dogwoods. Isn’t that just beautiful?” My little girls gave “oohs” and “ahhs” as their little eyes absorbed what they hadn’t seen before. Crystal, my wife, just smiled and stared.


“The blooming of these trees reminds us of the beauty of forgiveness,” a pastor once told me. “What was ugly before is wrapped in beauty, just as we are when we are covered in His righteousness.” Those words echo in my ear each time I pass that house during the Spring.


The work of God brings such a view to life. His working underneath what is seen leads to awe when it comes into plain sight. Such is a truth of the work of forgiveness in our lives.


The ugliness of our sin tarnishes our lives. Sin leaves us barren and brown, appearing as if we are lifeless. Sin robs our lives of the beauty that God created us to hold. Yet, a new season awaits our lives.


But God.


As Paul explained, Jesus, who knew no sin, took on our sin. He carried the guilt, the shame, and the ugliness of it all. What do we receive in return? Paul says that Jesus became sin so we could be wrapped in His righteousness.


With a turn to Jesus, a prayer for forgiveness, and a commitment to Him, a new life begins. Though unseen to begin with, the new life of Christ begins to bud from within and the ugliness of before is overtaken by the beauty of righteousness. When the Lord sees us, He no longer sees the sin or the dirtiness of before. When He sees us, we are wrapped in righteousness and more beautiful than we can imagine. His work becomes our new life and in that, we show the beauty of a God who forgives and wraps us in a beauty that is only possible by His hand.


Where we blended in with the world before, we now stand out just as those white blooms stand out when spring arrives. What once appeared lifeless now shows not only life, but a life marked by a creative Creator. Others take note because what is now seen in our lives is something that cannot be overlooked.


Let the beauty of the Lord be on full display in your life. Live a life that causes others to take note and say, “Doggone! Look at the beauty of that life.”


plant the word—


“He made the One who did not know sin to be sin for us, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.” (2 Corinthians 5:21, CSB)


pray the word—


Lord, forgive me of any sin in my life. May You create a beauty in my life that captures the attention of others and brings glory to Your name. Amen.


work the word—


Embrace the forgiveness of God. See yourself as forgiven so that you may shed the weight of what you no longer bear and shine with a beauty that speaks of God’s eternal forgiveness.


DID YOU KNOW?


Legend holds that Jesus was crucified on a dogwood tree. Though the Bible does not say for certain what type of tree was used for the cross of Christ, the legend of the dogwood is interesting.
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“Life moves pretty fast. If you don’t stop to look around once in a while, you could miss it.”


FERRIS BUELLER


MICHELLE


spring


FORWARD


SPRING FORWARD—TWO WORDS I DREAD EVERY YEAR. ON THE SECOND SUNDAY IN MARCH, DAYLIGHT SAVING TIME CAUSES OUR CLOCKS TO “SPRING FORWARD” AN HOUR.


That loss of sleep hits hard, especially the first morning after the clocks have changed. You wouldn’t think an hour would make such a difference, but one glance around the room at all of the yawning, zombie-like folks the day after we spring forward, and you’ll know it truly does affect us.


But we can’t focus on the loss of sleep; rather, we should look at how much we gain by springing forward. Daylight Saving time gives us more hours awake in the daylight to get up and experience all that God has made. The whole idea of Daylight Saving has been around for a very long time, but research shows that an Englishman named William Willett was the first big proponent for such a thing in the modern world. While out and about in town, Willett noticed that the shutters on every home were closed tightly on Spring mornings, long after the sun had risen. Meanwhile, people were using up valuable resources to make up for the lack of light in the evenings. Willett wanted people to use the free and natural daylight that God had provided. (So if you’re not a fan of Daylight Saving, Willett is the one to blame.)


We all love to “fall back” that first Sunday in November, but very few want to “spring forward” in March. Yet both are necessary to make better use of natural sunlight with Daylight Saving time. And science tells us we all need a healthy dose of sunlight. In fact, exposure to sunlight has been known to increase the brain’s release of serotonin, which is a mood-boosting hormone. Also, getting into the sunlight (wearing an SPF, of course) can help your skin to create vitamin D, and vitamin D is very important to bone health and a healthy immune system. So, yay for sunlight!


You know what else we need a healthy dose of? SONlight. Yep, we need to spend time every day, basking in the presence of Jesus and soaking in His goodness, peace, and love.


Let Daylight Saving time be a reminder to enjoy the sunlight more and soak in the SONlight regularly. Now, go enjoy some of that Vitamin D!


DID YOU KNOW?


Coal conservation during World War I is what pushed governments to make Daylight Saving time a law.


plant the word—


“Awake, my soul! Awake, harp and lyre! I will awaken the dawn.” (Psalm 57:8, NIV)


pray the word—


Lord, thank You for this beautiful world You’ve made, and thank You for the sunlight. Help me not to waste a single moment of today. Amen.


work the word—


Use the opportunity of Daylight Saving time to spend an extra hour outside every day. (Of course, make sure you lather yourself in sunscreen.) Find your outside “happy place” where you can rest, think, journal, read, and pray. Maybe it’s a little corner of your backyard where you’ve placed your favorite bench. Or maybe it’s your front porch swing. Or maybe your happy place is in a nearby park. Wherever it is, go there regularly and enjoy this beautiful world. Meditate on God’s goodness, and soak it all in.
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“People ask me what I do in the winter when there’s no baseball. I’ll tell you what I do. I stare out the window and wait for Spring.”


ROGERS HORNSBY


ANDY


shaking off


WINTER’S RUST


A TRIP SOUTH TO FLORIDA APPEARS ON OUR YEARLY CALENDAR. OUR VOYAGE HOLDS MULTIPLE PURPOSES.


For one, my wife’s family lives in Florida so we can enjoy time with family.


Our second reason comes from the weather. The warmth of Florida gives us a reprieve from the still chilly temperatures at home in North Carolina.


The timing, however, stands as no coincidence. Spring Training for baseball draws us to travel across the state of Florida.


The greatest baseball players in the world practice the basic fundamentals and run through drills as they prepare for a grueling season of 162 games. As the last season ended in October, months away means a revisit to the basics, to limber up the bodies frozen by a winter’s break.


Down the third base line, a set of players stretch before jogging in the outfield. A few tossed the ball off the pitcher’s mound. We watched intently, then waited for the Spring Training games to begin.


“I can’t wait for batting practice,” I told my wife, a person who is anything but a baseball enthusiast. She endured it for me.


“Why?” she asked, still unimpressed by the events of the day.


“Because those guys can crush a ball,” I quickly commented, my eyes glued to one of my favorite players.


The time finally came. A few stepped up to the plate and I moved to the edge of my seat. “Here we go. Honey, watch this! They’re going to hit some missiles.


The first player dug in at the batter’s box. The pitch came and he squared up to bunt the ball. It dribbled about five to six feet from the plate. Another player approached the plate and did the same thing.


“Boy, that was some missile,” my wife quipped with a laugh.


Eventually, they tore the cover off the ball but first, they worked on that small fundamental that could change the game later in the season. I wanted theatrics. They needed to practice the basics. Never will I forget that Spring Training or the lesson the Lord taught me.


We often work on the big issues of our lives but neglect the small issues that need our attention.


Sometimes, the small things in life eventually lead to larger issues. An argument finds no resolution and the divide grows larger as time progresses. A little lie snowballs into a web of lies that threatens more people. A flirty joke leads to an affair, when it could have been stopped earlier. Working on big issues matters but it’s just as important to address what we perceive as smaller issues.


A verse from Song of Songs speaks to such a truth. A beautiful vineyard’s produce and vibrancy stood on the cusp of destruction. The threat came not from a large predator but from the small ones. Foxes tore through the vineyard, wrecking it and preventing it from flourishing. In despair, a call went out to put a stop to that which threatened the life of a vineyard that offered so much.


A new season gives us a chance to refocus. Life changes when we look to even the smallest details in pursuit of something more. Our attention turns to the small foxes in our lives that destroy the beauty of this life. It’s time to run those foxes out because our vineyard of life is coming into season.


plant the word—


“Catch the foxes for us—the little foxes that ruin the vineyards—for our vineyards are in bloom.” (Song of Songs 2:15, CSB)


pray the word—


Dear Lord, help us to see the small sins that are damaging our lives and negatively impacting our testimony. Open our eyes to see that which has been overlooked before. We want our lives to be beautiful and vibrant, a reflection of You in all seasons.


work the word—


The apostle Paul challenged believers to examine their lives. The same instructions extend to us. The ones who search inside for signs of unrighteousness see what needs to be changed. We, then, can run those little foxes out of our lives!


DID YOU KNOW?


One of the earliest evidences of Spring Training in baseball dates back to 1870. The practices were in New Orleans and the Cincinnati Red Stockings and the Chicago White Stockings took part.
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“Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.”


DESMOND TUTU


MICHELLE


hope &


HITTERS


IN OUR HOUSE, SPRING IS OTHERWISE KNOWN AS CUBBIES SPRING TRAINING. IF YOU’RE ALSO A FAN OF THE CHICAGO CUBS, YOU KNOW THE ENTHUSIASM SURROUNDING SPRING TRAINING.


Every year, we get excited for the start of baseball season, hoping our Cubbies will be the team we know they can be and play the kind of baseball we believe they can play. And every year, they almost always break our hearts. Still, we continue to be hopeful every March, positive that this could be our year.


Because in 2016, it was! It may seem silly to everyone who isn’t a Cubs fan, but when they finally won the World Series that year—after 108 years of waiting—I sobbed. I was so overcome with emotion that I could barely stand. It was a great moment. It was the victory my mom and dad didn’t live to see, but I was sure they were celebrating their Cubbies in Heaven.


It was truly one of those special sports moments I’ll never forget. I can live on that 2016 season and World Series win for years to come . . . but I’d sure like to have another World Series Championship to celebrate before I die.


So, each year, I approach baseball season with renewed hope, no matter how badly the Cubbies fared the season before. I always believe for the best. Some call that optimism. In Christianity, we call that faith.


Hebrews 11:1, ESV, says, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” As Christians, we can believe for the best, knowing that God has a good plan for us (Jeremiah 29:11), and that He is a God of miracles. So, no matter how badly our lives might presently look, we can rest in Him and remain peaceful in our hearts because we know that God is in control of all. We can have hope for tomorrow.


C. S. Lewis once said that a Christian’s hope isn’t wishful thinking, but rather something a believer is supposed to do.


It’s part of our Christian DNA. You see, even if our present circumstances are dismal, we have hope in eternal life with Jesus, which means we can go through even the toughest of days with renewed strength and supernatural joy.


Maybe you’re tired of feeling like you never win. You work hard and play fair, but someone who steps on others gets to the top faster. You accomplish something you’re really proud of, but someone else takes the credit. You fight for an important cause, but the culture around you mocks it. Don’t give up your hope! God will win in the end, and if you are on His team, you will enjoy the eternal reward. And that’s even better than a World Series!


Having hope is not in vain. In fact, you should be excited for what’s to come in this life and the next! God has a good plan! (And while you’re at it, join me in cheering on the Cubbies—maybe we’ll get another championship!)


plant the word—


“But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.” (Romans 8:25, NIV)


pray the word—


Lord, I am so grateful for my life, but sometimes it’s hard to see past the difficulties I face daily. Please give me hope to go on, both for this life and the next. Amen.


work the word—


Take a few moments and reflect on a time when you were struggling, and it felt like you were in a losing season. Then, reflect on a time when everything seemed to fall into place, and you enjoyed a winning streak. Were you able to find hope amidst each of these seasons? If not, how can you do things differently next time so you can hold onto your hope?


DID YOU KNOW?


Hope has been shown to psychologically help coping with adversity.
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“I am convinced that life is 10 percent what happens to me and 90 percent of how I react to it. And so it is with you . . . we are in charge of our attitudes.”


CHUCK SWINDOLL


ANDY


the cloud


OF GREEN


THE FLOWERS BLOOM. THE TREES EXPLODE WITH THE SIGNS OF NEW LIFE. WHAT COMES WITH THE BEAUTY IS A CLOUD OF GREEN THAT HOVERS OVER MANY AREAS IN OUR COUNTRY.


Pollen. A six-letter curse word to so many who suffer from allergies. As winter featured accessories of toboggans, coats, mittens, and scarfs, a new season presents alterations to the accessories. As spring comes, we carry tissues and allergy tablets, fighting off the invasion of that which disrupts our health.


Pollen covers the car, turning any vehicle to a shade of greenish yellow regardless of the original paint scheme. Front and back porches develop a dusting reminiscent of the winter’s snow but a variant in color and reaction to those who see it. Airborne particles eventually land only to be launched skyward by a lawnmower working its way through the yard. Wash the car on Monday. Pollen covers it on Tuesday.


People capture pictures of the green tint outside their windows, an abundance of particles sweeping the area in such a way a camera shows the cloud of pollen. Some of the images look as if they were Hollywood produced, an over-the-top work of a graphic artist to heighten the effect. These images are no work of fiction. The presence of the particles shows in the eyes of a friend, the sneezing of a stranger, and in the line at the local pharmacy.


Every season of life presents its upside as well as its downside. For the beauty of the blooms, we battle the pollen. We escape to the outdoors even if it means a little sneezing and congestion might result.


Though it returns, a little rain offers a temporary cleansing. But through it all, what are we focused on more—the beauty or the struggle?


The same question rises for our lives in general. Are we captivated by the beauty of this life, or do we live in frustration of the struggles? When Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he sought to refocus them by encouraging them. The Corinthian believers lived in a place of rampant evil. Just as we know struggle, the Corinthians experienced struggle. Paul encouraged them with a hope for all seasons, hoping to offset any discouragement they endured.


Paul’s concern showed as he pointed out the temporary nature of the afflictions of life. What might be bad is nothing in comparison to the beauty that is coming. Though the pollen seems thick, the radiance of new life means better is on the way. There is pain but it lasts for a moment. What God is doing lasts for eternity.


What’s your focus? Do you focus on the little annoyances of this life or look beyond it to see the vast beauty of what is all around you? Don’t let affliction (temporary) overtake the outlook (extended). Open your eyes today to see beyond the bad as you discover all that is good.


plant the word—


“For our momentary light affliction is producing for us an absolutely incomparable eternal weight of glory. So we do not focus on what is seen, but what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.” (2 Corinthians 4:17-18, CSB)


pray the word—


Lord, we want an attitude that is pleasing to You, one that exudes thankfulness rather than constant grumbling. Open our eyes to see the beauty before us and when there are afflictions, help us to maintain our joy throughout.


work the word—


Pay attention today and every day. Are we complaining more often than we are praising? When Satan throws something for us to complain about, let’s turn around and find two reasons to praise God in that moment. Life presents struggles, but those are temporary. The gifts of God are eternal, worthy of our praise all day.


DID YOU KNOW?


According to the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America, the worst place to live in the United States for those with seasonal allergies is Scranton, Pennsylvania. Richmond, Virginia ranks as second.
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“The key is not the ‘will to win’ . . . everybody has that. It is the will to prepare to win that is important.”


LEGENDARY COACH BOB KNIGHT


MICHELLE


march


MADNESS


AS A FORMER SPORTSWRITER, DIEHARD INDIANA HOOSIERS BASKETBALL FAN, AND LIFELONG CHEERLEADER, I PRETTY MUCH LIVE FOR MARCH MADNESS.


It’s one of my favorite parts of Spring! The minute the pairings are announced, thousands of basketball lovers start filling in their brackets, in hopes of predicting who will win the National Championship. While we’re doing that, coaching staffs all over the United States are putting together game tape of their upcoming opponent. They are in total preparation mode, trying to figure out their opponent’s weaknesses, strengths, go-to plays, as well as individual player’s strengths, weaknesses, and patterns. The head coach studies the other team’s game footage to notice the screens, the cuts, the movement before the shot, as well as how the team gets its best players into position to make the key plays.


Why? To gain an advantage in the upcoming faceoff. Because if you know what to expect from your opponent, you’ll be better prepared to outmaneuver him and come away with a win.


Guess what? That same strategy applies when dealing with the enemy in our spiritual lives. It’s good to know details about our enemy—the devil—so that we can be aware of his tricks and trademark moves. We know from the Word of God that Satan is the father of all lies. Knowing that, when he comes to you and whispers in your ear, “You’re not worthy; you’ll never succeed in life; God doesn’t care about you,” you can say, “Those things aren’t true because they are coming from the father of all lies. In fact, if Satan is telling me those things, the exact opposite must be true: I am worthy! I will succeed in life! God does care about me!”


Conversely, you need to be aware that the devil is also studying you and watching your “game film.” He sees what play worked on you in the past, and he will run it over and over again to try and trip you up and stop your victory.


If he knows you’re a worrier, he will give you lots of things to worry about until you take the bait. So, don’t fall for his tricks. Just like in basketball, we must keep our guard up in our spiritual lives. We have to stay in the Word of God. We have to spend time in prayer. And we need to take time each day to meditate on the scriptures that pertain to whatever battle we happen to be fighting at that particular time in our lives.


For example, if you’re in the middle of a financial crisis right now, you should be reading and confessing scriptures about your Heavenly Father being your provider. Say: “My Father owns the cattle on a thousand hills, according to Psalms 50:10, and He will provide for me!” Speak: “According to John 10:10, my God has come that I might have life and have it more abundantly.”


Furthermore, in order to defeat the enemy, we should put on the full armor of God every single day (Ephesians 6:10-18). Think of it as your mandatory uniform. Just like a basketball player needs his team uniform, his socks, and his basketball shoes; you need every single piece of the armor of God to be prepared for battle.


Here’s the best news. Though these basketball teams heading into the NCAA tourney have no idea if they will win that next game, we have a different situation. See, no matter how much they prepare and practice, somebody still has to lose. There can only be one national champion. But, as Christians, we are guaranteed a win in the game of life. First Corinthians 15:57, ESV, says, “But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”


Now, that doesn’t mean our opponent is going to throw in the towel and give up. He will still try to aggravate us every chance he gets, but we will still win! You’re a winner, so live with victory in your heart and mind today!


P.S. Go Hoosiers!


plant the word—


“Keep a cool head. Stay alert. The Devil is poised to pounce, and would like nothing better than to catch you napping. Keep your guard up.” (1 Peter 5:8, MSG)


pray the word—


Help me to be vigilant, God, and prepared to fight the good fight of faith, and thank You for going through every battle with me. Amen.


work the word—


Grab your journal and list the challenges you’re facing today. Now, find at least two scriptures you can stand on pertaining to each battle.


DID YOU KNOW?


March Madness began with eight teams playing against each other in 1939, where Oregon beat Ohio State to claim that first tournament title.




[image: image]


“We must learn by experience to avoid either trains of thought or social situations which for us (not necessarily for everyone) lead to temptations. Like motoring—don’t wait till the last minute before you put on the brakes but put them on, gently and quietly, while the danger is still a good way off.”


C. S. LEWIS


ANDY


reminders of


OLD DANGERS


THOUGH BREATH-TAKING TO LOOK AT, THEY SERVE AS REMINDERS OF DANGERS PAST. THOSE DANGERS INEVITABLY RETURN WITH THE SEASON.


Though winter drove the residents away, the Spring promises they will return and will occupy a new area.
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