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INTRODUCTION

MAX LUCADO

Imagine yourself in a dark room. It is daylight outside, but it is dark within. The windows are closed, the drapes are drawn, the shutters closed tight. The room yields no light. You fumble your way around the room, but progress is slow and the path is painful. Stubbed toes, scraped knees, skinned shins: it is hard to walk in a dark room.

Just as hard as it is to walk in a dark world. Many try and many are wounded as a result, tripping over their problems, bumping into one another in the shadows, walking into walls. No wonder the world is so full of pain. We are insecure because we can’t see who we are. We are unsure because we don’t know where we are going. But every so often a beam of light slices through the blackness. A curtain is drawn, a window is raised, and a shaft of light penetrates the darkness. What was dark is now bright; what was opaque is now clear. What was stale is now fresh.

What a difference.

When the light comes in, peace comes in. Moments before, our steps were timid. Now there is a sureness to our step, a confidence to move through the corridors of light opening one window after another. Why? Because once we’ve walked in the light, we don’t want to walk in the darkness anymore. Amazingly, this peace, this confidence, began with the single gesture of opening windows.

What are these windows? The windows of prayer and praise. Praise opens the window of our hearts, preparing us to walk more closely with God. Prayer raises the window of our spirit, enabling us to listen more clearly to the Father.

Choose to leave the windows closed and the curtains shut, and you choose to live in a cold, dark world. Choose to open the windows of praise and prayer, and you allow your Father to bring light and warmth into your world.

So—throw back the curtain, and see His light. Open the window and hear His voice. Raise the glass, and feel the gentle breeze of the Holy Spirit. Allow your world to be warmed and illuminated.

As you open windows of prayer and praise, remember this holy promise: “I will open the windows of heaven for you” (Malachi 3:10 NLT).


PART 1
WINDOWS OF PRAISE AND WORSHIP


THE MOMENT IS MAGICAL. IT IS LINDBERGH SPOTTING THE LAND THROUGH THE CLOUDS.

“If you knew the gift of God who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.”

JOHN 4:10


CHAPTER 1
OPEN TO THE WONDER OF WORSHIP


Reflection
MAX LUCADO

She comes to the well at noon. Why? Why not at dawn as did the other women? Doesn’t make sense unless it was the other women she sought to avoid. Maybe the heat of the sun was more bearable than the heat of their gossip. So she comes to the well at noon.

But today she’s not alone. A stranger sits at the base of the well, legs outstretched, eyes closed. Face moist from the heat. The woman looks around and sees no one else. When she looks back, His eyes are open and looking at her. Embarrassed, she turns away.

He stands and asks her for a drink of water.

Her response is salty with distrust, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (John 4:9). The woman has reason to be cautious. She knows what men really mean when they ask for favors. The wall is up. Jesus removes the top brick.

“If you only knew the free gift of God and who it is that is asking you for water, you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water” (verse 10 NCV).

No lecture. No speeches. No homilies on how far He had come to help. No finger-pointing at her past. None of that. Just an appeal. An appeal for trust….

“If only you knew that I have come to help and not condemn. If only you knew that tomorrow will be better than today. If only you knew the gift I have brought: eternal life—endless, tearless, graveless life … if only you knew.”

The woman is slow to trust….

The high sun casts short shadows of the two. She still holds her jug. He still holds her attention. “Whoever drinks the water I give will never be thirsty. The water I give will become a spring of water gushing up inside that person, giving eternal life” (verse 14 NCV).

The words connect. She pilgrims a parched desert. Face furrowed. Eyes searching. Endless sage and sorrow. Every oasis a wavy mirage. Five times love pledged. Five times love failed. She’s been thirsty so long.

“Sir, give me this water so I will never be thirsty again” (verse 15 NCV).

Now she removes a few bricks. Her distrust still great, her desperation still greater … she’s willing to take the risk.

So is Jesus. But one wall still stands. There is one obstacle remaining. The teacher gently invites her to dismantle it. “Go get your husband and come back here” (verse 16 NCV).

She winces at the words. My husband? My husband! I don’t want to talk about my husband. Talk to me about water. About eternal life. Talk to me about anything but the part of my life that hurts the most.

She looks into the eyes of this Jew and wonders what is behind them. He is different. He doesn’t treat me like other Jews. He doesn’t look at me like other men. She could change the subject. She could ignore the question. She could lie. But none of that seems right. So she removes what remains of the wall between them.

“I have no husband” (verse 17).

Read slowly Jesus’s response. “You are right to say you have no husband. Really you have had five husbands, and the man you live with now is not your husband. You told the truth” (verse 17-18 NCV).

That’s all Jesus seeks. That we tell the truth. That we come out of hiding. An encounter with Christ is midnight at the masquerade. Time to remove the mask.

And so she does. With the walls down and the mask off, she entrusts Him with her deepest yearning. “Sir, I can see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you [Jews] say that Jerusalem is the place where people must worship” (verses 19-20 NCV).

Don’t misinterpret what the woman is doing with this question.

She’s not avoiding Jesus; she’s inviting Jesus. She’s not closing up; she’s opening up. She’s escorting this teacher up to the edge of the darkest cave in her world and asking Him if he has a candle.

Let me tell you where I really hurt, she is saying. Let me tell you what keeps me awake at night. Not the rejection. I’m used to being lonely. I can stand having no husband. What I cannot stand is not knowing where God is. Can You tell me?

Pain distills the deep questions….

There in the shadow of the well of Sychar, to a rejected woman, God explains the mystery of worship.

He tells her that a day is coming when the place of worship won’t make any difference. A time is coming and has come when the where and the when of worship will not matter. What matters is the heart….

When the woman heard this—she smiled. She knew what Jesus meant, and she told Him. “I know that the Messiah is coming…. When the Messiah comes, he will explain everything to us” (verse 25 NCV).

The moment is magical.

It’s Lindbergh spotting the land through the clouds. It’s Handel pounding on his piano the final measure of Messiah….

It’s the Messiah finding a Messiah-seeker.

It’s the definition of worship. A hungry heart finding the Father’s feast. A searching soul finding the Father’s face. A wandering pilgrim spotting the Father’s house. Finding God. Finding God seeking us. This is worship. This is a worshiper.

YOUR FRESH TAKE


Have you ever been surprised to “meet Jesus” in a place or situation where you were trying to avoid or escape some unpleasantness? What happened?
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Consider your own spiritual journey. Who do you sense “removes the bricks” that separate you from God?
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In your own words describe “the mystery of worship.” Use your own metaphors: It’s like …
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Lord, as I Open …

THE WINDOWS OF MY LIFE TO YOU—EVEN IF JUST A CRACK—MAKE YOUR PRESENCE REAL. SHOW ME THE MEANING OF TRUE WORSHIP. THROUGH JESUS I PRAY, AMEN.
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ALL THESE SMALL ACTS PUT TOGETHER—LITTLE TRICKLES OF PRAISE—WERE RUNNING TOGETHER, BEGINNING TO FORM A RIVER OF PRAISE.

Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.

1 THESSALONIANS 5:18


CHAPTER 2
OPEN TO PRAISE IN ALL THINGS


Reflection
CATHERINE MARSHALL

Yesterday morning in my prayer time, God showed me that if I wanted more vitality for my work hours, I had to deal with the following resentments that were smoldering inside me.

I resent my lack of social graces in certain situations, which I’m inclined to blame on my childhood years when I too often fled social encounters.

I resent the fact that I’m such a poor sleeper. I can see that resentment produces tension and, of course, accumulated tension through the day is one reason I’m not sleeping better.

Here at Evergreen Farm there are so many stairs to climb, and outside, hills and more hills, which I cannot mount because of my breathlessness. This condition is a constant embarrassment and the central thorn in my flesh. I resent my damaged lungs.

I see this morning that there are deeper resentments still: that of creeping old age, being progressively shut down, as it were, and, of course, out there—death. Have I not always resented the fact of death, even though I have total belief in and expectancy about the life after death?

How can I come to terms with all this?

The answer came in 1 Thessalonians 5:18. I am to praise God for all things, regardless of where they seem to originate. Doing this, He points out, is the key to receiving the blessings of God. Praise will wash away my resentments. I’ve known this, accepted it, even written about praise. But as I began praising Him yesterday, my efforts were wooden.

Then came these thoughts: I was to ignore my feelings and act on the principle. I was to do it despite the lack of joy—simply because God told me to. True praise grows out of the recognition and acknowledgment that in His time God will bring good out of bad. There is the intolerable situation on the one hand and the fulfillment of Romans 8:28 on the other hand. (“All things work together for good …” KJV) By an act of will and through imagination and with faith, I am to turn my back on the bad and face the good, begin actively to praise God for it as Scripture commands.

Shortly after this insight my cleaning woman called in to say that she was not coming. Praised God for this, though mechanically.

Following that, joy began spilling over into the tiny everydayness of my life. Walked by a vase of beautiful roses from our garden and buried my nose in the fragrance, saying, “Praise You, Lord, for such beauty!”

Stepped onto our patio for a moment to listen to the birds singing. “Praise You, Lord, for all Your creatures.”

Then came the feeling that all these small acts put together—little trickles of praise—were running together, beginning to form a river of praise.

Continued to praise God for all things, good and bad. All setbacks, frustrations, and resentments.

Praise You, Lord, for my awkwardness in certain social situations.

Praise You, Lord, that I have trouble sleeping.

Praise You, Lord, for my weak lungs.

Praise You, Lord, for creeping old age.

Praise You, Lord, for the death that comes to all of us.

This morning I actually woke up with praise swelling in my heart. Only later did I realize I had slept through the entire night! Cannot remember when I last did this! Awakened by the coffeepot going on. Imagine! Praise God indeed!

YOUR FRESH TAKE


Here most of Catherine Marshall’s resentments are not complaints about other people but about her own inadequacies. Answering honestly, what personal limitations do you resent?
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Try to turn your limitations to praise. (Think in terms of praising God “in” all things if not “for” all things.) What else might you need to do to “turn [your] back on the bad and face the good”?

[image: Image]

Try full-tilt praise for one day, and see if you agree that “little trickles” flow together and form a “river of praise.”

Lord, I Open …

MY HEART, WANTING TO TURN THE PERSONAL LIMITATIONS AND THORNS THAT I RESENT INTO PRAISE OF YOU. I ASK YOU TO ACCEPT MY PRAISE AND LIGHTEN MY SPIRIT AS I AWAIT THE FULFILLMENT OF YOUR GOOD WILL. IN THE NAME OF JESUS, AMEN.
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