WHERE IS GOD?  From Trials to Triumph!

James 1:2-4

+++

Introduction

God bless our kindergarten teachers!  Did you hear about the kindergarten teacher in Texas last winter who was helping one of her students put on his cowboy boots?  He asked for help and she could see why.  Even with her pulling and him pushing, the little boots still didn’t want to go on.  

Finally, when the second boot was on, she had worked up a sweat.  She almost cried when the little boy said, “Teacher, they’re on the wrong feet.”  

She looked and sure enough, they were.  It wasn’t any easier pulling the boots off than it was putting them on.  She managed to keep her cool as together they worked to get the boots back on - this time on the correct feet.  Then he announced, “These aren’t my boots.”  She bit her tongue rather than get right in his face and scream, “Why didn’t you say so?” like she wanted to.  And, once again she struggled to help him pull the ill- fitting boots off his little feet.  No sooner had they gotten the boots off and he said, “They’re my brother’s boots.  My Mom made me wear ‘em.”  Now she didn’t know if she should laugh or cry.  But, she mustered up the grace and courage she had left to wrestle the boots on his feet again.  Helping him into his coat, she asked, “Now, where are your mittens?”  He said, “I stuffed ‘em in the toes of my boots…”  Her trial starts next month.

Oh, the trials of life!  Sometimes I think we are like Good Old Charlie Brown.  “This time I’m gonna kick that football clear to the moon!” he says as he runs full-throttle toward Lucy with the football.  As is expected, she pulls it away as Charlie Brown fall to the ground with a loud “AAUGH!!”  

Then Lucy looks down at Charlie Brown and says, “What you have learned here today, Charlie Brown will be of immeasurable value to you for many years to come.”  

I’ve found myself flat of my back looking up into a cruel sky several times in life.  The author of James takes the place of Lucy and says to me, “What you have learned here today, will be of immeasurable value to you for many years to come!”  “Count it all joy, my brethren, when you meet various trials, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.  And let steadfastness have it full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.”  What did you learn, Charlie Brown?  James would suggest three lessons:

I  Trials Temper Our Lives!

“Count it all joy, my brethren, when you meet various trials, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness…”  James 1:2-3  RSV

The words trials and testing that James uses here mean testing directed towards an end.  The idea is not of seduction to sin, but strengthening.  The idea comes through in the phrase about birds ‘testing their wings.’  God is said to test Abraham in the sacrifice of Isaac.  It was a test to strengthen his love, not destroy it.  The experiences of Israel in the Promised Land were tests to make the people of Israel stronger in their connection with God Almighty.  Tests come not to make us fall, but soar, not to defeat us, but enable us, not to make us weaker, but stronger.  

Charles Kimbrough learned this lesson one day from a knife maker.  He watched as he exposed a knife blade to high heat.  He removed it just before the heat caused any damage.  The process is known as ‘firing’ or ‘tempering.’  The heat causes the alloys of the metal to bond, making the blade stronger and more durable than it would be otherwise.  Tempering is essential to making a knife that is good, strong and usable.  

We are something like that blade.  When we are put through the ‘firing’ of troubles, our faith bonds become stronger and more capable of dealing with life’s difficulties.  The thing is this:  God holds the blade.  He knows just how much heat is best to make our lives sharp.

II Trials Can Turn Things in Our Lives!

“…for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.”  James 1:3 RSV

The West is burdened right now with fires.  We look at the loss of homes and property and bemoan such trials.  But for nature it is a different story.  Naturalists will explain that story to us.  Take for instance what one person learned in the Itasca State Park in northern Minnesota.  The naturalist explained that the charred areas on many of the trees were the scars of forest fires that swept the woods periodically before development of the land put an end to them.  She said that the absence of fires for 90 years actually threatened the existence of the pines, because the fires cleared space for the pine seedlings to grow.  Fires even helped to release some pines’ seeds.    The fires or trials, if you will, produced the ability for steadfastness.

Trials have a way of doing that in our lives.  The word steadfastness here in the RSV is the word hupomone in the Greek and it means unswerving constancy.  There is a powerful idea behind this word.  It is this:  the ability not just to bear with things, but turn them to good means.  It means we are able to use them, not be used by them, and use them for good.

How are you using the fires in your lives?

III Trials Can Produce Adults in Our Lives!

“And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.”

James 1:4 RSV

Beth Gilbreath of Norwalk, California, tells of learning how to swim from her mother.  Her Mom would drop a penny into the shallow part of the pool and challenge her to pick it up from the bottom and bring it back to her as she sat on the edge of the pool.  With chlorine stinging her eyes, she would scan the bottom of the pool.  Aha!  There it is!  With heart pounding and lungs burning, she would churn her 6 year old legs and pop out of the water with a hearty smile and “I did it!”  She never tired of the penny game because her mother, making a game out of it, little by little moved her into the pool’s increasing depths.  Six feet, seven, eight…nine feet!  Afterwards she would feel exhausted, but exhilarated.  She had pushed herself to the limits and succeeded.  As she grew up it seemed like God was challenging her to dive deeper as well.  When she took her National Teacher’s Examination she failed the first time.  Back into the pool!  She finally passed - the third time!  She writes:  “Now whenever I am tired and feel like giving up, I remember the lesson of the pool.  And though it was my mother who taught me how to dive for pennies, it is my heavenly Father who continues to toss them within my reach.”

Don’t be thrown off by the word ‘perfect’ here or ‘complete.’  The idea of the word teleos is this:  mature, full grown, an adult, fit to complete the task of living.  The Father invites us into the deeper end of the pool.  Will you jump in?  It’s just a penny, I know.  Or is it something more than that?  When it is over will we be mature?  Full grown?  An adult?  Able to complete the task of living?

Conclusion

The Fern and the Bamboo :

One day I decided to quit...I quit my job, my relationship, my spirituality.... I wanted to quit my life. I went to the woods to have one last talk with God. 

"God", I said. "Can you give me one good reason not to quit?" 

His answer surprised me. 

"Look around", He said. "Do you see the fern and the bamboo?" 

"Yes", I replied. 

"When I planted the fern and the bamboo seeds, I took very good care of them. I gave them light. I gave them water. The fern quickly grew from the earth. Its brilliant green covered the floor. Yet nothing came from the bamboo seed. But I did not quit on the bamboo. 

In the second year the fern grew more vibrant and plentiful. And again, nothing came from the bamboo seed. But I did not quit on the bamboo. 

"In year three there was still nothing from the bamboo seed. But I would not quit. The same in year four. 

"Then in the fifth year, a tiny sprout emerged from the earth. 

Compared to the fern, it was seemingly small and insignificant. 

But just six months later, the bamboo rose to over 100 feet tall. 

It had spent the five years growing roots. Those roots made it strong and gave it what it needed to survive. I would not give any of my creations a challenge it could not handle. 

"Did you know, my child, that all this time you have been struggling, you have actually been growing roots? I would not quit on the bamboo. I will never quit on you. 

"Don't compare yourself to others." He said. "The bamboo had a different purpose than the fern. Yet they both make the forest beautiful. 

"Your time will come", God said to me. "You will rise high" 

"How high should I rise?" I asked. 

"How high will the bamboo rise?" He asked in return. 

"As high as it can?" I questioned 

"Yes." He said, "Give me glory by rising as high as you can." 

I left the forest, realizing that God will never give up on me.

