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It was in the fall of 2002 that I first put pen to paper (well, finger to keyboard, I sup-
pose) and set about becoming a writer. It was not intentional, really. I had something 
to say and did it via this great new medium called the internet. I started a little website 
called challies.com and before I knew it I was being called a writer. That was seven 
years ago and the writing goes on.

I have put together “Snapshots & Screenshots” as a means of introducing myself and 
what I write. I have included twelve of my favorite articles, lightly edited here and 
there. Consider it a summary of the first few years of my writing. I hope you enjoy it.
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Elizabeth is a public nuisance. Her status is not official yet, but it will be 
soon. The local police have encouraged the families in this neighborhood 
to fill out the paperwork that will fulfill the legal requirements. It’s prob-
ably the best thing to do. When that paperwork is complete the police 
will no longer be forced to respond to her every call. And she calls a lot. 
When a car parks a little too far into the road, she calls the police. When 
she believes someone has trespassed on her property, she calls the police. 
When the children are playing outdoors and a ball rolls into her yard, 
she calls the police. She has the reputation of a person who must sit by 
the window with phone in hand. Nine and one are already pushed and 
she’s just waiting for a reason to hit the one again. She was one of the first 
people we were told about when we moved to this neighborhood. “You’re 
going to have to watch out for Elizabeth…”

The   Public   Nuisance

Everyone in the neighborhood knows who she 
is. Her yard is easy to spot as the one that is com-
pletely overgrown. In most cases people who do 
not care for their yards have it cut by city hall 
and receive a bill in the mail. In her case she’s 
managed to convince them that this chaos is a 
gardening style. Her house is over an aquifier 
she says, one of the few in the area, and that is 
why the trees grow so well and why they remain 

so dense. She’s the one who hands out apples or 
oranges on Halloween. She’s the one who has 
lived in the neighborhood since before many of 
the rest of us were even born and certainly since 
long before the other houses were built.

A few weeks ago Aileen came into the 
house and told me that Elizabeth was out shov-
eling her own driveway. She is definitely too old 
to be doing this. So I put my coat on, grabbed 
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my shovel, and walked up the street to her home. 
She had propped herself up with a crutch under 
her one arm and was holding a broom in the oth-
er, trying to sweep the snow away. We had seen 
a good ten centimeters fall and it was wet, heavy 
snow. A broom wasn’t going to cut it, and par-
ticularly so along the edge of the driveway where 
the plows had pushed it into hard piles at least a 
couple of feet high. I asked if I could help her and 
she hesitatingly agreed. She gave me a few point-
ers on how to best shovel and told me she’d be 
pleased if I’d just deal with the big piles close to 
the road. She asked if I would like to be paid and 
I said, “Absolutely not.”

I got to work while she headed indoors. I 
cleaned up the piles and then got to work on the 
rest of the drive. A few minutes later she emerged 
from the house to chat. She told me that the 
driveway had been widened many years before 
and they were able to fit at least eight cars in it. 
That explained why I was winded. She told me 
about her broken leg and then about her sons, 
both of whom live in the area, I believe, and both 
of whom seem quite well-to-do. She seemed per-
fectly pleasant, even for a public nuisance. She 
was grateful that she was going to be able to get 
out of her driveway that day, because she had a 
schedule with a physical therapist. When the job 
was done I told her to get in touch with me any-
time and headed home.

Since that day we’ve had several snowstorms 
and we’re in the midst of the snowiest winter in 
years. Last I heard we had seen 142 centimeters 
and that was three storms ago. We’re in the midst 
of another one today. The schools are canceled 
and it’s as good a day as any to just stay off the 
roads.

Whenever the snow begins to accumulate, 
I cross the ditch and shovel her out. There was 
one time that I somehow forgot but she called 
a neighbor (she didn’t have my phone number) 
and asked him to come and knock on the door. 

He passed along the message and I hurried right 
over. By my count there are at least twelve or fif-
teen neighbors who are closer to her home than 
I am. They drive by while I’m shoveling or they 
use snow blowers to get the snow off their drives 
at the same time. But none of them help her. I 
don’t know if she has burned all of those bridges 
or if this is just a symptom of the times we live 
in. Even the neighbor who came to knock on my 
door didn’t offer to help.

Today is my son’s eighth birthday. Eight 
years ago we brought him home from the hos-
pital and we were wearing shorts and t-shirts. 
Today it is well below 0; we have already seen 15 
centimeters of snow, and it continues to fall. “In 
like a lion, out like a lamb” is what they say about 
March. I hope that old adage proves true this year. 
The last thing I wanted to do today was shovel 
out a long driveway covered in 15 centimeters of 
heavy snow. I grumbled to Aileen this morning, 
saying “I picked quite the year to start helping 
Elizabeth, didn’t I?” She lovingly scolded me and 
I went on my way. Though it’s his birthday, I told 
Nick to come along and to help me out. He did so 
quite willingly, despite having some new toys and 
games to play with and Super Mario Galaxy for 
the Wii demanding his attention. And off I went, 
perhaps a bit resigned to my fate.

We got to work, chipping away at the drive-
way. After a few minutes of hard work Nick piped 
up. “Daddy, this is what the Bible says, isn’t it? 
That anyone who has a need is our neighbor?” 
And he was right—that’s exactly what the Bible 
says. But Scripture also makes it clear that any 
good things I do are utterly worthless when I do 
them with a grumbling spirit. In that moment I 
saw that I had been going about this all wrong. 
My little boy (who really isn’t so little anymore) 
ministered to me this morning as we cleared the 
driveway of our neighborhood’s public nuisance. 
My boy is a blessing to me in more ways than he 
knows.

That summer Elizabeth called and asked if I’d like to go with her to see a concert featuring a very 
popular Canadian band. It turns out her son is the drummer. So she and I enjoyed the whole back-
stage and meet-the-band experience while taking in an excellent concert. I continue to shovel her 
driveway anytime we get a snowfall. (March 5, 2008)
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Dad was a landscaper, after all, and for 
eight months of each year he spent just 
about every waking hour hauling loads 
of soil from his truck to the gardens and 
heaving enormous rocks to make sure 
they looked just right. Though this took 
an obvious physical toll on Dad, it left 
him stronger than an ox.

I loved to wrestle with my dad. 
With my sisters I used to yell, “Can we 
beat you up tonight, Dad?” But when we 
used to stage our little battles, we could 
make no headway against him. Though 
I would run at him and hit him with all 
that I had, even with a full head of steam 
I could not knock him off-balance. With 
my three sisters swarming around him, 
hanging onto his legs and wrapped 
around his neck, we were still no match. 
He would grab us with his rough, leath-
ery hands, give us a whisker rub with his 
day’s growth of beard, and toss us aside 
like we were barely even there.

I’ll never forget his hands — those 
rock hard hands. They were working 
man hands. Holding dad’s hand was like 
holding a sanding block and just about 
as uncomfortable. As he toiled day after 
day and year after year, his hands built 
up so many rough calluses that they be-
came as hard as dried leather. They were 
scarred and hardened with the evidence 
of countless bumps and bruises inflicted 
on job sites.

I saw in Dad’s hands an ideal, and 
to me they represented a hard-working 
man who labored diligently to support 
his family. I felt pride when I compared 
his hands to those of men who spent 
their lives at desks—there really was no 
comparison—and looked forward to the 

day when my hands would be hard and 
callused like dad’s.

I sometimes wonder if there’s 
something inside each of us that longs 
to carry out God’s original instruction to 
humans. God explicitly commanded the 
first man to till the soil and to care for the 
earth: “The Lord God took the man and 
put him in the garden of Eden to work it 
and keep it” (Genesis 2:15). We’re nev-
er closer to the heart of that command 
than when we’re up to our elbows in dirt, 
planting, pruning, tending.

Dad had the privilege of doing that 
every day. And the even greater privilege 
of loving nothing more.

Yet behind his love for working 
with plants and rocks and soil, I think 
dad always felt a twinge of shame or re-
gret. He grew up in an affluent family, 
one with a long history of politicians and 
lawyers. My grandfather was a Supreme 
Court judge, and dad’s uncles were mem-
bers of Parliament. Surely, dad felt deep 
inside, landscaping was not a profession 
suited to a man from such a family.

Finally succumbing to the pressure 
he created within himself, he returned to 
school, upgrading his two bachelor’s de-
grees to a master’s. For several years he 
worked diligently, studying languages, 
history and theology.

And a strange thing happened. As 
the months turned into years I noticed 
that his hands no longer felt like leather. 
The longer he stayed in school, the softer 
his hands became. Before long his hands 
were much like mine—soft and free 
from calluses.

Dad graduated with a master’s de-
gree and tried so hard to be happy in an 
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Like most little boys, I idolized my father as a child. You would have 
had a difficult time convincing me that there was anyone smarter, 
faster or stronger than my dad. I really did believe it when I told my 
friends “my dad can beat up your dad!”

And it may well have been true.
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indoor job. He tried his hand at a few things 
and it wasn’t so much that he wasn’t good at 
them as that he just did not enjoy them. He 
found himself thinking nostalgically of burying 
his hands in fresh topsoil and sculpting beauti-
ful gardens where there had been nothing but 
weeds and chaos. How could the glaring pix-
els of a computer screen be any match for the 
beauty of flowers bursting forth in color with 
the first warm sun of spring?

Finally it became too much. One day dad 
bought himself a great, big pickup truck and 
hauled all his tools out of storage. He returned 
to tilling the soil he had left behind.

Now whenever I see dad he has dirt under 
his fingernails. His hands are once again as hard 
as dried leather and I can’t imagine my children 
feel any more comfortable holding his hands 
than I did so many years ago. As he returns 
shamelessly to the task for which God created 
him, his hands again bear evidence of his labor. 
His hands represent what he has chosen to do 
with his life. They represent his obedience to 
the vocation God has called him to.

Dad’s hands teach me. They teach me that 
some day I will stand before God and that he is 
going to reach down to me and feel my hands. 
He has assigned to me and to all of his chil-
dren the same task, and it’s a difficult one. I’m 
called by God to take his message into the entire 
world, diligently and shamelessly proclaiming 
the Good News of Jesus Christ and living in the 
ways he has commanded me to live. I’m to serve 
my brothers and sisters in Christ, committing 
my best to the church that Christ has built. I’m 
to live dependently and sacrificially, trusting in 
God to provide for my every need.

If my hands are not as rough as sandpa-
per, if they are not scarred and bleeding, it may 
stand as evidence that I haven’t been diligent in 
that labor. If my hands bear no scars, perhaps 
I haven’t received the cuts and bruises that are 
bound to come to anyone who goes forth on 
God’s behalf.

One day God is going to reward those 
who labored diligently for Him and all the evi-
dence He is going to need will be written on our 
hands. God will reward those who, like dad, 
have working man hands.

I w
ro

te
 t

hi
s,

 o
bv

io
us

ly
, a

s 
a 

tr
ib

ut
e 

to
 m

y 
fa

th
er

. I
t 

re
m

ai
ns

 o
ne

 o
f 

m
y 

fa
vo

ri
te

 p
ie

ce
s.

 (
M

ay
 1

5,
 2

00
4)



I live much of my life basking in the glow 
of a pair of liquid crystal display moni-
tors and with the gentle ambient hum of a 
computer fan registering somewhere just 
above my subconscious.

As a Web designer by day, a blog-
ger by night and a writer whenever I can 
squeeze in a few moments, I live with my 
eyes glued to these 22” glowing rectangles.

Because I use a computer so much, 
I take great care in ensuring I have just 
the right machine — one that will suit my 
every need. I need to have a large moni-
tor since studies and personal experi-
ence show that productivity increases 
proportionately with screen real estate; 
I need to have a fast computer because I 
am constantly jumping from program to 
program, clicking quickly from e-mail to 
Photoshop to the Web and back again; I 
need to have a sizeable and fast hard drive 
to accommodate a large collection of mu-

sic and the files for hundreds or thou-
sands of projects.

Even the keyboard needs to be just 
right. Because I type millions of words 
every year, I need to ensure that the key-
board “feels” the way I need it to in order 
to type my fastest—the keys need to have 
just the right amount of give and the key-
board has to have the extra buttons that 
make my life so much easier, one second 
at a time.

A couple of weekends ago, with my 
office computer fading fast, I decided the 
time was right to take the jump and to 
buy myself a new one. Though I searched 
the catalogs, Web sites and flyers of all the 
big box stores in my area, I couldn’t find 
a machine that suited my every need. Re-
luctantly I concluded that the easiest solu-
tion was to build a system myself. I spent 
a few hours researching components, 
ensuring that each would work with the 
other and that each represented the best 

INVOLUNTARY COMMUNITY
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INVOLUNTARY COMMUNITY value for my money. I drove to a nearby com-
puter store, bought the individual components, 
and then returned home to assemble it all.

By the time the sun set on Saturday I had 
built the system, installed the operating system, 
and had begun to personalize it, making sure 
that every setting was just the way I like it—just 
the way I need it to be to make me work my 
best and my fastest. It was ready for me to get to 
work on Monday morning.

As I went to bed on Saturday night I 
thought about the first computer I had ever 
owned. The computer cost far, far more, yet it 
had less than one ten thousandth the ability of 
this one. It came as it was—there was little room 
for personalization.

I was struck by how much I expect and 
demand today when it comes to customization. 
Today I want things to suit me as an individual. 
General doesn’t work; I need specifics. I wasn’t 
so picky back then—I was happy simply to have 
my own computer.

Customization and personalization have 
become the order of the day in our culture. We 
want our lifestyles and our personal tastes to be 
reflected in all we buy, all we own, all we wear 

and in all the things we do. Even if we are all 
compelled to buy the next big thing, we still in-
sist that we make the choice as individuals, not 
as a mass of consumers influenced by clever 
marketing.

Sure, we all rushed out to buy iPods with-
in a year or two of their release, but we consoled 
ourselves that we are different from the other 
people who bought iPods because we chose the 

pink one or we bought a snazzy protective cover 
to go over it. Our iPods were different because 
they looked different. They were expressions of 
our individuality.

Or so we insisted.
Customizing our appearance and our gad-

gets is not enough. We also want to customize 
the groups of people we spend time with, pre-
ferring those who are most like us. We go on-
line and join social media communities made 
up of others just like us; we create Facebook ac-
counts to compile lists of our friends and search 
for MySpace friends on the basis of our shared 
interests. We add our books to the LibraryThing 
catalog and see how many people have all the 
same books we do. We search high and low for 
what we have in common with others.

We demand today to be individuals and to 
customize everything we have and everything 
we are. But is this making us happier?

A recent article in TIME addressed the 
endless choices we face today. “The huge num-
ber of choices that assault us every day makes 
many of us feel inadequate and in some cases 
even clinically depressed,” says Professor Bar-
ry Schwartz, a psychologist from Swarthmore 

College in Pennsylvania and the author of The 
Paradox of Choice. “There is vastly too much 
choice in the modern world and we are paying 
an enormous price for it. It makes us feel help-
less, mentally paralyzed and profoundly dissat-
isfied.”

One might think that increasing choice 
would give us increased happiness, but it seems 
that just the opposite is true. The more choices 

“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither slave nor free, there is 

no male and female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.”
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we have, the less happy we are with the ones we 
make.

Christians face the temptation to under-
stand the church within this same individual-
istic, consumer mindset. We see this when we 
walk away from church thinking “I’d be happier 
if the people were just a little bit more like me,” 
which is, in effect, saying, “That church would 
be better if everyone resembled me.”

In theory and in our hearts we know 
that Christ is building something amazing and 
something that is truly unique—a family com-
posed of people of every nation, every tribe and 
every tongue; a family that spans the globe and 
spans the ages. We know that the diversity of 
this mysterious body is a reflection of God’s 
own love of diversity and his commitment to 
save men and women from among every people 
group in the world.

But in practice we prefer to be individuals 
and prefer to surround ourselves by others who 
are as much like us as possible. The more soci-
ety emphasizes our uniqueness, our individu-
ality, the more difficult we find it to embrace 
diversity.

In his book A Journey Worth Taking, 
author Charles Drew provides an important 
warning about the involuntary nature of the 
community God calls us to as His people. He 
warns us against elevating our individual tastes 
in the churches we attend.

“Church” is not an event. It is people—
people whom God calls us to love. What 
is more, it is in a very important sense 
an involuntary community of people: 
we don’t choose our brothers and sis-
ters—God does. And sometimes (of-
tentimes) those people are not terribly 
compatible with us—not the people we 
would choose to hang out with. But it is 
this very incompatibility that is so im-
portant, for at least two reasons. First, 
learning to love the people I don’t like is 
by far the best way to learn how to love 

(it’s easy to love people I happen to like). 
Second, the church is supposed to be a 
sociological miracle—a demonstration 
that Jesus has died and risen to create a 
new humanity composed of all sorts of 
people.

We need to guard against being church 
consumers—people who shop for a church like 
we might shop for a computer. We need to en-
sure that we do not choose a church the way 
we piece together a network of social media 
friends. God values diversity in a way our cul-
ture does not.

He is building a community that is in-
voluntary — one for which He determines the 
membership. And it is in the context of this 
community of people who may be vastly dif-
ferent from us, that we are to learn to love one 
another even more than we love ourselves. We 
are to love one another on the basis of our com-
mon humanity and on the basis of our shared 
kinship in the family of God rather than on the 
basis of preference or perceived compatibility. It 
can be difficult to love those who are unlike us, 
which is exactly why God calls us to do so.

When we see church through our con-
sumeristic mindset we find ourselves treating 
church like we’d treat a store—as an entity that 
exists to meet our needs. If I go to a computer 
store and find they do not have the components 
I need to build my new computer, I’ll simply go 
elsewhere. I will not adapt my plans to suit what 
they offer, but will go to a place where I can be 
given the pieces I need. And too many Chris-
tians treat church this same way.

But when I see church as the place God 
has called me to place myself, when I see it as 
that sociological miracle demonstrating that 
the new humanity extends far beyond people 
who are just like me, I will make my home there 
and delight in the diversity.

Last Saturday I went out and bought a 
new mouse for my computer since the old one 
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was letting me know that it was nearing the time that it would 
click its last click. This isn’t any mouse, but the Logitech MX™ 
Revolution—the latest and greatest in mouse technology. It has 
five buttons and two scroll wheels. Each of the wheels has mul-
tiple functions, scrolling back and forth, rocking right and left, 
so that, by gripping just that little mouse, I can control a huge 
variety of my computer’s functions. Each button can be per-
sonalized and each button has been personalized so it does just 
what I want it to do. It’s my mouse and I expect it to act the way 
I want it to.

Last Sunday I went to church where I met with a group 
of people who are most uniform in their diversity. They come 
from Canada and China, Romania and Sri Lanka, Poland and 
the Netherlands. They are young and they are old; they are 
black and they are white; they are long-time Christians and 
they are baby Christians; they are married and they are single; 
they are everything.

Few of them look anything like me. It’s not the communi-
ty I would have chosen; not the group I would have assembled 
had God asked me. But He didn’t ask me because He knew bet-
ter. This is the group I’ve come to love.

God has called us to community—few Christians would 
deny this. But God has called us to a community that He builds. 
He chooses the participants and He decides on its membership.

It is easy to love those who are most like us, so God calls 
us to more; He calls us to better. God calls us to love and delight 
in those who may not be much like us at all. And when we do 
so, we bear witness to the One who binds us all together in this 
fascinating, miraculous, diverse, involuntary family called the 
church.

This one came about after reflecting on modern church planting 
which so often begins with the assumption that the planter must 
define his audience and seek to draw only that audience. It may 
make good business sense but I don’t think it makes good King-
dom sense. This article was published on Focus on the Family’s 
Boundless.org. (February 8, 2008)
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When I was a teenager, there was a boy in my class 
who was not quite normal. I don’t know if he suf-
fered from a type of mental disorder or if he was 
just a bit “different”—never completely accus-
tomizing to the culture he lived in. I suspect the lat-
ter. Somehow he did not quite fit in. He had funny 
mannerisms, would sometimes say strange things 
and often seemed oblivious to social propriety. One 
of my enduring memories of him is watching him 
sit in the front pew at church and proceed to give 
his ears a really good cleaning, sprinkling what he 
dug out on the carpet below. He was oblivious to 
this being odd behavior. While clearly exceedingly 
bright in some ways, he was hopeless in others. 
Something of a loner, probably less by choice and 
more by lack of interest from his classmates, he 
would spend lunch and breaks by himself, though 
this never appeared to bother him. I don’t think he 
got teased too much simply because he was quite 
confident in who and what he was and in who and 
what he was not. Now that I think about it, I don’t 
know that he would really have known or cared 
even if he had been teased.

Every now and then my parents would tell 
me I had to have him over on a Sunday afternoon 
between the two worship services. The church we 
attended at the time met for morning worship at 
9:30 or 10:00 and for a second worship service in 
the middle of the afternoon. This was ideal for vis-

iting, as a person or family could come over be-
tween services and enjoy a nice visit, but not one 
that grew too long. And so I would sometimes find 
him in my company on Sunday afternoons. I really 
didn’t mind having him over, despite his eccentric-
ities. I suppose I probably worried that being spied 
with him would somehow lower my social status 
(humble though this status may have been) but I’m 
sure my friends knew that I had been forced to in-
vite him over and that I spent time with him more 
out of imposition than desire. I never really got to 
know him too well. A couple of times he recipro-
cated the invitation and, with trepidation lest any-
one spot me, I would go to his house and spend the 
afternoon with his family. I don’t remember what 
we did on these afternoons together. My memories 
have faded.

When the afternoon service was over and 
I had the evening to myself, I was proud of what 
I had done. I had taken this simple guy who had 
no friends and had been a friend to him for a few 
hours. I had allowed him to feel what I thought 
was acceptance and to feel that he was not entirely 
alone. But come Monday morning I would not 
stand by his side and talk to him. I would allow 
him to walk endless circuits around the school or 
to sit quietly with a book. When pity was taken out 
of the equation, I had nothing to offer. I had no 
desire to give of myself. It was almost as if I would 
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spend those Sunday afternoons clearing my throat 
to the sky and whispering under my breath, “God! 
Do You see what I’m doing here, right? I’m being a 
friend to this guy! And it’s not much fun!”

I wasn’t a true friend, of course. I didn’t re-
ally care about my classmate. If my parents decid-
ed he needed to have some companionship for a 
day I would take him under my wing, but I did it 
for them or for me or maybe somehow for God. 
But not for him. My true friends are those people 
I enjoy spending time with just for the joy of be-
ing with them. This guy was someone I spent time 
with out of obligation or out of a desire to put a 
notch in the belt of my own sanctification.

A short time ago I read a marvelous little 
book called Same Kind of Different as Me. The book 
has touched many people and I think it has done 
so because it is the story of two people who seem 
to be so unequal and yet who find true equality. 
One is a successful businessman while the other 
is a homeless drifter; one is married with a loving 
family while the other is single and alone; one is 
normal and the other is decidedly not. The rela-
tionship starts as one of pity but ends as one of true 
fraternal love and acceptance. The one who seems 
to have everything already is the one who receives 
untold blessings.

My pastor recently wrote a few articles about 
the importance of considering special needs in 
church. He says, quite rightly I think, that “only the 
Christian Church is really set up to joyfully co-ex-
ist with families of all different types of needs. For 
a large measure of the tension we feel is bound up 
in our own sin, and only Christians have a means 
to genuinely deal with that sin. Because God has 
given us the Holy Spirit, we can be humble. And 
large doses of humility are what is needed in or-
der to walk through all this tension and awkward-
ness.” He quotes his friend Justin Reimer who says, 
“What these families [of disabled children] need is 
help, not pity.”

Pity isn’t necessarily a bad emotion, but I’ve 
found that it does not tend to be the foundation of 
good, noble and godly ends. I pitied my classmate 
and did what I felt was best for him. I extended 
some kind of companionship, but my pity led me 
to focus on myself more than on him. What I did, I 

did for others and not for him. Looking inward or 
upward I was unable to see past myself to see this 
boy for who he was. I found pleasure not in any-
thing he was or anything he offered, but in what 
I thought I might gain through the gratitude of 
my parents, the gratefulness of his parents, or the 
blessing of God. Looking back I can see that I real-
ly knew nothing about him. I never made any kind 
of effort to get to know him. I never made the effort 
to let him touch my life or to show me who he re-
ally was. I thought I already knew. I was arrogant, 
believing in the innate superiority of my normalcy 
while assuming that his eccentricity necessarily 
meant he had nothing to offer; that he needed my 
help. He was pitied, but not accepted; tolerated but 
never loved.

I’ve known other people like this. I know 
some today. They do not need pity. The parents 
of those who are disabled do not want you to pity 
them or to accept them as a project—as a means 
to your own sanctification. They want you to see 
these people for who they are and what they can 
offer and to love and embrace and accept them on 
that basis. This was a point I never got to with my 
classmate. He was, at best, a project; an inconve-
nience I grudgingly accepted at times; someone 
who was somehow less than a full person. When 
I think of him and I think of the other people in 
my life who were never quite normal, never quite 
adhering to the norms of society or never quite 
able to adhere to them, I wonder what I’ve missed 
in forsaking such friendship. I wonder what I’ve 
missed in pitying rather than accepting—in seek-
ing myself rather than the other person. I won-
der what they’ve lost and what I’ve lost because I 
could not realign my expectations for friendship 
and companionship. I never learned to appreciate 
these people, to look beyond their eccentricities 
and disabilities, and to see the people beyond. I 
never learned to enjoy their presence, their friend-
ship and all that they offer.

I’m confident my pastor is right and that the 
church is the best and most natural place for these 
people and their families to joyfully co-exist with 
others. But I’m confident that I’ve done a lousy job 
of proving him right.
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The program affords people the opportunity to present their 
antique possessions—whether furniture, paintings, toys, or 
anything else—and to have them appraised by some of the 
world’s foremost experts in antiquities. For every episode the 
producers single out ten or fifteen items and show an expert 
providing a detailed description and valuation of the item. 
Each section closes with the expert telling the owner just what 
the item is worth. It is always amusing to see eyes pop out or to 
see people jump up and down with excitement as they realize 
that they have in their possession an item worth tens or even 
hundreds of thousands of dollars. During every episode the 
viewer has opportunity to see “junk” transformed to treasure.
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There is one segment from a particular epi-
sode that stands out in my mind, because it fea-
tured the most valuable item they had appraised 
to that point. An elderly gentleman from Tucson, 
Arizona, brought in an old blanket he had in-
herited several years before. He knew it was old 
and believed it had a little bit of value, perhaps a 
few hundred or even a couple of thousand dol-
lars. After inheriting this blanket he had thrown 
it over the back of a rocking chair in his bedroom 
and had not often thought about it until present-
ed with opportunity to take it to the Roadshow.

With the blanket hanging on a rack behind 
them, the expert appraiser told the old man that 
his heart had stopped when he first saw it. As 
I watched the show, I could see the excitement 
written all over the expert’s face and extending 
throughout his body. He could not stand still. 
He began to explain that the item was a Navajo 
chief ’s blanket that had been woven in the 1840s. 
In wonderful condition, it was one of the oldest, 
intact Navajo weaves to survive to the twenty-
first century, and certainly one of only a tiny 
handful to exist outside of museum collections. 
He showed the fine detail of the weaving and 
even showed where it had been torn and repaired 
shortly after it was first made. I could see the ex-
citement in his eyes as he looked at something he 
knew was extremely valuable. He knew that sit-
ting before him was something more than a blan-
ket—it was a rare national treasure of incredible 
value and historical significance.

The appraiser seemed to have trouble even 
beginning to convey to the audience the impor-
tance of this blanket. He left no doubt, though, 
when he told of its value. Because of its rarity and 
significance, he had no trouble assigning a val-
ue of somewhere between 350,000 and 500,000 
dollars. This elderly gentleman had come to the 
show carrying a blanket worth almost a half-mil-
lion dollars. He simply could not believe what he 
was hearing. Choked up and with tears pouring 
from his eyes he asked to hear the amount again. 
He looked as if he might pass out.

As the man walked out of the convention 
center where the show had been held, the blan-
ket he had cavalierly carried in with him was now 
cradled carefully in his arms. He walked out of 
the building with security guards on either side 
of him, drove straight to a bank, and placed the 
blanket in a safe deposit box. What had been 
“junk,” a mere accent to an old rocking chair, had 
been instantly transformed into a precious trea-
sure.

When God saves his people, bringing us 
from death to life, he opens our eyes to love and 
appreciate the supreme treasure that is Jesus 
Christ. What had once been of little interest or 
significance is suddenly transformed into some-
thing of inestimable value and worth. The gospel 
message—the news of Jesus’ miraculous birth, 
perfect life, substitutionary death, and glorious 
resurrection—is great and joyous news, and yet, 
for this very reason, it is under attack by the forc-
es of evil. The eminent nineteenth-century pas-
tor and author J.C. Ryle wrote of just some of the 
ways the gospel can be spoiled to us:

You may spoil the Gospel by substitution. 
You have only to withdraw from the eyes 
of the sinner the grand object which the 
Bible proposes to faith,—Jesus Christ; and 
to substitute another object in His place 
… and the mischief is done. Substitute 
anything for Christ, and the Gospel is to-
tally spoiled!

    You may spoil the Gospel by ad-
dition. You have only to add to Christ, the 
grand object of faith, some other objects 
as equally worthy of honour, and the mis-
chief is done. Add anything to Christ, and 
the Gospel ceases to be a pure Gospel!

    You may spoil the Gospel by in-
terposition. You have only to push some-
thing between Christ and the eye of the 
soul, to draw away the sinner’s attention 
from the Saviour, and the mischief is 
done.

You may spoil the Gospel by dis-
proportion. You have only to attach an 
exaggerated importance to the secondary 
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things of Christianity, and a diminished 
importance to the first things, and the 
mischief is done. Once alter the propor-
tion of the parts of truth, and truth soon 
becomes downright error!

You may completely spoil the Gospel 
by confused and contradictory directions. 
Complicated and obscure statements 
about faith, baptism, Church privileges, 
and the benefits of the Lord’s Supper…are 
almost as bad as no statement at all!

The gospel can be spoiled, though not ob-
jectively, for it is an objective reality. Yet it can be 
spoiled by us and to us. We can modify the gospel, 
either deliberately or inadvertently, stripping it of 
its power and its glory. We can bring to people a 
counterfeit gospel that is no gospel at all. It is the 
discipline of discernment that God has provided 
us to guard the purity of the gospel.

Discernment, then, is not an end in itself. 
Rather, discernment is the means to a far greater 
and nobler end. By practicing spiritual discern-
ment we guard the gospel, the message of eternal 
life. The apostle Paul, writing to his young protege 
Timothy, called him to do just this in both of the 
letters to Timothy recorded in Scripture. “O Tim-
othy, guard the deposit entrusted to you,” Paul 
writes in 1 Timothy 6:20. In his next letter he re-
iterates, “By the Holy Spirit who dwells within us, 
guard the good deposit entrusted to you” (2 Tim. 
1:14). Through the power of the Spirit, Timothy 
was to guard the gospel.

This word deposit is taken from the ancient 
world. In the age before personal safes and safe 
deposit boxes, a person who was going to be away 
for some time might ask another to care for a 
treasured possession. He would entrust this pos-
session to another, depositing it to him, and this 
person was bound by a sacred oath to protect it. 

In his letters to Timothy, Paul, who knows that 
he will not always be able to encourage and men-
tor Timothy, entrusts to him the gospel message. 
Timothy would be expected to guard this message 
and to find worthy, godly Christians to whom he 
could in turn entrust it. And so the gospel has 
been protected and has carried from one genera-
tion to the next through the long, storied history 
of the church. And so it has been handed in trust 
to you and to me and to all who believe.

John Stott, in his introduction to his com-
mentary on 2 Timothy, says this:

The church of our day urgently needs to 
heed the message of this second letter of 
Paul to Timothy. For all around us we see 
Christians and churches relaxing their 
grasp of the gospel, fumbling it, in danger 
of letting it drop from their hands alto-
gether. A new generation of young Timo-
thys is needed, who will guard the sacred 
deposit of the gospel, who are determined 
to proclaim it and are prepared to suffer 
for it, and who will pass it on pure and un-
corrupted to the generation which in due 
course will rise up to follow them.

God has given us the gospel in trust. He has 
deposited it to our account and expects that we 
will guard this priceless, precious treasure. God 
has entrusted to us something of infinite worth 
and unsurpassed beauty. He has not left us to our 
own devices, but he has provided for us the Holy 
Spirit, that with his help we may be faithful in 
guarding the gospel of Jesus Christ. Spiritual dis-
cernment allows us to keep the gospel central and 
allows us to see and guard against error. Spiritual 
discernment is absolutely crucial to the one who 
would understand and heed the gospel. Nothing 
less than the gospel is at stake.

Though the above article is drawn largely from my book The Discipline of Spiritual Discernment, 
it appeared first on my blog. At that time it was a reflection on the infinite value of Scripture and 
how, once he saved me, God had radically altered my perception of his Word. (September 22, 2005)
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This was just a short reflection, but it is one that has stuck with me. The more I understand 
of myself and the more I understand of God, the more I see how apropos this little vignette 
really is. And yes, I still have that silly little pencil holder. (June 26, 2004)

Last Sunday was Father’s Day. My son spent his morning in our church’s preschool program while 
my wife and I enjoyed the worship service. When the service was over, my son came bounding 
into the auditorium overflowing with excitement, holding something behind his back. He came 
to me and told me he had a surprise for me. With a flourish he presented to me a little pencil 
holder he had made for me that very morning. It was made of an orange juice can covered with 
bits of road map. A sticker on the read “Nick’s dad must ‘Obey God’ and follow his directions. 
Acts 5:29.” It was a gift for me for Father’s Day.

If I were to look at my son’s creation purely objectively I was see a monstrosity—something 
that made a mockery of pencil holders. The bits of 
paper covered only a portion of the can and most 
of them were loose. The liner on the inside of the 
can was peeling away because of the moisture it had 
been exposed to. Had I seen nothing but a pencil 
holder, I would have thrown it away in disgust.

But I see more than a pencil holder. I see an 
expression of my son’s love for me. I see the effort he 
put into it and know that he did the best he could. 
He is incapable at only four years old of making a 
work of art worthy of a gallery. So while this gift 
may be a monstrosity in an objective sense, to me 
it is beautiful. I have never met a parent who would 
throw away such a gift, expressing disgust at the 
flaws in it. Every parents understands the joy of re-
ceiving such gifts.

I love to bring gifts to God. Whether it is a 
portion of the finances He has blessed me with or 
whether it is my time or talents, I love to present 
my gifts before my heavenly Father. I know that if 
he viewed these gifts objectively, he would see little 
more than the monstrosities they are before his per-
fect standards. He would see the selfishness in my heart as I give money to him, knowing that I 
could just as easily use that money to buy myself something nice. He knows that my heart is not 
perfectly pure as I bring my gifts of worship to him. He knows who I am. Yet God accepts these 
imperfect gifts. As a loving Father he accepts the ragged, misshapen little pencil holders I bring 
to him and gives them a place of honor on his desk. He knows my imperfections, he knows I am 
only dust, and he knows that through my gifts, faulty as they may be, I seek to bring honor and 
glory to him.

FATHER's DAY
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A few weeks before Christmas, we had my 
son and daughter compile a list of the gifts 
they most desired. Topping my son’s list was 
a Playmobil castle—a huge, grey castle that 
looks like the kind of toy every boy dreams 
about. He asked for this with some hesitation, 
though, because he knew that it was expen-
sive. We told him several times leading up to 
Christmas that we did not think we would be 
able to afford such a toy. Neither Aileen nor I 
was raised in families that celebrated Christ-
mas or birthdays with gifts worth hundreds 
of dollars, so the pricetag of the castle would 
prove quite a stretch for us. In the end, we 
settled on a smaller castle, still Playmobil, but 

one that was the “bad guy” castle instead of the 
“good guy” castle.

When my son opened this gift on Christ-
mas morning we could tell that he was both 
thrilled and disappointed. He had so badly 
wanted that big castle but knew it was un-
likely that he would receive it. When he saw 
a big box on Christmas morning he thought 
that maybe, just maybe, we had splurged and 
bought it for him. When he opened it, he saw 
that it was almost what he had wanted, but not 
quite. Still, he was happy with the gift and put 
a brave face on it. If he was exceedingly disap-
pointed, he masked it well for a five-year old. 
We were proud of him.

repaying
   a gift
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repaying
   a gift

When his birthday rolled around in March, 
the Playmobil castle was still at the top of his list. 
Knowing now that his desire for this castle was 
not just a passing fancy, we decided that we would 
break form and buy it for him. We shopped around 
a little bit, found the best price, and bought it. 
When the day of his birthday arrived we hid the 
box and had him open all his other gifts first. 
When he had opened a couple of gifts from us, and 
gifts from other family members, he seemed truly 
pleased. It was then that I went downstairs and re-
turned with that huge box. His eyes went wide and 
he exclaimed, “You didn’t! No, you didn’t!” We put 
the box before him and he made short work of the 
wrapping paper. His eyes lit up and I think I saw a 
tear in his eye as he saw that long-awaited castle. I 
think it was made sweeter by the waiting. We built 
the castle for him that afternoon and it has given 
him countless hours of pleasure in the months 
since then. It remains his favorite toy.

One little event struck me later that after-
noon. The castle was complete and my son had 
already been playing with it for a few hours. Af-
ter I woke from a short nap I went downstairs to 
watch him enjoying his toy. When he saw me, he 
ran to his room and returned clutching something 
in his little hand. He walked up to me and handed 
me a loonie, a one dollar coin. He explained that 
he knew the castle was very expensive and that we 
could not really afford it. He wanted to give me a 
dollar to help with the expense. It was a touching 
moment, really, and one that showed a sweet inno-
cence, for of course his one dollar coin could hardly 
repay the castle. I explained to him that it was my 
privilege to give him the castle as a gift and that 
he could show me gratitude not by attempting to 
pay me back, something he could not do despite 
his best efforts, but by playing with the castle and 
receiving from it a great deal of joy. That seemed to 
satisfy him, so he put his money in his pocket and 
continued to play with his new toys.

I think there is a lesson in my son’s behavior, 
though one that did not register in my mind and 
in my heart until I read The Great Work of the Gos-
pel by John Ensor. So often, I realize, I have been 
just like my son, attempting to repay God for his 
gifts. I attempt to provide good works as repay-
ment for mercy. God gives us grace as a gift and 
does not expect us to repay him for it. As with my-
self when looking at my son, God’s satisfaction is 
not in our attempts to repay him, but in seeing our 
heartfelt delight as we rejoice in his free gift. The 
gift is cheapened when we attempt to repay it. John 
Ensor writes, “His reward as a gift giver is in the 
gladness of heart that we experience in receiving 
his gift as a gift.” Ensor points out another reason 
we cannot pay for our sins by doing good works as 
a tradeoff for God’s mercy. “Anything we do with a 
motive of adding to the work of Christ so as to win 
the forgiveness of God becomes the ground of self-
satisfaction in our own goodness, rather than trust 
in God’s grace.” In receiving this gift from me, my 
son was unable to boast. Had he saved his money 
and paid me back, he could have led his friends to 
the playroom and said, “Here is a castle I earned.” 
But with the gift I gave him, all he can boast in is in 
having a father who loves him and who knows how 
to give him good gifts.

My son’s motives were pure. He felt some 
measure of guilt in receiving a gift he felt we could 
not afford. And so he tried to repay me, but in a 
way that was inadequate, impossible and in denial 
of the very fact that what I gave him was intended 
to be a gift. I expected no repayment and took my 
joy in my son’s delight. And there is the lesson for 
me. God wants me to receive mercy and grace as 
a gift. Even my best efforts at repaying him merit 
me nothing. What God desires is that I receive his 
gift as a gift and that I return to him all the praise 
and the glory through enjoying what he has so gra-
ciously given me.

Though parents are to teach their children, parents soon realize just how much they stand to learn 
from their children. I love to keep my eyes and ears open as I see my children being children. They have 
taught me so much about my own relationship as a son of the Father. (August 17, 2006)
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In 1969 Leonard 
Cohen released a re-
cord entitled Songs 
From A Room. The 
fifth track on that 
album is “Seems So 
Long Ago, Nancy.” 
The song has be-
come one of Cohen’s 
more popular ones; 
it has found its way 
onto one of his live 

albums and has been covered by several other artists.
It is a dark, haunting song that speaks of a young 

woman named Nancy. The poetic words are difficult to in-
terpret leading many fans of Cohen’s music to speculate on 
what they mean.

Over the years Cohen has made several references 
to the song during concerts and in interviews. Fans once 
speculated that the song was written as a tribute to Mari-
lyn Monroe, but Cohen replied “No, it was about a real 
Nancy.” In his introduction to Frankfurt72 Cohen said 
“This is a song for a girl named Nancy who was a real 
girl—who went into the bathroom of her father’s house, 
took her brother’s shotgun and blew her head off. Age of 
21. Maybe this is an arrogant thing to say, but maybe she 
did it because there weren’t enough people saying what 
I’ve been saying.” “In the song book for the Songs of Love 
and Hate album, there is a description of a LC concert. 
LC is about to start singing ‘It Seems so Long Ago, Nancy,’ 
but he decides to talk about her first, to get in the mood. 
He says that she was not adjusted to life in this world. She 
had a baby and they took it away from her, and she shot 
herself.”

Over the years I have had a fascination with this 
song. It is an awful song, in many ways, leaving Nancy a 
legacy that few would want—a legacy of promiscuity and 
self-loathing. I have often felt such pity for Nancy as I can 
almost feel her sadness and pain through the song. I have 
wished that someone could reach through the sadness and 
bring her some measure of peace.

It seems so long ago,
Nancy was alone,
looking at the Late Late show
through a semi-precious stone.
In the House of Honesty
her father was on trial,
in the House of Mystery
there was no one at all,
there was no one at all.

It seems so long ago,
none of us were strong;
Nancy wore green stockings
and she slept with everyone.
She never said she’d wait for us
although she was alone,
I think she fell in love for us
in nineteen sixty one,
in nineteen sixty one.

It seems so long ago,
Nancy was alone,
a forty five beside her head,
an open telephone.
We told her she was beautiful,
we told her she was free
but none of us would meet her in
the House of Mystery,
the House of Mystery.

And now you look around you,
see her everywhere,
many use her body,
many comb her hair.
In the hollow of the night
when you are cold and numb
you hear her talking freely then,
she’s happy that you’ve come,
she’s happy that you’ve come.

seems so long ago, nancy
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But the peace never came. Lost in her despair, 
Nancy took her own life.

How do I know this? Nancy was my aunt.
Perhaps this puts my fascination with this 

song into perspective. The song is not about some 
anonymous Nancy, but is about a woman I should 
have been able to know and love, but for the fact 
that she took her life before I was ever born.

At times in my life I have been nearly ob-
sessed with finding out about her. Her name rarely 
comes up when the family comes together and it 
is as if the past is so painful to her siblings that 
they would rather not think about her at all than 
relive that pain. What follows represents the small 
amount I have learned about my aunt.

Nancy was born October 20, 1943 and died 
on March 10th of 1965, when she was only twenty-
one years old. She was a troubled young woman, 
and spent many of her teenage years under psychi-
atric care. Several years ago, digging through some 
old papers at my cottage, I found a few letters she 
had written to her mother from psyciatric hospi-
tals. In some of these letters she seems to be doing 
well, thanking my grandmother for sending her 
clothes and saying “Next week seems so far away. I 
just hope I’ll be free soon.” In others she seems to 
be in times of torment, writing disjointed thoughts 
in scrawled handwriting. “A manic depressive just 
bombed in - And I mean bomb. Hell! She came 400 
miles by ambulance in 4 hours. Imagine the ball 
she had eh? Well she’s great fun but really ‘hurt’ 
through behind her happy face. Don’t worry!”

There is a second series of letters, which pre-
date the first by several years. In 1961 Nancy lived 
away from home, serving as a tour guide at historic 
Fort Henry in Kingston, Ontario, and she writes 
about dating boys from R.M.C. (Royal Military 
College) and visiting with aunts and other rela-
tives, even travelling to New York to take in a Hen-
ry Fonda show and shop at Bloomingdales. “Don’t 
worry about me,” she wrote, “I know that I’m doing 
the right thing.”

My grandmother was a meticulous calen-
dar-keeper and on December 20, 1963 she noted, 
“Nancy met Mike.” At some point in the following 
months Nancy became pregnant, and social con-
ventions being what they were at the time, especial-
ly in a prominent family of Members of Parliament 
and Supreme Court Judges, Nancy was forced to 

give up her baby for adoption. Just a few months 
after the baby was born, Nancy, in a time of desper-
ate depression, took her life with her brother’s gun. 
Her brother is my father. He was just fifteen.

Several months ago, in private correspon-
dance with Leonard Cohen, he commented to 
me about Nancy and his memories of her. “It is 
her beauty and bravery that shine through. Many 
young women of the time came up against the hard 
limitations of family and society, although not ev-
ery confrontation ended so sadly.” Cohen was not 
fast friends with Nancy, though he had met her 
many times through mutual friends. Their closest 
mutual friend was Morton Rosengarten, an artist 
and sculptor. 

When I consider Nancy’s life, I can’t help but 
wonder if she had not found more than the hard 
limitations of family and society. My grandmother 
once shared with my mother that in the weeks be-
fore her death, Nancy would scream, “Mom, get 
me a guru! I need a guru!” Nancy seemed to know 
that her torment went deeper than societal conven-
tions, touching even on the realm of the spiritual. 
She cried out for guidance; for help. But it would 
never come.

I wish I knew more about Nancy. I dream 
some day of finding and meeting her son (my 
cousin). I wonder if that would help bring a small 
measure of closure to what is a tragic story. Or per-
haps it would merely bring unnecessary pain into 
his life. But perhaps the joy of knowing that some 
glimmer of good—a human life—came from the 
situation would bring some measure of comfort 
to those who still mourn Nancy, even after forty 
years.

A few years after Nancy took her life, my 
grandfather did the same.

Imagine the pain the family faced as they 
dealt with another suicide, another tragedy, an-
other humiliation. He, too, dealt with tormentu-
ous depression, anger and grief. When it came to 
be too much for him to handle, he took his life. 
Could a family get any lower? Imagine gathering at 
Christmas or Thanksgiving with two family mem-
bers missing. Imagine the pain.

But at about the same time my grandfather 
took his life, something miraculous happened in 
that family. My father was given new life.
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The Bible shares a story that speaks of a 
similar situation.

In John chapter eleven we read about a man 
named Lazarus, who was a close friend of Jesus. 
At one point Jesus received a messenger tell-
ing him that Lazarus was gravely ill and asking 
Him to hurry to the town of Bethany to be with 
his friend. But by the time Jesus arrived, it was 
too late—Lazarus was dead and had been in the 
tomb for four days already. Imagine a four-day 
old corpse in the 
heat of the mid-
dle-east. The 
corpse would 
already have 
been decaying. 
When Jesus 
asked to see the 
body, Lazarus’ 
sister, Martha, 
said, “Lord, by 
this time there 
will be an odor, 
for he has been 
dead four days.” 
Martha knew 
what to expect 
of a man who was dead— he would be putre-
fying, causing an unbearable stench. She had a 
reasonable expectation of a dead man.

But Jesus did not, for he had something to 
teach them. He said to Martha, “I am the res-
urrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone 
who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do 
you believe this?”

Jesus then went into that tomb and called 
“Lazarus, come out!” And just like that, life was 

breathed back into the dead man, and he walked 
out of the tomb, still bound in grave cloths. The 
power of God had breathed life into death.
And that is what happened to my father. He did 
not experience physical death, but was spiritu-
ally as lost and dead as his sister had been. His 
spirit was as dead as Lazarus’ body. He was with-
out a guru, without a teacher, without a God 
and without a hope. But then the power of God 
breathed life into him. My father was saved from 

the horror 
and despair 
that befell his 
sister and his 
father.

What 
is even more 

amazing 
is that this 
same life was 
breathed into 
Nancy’s sis-
ter (my aunt) 
and Nancy’s 
mother (my 

grandmoth-
er). They, too, 

were given life! That life has continued to bring 
joy and comfort to the family through the years.

The words Jesus said to Lazarus are the 
same he says to you today. “I am the resurrection 
and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he 
die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and 
believes in me shall never die. Do you believe 
this?”

Do you?

I think I began to write this as a kind of therapy. But as I reached the end of Nancy’s life I realized 
that it offered an ideal opportunity to share the gospel with Leonard Cohen’s fan base. Over the years 
I have received some very interesting and occasionally even encouraging emails from those people. 
(March 24, 2005)



You know the oft-told story, I am sure. G.K. Chesterton, along with other 
prominent authors of his day, was asked by The Times to answer this question: 
“What’s Wrong with the World?” His answer was beautiful in its simplicity 
and brilliant in its profundity.

Dear Sirs,

I am.

Sincerely yours,
G. K. Chesterton

As I ponder the greatest hindrances to the gospel today, I can’t help but 
feel that Chesteron’s words are applicable to this question, too. And yet, 
at the same time, I feel as if they are wrong; dead wrong.

I Am
I, as a Christian, hinder the spread of the gospel and hinder its power in the 
world.

I hinder the gospel when I lose confidence in the gospel—in the pow-
erful simplicity of the good news that Jesus Christ has died to save sinners. 
Our age has seen more gospel innovation than any other. We have unprec-
edented access to programs, teachings and technologies that claim to be able 
to further the gospel’s spread. But how easy it is to find that my confidence is 
in the programs or in the teachers or in the technologies, rather than in the 
gospel message itself. How quick I am to prefer my own message and my own 
methods above those given to me by God.

I hinder the gospel when what I do fails to match what I say. When I 
claim to follow Christ but allow my actions to betray my words, a watching 

GREATEST  HINDRanceTh
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world scoffs at the gospel, and rightly so. When I claim to have been transformed by 
God’s grace but live as if God has made no change at all, I cause others to heap contempt 
on the gospel. Robert Robinson said this so eloquently in his great hymn, “Come, Thou 
Fount of Every Blessing:” “Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, Prone to leave the God I love.” 
Living in the constant tension of being both saint and sinner, I am prone to wander away 
from the One I love; prone to live as if He is nothing to me. And in this I hinder the 
gospel.

I Am Not
From my human perspective, I am the greatest hindrance to the gospel. But the Bible tells 
me to look higher. It tells me with glorious clarity that nothing, no one, is able to hinder the 
gospel. It tells me to place my confidence in the God whose plans cannot be stopped. My 
lack of confidence in the gospel, my indifference to it, and my unfaithfulness in spreading 
it, cannot truly hinder the work of God. God reigns supreme over all.    

his dominion is an everlasting dominion,
and his kingdom endures from generation to generation;
all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, 
and he does according to his will among the host of heaven
and among the inhabitants of the earth;
and none can stay his hand 
or say to him, “What have you done?” (Daniel 4:34b-35)

Not one person who truly seeks after God will be hindered from embracing Christ 
as Lord and Savior. Christ, the Good Shepherd, has sent His Spirit to gather a 
people to himself. Christ knows his own and his own know him. He will draw them 
to himself and not one will be lost; not one can be lost. Far be it from me to think 
that I can stand in the way of God, the Creator and Sustainer of all that was and is 
and ever will be.

What is the greatest hindrance to the gospel today? I am, but nothing is. God reigns 
supreme.

Compassion Magazine asked me to submit an article for their Spring 2009 issue 
answering this question: “What is the Greatest Hindrance to the Gospel today?” 
This was my response. (January 9, 2009)
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My son is three years old and has recently begun to become aware 
of the existence of death. At only three he has far greater capacity to 
wonder and to ask questions than he does to understand. This makes 
it difficult and as his father I struggle to try to share with him what 
death is and how something so terrifying and so final can be made 
an occasion of wondrous joy.

Today, while my wife was at a Bible study, Nick and I settled down to watch a 
movie. It was a children’s movie but at the end one of the central characters died. 
I watched Nick as this event unfolded. I could see his face fall and his eyes narrow 
as the character died. I saw tears form as he watched the loved ones gather around 
their fallen friend. He turned to me and with tears spilling down his cheeks 
sobbed, “Daddy, why did he have to die? When is he going to come alive again?” 
I pulled him to my lap and reminded him of heaven and told him that people 
who love God go to heaven when they die. I told him how heaven is a place where 
there is no more death, no more fighting and no more sadness. I told him that 
it is a place where we can always be with God and where boys and their daddies 
can be together forever. He tried so hard to understand, but how is a three-year 
old mind supposed to understand a concept so large and so unnatural as death?

And so we sat on the couch and we wept together. Nicky put his head in my 
lap and cried about something he could not understand and something he was 
not created to understand. Daddy stroked his hair and wept for this world—a 
world which was created for us to live in for all eternity with our Maker, but a 
world that has been defiled by death. I wept that a three-year old needs to con-
cern himself with death; with things he cannot and should not understand.

I asked Nicky if I could pray with him and wiping the tears from his cheeks 
he said “yes.” He closed his eyes. So I asked God if he would help Nicky under-
stand that death is not something to be feared if we love him. I asked God to help 
Nick learn to love him more and more. And of course I asked him to give Nicky 
peace so that his young mind wouldn’t be troubled by concepts too difficult for 
him to understand.

I wish I could explain to my son about the death of death accomplished 
through the death of Christ. I wish I could make him understand that if he places 
his trust in Jesus he has nothing to fear in life or in death. I hope, I trust, I pray 
that such an understanding will come in due time, so when on the day that Nick’s 
eyes close in death, he and I will be reunited in that place where death shall be no 
more, where there will be no more mourning, pain or sorrow and where God will 
have already wiped away the tears that filled his little eyes. 
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In my personal devotions I’ve recently begun a study 
of Esther. Since it is a short book and one that is en-
tirely narrative, I do not anticipate being in the book 
for long—probably just about one day per chapter. 
Esther is probably best known among Christians as 
being a book of the Bible that never mentions God, ei-
ther explicitly or even implicitly. But though His name 
is never mentioned, his hand is all over the book. His 
name does not need to be mentioned for us to see him 
in, over and behind the story. His providence and his 
care for his people is as clear in Esther as it would be if 
his name was mentioned throughout.

Yet it’s still easy to miss God in the story. All the 
evidence we need is in how little attention we give to 
this book. It is rarely spoken of and rarely preached. I 
don’t know if, through all my years of going to church, 
I’ve ever heard a sermon that looked primarily to Es-
ther. But there is a reason that Esther is in the Bible. 
Like each of the other sixty five books, its author is 
God—the God who is unafraid to leave his name out 
of this story.

Earlier this month I spent a few days staying 
at the home of my aunt and uncle. They live in the 
countryside, far from any major urban center. They 
embrace country living, growing vegetables on their 
farm, allowing a giant, furry, stinky dog to roam and 
protect the property, and keeping a small collection 
of potent firearms. While not a seasoned hunter, my 

blood
on the book
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uncle does enjoy heading out into his property 
to chase down the occasional unlucky deer. One 
evening he and I sat outside in the gathering dark 
while he grilled a few steaks and he told of how he 
killed a deer on his property the year before. After 
killing it, he knew that he would need to figure 
out how to butcher the thing. So he loaded it onto 
a little tractor and drove it up to his barn. There 
he hoisted it up so it hung from a rafter, and he 
set to work.

Thankfully, he had had the foresight to buy a 
copy of a book that gave step-by-step instructions 
on how to properly butcher the deer and prepare 
the meat. As he described the butchering process, 
he disappeared into the house for a moment and 
returned with the book. I began to flip through 
it, turning past chapters on how to butcher cows, 
pigs, sheep, rabbits, raccoons and chickens. It 
wasn’t hard to tell when I came to the portion on 
butchering a deer—those pages were covered in 
blood. Obviously my uncle had kept this book 
with him through the butchering process and 
had turned to it often. There were bloody finger-
prints on the edges and drops of blood smeared 
across the pages. It looked well-used. Apparently 
it served as a good guide because my uncle man-
aged to properly butcher the deer and prepare it 
for eating. The week we were there he was prepar-
ing a pit in which he could smoke the meat from 
the next deer that found itself in his crosshairs.

I thought about that book later and thought 
about the difference between the pages that are 
covered with blood and those that are still pris-
tine (and which will no doubt remain that way 

until a hapless sheep happens to wander through 
my uncle’s property during hunting season). I 
thought of that book as I began my study of Es-
ther, pondering the difference between the pages 
that show evidence of use and those that do not. 
There are some pages in my Bible that are covered 
in blood, so to speak. They are pages that I use to 
proclaim or defend my faith; they are pages with 
verses that uplift and inspire; they are the pages 
with verses that people like to adapt as their “life 
verses.” I turn to these pages often and love to 
learn from them.

But then there is Esther. I’ve rarely turned 
to the book at all. There is no blood on the pages 
of Esther, at least in my Bible. There is little evi-
dence that I have learned from those pages and 
that I use them to bolster my faith. There is little 
evidence that I have used those pages to teach me 
more about the God I serve. But even from this 
brief study I’m learning again that God didn’t put 
any unnecessary chapters or any empty narratives 
in his book. After all, this is the God who says, 
“All Scripture is breathed out by God and prof-
itable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 
and for training in righteousness, that the man of 
God may be competent, equipped for every good 
work.” Even Esther, the book that does not men-
tion God, is given for teaching, reproof, correc-
tion and for training in righteousness. It exists to 
make me competent and equipped to live in the 
way God wants me to live.

I’ve become convicted that I can’t leave Es-
ther until there is some blood on those pages.

Sometimes, as a writer, I search long and hard for stories or examples or metaphors. 
Sometimes they get dropped right onto my lap. The moment I saw my uncle’s book, 
everything fell into place. (November 2, 2007)
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Dr. Criswell, long-time pastor of First 
Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas, was 
once traveling by plane to attend a 
speaking engagement on the East coast. 
After boarding the aircraft and getting 
settled, he was thrilled to recognize the 
man in the seat beside him as a well-
known Christian theologian. Criswell 
greatly admired this man and was ea-
ger to get to know him. Soon the plane 
left the ground and after it settled into 
cruising altitude, Criswell introduced 
himself and the two began to speak.

The theologian told the pastor 
how he had recently lost his four-year 
old son to a terrible illness. It began in-
nocently enough when the child was 
sent home from school one afternoon 
after developing a fever. At first the 

parents thought it was a typical child-
hood illness that would soon run its 
course. But his condition continued to 
worsen and that evening they took him 
to the hospital. The doctors ran a bat-
tery of tests and told the parents tragic 
news - their son had a virulent form 
of meningitis and there was nothing 
they could do for him. The child was 
beyond their help and was going to die.

The loving parents did the only 
thing they could do, which was sit with 
their son in a death vigil. 

It was the middle of the afternoon, 
only a few days after he became sick, 
and the illness was causing the little 
boy’s vision began to fade. He looked 
up at his daddy and said softly,

”Daddy, it’s getting dark, isn’t it?”
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The professor replied, “Yes, son, it is dark. It’s very dark.” And for the father it was.

The little boy said, “I guess it’s time for me to get to sleep, isn’t it?”

“Yes son, it’s time for you to sleep,” said the father.

The theologian explained to Dr. Criswell how his son liked his pillow and his blankets ar-
ranged just so and that he laid his head on his hands while he slept. He told how he helped the 
child fix his pillow and how his little boy rested his head on his hands and said, “Good night 
daddy. I’ll see you in the morning.” With that the little boy closed his eyes and fell asleep. Only 
a few minutes later his little chest rose and fell for the last time and his life was over almost 
before it began.

The professor stopped talking and looked out the window of the airplane for a good 
long time. Finally he turned to Dr. Criswell and with his voice breaking and tears spilling 
onto his cheeks gasped,

Though it may sound like nothing more than the cry of a grief-stricken parent, the 
father’s words speak of far more. They speak of a beautiful truth. The Lord Jesus Christ 
promised us that the morning will come. Death has been defeated and even now we await 
the dawn when Christ will return and death shall be no more. Only through Jesus can we 
have the hope of eternal life that sustains this grief-stricken father. Only through Jesus can 
we have assurance that he “will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there shall be no more 
death, nor sorrow, nor crying.” (Revelation 21:4) Little boys will be reunited with their fa-
thers so together they can dance for joy before the One who tasted and defeated death so 
others could have life.

God offers this gift, this assurance, this blessing only to those who will look to him. 
Do you believe in him? Have you looked to Jesus and cried out for him to give you life? Cry 
out to Jesus, that when that new day dawns, you will be found in him. 

Morning is coming!

“I can hardly wait for morning to come...”

The story is so powerful that, as I writer, I can do little more than tell it. I wrote 
this through tears, thinking of my own children every moment. Though this is the 
earliest of the articles I’ve collected here, it remains a favorite. I always struggle 
with the temptation to dramatize or embelish it. But again, the story tells itself. It 
seems an appropriate place to close. Morning is coming! (December 1, 2004)
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The end.
Thanks for reading.


