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BREATHLESS TALES






I would rather






clutch my invitation






and wait my turn






in party clothes







prim, proper







safe and clean






But a pulsing hand






keeps driving me







over peaks







ravines







and spidered brambles






So, I’ll pant






up to the pearled knocker







tattered







   breathless







      and full of tales (1)

I can remember . . .

the day my search began.


My last day of work, I drove through the June central California valley.  I can still smell the strong citrus breezes, the orange blossoms, like drowning in a perfume sea.  My husband, Stephen, had just graduated from seminary after ranching with his father for many years.  The following Sunday was his first as a pastor.  Employed by Ralph Moore, an internationally renowned hybridizer of miniature roses, I helped run his office and edited his newsletter and other writings, including a book.  Now, it was time to move on.  Steve completed the long years of going back to school as he studied, prayed and stewed about all the possible ways to serve God.  In recent months he finally settled on the pulpit ministry. 


As my orange Dodge pickup sped down the country roads, a thought surfaced for the first time:  I wonder what God wants me to do?  Now that my husband had settled the issue, I mused about my own purpose.


At home, I asked my theology-trained hubby, “What should I do with my life now?” 


“That’s easy,” he replied, “do stuff for me and stuff for the church.”


I frowned.  You see, I wanted a more specific job description.


I knew I should be a helper to my mate, and that I should be busy with church activities.  Yet, an idea began to sprout—was there some specific, special something to do that fit me, who I was, how I was equipped?  I half expected a burning bush.  Or perhaps an angelic voice.  Instead, a flame flickered within that led me on a scavenger hunt through lots of trails, trials, and tunnels.


First, I inquired of the folks at our new church, “What does the pastor’s wife do?”


“That’s easy,” they responded, “she plays the piano and works in the nursery.”


Uh oh.  I had minimal skills on that instrument.  And though I enjoyed children one-on-one, I didn’t cope as well with kids in crowds, especially the tinier tots.  I felt like I flunked before I began.  But I determined to find some pursuit that fit me.  And them.  


Was it music?  I liked to sing, so I joined the choir.  Then I attempted a Henry Slaughter correspondence gospel piano course and conquered some chords.


Was it teaching?  I volunteered for a 4th grade Sunday School class.  I started a mid-week youth club.


Was it hospitality?  I signed up for a cooking class where I learned how to make Pink Flamingoes—spooned out meringue shells with red food coloring that baked all night on brown paper at very low heat.  When sweetened, I filled them with sherbet and whipped cream.  If I forgot the sugar, I filled them with tuna salad.  


Was I a seamstress?  I sewed matching western shirts for Steve and me.  And they did match.  Both left arms crooked in the same loopy way.  The only thing that didn’t copy were the buttonholes.  Hubby said, “You know, you don’t need to make my clothes.  Store bought works just fine.”  


Was I destined to deal with finances?  I enrolled in a bookkeeping course.  My first customer handed me a huge U-Haul sized box of papers and told me, “Fix it.”  After weeks of frustration, I resigned. 

However, I kept stumping the trail, beating the non-burning bushes.  I attended scores of conferences and seminars on how to save time, save souls, save money, save marriages.  

Then, one day in the spring of 1975, some friends handed me a brochure to a writer’s conference in Mount Hermon, California.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE CHRISTIAN?

1)  It begins with a relationship.

Now this is eternal life:  that they may know you, 

the only true God, and Jesus Christ,

whom you have sent.   

John 17:3


2)  This kicks in a lifelong becoming process.

. . . until we all reach unity in the faith 

and in the knowledge of the Son of God 

and become mature, 

attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.   

Ephesians 4:13


3.  Then there’s a task to perform—an earthy, practical job of some sort.

I have brought you glory on earth 

by completing the work you gave me to do (Jesus said).  

John 17:4

And, my life verse –

For we are God’s workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus to do good works, 

which God prepared in advance for us to do.  

Ephesians 2:10


Whenever God nudges, whenever the divine dig enters our space, He prods us to get close to Him.  Or grow up.  Or get going.  Spiritual power explodes through us when the relationship. . .and the becoming process. . .combine in a God-thing act.       

Samson did it when he brought down the Philistine pillars.  

Stephen did it while being stoned by a mob. (2)

A restless spirit draws us to God in the first place, causes us to deal with who Jesus is.  Later, it spurs us to change—to grapple with our deeds.  Or words.  Or attitudes.  It can also make us alert.  Prepare us for some orders.  Stir a desire to serve Him in some new way.  Focus us on specific training.  A vigorous spirit  keeps us going through rough events.  Seeking wisdom from the throne room.  As Ron Hutchcraft expressed it, “God is saying, ‘Now that I have your attention, may I make a few announcements?’”

SIGNS OF HEAVENLY MESSAGES   

There’s a sense of change about to happen.  

We’re weary of plain old pew-sitting or church neglect.  

We want our lives to mean something.  

We crave to know God.  

Our Bible reading intensifies.  

We pray a lot.  

We’re anxious to sort out priorities.  

Our appetite for extravagance and pointless pleasure dulls.  

We focus on listening, paying attention to what’s going on around us.  Our sonar’s up.  We almost expect a voice to thunder through the vents or a memo to script across our bathroom mirror.


We get gritty honest with ourselves and God.  Sometimes we feel like sheep dip.  Other times we imagine the Shepherd carrying us to a mystery destination.  Sooner or later, a wisp of a vision teases us with the thought, “Do this thing.”  If it’s a divinely appointed idea, it will never go away, no matter how many weeks, or months, or years tromp by.  No matter what troubles, traumas, or temptations trip us up and knock us down.


Divine restlessness hits us in quiet moments, like when we’re driving home on the last day of work.  Or when tragedy happens.  Or anytime Jesus fills our thoughts.  That’s when we’re stirred to do something for Him.  

How do we know if we’re half-cocked with a scheme that has nothing to do with God?  Well, if it’s justice we’re seeking, we want to do more than strike back.  When the anger morphs to reason, we seek ways to overcome evil with a powerful good.  We’re determined to do something that promotes the heavenly kingdom on earth.  That’s one way we, and others, know we’re divinely inspired.  

But the spiritually astute suspect selfish ambition or self-centered discontent.  That’s smart.  We’re usually a mix of inordinate ego and humility, pompous passions and purity.  Another reason that the search for our God-given tasks often requires a somewhat lengthy process . . . to remove the debris of double-mindedness that obscures His original intent.   We’ve always got to ask, “Am I being tugged by the Spirit or jerked by my pride?”

Every human has a need to “feel that we count, that our lives have purpose, that we are not just a temporary configuration of atoms.” (3)  Needs like this thrust us into the search for God in the first place.  But once we find Him, shouldn’t that be enough?  Wouldn’t we be satisfied?  Couldn’t we be content at the core of our being?

“I cannot live,” cries a character in Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, “without knowing what I am and why I exist.”  He vacillated between prayer and rejection of God.  He studied philosophers and considered suicide.  Then, revelation appears when a simple peasant says:  “We must live not for ourselves but for God.” (4)

We kneel at Christ’s cross to secure a spot in heaven.  But we don’t stay there.  We rise and turn around and go a different way than we’ve ever gone before.  We read a different map.  We do some outer road repairs and inner house cleaning.  And we either indulge in risky hitchhiking or we wait for a guide to tell us what to do next.  Now, we’ve got to determine, is this a holy summons?  Or something much less?

What’s the sure test?

HOW DOES GOD COMMUNICATE?

Sarah heard God while she eavesdropped at the tent flap.

Ruth couldn’t let her mother-in-law go home alone.

Hannah longed for a baby.

Esther got a warning from her cousin, Mordecai.

Mary heard it from the angel Gabriel. (5)
Entire histories of tribes, nations, and people groups hinged on these simple events.  And we can know God’s will for us right now, this moment.  We can do the next duty that screams at us to be done, one of those crude or common things, in the name of Jesus. . .that is, with cheer and thankfulness, as if we’re doing it for Him. . .which we are.    

And whatever you do, whether in word or deed,

do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus,

giving thanks to God the Father through him.

Colossians 3:17

“There is no such thing as Christian work,” claims Elisabeth Elliot, “that is, there is no work in the world which is, in and of itself, Christian.  Christian work is any kind of work, from cleaning a sewer to preaching a sermon, that is done by a Christian and offered to God.” (6)

Chores chunk out our days.  Trivia overwhelms us.  Any divinely appointed task comes in addition to and includes these duties.  This task comes with its own diligence to details, whether we ease pain, soften distress, right a wrong, or communicate clarity in confusion.  We can practice presenting our lives to Him, as it is now, and march to His orders.


We had been taping my husband’s sermons for the shut-ins and others who wanted them, but some asked for printed copies.  We put requests in the bulletin for volunteers to transcribe these sermons.  No one came forward.  


“Let your secretary do it,” I suggested.


“No time,” Steve said.  “Do you have any idea how many hours that takes?”


I sure did, so I pleaded for the Lord to convince some idle church member to get the prompt to do this.  One morning as I brought this matter to Him again, I actually heard His audible voice: “You do it.”


“What?” I sputtered.  “But that’s impossible.” 


“You do it,” was repeated in some firm place in my heart.

I responded with my best shot.  “I can’t, Lord.  You see, I’m too busy trying to find Your will for my life.”


As the absurdity of my statement penetrated, I sighed, and martyred myself to the old Smith and Corona typewriter.


Weeks later, as I plunked away at this project, I peered down and noticed the words on the page.  “Wow,” I muttered, “some of this is pretty good.”


In the past two years I had attended several writers conferences.  I learned how to set up a writer’s office.  I’d been taught the procedure for sending manuscripts to editors.  But I hadn’t written much, except a few short fillers.  Now, I began to realize that whole stories and analogies and devotionals opened up to me through my husband’s speaking.  All I had to do was a bit of edit, clean it up some . . . . 


I asked Steve’s permission.  “Sure,” he said, “but don’t involve me.  Writing is your thing, not mine.”


One sunny December day, we received two thin envelopes in the mail from two different magazines.  In those ancient times before e-mail, writers didn’t like thick envelopes.  That meant the manuscript was returned, rejected.  Thin envelopes meant a note of acceptance and perhaps a check.  When Steve realized two of his stories had been accepted and would be printed, he said, “You know, I think I like writing.”  He’s now reached his 100th published book, both fiction and nonfiction, and created hundreds of short stories and articles.  How could I know how my obedience would affect my husband?


God gives us plenty of lead time.  He prepares us in advance for our future projects, if we’ll let Him.  He suggests training sessions.  He walks us through testing periods.  He adjusts our assumptions.  He guides us to people, places, and problems.  Years later, the moment’s unveiled, the timing’s set.


Some people are told specifics upfront, like Mary.

You will be with child and give birth to a son,

and you are to give him the name Jesus.   

Luke 1:31

Others flounder in an unpaved wilderness, circling mountains, never seeing a Promised Land, not sure there is one.  In either case, whether armed with a definite directive or wandering without a clue, there remains speculations about the unknown.  Either way, it’s a walk of faith.

WHAT SIGNS CONFIRM WE FOLLOW A CUE FROM ABOVE?

1.)  The sense of an unfulfilled task persists.  

No matter what happens to distract us, or what detours our circumstances take, certain desires keep returning.


A teenaged Harriet Beecher Stowe listened with rapt attention to her father’s sermon:  “Each of us was made for a purpose.  Our sovereign God has a task for all.  I don’t know what your assigned task may be.  Perhaps it’s to put an end to slavery.  I don’t know.  But I do know that if we’ll get busy, God’s providence will come to our aid.”


Harriet was challenged to a relentless search that continued for more than twenty years.  Until she feverishly wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin. (7)

2.)  The restless search draws us closer to God.  

We want to know Him better.  We’re forced to stay in touch because He’s the one with the answers.  We enjoy His company so much that we realize He is more important than the tasks that we do.  We grow in knowing who He is and understanding the desires of His heart.


While Harriet Beecher Stowe sought her God-given task, she wrote this to her brother, Edward, “He has given me talents and I will lay them at His feet, well satisfied if He will accept them.  All my powers He can enlarge.  He made my mind and He can teach me to cultivate and exert its faculties.” (8)

3.)  God provides people who affirm or exhort us to our tasks.  

Corrie ten Boom lived a very ordinary life the first half of her ninety years in Holland with her clockmaker father and maiden sister, Betsie.  As World War II raged, she and her family hid Jews fleeing the Nazis.  They were punished by incarceration in the infamous Ravensbruck concentration camp in Germany.

Betsie died there, but not before she described a vision of future ministry for Corrie:  “Don’t forget—a home for the broken ones . . . and our message about God’s love that we discovered in this brutal darkness.” (9)

Haunted by Betsie’s words when she was released from Ravensbruck, Corrie spoke often of her sister’s dream.  In time, she was given use of a fifty-six room mansion where concentration camp victims came for healing of body, mind, and soul.

4.)  We recognize a pattern from our past.  

The good and the glad, the muck and the messes—all of it focuses the present and future.  One pursuit, one skill, one people to aid emerges as a theme in a formerly scattered scene.

Catherine Marshall was devastated when her husband died.  A young widow, she didn’t know how to support herself.   She had expected to always assist her husband in his ministry.  Then, one day, “I felt a tingling at the top of my spine.  Dared I entertain a hope that He could actually be calling me for a purpose of His own; was there some special work for me to do?

“A sense of adventure crept in.  It would be exciting to see what God wanted me to do with my life.  I sensed that when His grand design for me was revealed in its entirety, it would include so much more than provision for economic needs . . . Could it be that my dream of being a writer was part of this plan?

“Several days later a friend wrote to me:  ‘. . . the following matter is on my heart and a like sentiment has come my way from various people in the congregation.  I, along with thousands, earnestly hope that you will see to it that Peter’s sermons, his prayers in the Senate and from his pulpit, will be published.’” (10)
5.)  God may burden us for a group of people or a certain individual.  

We know that is happening when we consistently pray for certain ones, and look for ways to help them, even when others around us don’t seem to notice their need.

In 1842 the poor of England lived through the worst hardships they had known for years.  Bad conditions.  Low wages.  Widespread unemployment.  As Florence Nightingale and her wealthy family drove about London, she became distressed by what she witnessed from her carriage window.  Half the population was either freezing or starving to death.  “Surely God means to include me some way to relieve this suffering!” she thought. (11)  And He did, through her innovations as a nurse.

6.)  We may receive insight on how to do the task.  

Frances Willard, the feisty leader of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union in the 1800s, related this experience.  “While alone on my knees one Sabbath, as I lifted my heart to God crying, ‘What wouldst Thou have me to do?’ there was born in my mind, as I believe from loftier regions, this declaration, ‘You are to speak for woman’s ballot as a weapon for protection for her home.’  Then for the first and only time in my life, there flashed through my brain a complete line of arguments and illustrations.” (12)

7.) Our motivations mature.  

At first, the thrill of possibly being singled out by God may cause us to become self-absorbed.  But He can be trusted to correct us if and when we need it.  He’s got myriads of resources to return our hearts centered on Him.         

LEVELS OF MOTIVATION

Motivated by Emotions

Fuzzy feelings, gooey giddiness, can orchestrate much of our “doing things for God.”  They lead us to false brush fires or dangerous volcanoes.   After we’ve trekked a few miles on this search, we should begin to recognize the difference from blowing our own smoke and the clear vistas of the Spirit.   Not that we’ll ever always get it right.  But we should claim some firm foundations as our insurance.  


Most everyone experiences this from time to time.  But we shouldn’t live there.


Discovering Christ brought a climax of sensations to Jill Briscoe.  “I wanted to serve!  Me! . . . But, what was I expected to do with all of this spiritual energy which was striving to release itself? . . . With eyes screwed up like wrinkled sand and body shaped into a ball of tense expectancy, I strained to hear the VOICE which never came.  It never came because it had already come.  The law—the Law of the Eternal and not some mystic voice was to instruct my open mind!” (13)


God’s instructions came to Jill as she applied herself to study and daily practice Bible truths. 

Motivated by Needs for Fulfillment

We crave smiles, pats on the backs, and awards to frame on our walls.  To do some Great Work for God seems the eiptome of chosenness.  But there’s at least one redress for that constant complication.


In addition to what we surmise about our God-given task, others will affirm or provide opportunities to implement that task.  If we’re destined to be singers, someone will hand us a microphone.   If we’re preordained to plant gardens in Afghanistan, someone will give us seeds, a tractor, and a plane ticket.  


On the other hand, as we do our divine task, we’ll receive soaring satisfaction, whether there’s public praise or not.  As the natural human desire to feel wanted and needed is met, as hurts are healed and wounds weathered, we become who we’re supposed to be.  We grow up while leaning on God.  In the process, someone will notice, “Hey, there’s progress here,” and encourage us to venture on to the next challenging chore.  Frustration mounts, however, when we think we should be doing this thing now, but “those others” won’t cooperate.  It’s all part of the jostling journey.  No smooth rails to ride here.


A gal once told me that she had a dream in which every person she touched got freed from their chemical addictions of all sorts.  She considered that a sign to take on the rehab centers of the world.  I was quite impressed until. . . their 14-year-old son confessed he’d been on drugs for two years.  She prayed for him and he got worse.  They struggled for six years with his lying and hiding and dropping out of school.  When he finally got help from a Teen Challenge group and a family that helped him detox, my friend told him he was welcome to come home.  “No, Mom,” he replied, “you don’t know how to handle this yet.”


Meanwhile, she had started a day-care center for twins and triplets, a gift shop for evangelism teddy bears, and a Saturday night Christian video game hangout for teens.  Not that any of this was wasted, but none of them lasted longer than six months.   


We’ve long ago moved away from the town where she lived, but I noticed that she sent paid ads to every major newspaper in her state warning about the Y2K bug at the turn of the millennium.  I’m trusting she’ll find her true destiny through it all.

Motivated To Obey

At some point in the seeking process, a personal crisis may mock the whole idea of a God-given task.  A loss.  A major barrier.  A trauma.  A humiliation.  A temptation.  A sin committed.  We may withdraw from all public activity to take a turn in the censure cave or trudge through the depression desert.  We may hide forever, becoming the spiritual hermit who “could have been” or “once was.”  Or we can allow God to grip us and work through us again, in spite of and maybe because of what tripped us up.


Gladys Aylward was sure God wanted her to be a missionary in China.  But she was told, “You’ll be thirty years old before you’ll be eligible to go—too old and too poor a student to be learning Chinese and to be of any use.”


But Gladys handed her last three pounds to a travel agent toward the ninety pounds needed to sail to China.  That down payment helped her feel she was almost there.  Sometime later she heard of Jeannie Lawson, an elderly missionary in the interior of China, who needed a helper.  After months of correspondence and deliberations, on Saturday, October 18, 1930, Gladys Aylward stepped on the train at Liverpool Street station in London and started the long journey.  She spent many astounding, fruitful years among the Chinese.  (14)

Motivated to Glorify God

This stage can happen through one life shaking event.  Or it evolves through a series of lessons, experiences, and confrontations.  Mother Teresa said that she cared for the dying and unwanted of Calcutta, “with Jesus, for Jesus, to Jesus.  That helps us put our whole heart and soul into doing it.  The dying, the crippled, the mentally ill, the unwanted, the unloved—they are Jesus in disguise.”


Her response to worldwide fame was simple:  “I am like a little pencil in his hand.  That is all.  He does the thinking.  He does the writing.  The pencil has nothing to do with it.  The pencil has only to be allowed to be used.  In human terms, the success of our work should not have happened.” (15)


When our deepest desire is to bring God pleasure, to spread the knowledge of Him no matter what the cost, we’re servant material of the highest quality.  That’s when love of God permeates our perceptions.  Disappointments ease into praise.  So do successes.  Contentment rules.  We know it’s all about Him, not us.  His honor primes our pump.


“Within me there is no good thing.”


“Without Him, I can do nothing.”


These statements become stark concessions, not cliches.   Our energies are spent on cranky circumstances and pesky people and we consider it a privilege.  


But what if we’re not quite there . . . all the time?  What if we still wig out with tantrums and tizzies?  Are we spiritual washouts?  No divine duties for us?


God can work through anyone at any stage.  Nothing’s ever wasted.  He converts every fault, each fissure into our field experience.  He uses rooky followers, as well as crowned saints.  But we can ask His help to up the ante, to improve our motives, to raise our reasonings for doing stuff for Him.  

MANY TASKS, MANY PATHS

Moses got a burning bush.  But it took forty years to happen.  And he sure didn’t expect it.  Or want it.  Or seek it.  He never exhibited any signs of restlessness beyond his cozy, runaway cottage.  He did a bad thing in Egypt.  When he heard The Voice, he argued long and hard that he shouldn’t speak to Pharoah.  “Let me stay in Midian with the wife and sheep,” he whined. (16)


I can relate.  Even with the burning issues of our day and the fires in my own heart, I tend to blanch when an actual assignment comes.  A lot of hard work.  Out of my comfort zone.  A risk of failure.  Too messy.  I’m undeserving.  Can’t love those types.  Whatever.


But the world’s not getting nicer.  It’s still brutal darkness out there.  Somebody’s got to light God’s love.  Somebody’s got to stand in the gaps.  We all need to busy ourselves with at least one God-given task.  A cause bigger than ourselves.  And includes all sorts of hazards. . .and heavenly happenings. 

CHALLENGE TO ACTION

In The Baronet’s Song, by George MacDonald, Gibbie perceived “that the only hope of understanding lies in doing.  He would run to do the same thing he had learned yesterday . . . “ (p. 86).  Each chapter in this book will end with exercises that will help you “run to do the thing you just learned.”  At whatever stage you are in your task-finding, there’s something you can be doing right now.

1.  PRAY.  Ask God to open your heart and mind to what He wants you to understand about your service for Him.

2.  READ.  Meditate on Ephesians 2:10; John 17:4; Hebrews 10:24; and Jeremiah 29:11.


What do these verses tell you about your responsibility for others finding their God-given tasks?

3.  PRAY AGAIN.  Ask God to bring to your mind someone who needs to understand the principles of task-finding.  Invite them to study this book with you.

4.  List at least one question you have about all of this.    

5.  Do you feel you’ve been chosen by God for some special reason?  If so, what do you think it is?

6.  If there were a huge billboard outside your town with space available to you to advertise some service you could perform for your community, what would it be?  Draw a sample design.

What did your first thoughts reveal to you about your inner motivations?

7.  Read quickly through the “Four Levels of Motivation for Service” again in this chapter.  What stage most accurately describes you right now?


Where would you like to be?

DEEPER CHALLENGE:

Read Hebrews 5:4-5.  Think through your observation of and experience with other people of faith.  How do they strive to find their place and purpose?  What examples work for you as role models?

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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