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			Joanna shares honestly from her experience both as a single and a married woman. Every man should read it!
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			My Chains Fell Off - An album of songs and hymns about the cross and blood of Jesus. 
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			From “The Salt of the Earth”

			Challenge Issue 22

			Jesus does not say you should be the salt of the earth, he says “You are the salt”. Every Christian is salt of some kind. Good or bad, we are the only salt there is. A Christian who has been born again but does not grow and develop the character of Christ is of no use to God. He is saved, but ‘good for nothing’. Neither is he of use to the world. God cannot use him, and men “tread him underfoot”.

			Unsavoury food can be seasoned with salt, but what can season unsavoury salt? If we cannot be the preserving factor in the earth, nothing can. We are the only hope there is. If we lose the character of Christ, nothing else can bring it back. If the Church loses its savour, what can restore the character of Christ to it?

			In the Bible, the earth always refers to the physical creation. When God created the earth it was “very good” and in Genesis 1 the word ‘earth’ is always used. In Genesis 6 we read that “the earth also was corrupt before God … for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth”. There are only 2 things you can do with something corrupt. You can either destroy it, or try to preserve it. Salt can be used to stop corruption, it purifies, preserves and seasons. As long as Christians are on the earth we make the earth more ‘savoury’ to God. We give taste, we give meaning to the existence of a corrupt earth.

		

	
		
			1

			Relaxed - But Ready

			It was my first trip to Lanzarote, and I didn’t really know what to expect, other than it would be hot. After collecting our suitcases from the airport we took a taxi to our apartment and I had a chance to look at the scenery. The black volcanic ash which covered the surface of this island made it look very barren indeed and there seemed to be no vegetation other than the occasional cactus which sprung up here and there. I reflected upon England which is so lush and green and thanked God again for where he had planted me. Our apartment was pleasant and adequate and was one of 8 on a complex which also housed a small swimming pool beneath our balcony. Maurice and I were very grateful for the opportunity to come to such an exotic place, as personal money, when you’re in the ministry, is very hard to come by. For the first few days we sunbathed, swam and walked, and had a really enjoyable and relaxing time. But then one day someone stopped us in the street and, after asking a few questions, invited us to look around another resort and offered us a free radio cassette player and meal voucher for our trouble. Never one to pass up a bargain, I jumped at the opportunity, especially as the resort was situated at the other end of the island thus giving us more of an opportunity to sight-see.

			A good opening

			The next morning, as arranged, a car came to our apartment to pick us up and take us to this holiday resort and we were given a conducted tour. The complex was indeed lovely and we were very impressed with both the mature gardens and the extensive swimming pool. Our guide ushered us to a table, ordered drinks and began to talk with us about the timeshare scheme. He asked us lots of questions one of which was, “What is your occupation?” On hearing Maurice’s answer that he was a Bible teacher, we embarked on an incredibly stimulating conversation about God, church, values, and so many other things, and our guide ended up sharing his life and all the problems that he had kept bottled up inside him for such a long time. He confessed that this job provided him with an escape from his situation as here, on this holiday island, he could live in a fantasy world instead of reality. We had a wonderful time of interaction together with him which started off a good friendship. When he found out that I was a singer he invited us both to the barbecue they were holding that evening on the complex. There would be food, drink and entertainment provided. He then wanted us to meet his manager whom he said had once been a “man of the cloth” himself.

			A surprising invitation

			As soon as we walked through the manager’s door Maurice felt sure that this man had been a Roman Catholic priest. He just looked the part — black trousers, black shirt, the only thing that was missing was the white collar. But he couldn’t have been more wrong. During the course of our animated conversation we found out that this man had once been an Elim minister who, after leaving his pastorate, had now found his vocation working for timeshare. He said he had far more opportunities to speak to people about God here than he ever had in church before. As soon as he found out that I was a singer he earnestly begged me to sing at the barbecue that evening. He even had a special request — “Amazing Grace”. To be honest, I wasn’t enamoured with his plea. I hadn’t come away on holiday to minister and therefore had no backing tapes with me. And after questioning them I found out that there wasn’t even a piano on site, so it meant singing the song without any musical backing whatsoever. The men kept pressing and urging me and in the end I gave in, thinking to myself that nobody knew me so it didn’t make any difference. Maurice and I were, however, very grateful for the invitation to the barbecue because we’d never have been able to afford this ourselves. It meant we could have an extra treat to the one we had already planned for the end of the holiday. 

			True to their word they sent a vehicle around to collect us later in the evening to take us to the barbecue. The place was milling with people. There was a bar and restaurant which was packed full, and the overspill of people went onto the balcony. The place was absolutely buzzing with chatter and laughter. We were handed drinks and it wasn’t long before we were told to help ourselves from the barbecue table. We sat down with our food in the restaurant and Dave, our guide, who had also become our friend, made sure that he was seated next to us. For our entertainment they had provided a cabaret and whilst we were still eating, a man wearing a dinner suit, and a women who was scantily dressed and wearing fishnet tights, came onto the stage and began to do a song and dance routine to backing tapes. I felt more and more out of place and dreaded being called up to sing. But it wasn’t long before the feared announcement came that “a special guest had come from Manchester to sing”, and I was invited up to the stage. 

			Bewildering success

			I mustered all the boldness I could and walked forward looking as confident as I could, hoping and praying that none of my embarrassment and inadequacy showed. I expressed my thanks to the manager for inviting me to sing and told the audience that he had requested “Amazing Grace”, a song which was particularly dear to me as, being a Christian, I understood what grace was all about. Maurice and I had prayed a lot about this evening and we’d asked God to turn this foolishness into something that would glorify him. Before now there had been a constant hubbub of noise as people chatted over their meal, but once I began to sing I noticed a hush fall upon them and was amazed to see all the knives, forks and glasses put down and every head turn towards me. Even the people who were on the balcony became quiet and looked in through the windows as they listened intently to the song. Seeing their response made me pray more fervently inside that God would use this occasion for his glory, and I put my whole heart and soul into the song. 

			Cue for a testimony

			At the end of the song there was a total silence for about 5 seconds and then, to my amazement, the audience burst into applause and rushed towards me, and people began to hug and kiss me. I was totally bewildered by this response as obviously it had never happened before. Then there were shouts from all over the restaurant that I should sing another song. So, given this cue I spoke to them for about 10 minutes concerning the things that God had done in my life and then sang a song with the message, “If I’d known yesterday the things I know today, a lot of things I’d not have done”. I finished my song and left the stage to a roar of applause and people patting me on the back as I returned to my seat next to Maurice. I was absolutely overwhelmed by their reaction and knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that God had touched these ungodly people.

			Confessions

			What followed was even more amazing. Maurice and I continued our meal and one by one people began to tap Maurice on the shoulder and ask if they could have a word with him. There had been no mention of who Maurice was, as far as people were concerned he was just my partner, but they talked specifically with him and came out with all manner of confessions, begging Maurice to “put a few words in” to God on their behalf. 

			As I sat back watching these things happening, it appeared as if a revival had broken out and I couldn’t believe that God had been so gracious in such an ungodly atmosphere. The manager was absolutely over the moon at the success of the evening and was loathe to let the night finish. He took his staff, Maurice and myself, and a few others to an all-night café where we could get tea, coffee, alcoholic drinks and food as he desired us to continue our get-together. In his exuberance he began to get over-friendly and familiar with me, and I had to extricate myself from his grip on a number of occasions. I didn’t want to judge him too harshly as I could see that he was quite drunk and probably didn’t realise what he was doing. However, Maurice and I knew that our job had been done and now just wanted to get home. We persuaded our friend Dave to let us go and he called a taxi for us. As we were leaving the manager came rushing over and begged us to allow him to take us for a meal the following evening to show his appreciation for what we had done that night. He arranged to meet us at a little café from where he would collect us and take us to what, in his opinion, was the best restaurant on the island. After saying our farewells we finally left in a bemused state at what God had done that night.

			A shocking announcement

			As arranged, Maurice and I sat in the café drinking coffee whilst we waited for the manager to show up. The time appointed came and went and yet there was still no sign of him. Just as we were about to leave the café, Dave, our friend from the timeshare resort, entered and came over to our table. He sat down with us and poured out an amazing story. Apparently for some time now, the manager had been a source of embarrassment to the staff because he was in the habit of drinking heavily and seducing the female customers. Up until now they had tried to ignore his behaviour but, after witnessing his total lack of respect towards myself the previous evening, they were incensed, for in their opinion I was a good girl and totally different to the others. 

			That very morning the staff had all got together and unanimously made the decision to request head office to dismiss their manager saying they would no longer work for him because they had totally lost their respect. They faxed their head office with this request and within a matter of minutes the answer came back that their request had been granted and the manager was sacked. Dave was full of apologies for the treatment I had received the previous night and begged that I would try to forget it. 

			As we walked back to our apartment that evening, Maurice and I couldn’t help but reflect on how the mighty had fallen. The man who had once been an Elim minister had backslidden so much that he had become a drunken womaniser, despised not only by Christians, but also by the world. “If the salt has lost its savour it is fit for nothing but to be cast out and trodden under the foot of men.”
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			My mother a war bride at 25 years old

		

	
		
			From “The Light of the World” 

			Challenge Issue 23

			“Ye are the light of the world” said Jesus, just as he said “Ye are the salt of the earth”.  It isn’t to do with what we should be, or with what we do, but what we are.  “A city set on a hill cannot be hid” —  it is going to be seen; it’s light, however small or great, is going to shine. However, the same warning applies to light as does to salt: there can be salt without savour, and there can be ‘light’ which is actually darkness. “If the light that is in thee be darkness, how great is that darkness!” (Matthew 5:23). “He that saith he is in the light, and hateth his brother, is in darkness even until now” (1 John 2:9).

			What is this light?  Jesus gives us the answer in John 8:12: “I am the light of the world; he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.” “ As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world” (John 9:5).  The world snuffed out that light.

			Our light is also “the life of Jesus ... manifest in our mortal flesh” (2 Corinthians 4:11), shining out to the world.  But we are not automatically light just because we are Christians.  How much light we have depends on how much of the character of Christ — the beatitudes — has been worked into our lives.  It’s nothing to do with forgiveness or grace; it’s to do with holiness.

		

	
		
			2

			Affected or Affecting?

			“I hate people who sing on a Monday morning!” I whirled round in startled surprise to see Ann, the managing director’s secretary, standing outside her door with bloodshot eyes, absolutely livid with rage as she yelled at me down the corridor. It was a glorious morning and I’d had a wonderful weekend at the church. The 2 messages on Sunday had been from the Sermon on the Mount and had both challenged and fired me up to continue the fight to be more like Jesus. I used to enjoy my 3 mile ride to work each morning on my bicycle. As my feet pedalled away songs and choruses easily sprang to mind and I would sing in total abandonment as the noisy rush-hour traffic passed me by. I enjoyed being a Christian, I enjoyed being carefree and single, and I also enjoyed working at the advertising agency surrounded by so many eccentric people. I parked up my bicycle around the back of the office building and walked in still singing my song not realising that it could cause any offence to somebody else.  

			I couldn’t help laughing when I saw Ann in such a rage and thought to myself, “So this is what partying and living it up does for you!” I could see Ann was really suffering with an awful hangover, but she couldn’t dampen my spirits. “Good morning Ann. I’ve had a wonderful weekend and feel so refreshed and relaxed and ready to start this brand new week. I do hope you feel better soon, and I’m sorry if my singing annoyed you.” Her door slammed with a really loud bang as I continued to my own office, and as I peered in through the open doors I could see people slouched over their desks suffering the Monday morning blues. They craved their lives of debauchery and tried with all their might to convince me that I was missing out on something, but the more I witnessed the rewards of their wild living, the more convinced I was that they had nothing to offer me. 

			The newsreader

			I descended the stairs to my office in the cellar which I shared with 2 other departments. Because the firm was operating from a large detached house, space was at a premium and only the directors themselves could boast of having their own offices. As I walked to my typewriter I could see Hilary slumped over her desk with her head in her hands reading the newspaper. It was actually Hilary’s job to read newspapers and magazines all day, as she was employed to cut out and collect articles which referred to, or advertised, any of our clients, and then post them each evening to those particular clients who had been written about. Her posture told me that she too was depressed. I opened up the conversation with a “Good morning Hilary, how are you?” She slowly spun her chair round to face me, and as she did so her expression was very doleful. She embarked yet again on another tale of woe about her relationship between herself and her husband. She was the mother of 2 teenage children and the wife of a very clever scientist who worked for Ferranti. His job often involved him going to other countries to speak with very important people and his salary reflected his rank. Hilary didn’t need to work for her living; she came every day because she was bored and needed something to do with her life.

			Witnessing opportunities

			When she first shared her marital problems with me I was full of understanding and sympathy. Apparently her husband didn’t spend much time at home, and when he wasn’t working he preferred to be at the pub rather than in her company. It didn’t take many conversations with Hilary to realise why her husband needed this escape, and I felt more and more sorry for her as she constantly revealed that she was the victim of her own character. I’m sure she had no idea of all the problems her lack of self-control was causing, and she spoke quite openly of times when she would rant, rave and scream at her children and husband, and would even resort to throwing things and slamming glass doors which shattered into a thousand pieces. On the rare occasions when she was willing to listen rather than talk I would seize the opportunity to share my faith, telling her that God could change her life and circumstances completely. She seemed desperate and looking for answers, and several times agreed to come with me to the Sunday evening meeting at the church. Our Friday conversations always convinced me that she was ready for change and would definitely be at the church on Sunday, yet every time we made these arrangements she turned up on Monday morning with a bagful of excuses as to why she hadn’t come. 

			An end to sympathy

			Week after week I would listen to her stories, trying to understand and sympathise with her, but today something seemed to snap inside me. I’d had a wonderful weekend at the church and really felt close to God, and I was loathe to be robbed of this by yet another bout of evil speaking against her husband. As soon as she began her excuses I cut her short by saying, “It’s all right Hilary, you don’t have to explain anything. People do what they want to do. I’ve told you how you can solve your problem, but you obviously want to nurse your grievance. Please don’t tell me any more about your husband, because I don’t want to hear.” Her eyes bulged with fury as she began to rant and rave, telling me that I didn’t know what I was talking about, I was too young to have experienced any of her problems. But … she was there at the church the very next Sunday evening. I was absolutely amazed, because on this particular occasion I hadn’t invited her, and it was a great revelation to see what a slap instead of sympathy could achieve. I really hadn’t intended to use shock tactics on her, I had simply come to the realisation that she wasn’t listening to my counsel and was, in fact, forcing me to listen to gossip.

			An amazing experience

			I could see that she was enjoying the service and had enthusiastically joined in with the singing. She listened with rapt attention to the sermon and when the minister made the appeal for anyone who wanted to receive the Holy Ghost to go into the back room she was one of the first to respond. Unfortunately, because I wasn’t sitting next to her, I wasn’t able to explain that this wasn’t for non-Christians, but I thought to myself that her spiritual state would be manifested quite easily, and one of the counsellors would lead her to Christ. At the close of the service I went round to the back room to collect her and couldn’t believe what I witnessed. She came out of the room babbling away in the most fluent, clear, glorious language and I could see that she found it very difficult to communicate with me in English. Her face was full of confusion as she caught me by the shoulders and began to shake me with bewildered exuberance and said accusingly, “You didn’t tell me it would be like this, you didn’t tell me it would be anything like this!” I don’t know who was more shocked, her or me. 

			In all my years as a Christian I’ve never experienced such a dramatic baptism in the Holy Spirit as Hilary’s and during the time that I continued to work at the advertising agency I saw vast changes in her life as we prayed and went through Bible studies together. Her children and husband began to come to the church and I know that they all had an encounter with Christ, which brought life changing opportunities. 

			I learned a very important lesson with Hilary. You don’t give people what they need, when you give them what they want. No … people need to be challenged and convicted to make a move, and it’s only uncompromising Christians, prepared to speak the truth in love, who can shed this sort of light on a situation. People are looking for answers, not sympathy!
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			Me at 4 years old with my big sister Myra (11) and Mum in our back garden
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			5 years old and proud to be on a Sunday School “Whit Walk”

		

	
		
			From “Fulfilling the Law - Part 1”

			Challenge Issue 24

			Jesus came to fulfil the moral law, the 10 commandments. Paul makes the point over and over again that the law is good and righteous. It is sin, not the law, that is the problem (Romans 7:12-14). The law condemns us, but it is us who need to change not the law!

			Paul doesn’t say we are now free from the law. What he does say is that “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law” (Galatians 3:13). The ‘curse of the law’ is the consequences of breaking the law — the punishment. He also says that we are “free from the law of sin and death” (Romans 8:2). Christ, by his sacrifice for us, has freed us from this law by the intervention of another law — “the law of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:2).

			When asked which is the first commandment of all, Jesus had a ready answer …

			“Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. On these 2 commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Matthew 22:37-40). Love fulfils the law. If love fulfils the law, then sin is just lack of love. Lawbreaking is a lack of love. “He that loveth another hath fulfilled the law” (Romans 13:8).

		

	
		
			3

			If You Can’t Change Your Circumstances, Change Your Attitude!

			I was 19 and already losing track of the number of times I had been sacked from my employment. The first couple of weeks of every job I’d had were always exciting — there were new faces and new challenges to meet, and because of people’s natural curiosity, lots of opportunity to witness, which I found truly fulfilling. My problems usually arose when someone in a senior position told me to do something which I felt was outside my job description and I would automatically think that they were trying to get at me in some way. I felt duty bound not to let them get away with this state of affairs and would “righteously” refuse to be put on. Obviously, my behaviour wasn’t tolerated, and with some snide remark like, “I thought you were a Christian” or “So that’s what Christianity is”, I would be handed my cards with a pay packet and shown the door. I couldn’t carry on living like this. I had a apartment to maintain, bills to pay and needed the security of a steady income. I scoured the “Situations Vacant” in the clerical columns yet again and came across an advert for the SOS Temporary Services Bureau who promised to pay excellent rates for clerical staff. I called in at the bureau and was accepted as an audio typist. 

			A temporary solution

			My assignments would usually be to replace somebody who had gone on holiday or was sick, and because of this I would not normally be required for more than 2 weeks. In many cases I would only be required for one particular day when somebody hadn’t turned in to work. I would be paid high rates for the hours I worked, but would not receive any payment for holidays or sickness. They were not prepared to guarantee that I would get a job every week but assured me that if I earned a good reputation I would be placed on a priority list and given preferential treatment. This job was ideal. Work was never a problem, I always enjoyed new challenges and because I never stayed longer than 2 weeks in any firm it was too short a time to be bored so I was always enthusiastic and hard working. I very quickly earned a good reputation and was placed on the priority list, and for all the years that I worked for the bureau I was kept in employment every single week that I was available for service. 

			A new opportunity

			In many of the firms I worked I was asked to stay permanently but, even though I knew this meant security where sickness and holidays were concerned, I never trusted that I would be able to cope with authority, so I opted to remain on the bureau. Then one week I was asked to go to an insurance company. 

			I’d never worked in a typing pool before, so this was novel. I was seated in what looked like a classroom filled with desks bearing typewriters and Dictaphone machines. All the desks faced the same way except the one at the head of the room where the supervisor sat. Each girl was expected to churn out 60 letters per day, and if that quota was not met she would be expected to remain after working hours until she had completed the quota. Most of the girls found the work gruelling, and hated working here. I, on the other hand, found this quota a great challenge and each day would have races with myself to see if I could beat my previous day’s record. I never failed to meet the quota and some days was able to churn out over 100 letters, as I looked on my time here as a great opportunity to work on both speed and accuracy. 

			The boss was pleased with me and often requested that I became a permanent member of his staff. But the female supervisor was continually looking for ways to get at me, as being a temp I received far more attention and wages than she did. If I had been permanent, this situation would have really got to me, but every time I felt anger rise I would continually tell myself that I didn’t work for this insurance company, I worked for the bureau, and they would probably place me somewhere else next week. I am constantly amazed at the way this job offered me the opportunity to brainwash myself with this type of thinking. 

			For what seemed like an eternity, the bureau would ring me each Friday, and ask if I would be prepared to stay with this insurance company for another week as the job I had been covering wasn’t yet filled. Each Friday I would consent, thinking that this would be the last week I would be here. My altered mentality allowed me to remain untouched by all this supervisor’s provocation, and because I wasn’t so sensitive, I could understand her feelings. Throughout the whole 9 months the bureau kept me at this company I was able to maintain my Christian witness purely because my change of attitude stopped me feeling touchy and defensive. Never before had I felt so free or held a job down for so long.

			Girl Friday

			At the age of 30, after a number of years of working for the church on a voluntary basis, I once again found it necessary to job hunt. I scoured the secretarial “Situations Vacant” column in the newspaper and wrote off for interviews enclosing my CV. I must have made a tremendous impression as not one of the firms I wrote to invited me to attend an interview! I resorted to “Plan B” and registered with a bureau as a temp whilst looking for a permanent position. It amused me therefore, to be given an assignment at one of the firms I had written to for an interview and been refused. AMEC Properties, the big construction company, were setting up a new branch in Manchester and were looking for staff. Whilst they were interviewing people, temporary aid was sought and I was brought in as a “girl Friday” which meant that I mucked in and did everything from running errands to the sandwich shop at lunch time, to taking shorthand notes in board meetings. 

			Promotion

			I attacked every new challenge with gusto and enthusiasm and thoroughly enjoyed the variety offered me. And it wasn’t long before the manager asked if I would stay on as a permanent member of staff. Recruitments to the firm meant that jobs began to be more defined and to my surprise I found that I had been promoted to the top secretarial position, second only to the manager’s secretary who had worked at another branch and been brought in with her boss to establish this new company. At first she had been very friendly and jovial with me but, maybe because she was an older woman, it appeared to me she now began to see me as a threat and made life exceedingly difficult for me. The company was not yet established, and refurbishment was still going on in the offices, which meant that until the work was completed we had to work together in a very limited area. Carol*, the manager’s secretary, never bothered to hide her feelings towards me and did her best to belittle and embarrass me. I didn’t have it in me to retaliate, I enjoyed my job and certainly didn’t want to make an enemy of Carol, but she saw my attitude of ‘sweetness and innocence’ as cunning and deceitful. During one particular period she managed to get almost the whole firm to ‘send me to Coventry’. If people wanted to speak to me they left curt little notes on my desk; they would talk and laugh with each other but totally ignore me. I can’t tell you how awful the experience was and often in prayer I was reduced to tears whilst begging God to sort out the situation.

			Beyond the call of duty

			On one of these cold, crusty days it was obvious to me that Carol was in pain. Months before she’d noticed a little clicking noise in her knee and had gone to the doctors to have it examined. The click hadn’t caused her any pain, it had just been an annoyance which she wanted to get rid of. After much probing and examination she ended up going to hospital for an operation on her knee which resulted in her being on crutches, unable to walk, and in constant pain. I felt really sorry for her as I realised she wasn’t putting the agony on. The weather outside was bleak and I knew that she would have a 10 minute walk at least to pick up her car from a car park. She wasn’t talking to me as she had ‘sent me to Coventry’, but the pain on her face made me ask her if she would like me to fetch her car to the front door. My question astonished her and it took a minute before she could reply, when she said “Yes please, if you don’t mind”, I could see her eyes had filled up with tears. I told her that I understood the pain she was in because I had once suffered from rheumatism before God had healed me. I took her keys and braved the weather to get her car. She gratefully got in and said a genuine “Thank you” before she drove home.  

			Peace offering

			That night I couldn’t get Carol out of my mind and decided to take a little peace offering the next morning. Before she arrived I placed a gift on her desk with a flower on top, and as she started to open it I told her that I’d felt so sorry for her the previous day and this little gift was meant to cheer her up. Softness spread over her face and she was genuinely pleased that I’d bothered. Over the next few days she really tried to be nice, but the deep-rooted feelings that she had for me went a little further than the ‘sweetness and innocence’ which she had branded me with, and it wasn’t long before we were back to normal. This woman’s attitude towards me was so bad that my boss decided to do something about it, and he physically removed me from this general office and put my desk in his own office so that I could have his protection and be away from that cold, chilly environment. This of course made Carol worse, for my desk to be moved to my boss’s office was totally unethical and it made all the women office staff incredibly jealous of the favouritism I was being shown, but she was no longer able to affect me. God had seen my heart and was working for me. But it was only when my inward attitude changed that God was able to change the outward circumstances for me.  

			* Name changed to protect person’s identity.
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			I hated being photographed. Me as a bored 14-year-old teenager with girl next door.
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			Me at 16 years old with Mum, Dad, Tina (11) and Faith (6), my 2 younger sisters, outside church.

		

	
		
			From “Fulfilling The Law - Part 2”

			Challenge Issue 25 

			Jesus warns of the dangers of breaking the commandments. To break the law may be weakness, but to teach others to break it is rebellion; self-justification, self-righteousness. 

			When will ‘heaven and earth pass’? Not yet, certainly, Nor in the millennium. Only after the millennium will earth and heaven pass away and be replaced by the new heaven and earth. In the millennium men will still have free will to obey or disobey. At that time Jesus will enforce obedience by “ruling with a rod of iron” (Revelation 19:15). But when the new heaven and earth come, the final judgement will have taken place and everything will be fixed for ever. Nothing can change, that is why the law will be finished.

			We must do more than merely keep the law, we must exceed … do over and above. It calls for great love, sacrifice, compassion, patience. Jesus says if we can’t keep the spirit of the law, the ‘weightier matters’ (Mat. 23:23), we cannot even enter the kingdom of heaven! The Pharisees who kept the law outwardly ended up crucifying Christ. Jesus taught by example. Paul was the same, “Thou hast fully known my doctrine, manner of life …” (2 Timothy 3:10), and was scathing to those who taught but did not do. In every person’s heart there is a throne and a cross. Either we are on the throne and Jesus on the cross, or we are on the cross and Jesus on the throne.

		

	
		
			4

			We Must Learn 

			To Discern

			If, like me, you are one of those people who feel the call of God on your life, you too will recognise that the call didn’t just appear the day you got saved. As I look back over my life I am constantly amazed at the way God has influenced my thoughts and actions even from a very early age. I can still remember very clearly Miss Hadfield, a dear old spinster, teaching me and the other 42 children in my infant class to recite the Lord’s Prayer and other familiar scriptures like Psalm 23, before we started our daily lessons. My little heart used to glow when I heard Bible stories and I could just imagine myself doing exploits like David and Elijah. I must have been around 6 or 7 when someone from Brownwood Hall Brethren Church came to my school giving out invitations for children’s meetings. I soaked up what I was taught, loving every minute of it. I had tried Brownies and Girl Guides but nothing captured my interest like these meetings.

			Teachers of truth?

			I always thought of school as being a very strange place. On the one hand they would teach me very moral and practical things which were helpful to me, like reading, writing, safety, manners, etc. But on the other hand they tried to take from me the things which I treasured most, like the truth and authority of the Bible. I will never forget my lessons on evolution. I was so astonished that a teacher did not believe God created the heaven and the earth, animals, men and women, and all the vegetation, and that it all happened in 6 days, that I didn’t take in anything at all about what he was trying to teach me. When it came to examination time at the end of term I was questioned on what I had learned about evolution, but it all seemed like a big joke and I couldn’t answer the paper seriously. I can remember to this day writing as my answer to one of the questions, “If you believe your uncle was an ape, that’s fine by me — but mine wasn’t!” Obviously, I failed my examination, and throughout most of my schooling I didn’t receive good marks for RE exams, and yet I was certain that I knew my Bible better than any of my other classmates. 

			I used to pray about my RE class, as I honestly wasn’t trying to be obstinate. I really did want good results in my exams, but to me RE wasn’t an academic subject, it was something I was emotionally involved with, and I found it impossible to answer with the lies I had been taught just to get good results, rather than the truth which I knew would give me a bad report. As a youngster I found this conflict very difficult to handle and my teacher made it blatantly obvious that as far as he was concerned I was just a frustrating nuisance — so much for a Christian witness! Fortunately, school life is full of changes, and each September didn’t only afford me the opportunity to be in a new class, I was also given different teachers for nearly all of my subjects. One year I had the brilliant experience of having a Christian teacher who didn’t only go through the school curriculum from a believer’s point of view, but he left his classes in no doubt whatsoever about the gospel message, and afforded his pupils ample opportunity to give their lives to Jesus. Whilst he was my teacher I was always top of the class in my exams. 

			The greatest influence

			As I look back over my life I have made some amazing discoveries. Although I was always witnessing as a child (a thing we were encouraged to do) and took friends to church who sometimes made a commitment to Jesus, none of them to my knowledge ever continued in their Christian faith. I also noticed that the kids I made friends with at church or in my youth club never encouraged me to become stronger in my faith and in fact very few of them survived Christianity themselves. The big influences in my life were always people older than myself, people with experience, people with wisdom. Having a Christian teacher for a few terms helped me tremendously to overcome all the difficulties I encountered at school. But the biggest influence in my life was my godly pastor, with whom I developed a very close and personal relationship. At the age of 16 he was made my legal guardian, and he took his responsibilities very seriously. Because there was a lot of rebuilding to do in my life, he spent a great deal of time with me, and even as it was happening I could feel my mentality change. I am firmly convinced that if we are to grow like Christ, whatever age we are, we need an experienced godly influence to both look up to and follow. 

			Our ungodly world 

			I’m extremely grateful to God that I have managed to fight through all my difficulties and have been ordained to the ministry. In my capacity as a minister I have travelled the world with my husband and have seen from first hand experience that the world is far worse now than it was when I was growing up. Some years ago I was asked to sing in a prison in Scotland. It was a very secure prison, guards were posted all around the room. My audience was made up of lads between the ages of 18-21, and out of the 50 that were present, 18 were in for murder. I was involved in a prison outreach in Leicester and in this particular prison every inmate had been admitted for murder or manslaughter. And only a few weeks later I was informed about an incident in a women’s prison where one of the inmates, after having refused to hand over her drugs, was raped by a gang of women. 

			Manchester, my home town, is not only proud of the fact that we have our own gay city, but we have also been awarded the ‘privilege’ of holding the first gay Olympics. We have one of the biggest abortion problems in Europe. Homosexual and lesbian couples are legally looked upon as a sound basis for adopting children. And did you know … 

				750 pornographic computer disks were seized by police in Dunstable from a school where they were traded by children as young as 11 (The Independent, 23.9.93).

				A Manchester City Council trip for young people aged 13 years upward included a tour of Amsterdam’s Red Light District (Manchester Evening News, 12.8.94).

				In November 1993 police found 6th former’s from a Bradford school making copies of pornographic material which they had stored on the hard disk of a school computer. The disks seized frequently showed images of children, bestiality, rape and torture, and were being sold to other pupils (Sunday Times, 5.12.95).

				50% of 8,500 schools involved in a recent study admitted that computer pornography had been available to their pupils, some as young as 8 years (University of Lancaster Study, 1993). 

				A 13 year old boy attempted to rape a 6-year-old girl after watching computer pornography at school (Daily Telegraph, 22.9.94).

				14 year old GCSE English pupils were given a book in which a teenager has an abortion after being gang-raped and the foetus is incinerated alive. After reading the book in question, a member of the House of Commons Select Committee said, “No rational adult would want their 15-year-old child exposed to this degrading and obscene material” (Sunday Express, 16.5.93).

			 No more than 5% of Secondary Schools observe the legal requirement for morning prayers (Daily Telegraph, 13.9.94).

			God’s existence denied

				The existence of one God is now being denied in children’s teaching. Even the Boy Scout movement and the Girl Guides have changed their Promise. No longer do they honour God, but rather “Your God”, implying that there are many gods and that we select our God. Children and young people are being encouraged to use Ouija boards through which they make contact with evil spirits, and all over the country counsellors are having to minister to young people whose lives have been damaged in this way. Young children who were taught about Jesus are now being confused with a plethora of teaching about other religions. Often they are being encouraged to pray to other gods. Many of them are being supplied with books on witches and the occult which at first appear to be harmless, but which open the way to real trauma in later life. 

				Bullying in schools has grown so alarmingly that a special organisation has been set up to combat it. A girl of 12 was found hanged following teasing and taunting by schoolmates about her red hair (The Times, 29.9.94).

				Sexual assaults are now occurring in school playgrounds. A 14-year-old boy who tried to kill his 10-year-old cousin in a brutal sex attack was ordered to be detained indefinitely (The Independent, 4.10.94).

			(These statistics are taken from the booklet “What on earth are we doing to our children?”, published by the Maranatha Community.) 

			It is the responsibility of parents to protect children from aspects of adult life that they cannot understand. Failure to do this can easily damage the vulnerable emotions of the young. Sadly, this responsibility is not accepted by some who exercise a strong influence on our children. Judy Blume, author of children’s books which have appalled many parents with reference to explicit sex, has specifically stated, “I hate the idea that you should always protect children.” (Quoted by Marie Winn in “Children Without Childhood”). She defends herself from angry critics by saying, “Children are their own best censors” (Lynda Lee-Potter column, Daily Mail, 4.12.91).

			Christian Education

			When I was pregnant with my first child I experienced for the very first time what an incredible instinct God has put within every mother to protect their offspring. During the first years of Nathan’s life we developed a wonderful close relationship, but the problem of his future education seemed to loom over my head like a dark cloud. As soon as my child had turned 3 it was constantly on my mind. To send him to secular school was totally unthinkable, as I knew what he would be subjected to. Apart from the drugs and bullying which are so prevalent in the Manchester schools, I knew that his religious education would be so multi-faith he would end up totally confused. 

			As far as sex education is concerned I am absolutely convinced that what the bible says about the gay lifestyle is true, and it is a perversion of God’s order. Under no circumstances was I prepared for my child to be taught that he had a choice of being heterosexual, homosexual or bisexual, and I was certainly opposed to him being taught by gay people. The present law in England stipulates that we must not discriminate about the sexual orientation of  teachers. The bible is very clear when it says “Train up a child in the way that he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6). 

			Training is far more time-consuming than mere telling. When my husband trained to be an international gymnast his trainer would explain the moves and then stick with him until what was initially impossible for Maurice to do eventually became second nature, and he could even do it without the trainer’s supervision. This is the way God expects us to train our children, so that even when we are not there they can do what we have trained them to do. To home-school my own child would require much discipline on my part, and I didn’t feel adequate. But as time went on I became more aware of Christian education, and although I knew that this would cost money, I felt that I had no alternative. I had peace in my spirit that Nathan was being educated by Christian teachers, people who know Jesus Christ as their own personal Saviour, and view teaching children as a task pleasing to God. 

			Gratitude

			My heart swelled with gratitude to God for leading me to this place whenever I saw the scripture texts on the walls and listened to the children reciting their learning passages. It was wonderful to realise that every subject related to God. But it was only when I endeavoured to promote Christian education that I began to understand what it was all about. Because Christian schools are not financed by the government, they are self-supporting, and therefore much smaller than the secular schools. Yet because the classes are so small, the children are in actual fact receiving an almost personal education, and statistics show that they are on average 3 years ahead of other children their own age who attend secular schools. The children are disciplined and orderly and even able to work without supervision (a government inspector saw this for himself just recently and couldn’t contain his astonishment). But above all the aim for the children was not to pursue their own career, but to prepare them to be useful and available for God. As Christians, I’m sure that’s what we all want for our children. 

			You reap what you sow

			If you want to make sacrifices for your children, and most parents do, then don’t waste your efforts on earthly, carnal things. Let your sacrifice have eternal value. Who knows, you may have given birth to a John Wesley, a Billy Graham, a David Wilkerson, or a Richard Wurmbrand; and surely these children are worth investing in! Hand your children to the world and they’ll become worldly, because the world can only teach worldly values. Make the sacrifice to bring them up in a godly way, and you will surely reap what you sow. 
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			Tamar (3) wearing her school uniform for the first time, with her brothers Izaac (7) and Nathan (10).

		

	
		
			From “Thou Shalt Not Kill”

			Challenge Issue 26

			Jesus clearly told his disciples they could not abandon the law in the age of grace. On the contrary, they must fulfil it. Fulfilling the law demands a more costly way — the way of love. If you despise someone and slander them viciously, then send hate-mail but never lay a finger on them, you’ve not broken the letter of the law, but you have certainly broken the spirit of the law. You’re just as guilty of murder as if you’d stuck the knife in or pulled the trigger.

			“Whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause is in danger of the judgement”. Anger is the root and mildest form of murder. Many moral Christians have terrible anger inside, but because they’ve learned to repress it and never show it, they have become moral hypocrites and are in danger of being judged as though they were murderers.

			Jesus gives some good advice. “If thou bring thy gift to the alter … first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come …” Have you offended your brother or sister, minister or pastor? Does anyone have anything against you? Have you criticised someone unjustly, murdering their reputation, making fun of them, belittling them in the eyes of others? Have you borrowed something and not returned it, or been given something and not thanked the giver? If so, don’t bother going to church until you’ve put it right as God won’t answer your prayers. Jesus says, “Agree with thine adversary quickly …” The longer you leave it, the deeper you’ll get yourself in trouble.
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			Give Peace A Chance

			At 14 years of age I stood outside my parents’ bedroom door armed with a carving knife intending to murder my father as he slept in his bed. I was fully capable of such an action. The anger which had grown within me for years had developed into an all-consuming hatred. I could think of nothing else but his destruction. When my sister, who was 6 years younger than I, refused to back down from an argument, I was so incensed that I put my hands around her neck and began to squeeze. I managed to silence her, but it was only when I saw her face going red and her knees begin to buckle in my grasp that I realised what I was doing. I let go of her in disbelieving horror and as she fell to the floor gasping, I ran to my room in panic. 

			Not long after this, my brother, who was 4 years my senior, was also on the receiving end of my fury. For what seemed like hours, he had been teasing and taunting me, and in a fit of anger, I picked up the nearest thing to me and tried to hit him over the head. As he put his hand in the air to protect his face, I saw the carving knife I was holding slash into his arm, and again was shocked and horrified at what I had done. My mother had been quick to apply the tourniquet to stem the flow of blood and then he was rushed to hospital, where he received stitches to repair the damage. But these incidents unnerved me, and made me look at myself in the same way as others saw me. My growing resentment had made me so volatile that I would react without thinking to every situation, and the person I was growing into even made me afraid. 

			Sense of responsibility

			For a while, the memory of these incidents helped me to control my temper. Even though it was against my nature, I tried very hard to think before I reacted. My older sister and only brother had rushed into marriage as soon as possible at very early ages to escape the family environment. My mother, who had vowed on countless occasions to divorce my father, repeatedly backed down from any such action, as having 3 children to care for, she felt financially vulnerable. 

			Thus I felt responsible, at the age of 14, and the eldest of the 3 remaining children, to take the matter into my own hands to rid my family of my father who had inflicted physical and mental pain upon us for as long as I could remember. 

			As I premeditated what I would do, my twisted mind had worked out my defence for the police. After my crime had been discovered, I would reason with them that they knew what went on in my home, after all, we regularly called for them to stop the fighting in the house. I had questioned a policeman on one occasion and asked him why he didn’t arrest my father and put him in prison. He replied that he was “unable to interfere in a domestic argument”. I can remember my frustrated fear as I looked into his eyes and said, “Are you waiting for him to murder one of us before you will take action?” He looked at me with resigned compassion and said, “In a word, yes. I’m sorry lass”. The police knew the position and I felt confident that they would fully understand my actions. Being 14 and under age for being prosecuted, I felt certain that they would take me away and put me in a home where I would be looked after, and perhaps one day be adopted by somebody who would really care for me. This was my dream, and I had deluded myself into thinking that what I was planning to do was not evil, it was my duty.

			Fear wins out

			As I stood outside my parents’ door in the dead of night, these thoughts kept urging me to go into my Father’s room to plunge the knife into his sleeping body. But the reality of what I was about to do made my heart beat so fast, and so loudly, that I felt it would awaken everyone in the house. As I began to creep through his door my heart beat so loudly that a dreadful fear came upon me. I thought he would hear my heart before I reached him, wake up and impulsively react to what I was doing by grabbing the knife and plunging it into me. The thought of the outcome being my death instead of his made me back down from this action and I crept to my bedroom in absolute humiliation at my cowardice. I hated myself for not being able to stand up to him. 

			I left home as soon as I could legally escape. To me, marriage was not an option. I saw it as leaping from the frying pan into the fire. I rented a bed-sit and, away from the violent environment of my family, I began to relax. From the age of 9, and throughout all my traumatic years living with my family, I had continually gone to church and regarded myself as a Christian. My new-found freedom allowed me to throw myself into church activities. My life totally revolved around the church. It was during this time, when my defences were down a little, that God managed to find a chink in my armour and his sword of truth pierced my heart when I was challenged with what Christianity was all about.

			Confronted by truth

			Alone in my bed-sit I suffered terrible nightmares that caused me to wake up screaming, sobbing and sweating, making me afraid to go to bed at night. After sharing my traumatic dreams with a very close Christian friend in the hope of receiving some comfort and consolation, my conception of Christianity was verbally attacked. “If a man says he loves God and hates his brother, he is a liar, and the truth is not in him” was quoted to me, “and that goes for your father, mother, sister or brother. From the tone of your conversation I know that you are full of bitterness and hatred towards your parents.” As he preached at me he told me in no uncertain terms that the essence of Christianity was forgiveness and love, and that if I wanted to call myself a Christian, I had to make a decision to alter my attitude. 

			I was the problem

			I was incensed by what I had heard. I felt like I had let all my defences down and then been mercilessly shot. But God worked on these words and this scripture would not leave me in peace. It gnawed away at my heart as the nightmares continued and I was forced to come to terms with the fact that I was the one with the problem, not my parents. I had left home seeking escape but my problems had come with me and were robbing me of my peace. In my bed-sit my hatred had no effect on my parents, it was only twisting and gnarling me up inside. In abject defeat, I confessed to God that I had a problem and asked Him to rid me of this hatred. Even as I prayed I felt absolutely emotionally justified, but I knew that Christianity and hatred were not compatible. I asked God to heal me and change my heart towards my parents.

			The nightmares immediately ceased after I had made this confession and at last peaceful sleep was restored. God then began to work on my attitude and caused me to remember things that my parents had said had happened to them in their younger years. 

			Change of attitude

			We are all products of our environments, but I hadn’t allowed my parents to have a past. Now God was reminding me of what they had said, I realised that they too had passed through many painful experiences. Being away from the family environment, I could look on objectively, and realised that very often my father had been provoked to violence by my mother’s cutting words and rebellious spirit. Being a strong woman, she had never willingly backed down, she always seemed to need to be beaten into subjection. 

			As time went on, God did an incredible work in my heart and totally delivered me from my hatred, and replaced it, not only with understanding, but with love for my parents. 

			Unfortunately, as my heart grew warmer towards them, their hearts grew colder towards me, and they adamantly refused to have any dealings with me. Any attempts at reconciliation always seemed to end up in painful arguments. 

			Since I was 9 years old, my parents and I had attended the same church and, like myself, they had called themselves Christians. A few years after I left home, my father was elevated in the church to be made a deacon, which meant that he was called upon each week to administer the communion. It was the church’s practice for 4 deacons to stand on the platform, 2 deacons to the right and 2 to the left, to administer the bread and wine, and the congregation would come forward one row at a time to kneel at the communion rail and be served by them. My father would always be on the opposite side to where I was so that he would not have to administer the communion to me. 

			Plea For Forgiveness

			But one Sunday morning as the communion was in progress, I walked round the back of the church and switched sides so he would have to serve me. “This is the body of our Lord Jesus Christ”, he said as he held out the bread towards me. I looked up into his face and said, “Dad, I’m sorry for all I’ve done to cause you any grief, will you forgive me?” Pause. “This is the body of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Again I said, “Dad, I’m sorry for all I’ve done to grieve you, will you forgive me?” Pause again. “This is the ..” “Dad!” At this point he looked into my eyes, really embarrassed and confused, but I knelt there looking at him, pleading for him to acknowledge me, and eventually with wet eyes he said, “Yes, I forgive you” to which I replied “And I forgive you”, and I took the bread he was offering and ate it. At the end of the meeting he rushed towards me, put his arms round me and began remonstrating with me as to why I had done this and why I had done that, but I cut him short and said “Dad, that’s the past, let’s forgive and forget it and be friends instead of enemies”. At this we embraced as father and daughter and I knew that our hearts had touched. 

			But from the back of the church, my mother had seen our embrace and by the time the evening meeting came, everything was back to normal and they ignored me again.

			Another try

			Some time later, I did the same with my mother. While the communion was in progress I went to the back of the church where my mother was sitting with her head bowed in prayer, and, leaning over her shoulder, said that I was sorry for all the problems I had caused her and asked her forgiveness. She started to argue with me in the silence of the communion and a deacon told us to go out into the vestibule to talk there instead of in the church. I pleaded with her again saying that I was sorry for all the problems I had caused her and asked if she would forgive me. I had caught her off guard and she didn’t know how to respond. But feeling trapped by being in the church and not wanting to miss her turn at the communion rail, she quickly said yes, so I grabbed hold of her arm and we walked down the aisle towards the communion rail together and knelt side by side to take the communion. Sadly this also came to nothing and she firmly told me that she “did not want reconciliation”. 

			Rebuffs are very hard to take, yet I am amazed that no matter how many rejections I have had it has not thwarted me from trying to be at peace with my parents. It’s only proved that God has really done a miracle in my heart in thoroughly removing all the hatred and anger that I once felt. As Christians, we give an account to God for our own personal actions, not for the actions of others, and for this reason alone, I am truly grateful that God was able to deliver me from this hatred and anger that I bore towards them.

			For years unforgiven memories ruined my life even after I was removed from the situation — those who choose to hate pay a high emotional price to hold on to their grievances. If we allow God to transform us, by renewing our minds, we can prove for ourselves that Christ’s teaching is not mere theory, it is something to be experienced and will bring the joy and peace which all our spirits crave. 

		

	
		
			From “Ye have heard … Adultery”

			Challenge Issue 27

			We need to know what adultery means in the bible. It is not a married or single man taking an unmarried woman outside of marriage. Adultery is a man, married or single, taking another man’s wife. In the law of God, adultery is actually a sin of stealing, and carries with it the death penalty. God considers it to be that serious.  

			Adultery happens the same way as all sins, first we see, then desire enters our subconscious thoughts, our heart. Lust in the heart isn’t as bad as the physical act of adultery in the flesh; but it’s the root. Sometimes it gets no further than this, but if left to dwell there, it is easy to start to fantasise, you consider the options and the possibilities. If it doesn’t stop there it leads to physical contact and the ultimate sin. Jesus said if your eye offends you, pluck it out. You don’t have to be so drastic, you can deal with some things yourself. Get rid of the filthy magazines and newspapers that are full of scandal. Stop watching the television. Change your job if it’s giving you sexual problems. This will have the same effect. Stop looking, then the desires will be less of a problem.

			The bible talks about spiritual adultery, which is when we say we love God, and then go lusting after something or someone else as well. James 4:4 says spiritual adultery makes you the enemy of God. Can God’s enemies go to heaven? This is where the Pharisees fell. They were outwardly righteous, yet inwardly loved the world.
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			Watch Your Step!

			A number of years ago a good friend of Maurice’s and mine went through a traumatic experience. The young boy who had left school and had come to work for him, and whom our friend had personally trained for some years to become a very competent studio sound recording engineer, had in fact run off with our friend’s wife. Our friend had been devastated by what had happened as he hadn’t foreseen the situation occurring. It seemed that Maurice and I were there at the right time to help this man in his distress and we gave him as much comfort and support as possible, which resulted in our friend becoming a Christian. 

			It’s so easy to point fingers, isn’t it? His wife was obviously the guilty party, she had been flattered by the attentions of a man 14 years her junior and it had completely gone to her head. But was it really entirely her fault? As our friend poured out his story it seemed very apparent that he had been completely absorbed in his work and had been arriving home late every evening. His heavy drinking had made his manner obnoxious and he had been without consideration for anybody else’s feelings on any matter at all. Although his wife was working in partnership with him, she always made sure she was there to take care of their 2 children when they returned home from school. When this young employee began to take notice of her and treat her as a woman, it completely bowled her over. 

			Romantic notions

			As a single person my romantic notions were that you met somebody, fell in love, got married, and then lived happily ever after. Personal experience has shown me that life is not like this. So many people find the first few months of marriage, known as the ‘adjustment period’, just too much to handle, and unless much effort is applied here, lovers can soon become enemies and part company. On finding out I was pregnant for the first time, life seemed to take on a whole new meaning. It was so exciting to view the future as a family rather than a couple, and I felt as though this child would be the fulfilment of all my dreams. 

			Stark reality soon brought me down to earth. Before I was married, although I’d been extremely busy with my various activities, I’d always managed to have plenty of time for myself. I had lived a very disciplined life and had spent at least 2 hours in prayer before going out to work each morning. I was totally unprepared for the effect one little child could have on my life.                                        

			Devastated life                            

			Initially, I had been grateful that my child had taken so easily to breast feeding, as many mothers experience difficulties in this area. But I must confess that being woken up 6 or 7 times each night became very wearing, and a simple thing like a shopping trip became a major ordeal as without fail I would have to nip to the supermarket loo to feed my very hungry baby. Because Nathan demanded so much milk, my body produced abundantly, which I found extremely embarrassing, as invariably my clothing would become very wet and sodden no matter how many precautions I had taken. 

			Because feeding, winding, and changing Nathan’s nappies took up so much of my day I had to learn to turn a blind eye to many things which at one time I had felt were very important. Meals were often late or burned, and I was constantly tired. As I was ‘bonding’ with my child I became aware of a distance creeping in between myself and my husband. 

			Before Nathan was born Maurice and I had worked very closely in the ministry. We had travelled the world together in our capacity as ministers and had spent many hours sharing the revelation that God had given to us individually. I found it unbelievable that one child could almost ruin our communication, and yet that’s what happened. So many times we would begin to got engrossed in conversation, and then the baby would cry and demand attention, and because my mind had been diverted, Maurice would withdraw himself and get back to his work. As the child grew the problem seemed to become worse because then instead of crying for attention he would come with his perpetual chatter and not give us a minute’s peace (and the more children God gives you the rowdier your house can become!).

			The strain of change

			Quite apart from all this change in the household, there is also a dramatic change taking place in the mother. From the very outset of pregnancy the hormones go crazy. Often women have unreasonable cravings for certain foods at unreasonable times, and they can become very emotional. Not only is there turmoil inside, there are also external changes which have to be coped with. I was very often amazed and amused at the way my body swelled as the weeks went by. But I must confess I wasn’t so amused at the way my body slowly contracted afterwards. My bulges and curves had now been totally redistributed, which left me feeling very self-conscious and undesirable. This too can place a terrible strain on a marriage. 

			God has been very good to us at Barratt Ministries and for a number of years Alex Robertson, a very dear friend and ministry partner, has had living quarters at our premises. This meant that he was always there with a ready listening ear whenever Maurice couldn’t get through to me. In this way Maurice was still able to share his revelation and get godly feedback in the process. Not many men are blessed with such a godly fallback, and because of this Christian men can sometimes seek companionship with other women as their need for friendship is so great. Unfortunately this can lead to unhealthy relationships and ultimately marriage break-up. 

			Resentment

			At first I felt very put out that Maurice had found an alternative and would continually nag him for not spending more time with me. The upheavals that had gone on in my life caused me to indulge in real self-pity. These children whom I had once looked upon as the fulfilment of dreams were now, in some measure, resented because they had ruined so many areas of my life. I no longer had freedom, personal time or companionship with my husband. But even through all my anxiety God began to speak to me and tell me to have patience, because it was only a matter of time before both my children would be at school and then it would be time for me to pick up the call again. Once this revelation from God had sunk into my spirit I began to realise how good God had been to me by providing Alex to be a fallback for Maurice. Many men are not so fortunate.

			2½ years after lzaac’s birth my hormones finally righted themselves and I could see definite physical changes. I also noted a difference in my mental and emotional attitudes and I became more aware of myself as a woman rather than a milk-producing machine. And this, I believe, is the point when women are at their most vulnerable. 

			Flattery

			Just after finding this new awareness of myself I was paying for my goods at the local supermarket when the cashier told me that the security guard behind me (and she pointed to a man who at this point began to blush) thought I was very beautiful, and would really appreciate it if I said “hello” to him. In my amazed confusion I turned and said a quick “Hello”, and then rushed out of the shop as fast as I could, feeling very embarrassed but also very flattered. On later visits I was asked for telephone numbers, etc. 

			After my initial feeling of flattery I soon realised how hideous Satan was in the way he preys upon unsuspecting females. After all, I walked around with 2 small children and wore wedding rings on my finger to make everyone aware I was ‘taken’. It seems that no sooner do you reach the state of mind where you can resume your intimate relationships with your husband, but the devil steps in with counterfeit alternatives. It’s pretty reasonable he should do this, as one of his major priorities in society is breaking up marriages and families, and he will pay more attention to the destruction of Christian households because this ruins the church’s testimony.

			But, hallelujah, God had already stepped in first, and at the beginning of that very year God had asked me what I wanted to do with my future. He’d reminded me first of all of what he’d said to me during the struggles of my first year of motherhood which were, “The circumstances are not important, but the call is”. And the challenge he gave with my first child was repeated with the second as he asked if I was prepared to pick up the ‘call’ again. I had already made my decision. To me there was no alternative, and I knew deep down in my heart that if God wanted me to fulfil his purposes in my life then he would make a way for me. I’d already discussed my decision with Maurice and this unity of purpose made a tremendous difference to our relationship. A few months after the incident in the supermarket Maurice arranged for us to have a holiday together and prayed that God would provide for our 2 children to be looked after. He did.

			Adam’s gift

			When God made Adam, he himself thought that it wasn’t good for man to be alone. First he brought the animals to Adam, but Adam couldn’t form the relationship he wanted with these, so God created Eve. She was a gift to Adam. She was specially designed to be a companion, a help. 

			Don’t be kidded, nothing should get in the way of this marital relationship, be it children, family or work. Scripture says that if the unity is not as it should be between husband and wife, then your very prayers are hindered. You leave yourself vulnerable to the devil’s wicked snares. In 1 Corinthians 7 Paul says that the married man cares for the things that are of the world, how he may please his wife, and that the married women cares for the things of the world, how she may please her husband. I, for one, am absolutely certain that if we’re not prepared to do this for our partner then the devil will make sure that somebody else will, with or without our consent! 
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			Nathan, 10 months old and already walking like a little man since 8 months with his big half-sister Paula and I on holiday in Lanzarote

		

	
		
			From “Ye have heard … Divorce”

			Challenge Issue 28

			Jesus does not quote not from the 10 Commandments, but from Deuteronomy 24:1-2. There are some points we should note: 

			1) The bill of divorce was always for a woman, never a man. In God’s law only the man could end the marriage, although a woman could leave a man. 

			2) The bill of divorce was actually to protect the woman. It was her proof that she had been put away and was free to marry without committing adultery. 

			3) Divorce was only allowed for some specific ‘uncleanness’ — something unholy or defiling.

			But Jesus said, “Whoever divorces his wife, except for  fornication, causes her to commit adultery, and whoever marries her who is divorced commits adultery.”

			Marriage has always been to do with the heart, never with law. But we like to use the law to avoid and get round the real issues of the heart, to protect our self-righteousness. We keep the law but break the morals. Thus a man and woman could pride themselves on the fact that they are married and not divorced, yet they could be divorced in spirit, because their relationship has withered and died. Perhaps they no longer sleep with each other, or they no longer talk to each other. 

			Adultery is the reason for which divorce is permitted, and spiritual adultery is the reason God divorced Israel. Physical adultery is serious, but spiritual adultery is worse — so it is with divorce. It’s a sin of the heart and that’s what Jesus is trying to expose.
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			“Am I Really Prepared For This?”

			Maurice and I had been invited to minister at a church in a town local to Manchester. We had visited this church before but on this particular occasion the Pastor apologised to Maurice for what he was about to request. Apparently, God had given him a very serious word to preach to the people that very morning and he asked Maurice if he would kindly allow him deliver his soul. Of course, this wasn’t a problem and Maurice told the Pastor to carry on. The pastor preached an anointed sermon on prayer, and my songs complimented his theme. Maurice didn’t mind at all stepping down from the pulpit because the pastor had told him that God had laid this particular sermon on his heart. But the next time we were invited to preach in his church we were amazed to find that the pastor was no longer there. He was in prison … he had been sexually abusing the children in his Sunday School! His wife tried to hold her head up; after all, it was her husband not her who was at fault. But what should she do — she had children of her own? 

			After harrowing experiences in her childhood, a relation of mine married a young Christian man without hesitation because she felt confident he would look after her. But she found out before very long that she had leapt from the frying pan into the fire, as his alcoholic problem was revealed and he began to beat her. His threats became increasingly menacing. On one occasion he held a gun to her head, but after another experience, this time of having a machete put to her throat, she told God that if she lived through that night it would be the last one she spent under the same roof as her husband. 

			Another man was the leader of the worship group in his church for years. He was noted for his apparent fervour and commitment, and was looked upon by all as a model Christian. His wife was devastated when he left her to live with someone else — his boyfriend?! 

			All of the above marriages ended in divorce, and I could quote many more accounts of disastrous Christian marriages.  

			Unequal parties

			I understand that marriage appears to hold the answer to many of our carnal needs, i.e. sex, companionship, fulfilment, home life — but marriage was actually instituted as a contract between 2 unequal parties. The man was required to love, comfort and cherish his wife and the woman expected to obey and serve her husband. In a society like ours where we have liberation and equal rights for women, what we should really be asking before we leap into such a serious commitment as wedlock is … why does a liberated woman need to be married? 

			I personally believe that our western culture and mentality get in the way of successful marriages. Unless we understand what marriage entails and have a proper attitude towards the principles laid down in the bible, then our marriages are doomed to failure from the very start. 

			Christ and the Church

			Paul says that the husband and wife are an allegory of Christ and the Church. When Jesus asked for disciples he told them plainly what they were to expect, and said that anyone who put their hands to the plough and looked back was not fit for the Kingdom of God. He didn’t feed them romantic notions of living ‘happily ever after’ like we often do to gain converts. He told them the cost, and lived a lifestyle that would emphasise before their very eyes what they could expect when they made this incredibly important decision. 

			As Christians I feel that we are often ill-equipped to make marriages work as they should. There are plenty of instructions for potential husbands and wives in the bible, but these are rarely taken into consideration before the wedding vows are made. Do we really know what our roles are?

			Established priniciples

			When our emotions are hurt, principles firmly established in our minds and hearts will protect us from making irreparable blunders. Ephesians 5:22 says that wives should submit themselves unto their own husbands as unto the Lord because the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ is the head of the church. 

			Titus 2:4 tells us that wives should be sober, discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, love their husbands and children; and be obedient to their own husbands ‘that the word of God be not blasphemed’. And there are many more such instructions if we would care to search them out. 

			On the other hand the husbands are told in Ephesians 5:25 to love their wives as Christ not only loved the church, but gave himself for it, so that through his sanctification and cleansing he could present to himself a glorious church, without spot, wrinkle or any such thing, but that it should be holy and without blemish. In this same manner men are told to love their wives as they love their own bodies, and we know for a fact that everyone in truth loves themselves because we nourish, cherish and pamper ourselves. He who loves his wife loves himself.

			Adam and Eve

			When God presented Adam with Eve, Adam loved her so much that in order to keep his relationship with her he preferred to leave his Father (God) and partake of her sin by eating the forbidden fruit — ‘And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression’ (1 Tim. 2:14). Scripture makes it clear that Adam knew perfectly well what he was doing when he took the fruit from Eve and ate it after her. ‘For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh.’ The love relationship between Adam and Eve must be the most perfect one we could find in the bible. Moses and Paul offered God this supreme sacrifice of being cut off from him for the sake of other souls, but Adam actually did it as a prophecy of the second Adam — Jesus — who did the same for us when he was cut off from God on the cross as his soul was made sin. 

			I believe there are always 2 sides to every troubled marriage, but I must confess I feel the major responsibility falls upon the man. He is the one who does the choosing, and it is his job to present the woman as a glorious bride, as Christ presented his church. Jesus said that, because the hearts of men were so hard, Moses allowed them to give a bill of divorcement to their wives. How did the men of Jesus’ generation treat their brides? Did they love them with an unselfish love as Christ loved his church? Did they feel they couldn’t survive without their wives and were prepared to be cut off from everyone else in the way Adam had forsaken all for Eve?

			Caught In The Act

			I wonder what Jesus perceived when the woman caught in the act of adultery was brought to him. She herself was well aware that the penalty for this particular sin, if discovered, was death by stoning. So what had driven her to indulge herself by finding comfort in the arms of a man other than her husband? Did Jesus see her as a woman who was neglected, ignored, beaten, abused? 

			I am certain of one thing, God sees the hearts and he deals very harshly with the rebellious and hardhearted. But towards this obviously sinful woman, Jesus had compassion, and he openly said that he did not condemn her. We all know his attitude towards the self-righteous scribes and Pharisees, but he didn’t regard this woman, who had been caught red-handed, in this same manner. The men who were standing around waiting to cast stones at her were the ones who felt the condemnation, not her, and they all slunk away in shame and embarrassment. 

			Richard Wurmbrand, a man who has been severely persecuted for his faith in God said, “Never judge anyone until you have walked a mile in their shoes!” If this woman had found fulfilment and happiness in her marriage I am sure she would not have been in this situation. 

			Every one of us is seeking the love that can only come from people who are very special to us, i.e. mother or father, husband or wife, friend. I only found what I was looking for when I was married and had my first child. I felt like a complete person with a family of my own, someone to love and someone to love me. My search was over and I somehow felt immune to the temptations which had so easily pulled me before. I do not advocate divorce, but neither do I advocate hypocrisy. I believe a marriage should be worked at and enriched by both parties, despite all the setbacks and failures. When one party ceases to try anymore then all we end up with is a piece of paper which forces us to live under sufferance in a relationship which fails to fulfil all our original hopes and dreams. Surely this was neither God’s nor our intention.

		

	
		
			From “Ye have heard … Swearing on Oath”

			Challenge Issue 29

				

			Jesus says 6 times “Ye have heard” stressing this is what man thinks God has said. Without the heart and spirit of the law, all we have is a tradition, an old saying.

			Why would someone want to swear on oath? Well, it could make a rod for our back because we’re weak. The problem is if we are weak willed we are propping up a weakness instead of dealing with it. Secondly, to convince someone of our integrity and sincerity, proving that we are honest and reliable. People who habitually back up their words usually give exactly the opposite impression and arouse suspicion. Straight, honest words, “Yea or Nay”, are far more likely to convince. Thirdly, to deliberately deceive others. The very thing which is supposed to safeguard the truth can be used to deceive and propagate lies.

			Many false cults and secret societies take oaths upon initiation. The Mormons and the Masons are 2 examples. These oaths bind people, holding them by fear from ever betraying the secrets of the society or cult. This is not God’s way. The Occult is full of oaths and initiation rites. It is strange that God asks us to make no promises when we become Christians. He asks us to believe his promises to us. By making an oath we are coming out of Christian freedom and putting ourselves back under the letter of the law, putting a false confidence in our ability to tell the absolute truth. Jesus does not want us to trap ourselves and fall into condemnation.
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			Talk Is Cheap - Practice Is Costly

			I know I still have an awful lot of the ‘old nature’ to be dealt with, but I can’t stand it when someone promises to do something for me, or with me, and they don’t keep their word. It probably stems from my childhood. But whenever people fail to do what they say to me, I feel terribly let down. My brother reminded me not so long ago of my attitude as a child. Sometimes my mother was so short of money that she was unable to give me pocket money and would say that she’d give it to me the next week. Because I took her word as the gospel truth I would not let her forget. I would add up all the weeks she had missed and present her with a bill! 

			Honesty was something my parents taught me to be scrupulous about. I found it terribly difficult to lie and would blush even when telling a half truth. I could never say sorry unless I genuinely, and in all honesty, felt that it was my fault. And I would never make a promise if there was the slightest hint that I couldn’t keep to it, hence I could never promise to be good! I was very grateful that I was born British because at one time our laws were based on biblical principles. Our rules followed quite closely the 10 commandments, and Christianity was the basis for our education in schools. Principles like ‘an Englishman’s home is his castle’ and ‘an Englishman’s word is his bond’ sounded like real ideals to me, and I am quite appalled at the decline in our national standards since my childhood.  

			Trust

			It is classed as utter foolishness nowadays to trust people without first having proof of their reliability. When Maurice and I travel around the churches to minister we take a selection of books, videos and CDs to sell. Invariably someone will offer to pay by cheque, and after filling in the front of the cheque they often ask if we would like to see their bankers card to take a note of their number ensuring payment, but I always refuse on principle. 

			Sometimes people will say that they would really love to purchase our material but they had come  to the meeting financially unprepared. I always tell these people to take whatever it is they wanted to buy and send a cheque to us later on. Often they will offer to give me a note of their name and address, but as we have no intention of running after their payment, this seems a pointless exercise. Besides, it proves to us and to them whether or not they are truly Christians. 

			Because Jesus tells us not to swear at all, and just to let our ‘yes’ be ‘yes’, and our ‘no’ be ‘no’, I wonder whether he is in actual fact just telling us to learn to have integrity. On so many occasions I have made up my mind to do something and for a time have been doing fine, but because I was afraid my will would weaken I have told someone — just to give me a ‘rod for my back’ in the hope that this would strengthen my resolve. But how rotten I’ve felt when my weak will has been exposed not only to myself, but also to the person I told, because I couldn’t carry through what I’d originally purposed to do. This has been exposed to so many areas of my life and I’ve noted it in others too … 

			Broken promises

			I once knew a godly woman who said that God had told her to grow her hair long. She was elderly and had difficulty looking after her hair anyway, but she said that this is what God had told her to do. After about 8 months, when her hair became too difficult for her to manage, she had it cut short again, but it left me with real questions about whether she had heard God in the first place. And if she had, then how she could possibly rebel against something He had told her to do. Another couple I knew for years had said that God had told them to trust him and not use contraception. But after their 4th child and 2 ‘accidental’ ones, they decided to call it a day and make sure they had no more. God obviously didn’t know what was best for them! 

			I’ve sometimes been impressed to fast for something and have started to put my thoughts into action. But once I mention my intention to someone else it seems that my resolve is weakened, and I lose all will power to carry out what I had purposed in my heart to do. It doesn’t only seem to occur when we are trying to do something godly either … 

			I hadn’t seen my friend for quite a while and when I did I commented on how well she looked after losing some weight. She was very pleased at the compliment and told me that she was counting calories and, even though she still had a few more stones to lose, she had done exceptionally well so far and felt confident she would at last make her goal. The next time I spoke to her on the phone I asked how her dieting was going and she said that it had all ‘gone to pot’. I had been the first person she had told about her calorie counting, but after she had told me everything seemed to go wrong.

			Esau

			I realise we are not all made the same way. Some of us have the problem of keeping to our word and so our promises are empty and worthless. We can also promise something rashly and bring terrible consequences upon ourselves if our promise is taken seriously by the person to whom we have made it. Esau promised Jacob his birthright because at that particular point in his life he was famished and just needed food - now! But because Jacob stubbornly refused to let go of the promise which he knew he had unfairly forced his brother to make, Esau lost everything that was important and valuable to him. 

			Jephthah

			On the other hand, there are those who are built the other way and would keep to their promise, no matter how rash or foolish it may be. Jephthah promised God that he would sacrifice the first thing that came from his house to greet him after his victory in battle, and was grief stricken when his daughter, his only child, proved to be the one he had to sacrifice. It seems that keeping promises can get us into as many problems as not keeping them can, if they are made without much consideration and deliberation. But I think Jephthah must have been on the safer side, especially as he was actually mentioned in Hebrews 11:32 as being part of that great cloud of witnesses for his faith! 

			Keeping your counsel

			I honestly think that God is looking for people who can keep their own counsel and not tell their intentions to other people. I can’t help thinking of how highly favoured Mary the mother of Jesus was. She was given the greatest honour to bear the Son of God himself, yet when Joseph, her fiancé, found she was pregnant she didn’t tell him the circumstances of her condition until God had revealed it personally to Joseph. The Bible records that she ‘hid all these things in her heart’ and never mentioned any of the strange incidents that happened — hence we know so little about the childhood of Jesus.  Jesus, too, was very closed about his mission on earth. The bible records that ‘he wouldn’t give himself to anyone because he knew what was in the heart of man’. It would be of far greater value to us if we could learn to be trustworthy to ourselves and live up to our own high standards before telling the world in an effort to impress others. For unless we have learned to accept the consequences of our intended decisions thoroughly, we just expose our lack of integrity and are seen as good talkers with big ideas, but are not believed or taken seriously!
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			Selling our goods at a church when we’d first started producing our own material

		

	
		
			From “Ye have heard … Eye for Eye” 

			Challenge Issue 30

			If you think the law allows revenge then you have heard wrong. God’s word comes from his pure heart, but too often we hear with impure ears. “As he hath done, so shall it be done to him” (Leviticus 24:19). This is not revenge, but justice. It is just, right and fair that the punishment should strictly and absolutely fit the crime. It is also a deterrent.

			“But I say, resist not evil … turn the other cheek.” This is suffering physical abuse. Is it not within our rights to defend ourselves? Christianity goes beyond the reasonable. Love is the character of our Father. We could never go this far, but Christ in us could.

			“If any man sue thee … let him have thy cloke also.” This is legal abuse. This illustration is serious because his coat was his night blanket. Without it he could die of exposure. But Jesus says suffer wrong.

			“Compelled to go 1 mile? … go 2.” This is civil abuse. Being conscripted with no choice in the matter. The first mile does not demonstrate Christianity, but the second does.

			“Give to him that asks and from him that would borrow turn not thou away.” Personal abuse.

			To be a Christian is to keep saying “yes” beyond what’s reasonable. Isn’t that foolish? Well, no because of what Jesus says in Luke 6:34 & 35.

			Vengeance is God’s, he will repay in every sense — evil for evil, good for good. Surrender the claim to ‘your rights’ and God will repay you.

		

	
		
			9

			“But I Say … 

			Turn The Other Cheek!”

			I always used to look forward to Saturday evenings because this was when all Maurice’s first family and I would pack into his old Morris 1000 (ex GPO) van and drive to his parents’ house for ‘Saturday Night Supper’. It was a highlight of the week for me because it often meant getting into really deep fellowship around the Bible with Maurice’s father who was quite an exceptional pastor with a wonderful personal relationship with God. This Saturday had been just as I had anticipated it to be and, as we drove home we were continuing to share the thoughts that had been stimulated during the course of the evening. 

			We were about half a mile away from home when a police car, flashing his ‘stop’ sign, overtook us, thus bringing us to a halt. Maurice wound down his window as the officer strode across to us and asked what the matter was. As soon as the policeman opened his mouth everyone in the car could smell the drink on his breath … and it was strong. The officer seemed out of sorts about something and his attitude was quite nasty, but Maurice held his tongue and answered all his questions as pleasantly as he could. The officer then went all round the van doing a quick inspection after which he got out his notebook and booked Maurice for having a ‘bald’ tyre on the front of his vehicle. Although Maurice kept his temper cool, he was very angry because working in the car trade himself at that time, he knew very well that the tyre was not at all bald. He tried to reason with the officer but he had met him on a bad day and there was no talking sense to the man. The policeman shoved the paper into Maurice’s face and told him to present his driving licence at the local police station within the next 24 hours. 

			Conscience

			Now Maurice is normally a pretty cool customer, but at this point he was absolutely livid, steam was coming out of his ears! He dropped us off at home and then went straight round to the police station to lodge a complaint against the officer who had charged him. The policeman on the desk was not at all pleased with the accusation Maurice was making that one of his colleagues was drinking on the job, and made the interview as unpleasant as possible. He left the desk on some pretext that he had to see someone or something and left Maurice roasting for what seemed like an age. During this time Maurice and his conscience had a little talk. What on earth was Maurice doing here? Wasn’t he the very one who boasted to everyone that he supported the police? The man must have had a bad day, or been told some bad news, and what he did was obviously out of character, surely you had to make allowances for people. And wasn’t he supposed to be a Christian? Doesn’t the Sermon on the Mount teach us to rejoice when we are being falsely accused? “What on earth are you doing here, Maurice?”

			Refusing vengeance

			The battle was over. The police officer came back to the desk and Maurice sheepishly walked over to him saying that he would like to drop his complaint, he supported the police and didn’t want to make trouble for anyone. The officer must have thought that something he had spitefully said had taken effect and he gloatingly grinned in a mocking way as Maurice left the station. Maurice certainly looked as though he had his tail between his legs, but only he knew in his heart that his action was due to meekness towards the commandments of God and not weakness towards the consequences of his complaint. So he just went home and awaited the Summons which he knew would shortly come. 

			The Summons and date for the court case came. Maurice pleaded “guilty”, which meant that he didn’t need to appear in Court. He sent off his driving licence, and waited to hear how much he had been fined for his crime. Weeks went by, months went by, but still he heard nothing — which was impossible! If his driving licence had not been received, a warrant for his arrest would have undoubtedly been the next step. But there was absolute silence. After a couple of years had gone by, and still nothing was heard, Maurice needed to renew his licence. He filled in the appropriate forms and within a few weeks was sent a brand new driving licence … absolutely clean of any endorsements, and the one he had sent off to the police had already been sullied with a previous conviction! But it cemented firmly in Maurice’s mind, and in my mind, that God can take care of us if we allow him to take control of the circumstances.

			Defending ourselves

			So many Christians who profess to be following the teachings and lifestyle of Christ are only too eager to take matters into their own hands and defend themselves, when the Bible teaches clearly that this is not what we are supposed to do. Only recently I heard about a famous American evangelist who sued another party for libel and won. He probably thought that his actions were righteous, and the outcome was God’s vindication of him, but when we seek to justify ourselves, we are in actual fact just fighting our own battles, and not allowing God to fashion and mould us using the very circumstances which he sent.

			Some time ago an expectant Christian mother lost her baby, due, she said, to hospital neglect. She was so distraught that she sued the hospital and fought as hard as she could to win her case. Unfortunately, she was so full of bitterness and resentment, that in the process she lost her peace of mind and relationship with God, which was only restored to her when she dropped the case and made a conscious decision to forgive the doctors and nurses who in her mind had caused her so much damage. 

			“Vengeance is mine”

			“Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord, I will repay”. Yet do we give Him the opportunity to fulfill His promise, or are we mad that He seems to take so long to get back at those who have hurt us? 

			Some time ago my morning readings were taken from Timothy where Paul is encouraging this young minister to “endure hardness as a good soldier”, and goes on to remind Timothy of the example he himself had set in his doctrine, manner of life, and of the persecutions and afflictions he had endured. He then went on to state that “all who will live godly in Jesus Christ will suffer persecution”. What a pity, this is a promise you don’t usually find in the promise boxes! We’ve been led a dance really if all that we should expect from our Christianity is to be happy, prosperous and problem free. The reality is that we are expected to identify with the sufferings of Christ, who was sinless, yet was a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief, and falsely accused, but left everything in his Father’s hand and didn’t seek revenge. 
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			My husband Maurice, little in stature, but learning to be a man of God like his father (sitting next to him) ...
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			... but he has a lot to learn!!

		

	
		
			From “Ye have heard … Love thine enemy” 

			Challenge Issue 31

			“Love thy neighbour” is in the law, but “hate thine enemy” is not. God’s people were never given permission to hate. Leviticus 19:18 says, “Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge … but thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.”

			Jesus said, “Love your enemies”. Why should we love our enemies? Because our enemy is our neighbour as Jesus shows in the parable of the Good Samaritan.

			“Bless them that curse you”. Jesus instructs us to bless with our mouth. Love is in the heart but we cannot prove love without doing something practical.

			“Do good to them that hate you”. It is progressive. Actions speak louder than words.

			“Pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you”. This may sound like an anticlimax, but it is actually the hardest. To pray for reconciliation and plead with God to be gracious and merciful to the person who hates us and causes us terrible problems proves our motives. Many Christians find it impossible to pray for their enemies because, in their heart of hearts, they don’t really want reconciliation, and they’re afraid God might answer their prayer. But Jesus did this on the cross as he was being crucified … “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do”.

			“That we may be the children of our father which is in heaven”. Only our character reveals whose child we are. Our doctrines prove nothing. “He is kind to the unthankful and the evil”.
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			“Live In Heavenly Places”

			“Ye have heard, love thy neighbour and hate thine enemy … ” There is actually no scripture for this. The law had been twisted. The very opposite is true.

			When I was a young girl I was often encouraged to read the book “Tortured For Christ” by Richard Wurmbrand, but always refused. I didn’t want to know about the horrors people in other countries with different governments had to face. I lived in Britain and was blessed with religious freedom. I was very happy to be naïve, it meant I could sleep peacefully at night. 

			But peace is just a dream if our hearts are full of hurt. There is a worldly song entitled “We always hurt the one we love”. I have experienced being eaten up with hatred and bitterness towards loved ones whom I felt had treated me badly. But my heart went through a dramatic transformation when I eventually read “Tortured For Christ”, because I realised that my grievances counted for nothing but self pity and hurt pride. These Christians, even in the face of their terrible persecutions, show the character of Christ. I think that is a real challenge to anyone who professes Christianity. After all, if we can’t love our own (family, friends), no matter how much they offend us, how will we ever be able to love our enemies? Richard Wurmbrand has had a tremendous influence on my faith and I felt that you too would benefit from this article he has written …

			“Dear brothers and sisters, 

			“… every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places…” (Ephesians 1:3) 

			It is written in Ephesians 1:3 that we are blessed with every spiritual blessing. Sometimes when we look around we see nothing beautiful. We do not feel ‘blessed’. Jesus is the King of kings and John says you will be like him. You can be like him only because you have the life of Jesus within. As an embryo matures to be a full man, we will be such a high being. We can be safe from the misery, from the ups and downs of human life, because we have become partakers of the divine nature. I met a man who told me that he heard me preach 18 years ago. I asked him, “What did I preach?” To my great amazement, he knew. He said, “18 years ago you told us that a Communist officer had come to torture you with his implements of torture — rubber truncheons, knives, red-hot irons with which to burn — and you looked into his eyes. You admired his eyes and told him what beautiful eyes he had.” 

			I never hated Communists. I love them with all of my heart and I pray that they be saved. They imprisoned thousands of Christian, and some of us, who were considered more dangerous, were each put in a cell alone. For 3 years I was alone in a cell, 30 feet beneath the earth, never seeing sun, moon, stars, flowers, or snow. There was a time I forgot these things existed. We never saw a colour, and for a time I forgot that blue, yellow, violet, and pink existed. We saw only the grey walls of the cell and our grey uniform. We did not have a Bible or any other books. We were very, very hungry. There were beatings. For 14 years I never had a pen in my hand; I never had paper or anything. There was no intellectual activity of any kind. There were tortures. I will not describe the tortures. You would not sleep if you knew what tortures your brothers and sisters in Communist countries endure, and in the Muslim world the situation is no better.

			No Voice

			In these years of solitary confinement, we never heard a voice, we never heard a whisper. Every one of us was alone. We were so alone. Those who passed near the jail did not know it was a jail. Before God created the world, He was alone. When we were in prison, we were also alone. We did not know if it was March, October, Tuesday, Saturday, 8 o’clock in the morning, or 10 o’clock at night. We did not know the difference. We lived in timelessness. We said to ourselves, “Like God we are alone, like God we are outside of time, like God we have nothing. Then let us act like God: let us create our world.” In these dark, subterranean prison cells we created for ourselves a beautiful world. 

			Speaking with Jesus

			It started like this. I spoke to Jesus, although I did not see him or sense his presence, I believed in and spoke with him. (When you speak much with Jesus, with God, and you really speak in faith, something happens.) We can meditate on erotic things, or our minds can meditate on spiritual things. We can choose to meditate on the presence of Jesus. In your mind you can evoke the presence of someone. For instance, I can close my eyes now and see my son and my grandchildren. In solitary confinement, we evoked the presence of Jesus. We evoked beautiful forests, lakes, and seashores — so many beautiful places, We lived in this world that we had created, a world with so many good and saintly men. It was a pleasure to be with them and to talk with them. Although years passed, we did not observe the passing of time; there was no time for us. We had created for ourselves a beautiful world. This was our experience. We had our sufferings there, just as you have yours. Many of you feel very alone. You have married, yet you still feel alone because your spouse does not understand you. You have children, but they break your heart. You have parents who are unkind; they don’t understand you. In your church, you are misunderstood. There is so much loneliness, but hallelujah, God knows how we feel because he was once alone too.

			Paul’s heavenly place

			The apostle Paul was in a subterranean jail in Rome, It seemed like my cell, which was under the earth. He sat on a stone. He had no bed. There on the stone, beaten and hungry, he wrote to the Ephesians, “(God) raised us up together, and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:6). If you asked him what he meant, he would tell you, “Well, this is the material world in which I am detained, I am a son of God. I can envision another world, and I can see myself and my dear brethren seated in heavenly places.” I am not writing to tell you how much Christians suffer in other countries and how many beatings they get, and how much you should help them. I want to tell you that they have spiritual experiences apart, which could be the common treasure of Christians also in the free world. You don’t have their sadness, but you have yours. You have your grievances and your sorrows. However, you must not live in your pains. You can be above all these things — you can be seated in heavenly places. I plead with you, learn from the underground church.” 
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			Richard Wurmbrand

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			From “The Secret Life: Almsgiving” 

			Challenge Issue 32

			We need to understand that we have 2 natures. Our natural character, the character we were born with, which we inherited from Adam, is the old nature. The new nature is the nature of Christ himself, which was given us when we were born again. We only have to feed and nurture this new nature of Christ within us, and if we do this we will find, to our great surprise, that his character will naturally and spontaneously begin to manifest itself in our lives. All of the commands and statements of chapter 5 of the Sermon on the Mount are his very character. The secret of living the Christian life is knowing how to feed the new nature and starve the old nature. Chapter 6 begins by telling us exactly how we can do this.

			Jesus has a very practical plan of action. The answer to the whole problem of our secret inner life, the thoughts, desires and motives that lie deep within us, is another secret life. Our secret thought life is going to be dealt with, not by tackling it directly, but by practising entirely other things in secret, away from the eyes of others. By doing these things we feed the new nature of Christ within us, and give God the right to work in our lives.

			Almsgiving is an old-fashioned word, which means giving specifically to the poor, and should not be confused with tithing or freewill offerings. Jesus says, “When thou doest thine alms”, not “If thou …” He assumes it is our normal practice.
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			“Do Unto Others …”

			I’d never heard a sermon on almsgiving before, and to be quite honest I didn’t actually know what it was, so when my minister preached on it I came away from the church with my head reeling. I must have been a Christian for 12 years and yet this topic had never arisen before.

			To find out that almsgiving was nothing to do with tithing, or giving to the church as a freewill offering, was quite a revelation and I knew that if I was going to grow in my Christianity I would have to put this new concept into practice somehow. I didn’t foresee problems in obeying this principle of almsgiving, after all I was earning a good wage, but I hadn’t anticipated the fact that it would have to register in my brain before I could put it into practice.  

			Forming the habit

			After my initial acceptance that I had neglected to do something Christ considered important I made a mental note to start putting money aside out of my salary to give to the poor. Unfortunately, because I hadn’t formed the habit already, it went completely out of my head, and it wasn’t until about 6 months later, when I heard my pastor review some of the previous things we had learned in our week by week study of the Sermon on the Mount, that I finally began to put my decision into operation. 

			A tub for the poor

			Because I didn’t personally know of any poor people, I acquired a little tub and each week faithfully placed a pound coin into it which I would give to the poor when I came across them. I lived and worked in a big city so thought there would be no problem finding the poor all around, but whenever I was on the streets of Manchester I never actually came into contact with tramps or hobos. Perhaps they didn’t need to rise before 8.30 a.m. as they didn’t have to get up for work, and were still sleeping off their meths from the previous night. Or maybe they were wandering around looking for something to eat in the bins behind the cafes and restaurants. But weeks and months passed by and the money in my tub was steadily mounting up.  

			I knew it was pointless having money in a tub for the poor, unless the poor actually received the benefit of it, so one night Maurice and I went out with the sole intention of looking for some tramps to give the money to. We drove round the streets of Manchester for ages without coming into contact with a single tramp. We couldn’t believe it. When you are not looking for these people they seem to be around you all the time, but on this particular occasion we didn’t see one. Eventually, after wandering round and round for ages in our vehicle I spotted a tramp. We stopped the car and in desperation I gave him the entire contents of the tub which I had planned to distribute amongst several poor people, as I was determined not to return home without getting rid of this money. The poor man was absolutely stunned, to say the least, but at last I had relieved my soul of a terribly heavy burden.

			Blessing our enemies

			We tried several different ways to give money away as we realised that God was trying to teach his followers in this way to be aware of other people in their needs and dilemmas. During one particular period Maurice and I made a list of all the people who had harmed us in the past, and people who had become our enemies, and each month we would put a £5 note in an envelope without any note of explanation and would systematically post it off to them. They never knew where the money came from, and we were certain that they would feel blessed rather than convicted at receiving these anonymous gifts, which was something we baulked at but had to come to terms with. But it was doing us good spiritually to know that we were “blessing those who persecuted us” and our attitudes towards these people genuinely changed for the better.

			Giving personally

			Maurice and I don’t really like the idea of giving to organisations, although we have done so in the past, for the simple reason that a large amount of the donations received by these bodies is swallowed up in administration, and in some instances, much to our chagrin, on government armament.   We much prefer to give personally, even if the people are totally unaware of where the money is coming from. On occasion, we have come across people in the ministry who live by faith and have not been able to afford a break from their labours. We know the stress and strain of being ‘in the ministry’, having been in it for so many years, and can identify with the pressure that these people often feel. It can drain them both physically and spiritually. In these circumstances we have asked God to help us find funds to send these people away on holiday as sometimes rest can do far more to help than a few quid to pay the bills.   

			Raiding the cupboards

			There have also been times when people have knocked on the door asking for money for food until they received their giro. As I have been living by faith myself for quite a number of years, I have no personal money other than what has been given to me by my husband, Maurice, to buy food for the household each week. On these occasions I look through the cupboards to see what I can give in the way of food to practically help these people. The disappointment on their face often shows that they came with a tale, but at least I have shown willing and not turned them away. I must admit, if I have money then I will give money, it could save the poor person from becoming so desperate that they will mug someone. We have no idea often of the torment people suffer when they have addictions to drugs and alcohol. Pray for their deliverance by all means but don’t use your pious principles to turn a blind eye to their practical need, do something to help them.

			No reward

			The beauty of almsgiving, giving to those who are poor, is that there is no chance of any reward, other than a ‘thank you’ or a ‘God bless you’ from the recipients. That means that the only one who can reward us for caring is God himself. We could be even more secret about our alms by putting money into an unmarked envelope and dropping it through some widows door every week. God who sees in secret has promised that he will reward us openly. And it doesn’t even matter if her dog gets the envelope before she does and chews it up into little shreds, the principle of almsgiving is not necessarily for the person who receives the aid, it’s for those of us who give and obey Jesus’ teaching. It proves whether we really do love Jesus or just say we do. Jesus said, “If you love me, keep my commandments.” 

			John Wesley had the principle that he would never give to Christians. He said, “They have a Heavenly Father to look after them.” He would often ask for money for the poor, but the poor to him were the poor in the world. Those who have no Heavenly Father to look after their needs.

			Considering others 

			Jesus had 12 hungry men to consider, but he and his disciples trusted God completely for all their personal needs. Yet we know for sure they carried a bag around with them which contained money for the poor. When the woman poured the precious ointment on Jesus’ feet Judas Iscariot remonstrated with Jesus about the wastefulness of this action, saying that the ointment could have been sold and the money given to the poor. He had an ulterior motive for saying this, of course, because he was the treasurer and also a thief, but Jesus taught his disciples to consider the needs of others practically. We must learn to do the same … “Do unto others as you would have them do to you”!
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			Me with a group of poor untouchable Indian ladies in Rajahmundry

		

		
			Moise Bukenya preaching to his poor congregation in Rwanda

		

	
		
			From “The Secret Life: Prayer 1 - Principles”

			Challenge Issue 33

			  

			Matthew 6 begins with 3 ‘means of grace’. Prayer, fasting and giving are means of grace. We may pray, fast and give diligently, and God may give us no grace! Grace is a free gift, and is always God’s prerogative. But if we don’t pray, fast or give, we are denying God the right to work in our lives. The more we habitually practise these, the more God will be able to work in and through us.

			What is prayer? It’s just an old English word meaning ‘to ask’. So if prayer is a request, it excludes praise and thanksgiving. These are good, but not prayer. Paul says we should offer our prayers with thanksgiving. It also excludes demands or claiming rights. A request is not a demand, it’s a plea for a favour.

			Why is prayer in secret to God so difficult? Answer — the devil fears and resists it. Not necessarily by a satanic attack. He uses apathy, lack of motivation, distractions and weariness. Boredom is the real battle. The fact that we have no problem talking to a friend for an hour exposes that our relationship with God is pretty poor. Prayer is the measure of our relationship with God. It is 2 way communication. It’s no use making a request if you haven’t caught the attention of the person you are asking. We always assume God is listening but that is not so. Psalm 66:18 “If I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me” is one of a list of scriptures to prove this. 
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			Don’t Get Mad At God

			I suppose I asked for it really, but being a naïve human mortal, I didn’t realise how a wise, holy, immortal God would answer my request. I wanted God to change me and make me like himself. My problem was that I constantly had a battle going on inside me, there was a war raging between the carnal nature and the spiritual nature. If my carnal nature had died a sudden final death when I accepted the forgiveness and salvation God offered when I was younger, and I had volunteered my life in commitment to his service without consideration for the cost, then things would have been so different. 

			An easy option?

			It’s all wonderful at first. God miraculously delivers us from the things we can’t free ourselves from — drugs, smoking, drinking, sickness, all sorts of problems we’ve battled with to no avail for years. But our problem now lies in the fact that God is perpetually testing us to show us what is in the depths of our hearts, because there are things inside us which do not reflect his character, and he desperately wants us to show the world what he is like. He also wants to know if we really want him for himself, or is he just an easy option ... ‘Sugar Daddy’ — healer, provider, deliverer?

			Israel’s problem

			The children of Israel witnessed all the miracles in Egypt which gave them their freedom. The Red Sea parted, they received miraculous food and drink in the wilderness, but they constantly grumbled. They didn’t like the menu of Manna which they ate day after day as, although it tasted wonderful at first, it became boring. They preferred the food they had once received in Egypt when they were in slavery. They didn’t like their leader, Moses, and kept rising up against him and questioning his authority. They didn’t like the restricted lifestyle which made them different to all the other nations around, and were forever joining themselves to these foreigners both in their physical relationships with whoredoms, and in their spiritual relationships with bowing to their false gods. This caused God on numerous occasions to get so terribly angry that he sent plagues upon them, or an angel to wipe out thousands of his chosen people at a time. God has to try us to find out if we want him for the benefits, or like Job where we can say, “though he slay me yet will I love him.” And we can only know what is truly in us when the heat is turned up.

			I can honestly say that I’ve learned more about my true desires for God in my trials rather than in my blessings. And this goes for all relationships. It’s easy to love your husband when he’s giving you presents, paying compliments, and piling on the praise and attention. But how do you feel about him when he’s had a hard day, and, because you’re the closest person to him emotionally, he takes it out on you? OK he’s lost his grace for that moment in time, but do you resent him, take it personally and hold a grudge against him for the rest of your life?

			God often allows circumstances in our lives which could make us wonder why we are being singled out and picked on. But it’s only like the cycling proficiency test I had when I was a child. The obstacles were put in the road and I was expected to cycle around them to prove that I could cope with difficulties. If I knocked them over, or they knocked me off my bike, I didn’t get my certificate at the end of the test and would have to go through the examination all over again at a later stage. We don’t think we could ever hold grudges against God and yet I know from personal experience that this is very possible, and with most of us very probable. 

			The kittens

			I remember once having 2 kittens who brought sunshine into my life when I lived alone. These 2 fluffy little sisters had been a birthday present from a colleague at work a few months prior to my leaving my employment and going full time in the ministry for God. I went on tour and got someone to look after them for me, but when I returned home one of the kittens was missing. We hunted high and low and Maurice later found it in the garden. It had been run over, flung over the hedge and was half eaten by maggots. 

			The other kitten became more precious after this loss. I allowed her to have kittens and, when they had been weaned and passed on to other families to love, I took her to the vet to have her sterilised. My cat never came round from the anaesthetic and I was told by the vet that this was extremely rare — so much so that it only happened once in every 10,000 operations! 

			Angry at God

			I was angry at God, I mean really angry. I couldn’t understand why he had allowed this. The cats had never stopped me from serving him. I had never had an ‘inordinate affection’ for them, and if he had asked me to give them away to somebody who needed their company more than myself, I wouldn’t have refused. But to take them like this — without even asking — was going too far! And would you believe it, I was so miffed at God’s behaviour that I vindictively ‘sent him to Coventry’ — me, Joanna Barratt, frail bit of dust that I am, had a grudge against Almighty God and wanted to show him how much he had hurt me by trying to hurt him back! 

			I’m appalled now that I could possibly have had this sort of attitude, but at the time I felt totally justified at the way I was behaving. Thank God he didn’t allow me to carry on sulking. After 3 days he brought me to my senses and arranged circumstances where I was forced to break the ice. But I’ve never forgotten how high and mighty my old nature is if allowed freedom to exert itself. We have to face obstacles and problems in order to see what’s in us. Only in this way can we make progress.

			Obstacles

			We take so much for granted when we become Christians, we almost expect to live charmed lives where nothing goes wrong because “God loves us and wants the very best for us”. But if he’s going to answer our prayers and change us from what we are, to what he wants us to be, then he puts obstacles in our way which cause us concern and pain, because we can’t see certain circumstances through without his help. Trials are not reasons to turn away from God, they are meant to draw us nearer to him.

			My first child Nathan was breech all the way through my pregnancy. I prayed that he would turn, others prayed that he would turn, people actually prophesied that he would turn and I would be “freed from the curse, have a pain free delivery and  everything would be perfect” (God forgive them for taking your name in vain and speaking their own thoughts instead of yours). And I was convinced that because I was a dedicated Christian, serving the Lord in every way I knew how, that a miracle would happen. The labour was hard and long and after 12 hours I still wasn’t opening up. The baby, being caught in the birth canal, was in distress and the doctors rushed me off for an emergency operation. I questioned God as I was being wheeled away. I was frightened and bewildered. But I came through it. The baby was safe, although marked on his legs and buttocks from being ‘stuck’ inside me for too long. 

			Another test

			I longed to have another child so that Nathan could have a friend and companion, and God allowed me to fall pregnant again. Unfortunately, on the very day of Nathan’s 2nd birthday I miscarried unexpectedly. This test was very hard to cope with — especially as I was informed that the baby I was carrying had been dead inside me for 4 weeks and I didn’t even suspect anything was wrong. When the news was broken to me I broke down in uncontrollable tears. I was almost 42 years old and didn’t feel that time was on my side for more children. I was taken to a cubicle with Maurice to calm down and as my heart was breaking a strange thing happened. It is said that when you are drowning your life passes before your eyes … well, I saw my life pass before my eyes — all the hardships, lack of love and hurts of my childhood and teenage years. But then what God had brought me into — a loving marriage relationship, a healthy 2 years old child, a ministry, a future … and in that instant I said those words which Job uttered: “God gives, God takes away, blessed be the name of the Lord” — and really meant it at the time. But the next few months showed me what was really in my heart. Although I had accepted God’s ruling in allowing the child I was carrying to die, I really resented the fact that he had come to that decision and persistently begged that he would give me another child. As time went by God kindly showed me what I was in actual fact doing — I was putting him under pressure. I wasn’t leaving the future in his hands, I was asking him to give me what I thought was best for me.

			Repentance

			When the reality of what I was doing hit me I immediately repented, and to show my remorse in treating God in this way I gave away all the baby things I’d stored up to a pregnant woman I knew who lived 100 miles away. Within a week after doing this I began to have morning sickness. A few weeks prior to my being sick God woke Maurice from his sleep one night and told him he was going to bless him with another son. The first morning I was sick Maurice already knew I was pregnant and told me he had written it down in his diary. Faith flooded my soul. I now knew that not only was I pregnant, but I was going to have a son. It was 5 days later that God told me in a dream to name this child Izaac. But with Izaac also I had a difficult birth. I had to be cut and Izaac was born via a ventouse delivery. My stitches got infected and I was in extreme pain for a couple of weeks after his birth. But I firmly believe that God knew what he was doing all the time. I have always been blessed with good health almost to the point where I have criticised weak, frail people. I think it is very necessary for people like me to experience, once in a while, what others go through so that we learn to be grateful for our personal blessings instead of critical at other people’s apparent failures or curses.

			Don’t get mad

			God really does answer prayer, but he answers in a way that we rarely anticipate and, before he touches those we are asking him to change, he usually puts his finger on us to alter our attitude first. Jesus was a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief, and if we are to follow in his footsteps we have to tread the path which he trod. Don’t get mad at God when he answers your payers in his way and not yours, believe me it’s all working for your ultimate benefit, maturity and happiness.
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			God fulfilled his promise and gave us Izaac
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			He’s filled our lives with laughter ever since

		

	
		
			From “The Secret Life: Prayer 2 - Practice” 

			Challenge Issue 34

			Lets be practical. Where should we pray? People say we can pray anywhere. But Jesus says: “Enter into thy closet, shut the door, pray to thy Father which is in secret.” This is specific advice. Privacy is essential for secret prayer, even if you have to lock yourself in the toilet for 20 minutes.

			When should we pray? Jesus chose the quietest time of day, early in the morning. If we say God is first in our life, why pray last thing at night before bed? That’s putting God last. We say we can pray all the time, it’s true, we can, we should, but we don’t. If we can’t be disciplined to 15 minutes prayer in the morning there’s no way we will ‘pray without ceasing’.

			For how long? If you’ve never been disciplined, don’t take on too much. You’ll be bored, distracted, under pressure. Better start with 10 - 15 minutes a day until you form a regular habit, then increase when you feel you can. Forming the habit is the important thing in the beginning, not the time.

			Don’t use ‘vain repetition’ or chants as heathens do. Speak to God like you would to a close friend. Open up your heart and share your thoughts. There is no right or wrong position to pray, your posture will reflect your true inner attitude. If you’re desperate you’ll be on your face. If you’re full of thanks you’ll be on your feet.

			Pray with the spirit, and with understanding. Write down things and people to pray for: family, unsaved friends, persecuted church, missionaries, enemies, etc.
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			God Has 

			A Thousand Ways …

			When I wrote my last chapter the time for my 3rd child to be delivered was only a matter of days away. In the article I shared the problems I had encountered with my pregnancies so far and to be quite honest I was not relishing the prospect of giving birth yet again. From past experience I knew that I couldn’t demand special treatment from God by asking him to make it pain and problem free. But I did pray, with heartfelt pleadings, that God would be merciful to me when my time came. God does answer prayer. Not usually in the way we anticipate, but I know that when you pray from the depths of your heart, he really does listen and answer. 

			This experience is one which I will never forget — not because of the trauma, but because it brought me tremendous joy knowing that God can do for us far more than we could dare ask of him.

			Third time around

			My delivery date was 15th December, but on the 5th I lost quite a bit of blood and was kept in hospital for observation as they didn’t understand why this had occurred. I awoke in hospital around 5 a.m. the next day and felt my back aching. I knew from other times that this backache was to be expected during ‘slow labour’ and could go on for days and even weeks, but as the day progressed it got worse and worse. I was put on the monitoring machines repeatedly to see what was happening, but the midwives just gave wry smiles and said I wasn’t in ‘real’ labour yet. 

			At 2.15 p.m. Maurice came to visit me and, in between my gasps and deep breathing, tried to share his latest sermon with me. Bless him, Maurice is a man, and men don’t have much understanding about what goes on in childbirth. He was trying to comfort me but said in his usual way that he believed all things were spiritual at root. “Well this isn’t spiritual!” I said in frustration through gritted teeth in between gasps for air. It was all too much and, as I sank to my knees leaning against the bed in an effort to get into a more comfortable position, I suddenly felt a bang inside my stomach. I thought something must have happened to the baby to have made it kick so hard. Alarmed I asked Maurice to press the emergency buzzer. The midwives came immediately and I tried to explain what I had felt when suddenly, at 2.30 p.m., my waters broke. Although I had already had 2 children, this had never happened to me before. With the other babies I had to be induced and have my waters broken for me.

			Action stations

			In a great flurry of activity the midwives managed to get me into a wheelchair and took me, past the staring faces of visitors in the lobby, into the lift whilst I did my best to keep my composure and look ‘relaxed’. I was anything but relaxed as I kept gasping and working on my deep breathing! I arrived in the delivery suite at about 2.50 p.m. and was quickly fitted with contraptions which monitored the baby’s heartbeat and my contractions. The midwife was just about to leave the room to get something when she noticed a drop in the baby’s heartbeat and thought she had better take a look at me. With amazement she told me that the baby’s head was already there and when the next contraction came I was to try a push. As my contractions were coming 7 times in every 10 minutes, I immediately gave an almighty push and the head appeared. The midwife hadn’t expected this so quickly so told me to pant and stop pushing as she hadn’t even had time to put her sterile gloves on. I gave another almighty push and the baby was born. I couldn’t believe it. It had been so quick — 30 minutes in all — and such a wonderful experience that I just whooped for joy saying, “Yes!” and “Thank you God!” Little Tamar Keren Barratt came into the world at 3.08 p.m. on Sunday, the 6th December, and weighed just 6 lbs 14 ozs. She was perfect in every way. Yes, God does answer prayer, but never in the way we expect.

			A thousand ways

			I wonder if you remember that chorus:  “God has a thousand ways to answer every prayer, And when I stand in need I know that he is there, No good will he withhold from children of his care, A thousand ways has Jesus to answer every prayer.” If this is true then why do we so often try to tell God how to answer our prayers? We have all done it … “Dear Lord, you know I’m really struggling financially at the moment. Please lay it upon someone’s heart to send me some money so that I can pay the rent and the electricity bill. Prove to everyone who knows I’m a Christian what a wonderful provider you are, Lord.” Sounds great, but maybe God would really prefer for that person to get a job and become responsible, rather than sponging on him and other people all the time. 

			We have often prayed for finance in Barratt Ministries as God alone knows our needs, but nearly every time we have prayed this prayer one of us will realise that we have personal money which could be given to answer our immediate needs. When we have prayed that God would send people to help us with our heavy work load, he has instead pointed us to equipment which could handle our particular problem and would then stretch one of us yet again to take on another task.

			When I became a mother for the first time I had no idea what this entailed and we continued to take ministry bookings. We allowed a 3 month period to get over the birth and planned a months tour in America followed by a 5 weeks tour of Holland after a months break, followed yet again by a tour of Scotland when the baby would be 8 months old. I hadn’t anticipated the Caesarian birth, the colic, the sleepless nights, the tight clothes or the jet lag, and it all hit me very hard indeed. During the tour of Holland I was so exhausted that I made Maurice go to one meeting on his own, something which I had never ever done before, and was certain that I was heading for a nervous breakdown. I felt convinced that God wanted me to stay at home and let Maurice continue on his own for at least a year and prayed that God would show Maurice what I was certain he had shown me. 

			The unexpected answer

			In between the tour of Holland and the tour of Scotland we had a holiday and because we were visiting a church where nobody knew our circumstances I asked God to speak through the sermon to Maurice as he was extremely reluctant to cancel the Scottish tour. But all through the sermon God was speaking to me saying, “the circumstances are not important, but the call is!” With tears in my eyes, because I knew perfectly well what I was doing, I went to the front for prayer and inwardly told God that if this was the cross he had called me to bear then I would take it up and follow him. I didn’t feel good about my decision, I just knew that I was obeying God’s will for my life. I told Maurice that I would go with him and it was only then that God intervened and showed me that I had been praying the wrong prayers for help.

			Abundant blessing

			Upon our arrival back from holiday I received a telephone call from Holland asking me to sing at a special conference which was being held in the Congress Building in a couple of weeks time. Plane tickets for myself and my child would be waiting for me at the airport, and somebody would collect me in Amsterdam. Accommodation had also been taken care of. When I looked at my calendar I found that this was the only weekend which I had free, so I accepted the booking knowing that God had arranged it. 

			At the end of the weekend I was given a ministry gift which, again with tears in my eyes, I refused and told the minister that he didn’t know it but his invitation had put me back in the ministry. He knew I wasn’t just making a gesture and to my surprise told me to take the money but I was not to put it in the ministry. I was to use it for my own personal needs. That had never happened to me ever before!

			Shortly after this Maurice’s younger daughter from his previous marriage, Paula, came to live with us. After observing my predicament, she volunteered to come to Scotland with us to look after Nathan and put him to bed whilst we toured the churches unhindered, which was a tremendous relief to me. She also volunteered to take over from me and help Maurice with the office work which was a tremendous blessing to her dad. Then to top it all during our Scottish tour I met a woman, Marina Garrity, who has since become a very good friend. Together with her husband she owns a couple of very classy dress shops, and, mentioning that there was a sale on, invited me to go.  I did, and with the money that I had been given in Holland I bought a Jacques Vert outfit — jacket, top and skirt all at cost price. Then this lady blessed me further by giving me, free of charge, 2 other tops to match the skirt, another skirt and a pair of trousers to match the jacket, shoes, bag and earrings to compliment the outfit. I came away with a wardrobe of clothes, which 7 years later still look classy and constantly remind me of God’s generous provision when I agreed to pick up my cross.

			The right prayer

			I have many similar experiences to share of the way God has answered my prayers in one of his thousand ways, and I have come to realise that when I pray for a need, that is all I pray for — that God will answer my need in his way, because I have no notion of what is in his mind. “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, the things that God has prepared for them that love him.” I wonder how Moses would have prayed to God when he and the children of Israel were trapped by mountains and the Red Sea. Surely even Moses couldn’t have come up with such an outrageous suggestion for God to part the waters and keep the Egyptians at bay with a pillar of fire until the Israelites had crossed. Then remove the fire, wait until the Egyptians had all followed on the sea bed, then roll back the waters to drown the whole army! 

			Remembering our place

			The bible is full of stories showing how bizarre and spectacular God can be when faced with impossible situations. I’ve never yet come up with a suggestion and felt God praise me for having given him a good idea. He usually waits until we are at rock bottom before he does this kind of thing though, just to let us know that he will not share his glory with flesh. I’m glad God works like this, it keeps us in our place making us remember that we only stand at any moment because of his wonderful grace and mercy.
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			My good friend Marina and her husband Ricky who have been used of God so much to bless me with clothing through the years

		

	
		
			From “The Secret Life: Prayer 3 - Our Father” 

			Challenge Issue 35

			The Lord’s Prayer is in the Sermon on the Mount. That is very significant as it means this prayer must be seen in the context of everything Jesus says about prayer. This prayer cannot possibly be intended for our private, secret prayer. There is nothing private or personal in it Everything in this prayer is plural “Our Father … give us this day … forgive us … lead us not …” It sounds like a corporate prayer, not the prayer of a single person. 

			Jesus is contrasting the heathen’s public prayer with the Christians’ public prayer. He says we mustn’t be like the hypocrites who love the attention of people. The Pharisee who stood up in the temple prayed in public, for the ears of others, but he prayed, “I, me, mine”, “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men … I fast, I give of all that I possess …” (Luke 18:11-12). Jesus condemned that sort of prayer. This was prayer for the ears of other men. It certainly wasn’t for God’s ears. God already knew that the Pharisee gave and fasted. The Pharisee was trying to be educational. He wanted anyone listening to follow his example, to learn how to be a good Jew, to keep God’s laws, so he prayed an ‘educational prayer’. We all do that to some extent.

			Our public prayers can never be the same as they are in private. We’re always conscious of others. Private prayers need no guidelines, but public prayers do, that’s why Jesus said, “After this manner therefore pray ye”. 

		

	
		
			14

			Un-vain Repetitions

			Starting school in 1957 I was very fortunate to receive some religious education. I can vividly recall the whole class of 43 children reciting from memory passages from scripture such as the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, the Beatitudes, Psalm 23, etc., and every morning before class work began we would attend an assembly in the school hall where we would sing hymns, say prayers and have a talk from the headmaster on morals and behaviour. I don’t ever remember a school day passing without the Lord’s Prayer being verbally spoken by the whole school. Somehow, something happened in my life causing my little heart to respond to God through this routine Christianity which our country once practised.

			Searching

			Even during my tender years I was searching for something to capture my awakening desires. I tried the Brownies but found this both boring and silly, and quite out of my reach as members were required to wear uniforms which my parents couldn’t possibly have afforded. I tried Sunday School at the Church of England church where I had been christened as a baby, but this too was not to my liking as the church smelled horrible because of the incense that was burned, and the Sunday School teachers seemed so lifeless and just couldn’t keep my attention. 

			Fortunately, at the close of school one day, I was approached by someone from the local Brethren Church, Brownwood Hall, who gave me an invitation leaflet and asked if I would like to attend some children’s bible meetings. Of course I did! I was always looking for something to occupy myself, and not many of the parents wanted their children to play with me so this looked promising. My parents didn’t raise any objections at all, and I’m sure that they would have happily let me go every single evening of the week if possible, just to get me out of their hair.

			Response

			From the very first of these meetings my little heart responded to the whole environment. I loved every moment spent in that church building. The people seemed alive and vibrant when telling stories from the bible and they captured my imagination so much that I soaked in every scene they described as though I were watching it on video. What a capacity children have to learn about God! We had quizzes each week when we would be asked questions about what we had heard. If we answered correctly a sweet would be thrown to us. I was so keen that not only did I acquire a brilliant memory, but my ability to catch improved 100%! I always returned home with a pocket full of sweets and an eager anticipation of the next weeks meeting, which never seemed to come soon enough for me.

			Crisis prayer

			When I was about 8 years old, my brother, who was 4 years my senior, together with some of his friends, took me to Styal Woods where we often played as children. We were climbing an embankment when I lost my footing and began to slip. I was terrified as the River Bollin was directly beneath me and I couldn’t swim.   It was a very foolish thing for me to be doing but, fortunately, my brother was right behind me. He stopped my fall and began to push me up again. Instinctively, because I was so afraid of the terrible consequences which could happen from this situation, I prayed over and over again the ‘Lords’ prayer’ with tears streaming down my face. My brother didn’t stop pushing me until I had reached the top of the embankment where I very emotionally thanked God for saving my life.

			Not long after this, The Ten Commandments film, starring Charlton Heston, was being shown at our local cinema. My father thought he would treat me and took me to see the 3-hour epic. There was one scene in it which absolutely overawed me. It was where the children of Israel were cornered at the Red Sea. The mountains were on both sides of them, the Egyptians were pursuing from behind and the Red Sea was right in front of them. There was no escape. Then God did a tremendous miracle by parting the waters. 

			My eyes couldn’t believe what I was seeing as the film directors tried to recreate this miracle. The clouds in the film began to swirl around and around until they plunged into the waters, dividing and rolling them back on either side to make a pathway of dry land through the midst of the sea. The waters towered above the Israelites to their right and left as they began to cross the sea, and the sight of this incredible miracle brought out a spontaneous ‘Lord’s Prayer’ yet again as I recited it over and over. Tears streamed down my face and my heart pounded, until they had all crossed the waters onto dry land, and every one of the Egyptians, who were pursuing them, were drowned.  

			Expanding knowledge

			Without realising it, my knowledge of the bible was expanding rapidly week by week. This created a problem for me at school, though, as when I began to attend the senior school my tutors tried to indoctrinate me with evolution, which just didn’t go down well at all with my church education. No matter how often my teachers tried to drum this theory into me my little spirit resisted it, and my examination papers reflected my attitude. 

			This contradiction between what I was being taught at school, and what I believed in my own heart, constantly caused me to get into trouble because I just didn’t know how to ‘play the game’ and respond how they wanted me to just to please them. Life changed radically when God allowed me to have a Brethren school teacher who made it very clear to all the children in his classes what he believed to be true, even though the educational books we were using said something entirely different. He even led a Scripture Union group during lunch breaks where we could pray and read the bible together with the other believers amongst the children, and in this way we were encouraged to hold on to our personal convictions.

			Pluralism

			Times have radically changed. A few years down the line I remember Maurice’s 2 older daughters coming home from school showing their RE textbooks. It made us very angry to see that they were not only being taught evolution, but every other religion under the sun — Buddhism, Hinduism, Witchcraft, etc. — and Christianity was just regarded as another religion which received a brief mention in a different chapter of the book! Not so long ago there was a newspaper article advocating that multi-faiths should not be taught in our schools because to tell children that there were different ways to practice our beliefs eventually destroyed faith altogether. And this article was actually written by a Muslim!

			Which God?

			A few years ago I was holding an open air meeting and in between songs would speak about God. A young girl of about 14 years of age asked very respectfully which god I was talking about as she had been taught about so many gods in school. On another occasion I was again singing in the open air when someone else asked if Jesus Christ was a pop star. The question didn’t seem cheeky as at that time there were quite a number of pop groups with names which sounded very religious — ‘Black Sabbath’, ‘Jesus and the Mary Chain’, etc. What has happened? We used to be a Christian country! No longer do schools hold assemblies as we used to know them. Nowadays every faith is accommodated and our Christian children who attend secular schools are being encouraged to dress up and join in the festivities to celebrate Eid and Halloween! The special days we used to hold sacred, like Whitsun and Pentecost, have almost been removed from our calendars altogether, and have been replaced with those of other religions. Because we have taken a back seat and allowed these changes to take place, God has handed our country over to a reprobate mind and crime and godlessness have increased radically. At one time we had a Christian standard and moral code to live by. But because these are no longer taught then sexual abuse, abortion, drug abuse, violence and all manner of evil practises have run riot, and none of us are safe anymore, even in our own homes!

			Time for prayer

			If, as Christians, we had banded together in unity and prayed as Jesus instructed us, instead of fighting each other over our silly differences in doctrines, things in our nation could have been so different. We have lost so much ground in our now ‘unchristian country’ that it will take the mercy of God and a miracle to turn back the tide. Surely it’s time we prayed with fervour the “Lord’s Prayer” … “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth”, for there will be no real peace until Jesus sets up his kingdom. “Even so, come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22:20)

		

	
		
			From “Prayer 4: Hallowed Be Thy Name”

			Challenge Issue 36

			‘Hallowed’ is basically the same word as ‘holy’. A dictionary-type definition of ‘hallow’ might be something like ‘reverence with godly fear’. ‘Holy’ means separate or different. God is entirely different from the world, and as Christians we cannot be the same as the world if we are going to be like God. We must also be different.

			“Neither shall ye profane my holy name; but I will be hallowed among the children of Israel” (Leviticus 22:32). We see from this that the opposite of hallowing God’s name is profaning or defiling it. Name can denote power or authority. If a policeman says, “Stop in the name of the law”, I will obey. But I won’t if my 10 year old son says it. The sons of Sceva used the right name to try to cast out devils in Acts 19:13-16, but the demons laughed at them, they didn’t have the authority to use the name.

			Many things profane God’s name. Sexual immorality and perversion, idolatry, spiritual adultery, rebellion in the home, these all defile God’s name. It may be a man who fails to take authority or a woman who refuses to come under it; it may be a worker who cheats his boss or a boss who exploits his workers. If they are Christians, they are all misrepresenting God and dishonouring his name. If we claim we are Christians, that God is our Father, then we hallow his name by displaying his character in our lives. To show another character is to profane and defile God’s name and character.
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			“And You Call Yourself 

			A Christian?!”

			“I thought you said you were a Christian!” This was one phrase I was constantly hearing as a child. It used to frustrate and madden me so much, but try as I might I just couldn’t help the fact that my conduct belied my words.   It was the easiest thing in the world to talk about Jesus, my church and my mothers’ healing, and it didn’t matter who I came into contact with — teacher or pupil — they all heard my witness, but my life just didn’t match up and the teachers always brought my Christianity into question. I must admit my standards were pretty poor. I knew for sure what was right. Sin was not just a word to me, it was something I understood in depth, and my little spirit yearned to be the most holy person that ever walked this earth. But for some reason I was perpetually lured into doing the most unholy things.  

			The dare

			There was one period in my childhood, I’d be around 13 years old, when my best friend from school and I used to go shopping on Saturdays. My friend was a Jewess who lived right opposite the local synagogue but never ventured in. She would show me, at the end of a shopping expedition, all the little knickknacks she had stolen from various stores and would dare me to do the same. Unfortunately, I was never one to shun a dare and even with heart pounding would commit the crimes so as not to lose face with her. But on one occasion God really pulled me up sharply.

			I was perusing the make-up counter and eyed something which took my fancy. I put out my hand to slip it into my bag which was open in readiness when I spotted a mirror right in front of my offending hand. In an instant I knew that my deed could easily have been detected by anyone who was looking into the same mirror, and at that precise instant my face began to burn. I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder and knew that my fear was justified. I’d been caught by the store detective who had seen my action in that very minute and he asked me to accompany him to the office. I felt so ashamed. I can’t express just how ashamed and embarrassed I felt at that moment. My heart pounded and my head exploded with the phrase, “… and you call yourself a Christian!” In the office I was asked to open my bag and, sure enough, the offending article was right there staring everyone in the face.

			Scared

			The store manager threatened to call the police so that he could press charges, but I pleaded and begged for him not to do so saying that I would never, ever do such a thing again. He could see that I wasn’t a big time criminal and that this little incident had scared the living daylights out of me, so he decided to give me another chance, promising that the next time I was caught stealing in his store he would call the police without hesitation. To receive this remission was wonderful for me as I’d had visions of my name being blazed all over the newspapers declaring “Born-again Christian steals from store!” for all the members of my church to see. But God had mercifully covered my sin.

			The problem with being a Christian is that every time we make a wrong move, blame is shifted from us to our Christianity, as though God is to blame for our weakness instead of us. And the old nature seems bent on destroying God’s reputation in whatever way it can.

			Obligation

			I was never ashamed of my faith in God and wanted to let everyone know about it. Indeed I often felt that it was my obligation to share my faith with anyone I came into contact with. I never had difficulty finding work because I was willing to do whatever the boss required. My difficulty was complying with the female supervisors, who for one reason or another, didn’t usually like me and would try to make me do something which wasn’t necessarily in my contract. It was then that the skirmishes occurred, and in most cases, very soon after I’d been first hired. I was sacked from the first 5 or 6 jobs I had until out of desperation I worked for an agency who hired out temporary staff. At least in this type of employment I could move on of my own volition if the management and I didn’t see eye to eye.

			Bad reflection

			I hated the fact that my lifestyle perpetually contradicted my verbal testimony. I prayed earnestly that God would change me because I knew for a fact that every time I made a slip, lost my temper, or did anything out of order, it always reflected badly on God. I found that worldly people set a very high standard for those who profess to be Christians. They can tell you better than the Christians what we are, and what we are not, supposed to be and do. And when we fail their expectation we just become frauds in their eyes. They are continually looking for something real and if we don’t come up with the goods, we are misrepresenting the very God we preach and yearn to share with them. Thank God, my disappointment in myself drove me to prayer. I desperately wanted change. I couldn’t bear the thought that I would remain the same forever. And thank God, He has worked wonders in my life and brought me through many tests and trials which have all helped to knock me into the shape He purposed for me to be in. I’ve still a long way to go, but I can see tremendous progress has already taken place in me.

			Blind

			In fact, we can make such good progress that we can actually get to the place where we just don’t know what else needs improving. Sounds ridiculous, I know, but I have met people who can quote the scripture “all have sinned” accepting that they are included in the “all”, but for the life of them they cannot find any fault in their own life which they can pinpoint. Everyone around them can see their failures, but they are blinded to themselves and it doesn’t even occur to them that they should pray about their shortcomings.

			Some years ago I was shopping with a good friend of mine who was also a Christian. We came to a shelf where all the baking goods were stocked and one of the bags of dried fruit had broken open exposing some of the raisins. She put her hand out, grabbed a handful, and then laughingly tossed them into her mouth a few at a time. At first I had been quite stunned that she had done this in front of me because to my mind that was stealing. But, because I didn’t contest what she did, I found that the offence became less serious, and indeed became so unimportant that on future expeditions to the store I began to do the same, sometimes with raisins but more often with bags of sweets that had been ripped or burst open. And it wasn’t long before I began to specifically search out these broken bags in order to have a little “snack” during my shopping. I was so complacent about this that I even did it in front of my little children and passed them a sweet or two.  

			God speaks

			It seems unbelievable that stealing can be watered down to such an acceptable habit, but that’s what happened, and God began to speak to me about it. I only realised what a grip it had on me when I tried to break the habit and found that I couldn’t. Sometimes I would pick up a sweet from an opened bag and my face would burn as though I’d committed a terrible crime, but I still carried on. I prayed about it because now I realised I couldn’t stop doing it, I could see how serious the situation was. I didn’t want another showdown in the managers’ office like I’d experienced as a child, but even that fear couldn’t break this hideous habit.

			Alex, our dear friend and co-worker, thought he would give me a break one day and asked if he could take my 2 boys shopping with him. I was glad for him to take them but little did I know that this was the day for the showdown. Alex came home and very sternly said that Izaac had something to confess to his mummy and told him to tell me. Izaac looked very sheepish but didn’t utter a word, so Alex told me of his misdemeanour. Apparently Izaac had seen a bag of sweets opened on the shelf and had popped one into his mouth … “Don’t you know that’s stealing? If you continue doing things like that, one day the police will catch you and you’ll end up in prison. Christians don’t steal!”

			Alex had been reprimanding Izaac in my earshot, but I felt it go right into my spirit — not for myself, but for my children. Had I been so thoughtless that my conduct was not only spoiling my Christianity, but also the lives of my children. I was lowering God’s standard in my children’s eyes and I felt bitterly humbled, but grateful that God was prepared to not only show me my fault, but also deal it the death blow that it needed in such a considerate way.

			“Hallowed be Thy Name” is not only for us, but for those nearest and dearest who we care about, whose future development depends upon our testimony and witness, whether it be our children or our congregation. Remember, people set their standards by what we, personally, do. People don’t judge Christianity — Christianity judges people!

		

	
		
			From “The Secret Life: Fasting - Principles”

			Challenge Issue 37

			Jesus said: “When you fast …”, not “If you fast …” We are not given a choice in the matter. It is as imperative and basic as praying and giving. Fasting is for all disciples of Jesus, not just the ‘spiritual’ or ‘mature’ ones.

			Fasting is not to obtain power with God. It is God who controls us, not the other way around. Neither is it a way of adding more power to our prayer so that God is more likely to listen and work for us. Fasting is not an exclusively Christian practice. Buddhists, witches, cults all do it. 

			With all the examples from the Old and New Testament, it is difficult to see how Christians can say that fasting is not for today, or even that it is only an option. Fasting is not a legal requirement, but a spontaneous response from the heart. That is the fasting that God sees, and there is no doubt that when it is genuine and real, it moves God.

			Wicked King Ahab averted God’s judgement because he ‘rent his clothes, and put sackcloth upon his flesh, and fasted’ (1 Kings 22:27-29). Cornelius, whose prayer, fasting and almsgiving had “come up for a memorial before God” (Acts 10:2,4,30), may never have heard of Jesus or the Sermon on the Mount. Yet he practised these ‘means of grace’ and because he did so, God heard him and was gracious to him and his household. We may talk ourselves out of fasting but we don’t know how much blessing we’re missing, both for ourselves and others, as a result.
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			Dare You 

			Really Trust God?

			I’d just been reading through an old prophecy book in which I had logged everything that God had been saying to me and the circumstances surrounding his words, when I came across a particularly unusual incident.  

			I had been the church organist for a period of 15 years, half my life as I was then 30 years old, and God told me to stop playing in the church. It was such a strange thing to hear from God that I wasn’t absolutely certain it was God. I sought counsel and was told emphatically that God would never say such a thing — gifts were meant to be used, and if you don’t use them you lose them! Nevertheless, I couldn’t get away from this niggling feeling. Needless to say, God proved beyond a shadow of a doubt to me that it actually was His commandment to me so I came off the platform, and found myself all of a sudden just a normal member of the congregation. It was then that God began to really deal personally with me and made it very clear that He wanted me to do a 7-day water fast.

			Reluctant

			Just prior to the fast God gave me a vision in a private meeting which I’d been extremely reluctant to share, as I had an awful suspicion that this vision was meant for me, and that if I spoke it out loud I was giving God permission to bring it upon me. I’ve always been brought up with the teaching that God wants the very best for each one of us, but when we glimpse the future, we don’t always trust this. My reason ruled my emotions and so I gave the vision.  

			I had seen a woman crouching on the floor with her head bowed, and upon her head was a hood so that I couldn’t see her face. Then when she lifted up her head I saw that she was sorely tormented and in great agony for her face was absolutely covered in great festering boils which made her look monstrous, and distorted all her beauty so that she was hideous to look at. She felt so ashamed of her condition that she tried to hide herself away. And I heard her voice as she cried so pitifully saying, “Though you slay me, yet I will always believe in you. Though you kill me, I will always love you. I will never forget the wonderful things you have done in my life, no matter what happens to me I cannot deny you.” And she cried long and hard.

			Then outside the small room where the woman was I saw a peacock in the open air with his tail fanned open for all to see the splendour of his colourful and beautiful body. As he strutted about so proudly and pompously the woman beheld him through the little window of the hut and praised his beauty in her heart. She could even envy this splendid creature. 

			But the Lord spoke to her and said, “His beauty is only on the surface, there is no inner beauty in pride. He only has a bird’s brain and cannot think wisely, and his prayers are never heard by me. But I hear your prayers. When you pray for those oppressed I hear your words for you know what you are saying. You have suffered and know how to plead for others. Your sorrow wasn’t because of any sin, I wanted to prove to the world, and to Satan, your sincere love for me. I have tried you as I tried Job.” 

			Then it seemed as though her face was clear once more and there was not a trace of any blemish to be seen.

			Frightened

			I’d never done a water fast before and I was frightened. I knew God was telling me to do this and was scared in case I didn’t see it through without cheating. The biscuit barrel had an incredible attraction and offered such an easy solution to any hunger pains I may experience. I knew without doubt that I would fail if I stayed at home so I decided to hire a holiday house in Matlock in Derbyshire away from friends and temptation.

			I didn’t realise just how far Matlock was from Manchester. Every mile I travelled seemed to fill me with trepidation, and pressed home to me the fact that I was going to spend a week alone with God … and 7 days is a long time! I felt impressed to take only my bible, paper and pens with me — no religious books, no tapes, no props at all. Just me and God, and this, more than anything else, frightened me because I didn’t feel as though I knew him enough to spend a whole week alone with him.

			Panic sets in

			At last I reached the house. I had no worries regarding breaking the fast by picking at food, because there wasn’t a trace of food to be found, not even the usual ‘welcome pack’. But I did begin to panic when I saw that neither was there a radio, cassette player, television or phone, because the full impact of my complete solitude hit me. God had been serious when he said he wanted to spend a week alone with me, and he’d even gone to the trouble to arrange the perfect venue for this encounter.

			I must admit, this is one of the hardest weeks I have ever experienced in my whole lifetime. I expected that God would visit me every day and give me marvellous revelations and spiritual experiences, but I felt totally abandoned and unspiritual. I disciplined myself to read my bible and pray for 2 hours every morning, 2 hours every afternoon and 2 hours each evening, but it was a real effort. In fact most of the time my head was swimming and my vision completely blurred. I just couldn’t concentrate on God. I felt unbelievably weak and during one evening had an incredible attack of cramp when I felt for certain I was going to die.  

			Useless

			I felt utterly useless and helpless and absolutely unspiritual. Why on earth did God call me to this fast?   If He’d intended to speak to me then the whole exercise had been a total failure because I was so devastated by this fast that my body and mind seemed to have just shut down. I was sorry I’d even come. If the telephone in the house had been in use I would have telephoned for help, but it wasn’t. There was no escape, I just had to weather the storm and hope that God would have enough mercy to forgive my futile effort. I earnestly prayed that God would never, ever ask me to do such a fast again, and I really meant it, because I didn’t want to be disobedient by refusing. Fasting in this way was not my calling! But strangely enough, as soon as the fast was over I felt a great surge of pride at my success entering my heart. I didn’t know at this point that the peacock had been my old nature and God wanted to transform me into that humble, God-fearing woman of my vision.

			I had only been home for a week when things started to go wrong for me. I was tempted with things I was convinced I’d been totally delivered from and found myself falling. It was during this week that I was relayed a compliment which my Pastor had paid me. He’d said that, during the whole of his 30 years experience in the ministry, he’d never seen anyone change so much, in such a short period of time, as me.

			Struggling

			I couldn’t help it, I cried. The Pastor didn’t know me at all. I’d just had a vision that very morning where God had reminded me of the time I’d had a grimy sore on my arm and how an angel had taken soap, water and a scrubbing brush to clean it. Then he’d poured salt upon it to cleanse it thoroughly and the skin which had grown over was soft and smooth, leaving no trace of a scar. Now God showed me my arm again, which at first sight looked fine, but then he began to knock the skin and I found that, when the skin broke, it revealed festering, grimy sores underneath which had to be dealt with in the same manner as that first sore. And there wasn’t just one sore, there were about 4 on my arm, which had to be dealt with individually. I’d been struggling with about 4 things I thought I’d been completely delivered from.

			It was all so strange really. You see when I’d done the 7-days fast, I came away with the sense of achievement that I’d proved to God my obedience and desire to serve him. I felt strong in my spirit, as though nothing could stop my progress now. But in the light of the trials I experienced afterwards, I realised that I’d proved and achieved nothing. No amount of fasting, praying or self-denial could win you favour and honour from God. All you did when you fasted was humble yourself. Everything after that was down to the grace and mercy of God and nothing else at all. Even my very fasting was by God’s grace. I’d been really afraid of it and had begged God to give me the strength to do it. I thought I’d paid the price and ‘bought some gold from God’ during that week — but now I was not so sure. I hadn’t done anything but humble myself, and indeed, had my true pitiful state revealed to me in some measure. Whatever happened from then onwards was all down to God’s grace and mercy.

			The spider

			That very same night God gave me another vision. I saw a spiders web. It had the dew upon it so that in the sunlight it sparkled and looked fascinatingly beautiful. I could even see the spider which was huge, as big in body as me, and yet this web seemed so enticing and inviting that I felt myself drawn towards it. I tried to move to go to it, but found that I couldn’t. When I looked at myself to see what was stopping me, I found that I simply couldn’t budge because I’d been nailed to a cross!

			The Bible says that our hearts are deceitful and desperately wicked and we don’t even know ourselves. But don’t worry, God will only go as far as you let him. He has given us a free will and the only sacrifice which is acceptable to God is a willing sacrifice. Dare you willingly trust God completely to have his will in your life instead of your own? I think not, you are probably like me. But believe me, if you act like a Christian, like Cornelius did in Acts 10, you will become one, because God will take over and do what you can’t.
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			Nathan at 10 years old, the day he was baptized in water. I was so proud and happy.

		

	
		
			From “The Secret Life: Fasting - Practical” 

			Challenge Issue 38

			Few Christians are embarrassed about Jesus. But many are about some of his teachings, because it challenges our lifestyles. We know he said uncomfortable things, but we take it no further than that, because it will mean change, discipline, denial of things we like. But Jesus says that only those who “hear my sayings and do them” are building their house on a rock (Matthew 7:24).

			“When you fast …”, says Jesus indicating that for a disciple fasting is not an option but a matter of obedience. God wants to change our characters so that we manifest the character of Jesus; but he can’t change us without our permission. If we will obey God and start to fast in some measure, then it gives God the right to do things in our lives we can’t do, to change things we can’t change. Keep it a secret between you and God. Look normal, behave normally, don’t draw attention to yourself or ‘drop hints’ that let people know you’re fasting.

			Having a wrong motive for fasting, such as wanting to lose weight, should not stop us from being obedient, it should make us work on our motive. It’s worse to be disobedient. Try missing one meal a week. Fasting doesn’t have to be painful or difficult to be real or effective. It’s a discipline, a lifestyle which is developed.

			What are the right motives for fasting? Obedience — duty; Denying ourselves — giving God a right to exercise his Lordship; and to please God — because we love him.
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			The Power of Fasting

			In the last chapter I shared how I personally started fasting and found out from bitter experience that fasting was not to obtain power or to force God to work for us. It is a means of paying the price to give God the legal right to change us or situations.

			Some years ago Maurice and I had a friend who was in a desperate plight. She had given her heart to God but the devil had strongholds in her life and was severely tormenting her. God revealed to us later on that her problem had been listening to rock music, but at the time we had no idea why she was troubled. She was seeing demons and all sorts of manifestations and was eventually committed to a mental hospital as the doctors thought she was mad. But far from it, she tricked the staff by pretending to be a cleaner and managed to escape.  

			In desperation she tried to commit suicide. She took an overdose of pills, but they had no effect on her, other than to give her a really good night’s sleep! She put her fingers into an electric socket, but was merely given a massive shock which threw her to the other side of the room. Finally, armed with her brother’s shotgun, she went into the middle of a field and shot herself through the stomach, but someone found her some hours later and she ended up in hospital. The bullet had gone in the front and had come out of the back of her body. The operation she needed to repair the damage left her with 19 stitches and in a very sorry state. She wrote to us from hospital and asked for help.  

			Compassion

			I was absolutely shocked to hear of all that she had gone through, having had no idea of the torment she had been in. The tears flowed as I felt overwhelmed with compassion for her and I asked Maurice if, as a whole team, we at Barratt Ministries could call a 3 day fast for her. We did, and God heard us. At the end of our fast we sent her a prayer cloth which she placed on her wound in hospital. Within a matter of days she was in our house, very scarred, but wonderfully healed.

			Big vision

			Maurice and I visited an organisation in Holland on a regular basis and had forged very strong links with them. God had given one particular man an incredibly large vision, and although it is said that Holland is a difficult country to reach with the gospel, this man had managed to plant churches in 13 major cities including Amsterdam, The Hague and Gouda. Some congregations had as many as 800 members. His office complex was situated in The Hague and from there he published books, a regular magazine (which he gave out free of charge), ran a cassette ministry, produced videos, and put out television programmes of his church services on the local television station. Indeed, this man had done  a vast work for God in his country. When we had disembarked from our ferry on our very first trip, Maurice and I told the customs officer, who had stopped us for inspection, that we were carrying goods to take to his complex. The officer immediately became less formal, saying that he watched his programmes on the television, and went on to give us directions how to get there. In fact, whenever we stopped en-route to ask for directions, everyone without exception had heard of this man and was able to point us further towards his complex.

			A faith operation

			This man ran his operation entirely by faith. He never asked for finance outside his own members, and apart from all the work in Holland he was also able to run 2 orphanages in India and Indonesia. During one of our trips Maurice and I visited a Christian Resources Exhibition, and out of scores of display stands, his was the only one which was giving away free literature — tracts (published by his mission) and magazines. We were extremely impressed.

			But unfortunately, when God richly blesses a man and makes him effective, there is always a cost — and this man had many enemies. Not, I hasten to add, in the world, but in the churches … his own churches, people who were ambitious and jealous. 

			Ambitious spirit

			After many years one man in particular tried to usurp the ‘Man of God’ and did untold damage. His ambitious spirit spread like a cancer and affected every one of the churches, causing members, and in some cases the pastors, to rebel. I have heard of splits, but I have never witnessed, before or since, anything so devastating and malicious as I saw here. A terrible depression came over the whole complex. Instead of men and women serving the Lord by supporting this man in the vision God had given to him, they now had to question for themselves who was right and who was wrong, because obviously both parties couldn’t be right, and this made people so confused and frightened in case they were out of God’s will. 

			At this particular time Maurice and I, along with our first child Nathan, had committed ourselves to live on the complex for 6 months whilst Maurice built a television edit suite for them. It was a horrible period. Our stomachs churned and our hearts ached for the havoc the devil was causing. But as a testimony to this man of God and his family, never once did we hear them speak against, or slander their enemies who were doing them so much harm. They left everything with God.

			It was during this 6 months period that a Barratt Ministries retreat week cropped up, when we returned home to spend a whole week fasting and seeking God. Whilst still in Holland we prayed and asked God if there was anything we could do practically to help in this situation. God spoke to us very specifically when he gave us the scripture “you make unto yourselves instruments of music … but you are not grieved for the affliction of Joseph” (Amos 6:5,6). 

			Grieving

			We had helped them plenty with our musical capabilities, but God was telling us that He wanted us to identify with their pain. We decided to dedicate this particular week to our friends in Holland as there was a real atmosphere of grieving over the place which was almost tangible, affecting everyone and everything, and I think many people were leaving just because they couldn’t stand this awful atmosphere. Maurice and I came back to England to join up with our other members and we earnestly prayed and fasted. 

			A week later we travelled back to Holland and even though we had begged God in faith to alter this situation, we were amazed at the incredible change around in the attitudes of the people. It was as though everyone had suddenly become positive and their godly fighting spirit had returned. I know many people must have been praying for the situation, but I honestly believe that God answered our prayers because we had paid the price in fasting for our friends.

			But fasting has many purposes, i.e. 

			1.	to entreat God (Esther 4:16); 

			2.	to avert judgement (Jonah 3:5-10); 

			3.	for guidance (Acts 13:1-4); 

			4.	for protection (Ezra 8:21); 

			5.	to humble ourselves (Psalm 35:13); 

			6.	for intercession (Daniel 9:3); 

			7.	for special needs (Matthew 17:21); 

			8.	for ordaining elders (Acts 14:21-23); 

			9.	for family (1 Corinthians 7:5); 

			10.	for repentance (1 Samuel 7:6); 

			11.	for mourning (1 Samuel 31:13).

			Changing God’s mind

			I really do believe that God honours any efforts we make, so much so that we can actually change his mind and cause Him to do something other than he had first intended — like the time God spared the children of Israel because Moses pleaded for them in the wilderness. When we prayed for our friends in Holland it was because we felt the burden of God upon us, but I know of occasions when people have taken situations into their own hands and caused God to give them what they wanted to their detriment.

			Some time ago a minister friend of ours was sharing an incident with us and told us of a man who had been critically sick in his church. The deacons or elders had come to him with the request that the whole church be called to a time of prayer and fasting for this man’s healing, but when he had sought God about it he couldn’t feel at peace and so turned the request down. The church were ‘up in arms’ and adamant that they were to call a fast, and so to appease them our friend gave in to their request. The man was miraculously healed and arose from his sick bed. The church were elated as they were obviously right to fight through … or were they? Not long after this man had received this tremendous healing from God the police arrested him because he murdered someone. The minister was now in a state of having to beg God’s forgiveness for having allowed his members to pressurize him into going against God’s will.

			Use it prayerfully

			Fasting is not a formula, it is a very powerful tool which will effect real results. Christians are not the only ones who fast. Occultists, new agers, and all false religions practice it. It is a vital part of Christianity, but use it prayerfully. Ask God to change you first so that you can have a real relationship with him and be conformed to his will. Moses was a friend of God and knew how to talk to him when he interceded for the Israelites. David knew God and, when he fasted for the dying child, he didn’t make any demands, he just begged that God would be merciful. Make sure your attitude and request is right before you allow God to give you the burden to exercise fasting on the behalf of others.
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			We lived in Holland for 6 months whilst Maurice built this video editing suite for our dear brother and friend Johan Maasbach

		

	
		
			From “Treasures on Earth: Covetousness”

			Challenge Issue 39

			The Sermon on the Mount deals with 2 major problems in man. One is covetousness, the other is hypocrisy. Covetousness means not being content with what you have. The opposite of covetousness is contentment. Fulfilling our own desires can never make us content. Hypocrisy is the outward consequence of the inner problem of the heart, covetousness. In order to deal with the heart, our outer cover of hypocrisy has first to be exposed.

			Jesus give us the essential key to knowing our heart. We might think it is impossible to probe the depths of our own hearts, to know what is in us, to find our motives. But Jesus says it is easy: “For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (v:21). But what is our ‘treasure’? It’s whatever we value. What we spend our time and money on, what we talk about. Where our thoughts gravitate to when we have a moment to ourself. Consider for a minute where our time, energy and money go. Now we know where our heart lies. It’s as simple as that.

			Jesus tells us not to store treasures up on earth, and not to trust in uncertain riches. We can’t take it with us. Heavenly riches are just as real and material as the earthly ones. Just as Jesus is “worthy to receive power, riches, wisdom, strength, honour, glory, and blessing” (Revelation 5:12), so we will receive real, material, earthly riches when he comes to reign on the earth in the millennium, if our ‘savings account’ in heaven is well stocked up.
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			“Covetousness? 

			I Can’t See It In Me!”

			“Well, thank God, this is not a problem I have” you may say … oh no?! I’m sorry to have to shatter your illusions, but this is a problem every single one of us have in some measure. I was intrigued to hear my sons Nathan (when aged 8) and Izaac (aged 4) deep in conversation some time back, it was a real eye opener.   They had just been colouring a picture for a Christmas competition from a toy store, and were requested to look through the stores catalogue and write down the 3 toys which they would like the most. If they won 1st prize they would receive £500, 2nd prize £200 and 5 runners up would each receive £50 to spend in the store.

			Nathan had already made his selection and coloured his picture before Izaac had been notified, so he explained what was required to his younger brother. He looked through the catalogue with him and showed him the 3 items he thought Izaac ought to write down as his selection and did his best to make Izaac enthusiastic about them. Unfortunately, Izaac was making quite a rumpus, so I stepped in to find out what was happening. My children are crazy about Action Man — not that they know what Action Men are supposed to do, but they both have very good imaginations — and Izaac was stipulating that he wanted the Action Men figures, not the baby toys Nathan had been trying to get him interested in. 

			Nathan’s worry

			I then asked Nathan what he had selected and was very surprised to note that he had wanted a play station with an Action Man game, which he had covered up and not even let Izaac look at. Both children were certain that one would win 1st prize and the other one would win 2nd prize so they would have £700 to spend in the shop. Nathan had been worried in case the items written down as selections were things that you automatically received if you won, and he didn’t want Izaac to make the same selection as himself in case Izaac won the competition and not him! I found it quite amazing to see them almost fighting about something neither of them had, and all they could think and talk about was how they were going to spend this prize money.

			I can’t honestly remember a great deal about my childhood desires. All I seemed to be concerned about was earning my own money at the earliest age possible so that I could have my own place, run my own life and not be accountable to parents or teachers. I do remember, though, mum and dad always being short of cash and having to make ends meet. Mum would often tell us what it was like during and just after the war when everything was on ration. Butter and chocolate were as precious as gold and to be savoured with relish. I remember Mum once getting a box of chocolates for her birthday and hiding them under her pillow so that only she could eat them, and would not be obliged to share them with the whole family. Her attitude rubbed off on me and even though I hadn’t been through a war or time of rationing, chocolate and luxury items like cakes, were things not to be refused, but to be gorged on if they were offered, even if you were already full!

			Copying the advert

			As a child I remember one occasion when it was Mum’s birthday. I’d bought her a box of chocolates which I knew would please her. It was like buying a box of treasure as far as I was concerned and I couldn’t keep my hands off them. There was an advert being shown on the TV at that time which showed a woman receiving a box of chocolates from her fiancé and upon opening them found a pair of diamond earrings substituted for a couple of the chocolates which he had taken out. I’d seen it done so I thought I would do the same with a string of beads. I removed (and ate) a whole row of the chocolates to put in my string of beads, but I just couldn’t stop, and before I knew it the whole box was finished. I wrapped up the beads and gave these to her without any pangs of conscience, still relishing the taste in my mouth.  

			Poor Mum, at the age of 70 she found she was a diabetic and wasn’t supposed to eat anything which contained sugar. But she just couldn’t resist, and would eat 5 or 6 cakes at a function without batting an eyelid. The stodgier the better. She would cope with the consequences later. I suffered with the same problem, not that I was diabetic, but even on the strictest of diets my resolve would crumble if I was at either a function, or someone else’s house, and I would make sure I sampled all the confectionery. Even if it meant not having the main course, I would make sure there was plenty of room in my stomach for dessert. For some reason I couldn’t bear to see other people indulging in the goodies and not be able to participate myself, I really felt deprived.

			A family of grabbers

			When I look back, I can see we were a family of grabbers. We had carved out a way of life for ourselves where we didn’t want anyone else to get what we could grab first, whether we needed it or not, be it food, clothes, or anything else that was being given away. We were always first in the queue to take home leftovers from a function, and pushed and shoved to get the bargains at jumble sales. The problem with this lifestyle is that you are totally unaware of how selfish you appear to everyone else, unless by some miracle your eyes are opened. Becoming a young woman helped me tremendously where the food was concerned because I became conscious of my size, and I was determined to get rid of the fat I’d accumulated. Even I could see my exterior in the mirror and shop windows as I passed them. But other habits were harder to control because I don’t think we really see ourselves as others do, we justify so many of our actions and always have very good reasons for our ‘thrift’.

			Selling up

			Some years ago God told Maurice and myself to sell up our business. It was only a little business — just a 4-track recording studio. But because it was now functioning as a business rather than the ministry we had initially intended, God told us to get rid of it. We put it up for sale and managed to free ourselves. Maurice, who was more aware of his inner motives than myself, said he was forfeiting his half of the business and would hand it over to me so that I would receive all the money from the sale. That sounded good to me as I knew I was far more careful with the finances than he was … or so I thought! From the moment the money was placed into my bank account I became paranoid that people were trying to take advantage of me. I was suspicious of everyone, and especially of my best friend and partner, Maurice. I knew he had bills, debts, and every mention he made of money was taken by me as a hint to ‘fork out’. I can’t believe how evil my mind and heart is and I can only say I am grateful that God has ways of showing us what we are really like. It was too much for me to handle so I got rid of the money as quickly as possible. I didn’t have the problem of it burning a hole in my pocket where I wanted to buy all my heart desired, I was the type who was just so careful with it that I became miserly and closed my eyes and ears to the needs of others.

			The many forms of covetousness

			Covetousness takes many forms, and is so hard to detect in our own lives, for as I have already pointed out we always have good reasons for the way we act and think. Proverbs says that the ways of men are always right in their own eyes. It must have been a great shock to Simon the Sorcerer (Acts 8:9-24) to have his covetous and bitter heart exposed by Peter when he asked if he could buy the gift of the Holy Ghost so that he could bestow it on others in the way the apostles were doing. 

			And what about the ‘prosperity gospel’ which is so appealing and widely preached? “Give to God and you’ll receive a hundredfold by exercising ‘seed faith’”. Or the Pastor who prays for more members so that he can teach them to tithe, which in turn will enable him to build the extension to his church? 

			Surely these are examples of covetousness.

			But there are ways to covet which I believe are acceptable to God. When I was going through all my childhood difficulties I frequently ran to the Pastor for encouragement. He was the most influential person in my life and God really and truly used him to help me. He gave me the opportunity to be the church secretary which meant that he had regular contact with me for a number of hours each week. 

			A great example

			He didn’t waste his opportunity and would talk, and talk, and talk to me about God, pouring out his heart, his love, his desire to serve Jesus. It impacted me so much that sometimes I thought my heart would burst. I desired with all my heart to have a relationship with God and Jesus like him. I watched him like a hawk, observing his lifestyle, analysing his words, nothing he did was passed off as insignificant to me, because I wanted to copy him. 

			Paul said that the early Christians were to copy him as he himself copied Christ. What a pity more ministers can’t stand up to this scrutiny. But my Pastor, God bless him, glorified God in front of me and helped me to allow God to alter me. My covetous heart was channelled somewhat in the right direction at last. But there are so many other things to covet, like prophecy and ‘running the race’ as though you alone are going to win. Pray about it, God will open your eyes if you really do want to see.

		

	
		
			From “Treasures In Heaven: Contentment”

			Challenge Issue 40

			When Paul wrote to Timothy he reserved an especially severe criticism for certain Christians who believed that material wealth and prosperity were a sign of God’s blessing. Paul scathingly attacks this doctrine, and then adds, “but godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Timothy 6:6). Paul continues: “… Having food and clothing, let us be therewith content … They that will be rich fall into temptation … Into many foolish and hurtful lusts .. For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith … But thou, O man of God, flee these things …” The exhortation is unmistakable and pointed. We should take it personally.

			‘Treasure’ in heaven means exactly the same as ‘treasure’ on earth — material things. When Jesus returns to reign on earth, he will bring the treasure that we have stored up with him. “Behold, I come quickly, and my reward is with me, to give to every man according as his work shall be” (Revelation 22:12). Values will be reversed. Christians who are saved by grace, but who laid up treasure on earth, will lose out in the kingdom. Others who ‘forsook all’ and suffered on earth, investing in the future kingdom, will be rewarded. 

			Striving after prosperity in this life is, in the end, pure frustration. Even the fabulously wealthy King Solomon found that. But laying up treasure in heaven will yield great contentment, great satisfaction and great reward.
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			Planning For The Future

			What started off as a brilliant, unselfish idea became the very foundation for my way of life. I just happened to be around at the right time to observe a family in a time of crisis and witness the way they handled it.  

			My friends (2 sisters) had an invalid mother and their father, who was the minister of my church, didn’t receive a realistic salary. They decided, at one of their ‘family meetings’, that one daughter should go out to work, and the other daughter stay at home to look after their mother and take care of all the responsibilities which she could no longer cope with. At the end of the month they would pool the wages from the minister and the working daughter to pay all the bills, allocate money for the coming months food and travel, etc., and if there was anything over they would split it 4 ways so that they could each have personal spending money. Sometimes with the money remaining from their overheads they would purchase some household item which needed to be replaced, but everything was done through the one purse. There wasn’t usually much left over after all the bills and expenses had been accounted for, but for the first time in all her married life, the mother was actually receiving personal money which she could use in any way she pleased.

			An embarassing situation

			Years after this incident I was in the (unfortunate for me) position of being completely supported by a family who were already very stretched financially. For them it was an act of service to God, but it expressed to me their tremendous love, and the faith they placed in me. Yet for all that it was extremely difficult for me as I constantly felt that I was adding more pressure to their already heavy burden. It was a happy day for me when the tables were turned and I had an opportunity to pay them back. I had landed a really good job with a great wage and introduced to the family the example I had witnessed years before. The wife earned a part-time wage, one of the daughters was on a works experience training scheme and brought in a nominal wage, the other daughter was still at school, and the husband had been called by God to live by faith and preach the gospel with no income. When my wage was added to the wages of the wife and daughter, there was enough to pay the bills and forthcoming expenses, and we still had enough over to split … we each received £4 a month personal spending money. Tight? Yes, but what a thrill we all received to find that we could cope with the situation when we all pulled together.

			I suppose since those days I have never really looked back. When you don’t have much money you become very selective in the way you spend it. I was often amazed at how much I could save on such a small income. Wages increased with the standard of living, so did the personal amounts that we all received, but the foundation had been established in my life to buy only what was needed, not necessarily what was wanted.

			An incredible letter

			Before the birth of my first child, Maurice and I preached and sang our way through Europe for 2 months ending our travels at the very borders of Russia just after the restrictions had come down. We had really wanted to go into Russia to meet up with a friend we have over there, but the queues at the border waiting to go into Russia were 7 days long, as were the queues waiting to come out. Fortunately, we came into contact with Polish people who knew our Russian friends and made arrangements to pass on a gift to them. We were able to leave bibles, children’s bibles and money in their safe keeping.

			Weeks later we received an incredible letter from our Russian friends which radically altered our attitudes yet again. They were delighted with the Russian bibles as we had expected, but what we didn’t realise was just how valuable our meagre gift of £100 was to them. It was apparently the equivalent of 2 years wages for the average working man! When they had exchanged it into Russian money they were able to pay a considerable amount towards the cost of building their church, and the husband had been enabled to buy his new wife a coat. 

			Maurice and I were in tears when we read the letter, we had almost been embarrassed at only having £100 to leave with them instead of some really significant sum. We hadn’t anticipated what our ‘widow’s mite’ could achieve in the hands of someone from another country. It just goes to show, we may not be able to afford Reebok trainers or even a Nike tee-shirt, but even half of what we would thoughtlessly spend on these items would keep a pastor and his whole family for more than a month. Surely this is worth consideration.

			God’s provision

			For over 20 years I never had to consider what happened to my wage — it just went into ‘the pot’ and was not counted as money which I personally had any say over. But I have been amazed at the way God has looked after me, my husband and my children. We live as frugally as we possibly can in the household (that goes for those who work and live with us also), so that we can get out the message God has burdened us with, and support some who are in difficult situations in undeveloped countries, and others who are in a similar position to us, living by faith and serving God. It is good to remember that we are meant to trade with what we have been given, and use it wisely to further the kingdom.

			How hard it is ...

			I noticed, when reading the bible, how easy it seemed for someone to give everything, when they had either little or practically nothing, compared to the rich young ruler who, after receiving a direct instruction from Jesus himself on how he could become perfect, went away desperately saddened because he couldn’t bring himself to comply. On the other hand, look at the widow Elisha was sent to, who only had enough oil and flour to make the last cake for her son and herself to eat before they starved to death. Elisha asked that she feed him first before taking care of her son, which seemed most unreasonable. She had nothing else to lose other than one last meal, hers and her son’s death would come just a little sooner, that’s all. But if her tiny amount of faith had foundation, then what could she gain if she gave to God what He asked? 

			Look again at that poor widow in the New Testament who cast two mites into the offering. She was condemned by those judgmental people who looked on, but was commended by Jesus who knew that she had given everything she had. And consider also the woman who broke the alabaster box and poured ointment on Jesus’ feet. She too was condemned for this wasteful act. Peter had no funds to give to the lame man outside the temple, but what he did have he gave freely and the lame man was healed.   Giving to God because we love Him will not go unnoticed, it will one day be rewarded. And how do we give to God? By looking after others … “If you can’t love your brother whom you see, how can you love God whom you don’t see?”

			Blessed to be a blessing

			If you are on the bread line, you are a prime candidate to receive tremendous riches in heaven, not because God feels sorry for you and your plight down here, but because any little effort you make to sacrifice will be greatly amplified because you haven’t much to give. Anything we have has not been given for our own personal benefit alone, but that we should share it with others, be it wealth, talents or gifts. Jesus said we had to love our neighbour as our self … didn’t he? Well … do we? It is very rare to come across this quality in people. 

			Perhaps the one person who stood out in our modern age was Mother Teresa. She identified in every way with those she ministered to. Usually people live on a higher plateau to those they are trying to help, it seems to make them feel better equipped for the task. 

			In 2004 on a visit to Uganda, Maurice and I met Frank Musoke, a Christian pastor who had been married about 18 months. His wife, Louise, was around 3 months pregnant with her first child. He apologised for not being able to comply with our request to put us up in his home as he said he had no room, but he did invite us for a meal. When we visited his home we realised why he couldn’t accommodate us. He lived in a small 2 roomed house with only a lounge and a bedroom. There was no kitchen or bathroom; his wife cooked his meals outside on a camping stove on the tiny porch. But what amazed us was the fact that he had taken in 11 orphaned children aged between 2 and 12 years old to live with him as their relations or neighbours couldn’t afford to feed them. 

			A different type of giving

			This type of giving is not understood by those of us living in the West. We give what we think we can afford, and have plenty left in the bank for our ‘rainy day’. But this man and his wife were sharing what they had. They were poor themselves, he had no transport to do his pastoral work and could only afford 1 meal per day, but they were willing to share what they had with others who had nothing.

			When we realise what small amounts of money can do for people in other countries where lack of bibles, starvation, malnutrition, disease, and earthquakes are rampant, it becomes very difficult to spend money on trivialities and luxuries. On one trip to America I came across a minister who had been to China with members from his church. They had witnessed first hand the deprivation of the people. Whilst the church group were eating their meal in the Macdonald’s restaurant in Beijing, the starving children would be staring in at the windows watching every mouthful of food they were eating. On returning to their homes in America they shared with everyone they came into contact with what they had seen with heartfelt compassion, yet they still trashed food from their tables because it was superfluous to their requirements. Surely, when we have been exposed to needs we should buy less and save trashing the excess, so that we can give a little to those who are completely without.  

			It’s the ‘starting to live like this’ that’s difficult. Once you get into thinking this way it becomes easy. Allow your conscience to prick you when you take a fancy to buy what you don’t need and go along with the impulse to put the money to one side for a worthy cause. You will be amazed at how quickly your attitude can change. There are so many people needing help — Adopt a Child; Open Doors; a whole host, if you need help thinking of someone in need, write to us. But don’t continue to live for yourself alone. Lay down treasure in this life and start putting your finances and resources into the heavenly bank. The interest is higher and secure.
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			Frank and Louise Musoke (Uganda) holding Christmas celebrations in one of their 2 rooms with the children they have adopted
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			Louise cooking for the family on her tiny porch

		

	
		
			From “The Light of the Body”

			Challenge Issue 41

			All the light the body has, it gets from the eye. The eye is crucial, and powerful, enabling all direction and movement. We don’t walk backwards: we move in the direction our eye sees. The eyes are drawn to light; even with our eyes closed we can tell when a room is plunged into darkness or a light switched on.

			Spiritually, we are also drawn towards spiritual light, towards revelation, towards ‘enlightenment’. It may be a false light, but everyone is in some sort of light.

			What gets into the heart, gets there through the eyes. “Whosoever looks on a woman to lust after her … ” The eye and the heart are inextricably linked. If we want to guard our heart, our eye is the key. A ‘single’ eye means pure, unmixed, not double-minded. The single eye, like the pure heart, only sees good. “To the pure all things are pure” (Titus 1:15). In all circumstances, even in trials and problems, the single eye sees only God at work, not the devil. If we know that God is in charge, we need never blame the devil for what happens to us. “All things work together for good to them that love God” (Romans 8:28). We see things in the light of that scripture. We ‘see things in a different light’.

			What we allow into our heart will become a part of us, subconscious, rooted in our hidden desires and motives. But with our mind, we determine what we will allow in, and what we will turn our eyes towards.

		

	
		
			20

			There’s No Smoke Without Fire 

			Have you ever heard that expression … ‘There’s no smoke without fire’? Do you believe it? Is there any possible way you can get smoke without fire? This quotation is regularly used when someone has been accused of doing something which they adamantly deny. If enough stink is created then people will believe the worst, whether it’s truth or libel. I personally have no regard for this statement at all, especially after witnessing first hand an experience of ‘smoke without fire’.

			A few years ago my husband, Maurice, had a brainstorming idea to knock down the ceiling which divided the attic from the first floor rooms. The house we live in is over 150 years old so he was prepared for a little muck and dust! He made sure that the rooms which housed expensive recording equipment and computers were securely sealed with masking tape, etc., around the door edges and under the doors. Then he, together with a couple of ‘big bruisers’, wielded their sledge hammers as they undertook their demolition work.  

			Fire!

			We had already warned the hospital next door to us that there could be some dust coming from our upstairs windows and suggested that it might be wise for them to close the windows of their premises which overlooked our house. But we hadn’t anticipated the centuries’ worth of dust looking exactly like smoke to come billowing from the open window for all the neighbourhood to see. The amount of dust was unbelievable, so unbelievable that the hospital receptionist immediately rang for the fire brigade as she was convinced our house was on fire. Sure enough 3 fire engines pulled into our drive and firemen rushed into our courtyard and up the scaffolding ready to burst into the blazing rooms with their hoses.  

			Horrified at the catastrophe which could truly have taken place if they managed to do what they intended, Maurice (who could only be identified by his height and voice, as his face other than the whites of his eyes was completely black) intervened. He pleaded with them not to break the seals on the doors and tried to convince these men that this was not smoke from a fire, but fine dust. It took Maurice what seemed ages for these men to at least give his story some consideration, because they were trained to believe there was ‘no smoke without fire’.  

			The fire chief went to the sealed doors and felt all around the edges for signs of heat, and with great reluctance he declined from smashing through the doors to see with his own eyes that there was no danger. Maurice really had to plead and grovel for this man to give way because the responsibility was his. But after the chief had looked at the work in progress and the state of the workers, he left the premises peacefully.

			Judging without understanding

			I am really grateful for that experience because now I firmly believe that in many cases there really is smoke without fire. We are often so ready to judge by appearances but have no real understanding of a situation. I personally, have been in that place where people have believed for years something about me even though it was a lie.  

			One particular instance of this was where a mother and her 2 daughters were very angry at me for something they said I had spoken from a church platform during a meeting which took place years and years back. When they faced me up with the accusation some time ago, I thought at the time it was a pretty unreasonable thing to charge me with because I just couldn’t imagine myself saying it. But, because 3 people had been adamant I decided to ring up the man who used to record all the church meetings and asked if he had a copy of the particular service they were referring to. Sure enough he had a copy and said he would mail it to me. I listened through and found that their accusation had been totally unjust, and let them listen to the tape for themselves. I must admit though, that I had not anticipated what they would say after they’d heard it for themselves. One of the daughters told me that she had edited tapes herself and removed or included things, so she felt sure that I had done the same. Even though I assured her she could ring the man who kept the master tapes for herself, she wanted to remain convinced of her grievance against me which proved to me that some people just don’t want to see the truth, and prefer to remain in their wilful blindness.

			The wrong end of the stick

			This incident which I experienced is not isolated, I know that many other people’s reputations have been greatly tarnished, and sometimes completely killed, because someone got the ‘wrong end of the stick’ or became jealous and stubbornly refused to gain a clear understanding of a situation.  

			I can vividly recall a man who was mightily used by God in Holland to build up a great evangelistic organisation which incorporated a block of offices with around 50 full time workers, and churches in 13 different Dutch cities. His fame had spread throughout Holland as, due to his zeal to reach the lost, he was also relaying weekly programmes of his church services on cable television which he knew were being viewed by prostitutes and others with real agonising problems who would not have openly gone to church. This man really and truly had a heart for the lost and spent his life working for God relentlessly in this way. He also had 2 orphanages in India and Indonesia. He trained up men around him to take care of the churches and orphanages and met with them on a daily basis to keep them in mind of his vision. But the inevitable happened and one of the men who had worked with him for over 30 years, and had a really close relationship with him, rose up against him and caused a tremendous split, taking over half the congregations and workers away to follow his own particular vision. Not only was he bent on pulling people away but he began a smear campaign and spread despicable rumours concerning this man’s sexual and financial dealings. The whole organisation was plunged into turmoil and confusion as the cancer spread through it.

			The black book

			But it didn’t stop there. Because the man was so well known the government got involved and they took out what is called a ‘black book’ against him and made a thorough investigation of all the allegations and accusations made. This investigation went on for quite some time and interviews were even reported on the national TV channels. To some Dutch people he was famous, to others he was infamous. But one thing was sure, everyone was aware of this man and his work for God. At the end of the investigation he was publicly cleared, which was a tremendous relief to everyone who had pledged their allegiance to him and stayed. But to others it didn’t make a blind bit of difference, as far as they were concerned he was still guilty and they were even more angry and bitter now that his name had been nationally cleared. 

			Never a bad word

			As for the man himself, he didn’t have a bad word to say of any of his enemies. In fact on one occasion when he was waiting in his car for the traffic lights to turn green, he began to laugh as a thought he’d had tickled him. The family members in his car asked why he laughed and he said to them, “Do you realise just how many churches we have started in Holland?” (referring to the different offshoots of the work due to the splits). What a wonderful attitude this man had. He really did take literally the scripture that says “all things work together for good to those who love God and are called according to his purpose” and could see through God’s eyes the positive side of this terrible incident.

			A short time later the man passed into the presence of the Lord, but the intriguing thing about his death was that the members of his own congregation were informed of his death, not from the church platform, but via the major national television networks when they reported it in their news programmes. The church could not contain those who wanted to pay their last respects to him, and the traffic in The Hague was stopped as the procession, escorted by the police, made their way to the grave side. What a tremendous testimony and witness to the nation this man had been during his life and even in his death.

			Evil speaking

			It is very sad that there is so much evil speaking and gossip in the church, the very place where we have the Bible as our textbook which gives clear guidance as to how we should handle these situations. Sadly, going to church does not make a person a Christian, any more than living in a garage would make a person a car. But those who would follow Christ and seek to do his will should close their ears to gossip and slander and rebuke the offenders for passing on this undesired information because what comes in through our ears has a frightening way of plummeting deep into our hearts and remaining there, only to permanently affect our manner towards those we have heard things about.

			That goes for our eyes too. I have been amazed at how stained and blotted my mind can become after a short visit to the dentist. Sometimes I have picked up a magazine from the table because a headline on the front page caught my eye. But after flicking through the magazine to get to the article which had first attracted me, I have been amazed at the smut and filth which has managed to become everyday public reading for all and sundry, when at one time such things would have been withheld for the ‘Playboy’ and such magazines. And all I’d looked at was the once innocent and wholesome ‘Woman’ and ‘Woman’s Own’, not to mention the others such as ‘She’ and ‘Cosmopolitan’!

			Advertising pressure

			I’m very thankful also that I don’t have a television to bombard my incredibly impressionable children with all kinds of ideas. I don’t know how TV-owning parents cope at Christmas with all the adverts telling the kids that they can’t live without certain things. Parents think nothing of spending £100 on a computer game these days, quite apart from the brand-named clothing and trainers which are also a ‘must’. I was shocked to see how turned on to Lucozade my 2 boys (aged 8 and 5) were after seeing Lara Croft glaring at them from the advertising hoardings as they travelled to and from school each day — and they didn’t even particularly like the taste of the stuff!  

			The pressure we allow ourselves to be under because we willingly drink in all we’re exposed to is amazing, and the only escape is to live for the future kingdom and not for this world. If you want to know more of what I’m talking about here you’ll have to get your hands on a copy of the book ‘Manifesto For A Revolution’ written by Alex Robertson which we have published. Get your mind off what you see with your physical eyes, and hear with your physical ears, and look to the future which should actually be the only reality to a true Christian.
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